
Abstract: 

Today, over 40% of employees report being “extremely confused” by their benefits options.

Many default to researching their options for less than ten minutes, making a first “bad choice,”

and then, year after year, 82% of employees will simply just “pick what they had last year.” This

lack of understanding leads to either overspending by all parties or under-coverage (and

driving other additional costs).

The 3 Keys to 
Driving Understanding 
& Successful Employee Benefit
Selection in 2020



Here is the riddle: 
40% of people are confused by them. 
85% of people will just pick what they had
last year. 

What are they? 

The answer: Employee Benefits. This year, HR professionals will face unprecedented

challenges as they curate and administer benefits programs. Lack of personalization,

employee confusion regarding options, lack of connectivity and COVID19 present

real challenges for this year’s benefit selections process. However, employee benefit

programs are critical to both employee and employer success.
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While employers should realize great benefits packages benefit their organization, they must

also realize offering benefits is not always “optional”. While employers can calibrate their own

benefits programs, based on their own sense of corporate culture and sense of social

responsibility, not all benefits are elective: some benefits are required by law. 

Outlined below are three types of benefits – those required by law, those that are so common

they are practically expected and finally, progressive, personalized benefits that most modern

companies realize they must begin to integrate into their offerings

Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA)

The Family and Medical Leave Act

requires some employers to provide maternity, paternity, and adoption leave, but it is not

required to be paid leave. Again, we consider these benefits required, as they are some states

that have specific legislation mandating leave. 

Minimum Wage and Overtime Pay Under the Fair Labor Standards Act 

The Fair Labor Standards Act sets the current federal minimum wage at $7.25. In addition,

many states have their own minimum wage laws, making minimal wage a heavily regulated

benefit. The law stipulates that whichever minimum wage law is highest overrides the other. For

example, New York law mandates a higher rate of pay than the federal minimum wage;

therefore, the state's minimum wage laws override federal minimum wage laws.

Similarly, overtime laws vary by

state. The Fair Labor Standards Act also stipulates overtime pay requirements. Whichever law

(state or federal) benefits an employee the most takes

precedence. 

Part 1: Understanding
Types of Benefits & 
Their Value  
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Consolidated Omni-Budget Reconciliation Act

(COBRA)

The federal government requires that companies

with 20 or more employees continue to provide

extended medical benefits for previous employees

(and their families) for up to 18 months (sometimes

longer). States may have additional requirements

for extended medical benefits. 

Disability and Workers Compensation

The purpose of both workers' compensation and

disability is to make sure that an injured or sick

employee continues to get paid (usually a portion

of their normal pay) until they are well enough to

return to work. This benefit is regulated at the state

level; every state has its own worker’s

compensation and disability requirements for

employers. While some businesses are exempt

from providing workers' compensation, most

payroll employees are eligible if they are injured on

the job. 

Unemployment Benefits

The federal government requires states to manage

all unemployment benefits for workers. Employees

are entitled to unemployment pay for a period of

time however the amount of unemployment pay

varies by state and job title. Employees that leave

employment by choice or were fired for their

misconduct are typically not eligible for

unemployment benefits.



Type 2:  Commonly Offered Benefits 

Healthcare Benefits

This is the top ranked benefit for over 55% of employees and is so common most employees expect to

be offered healthcare benefits in their full-time role. In fact, 87% of employees making between $25,000

and $50,000 are offered medical benefits. Healthcare benefits are the most valued by all employees

and considered the primary benefit for companies to offer employees. 

Paid Time Off/Extra Leave 

1 in 3 employees would trade an extra $1,000 for time off. Paid time off is extremely common and nearly

an expectation for most employees. Many employees expect at least 1-2 weeks off per year.  Some

companies offer unlimited time off at the discretion of the employee and their manager, while others

keep it a calibrated algorithm based on time at the company. 

Dental & Vision 

Nearly 79% of employees making $25-$50,000 receive dental benefits, while 67% receive vision. Both

areas of care can create large, unexpected expenses and therefore can be highly valued by

employees. 

Life Insurance 

Life insurance that pays out a sum of money either on the death of the insured person or after a set

period. While there are some exceptions to the payouts, life insurance is a highly valued benefit

because it offers employee’s peace of mind that their family will be cared for should they pass away

unexpectedly. 

Transit Benefits 

A commuter benefit program offers employees tax-advantaged benefits to pay for expenses incurred

for parking, public transportation and vanpooling expenses to and from the office. There are two

separate benefits available: Parking and Transit/Vanpool accounts.

401k 

 A 401(k) plan is a retirement savings account that allows an employee to divert a portion of their salary

into long-term investments. The employer may match the employee's contribution up to a limit.

Voluntary Coverage 

Many employees do not have additional monies set aside for medical expenses that would not be

covered by their medical insurance, and therefore Voluntary policies have come into existence. In fact,

less than 69% of employees have $1,000 available; Only 41% said they would not have $500. With this

mind, it is no surprise that employee satisfaction is significantly higher (66% versus 44%) when this

additional benefit is added to standard healthcare benefits. 



Preventative Health Benefits 

According to recent studies nearly 40% of

Americans need assistance with proactive

strategies to protect their health.

Preventative health benefits help

employees understand how to remain

active, create nutritional plans, and create a

lifestyle that leads to improved health

outcomes. This is progressive in the sense

that it is preventing an issue BEFORE it

happens, however it is also financially

prudent as it prevents major health events

that drive up insurance costs. 

For example, offering an incentive for

employees to quit smoking as a

preventative measure decreases costs –

smokers pay higher premiums than non-

smokers. Another example, is incentivizing

employees to attend annual check-ups –

once there has been a medical event like a

heart attack, the cost of an employee’s

premium can rise. Through annual,

proactive cardiac care, an employee may

be able to prevent a larger medical event. 

Wellness Benefits 

From visiting masseuses in the office,

to yoga at lunch to gym membership

fee subsidies, wellness benefits have

in some cases, increased employee

satisfaction by 50%. 

 

Highly Valued & Progressive Benefits 

Travel Benefits 

For some employees, the costs of

transportation really add up. Having

additional support in paying these costs

is extremely valued by employees –

especially those that depend on mass

transit. 

Paid Maternity Leave 

While paid leave sounds common- it is

not. In fact, most civilian employees (88%)

have no access to paid maternity leave or

paid paternity leave in America. Though a

federal law, ¬¬the Family Medical Leave

Act, guarantees up to 12 weeks of unpaid

time off, employees may only qualify if

they work for a small employer or have

been at that employer less than one year. 



Pay Day Every Day (On Demand) 

Financial applications such as Venmo and Zelle have changed employees’ mindsets about how

and when to get paid. As employees juggle more responsibility at faster paces, receiving faster

payments becomes more convenient for managing their lifestyle. Pay experiences will demand

new levels of personalization, offering an easier way for workers to be paid, the way they want, any

time they want. This is already becoming a more common practice with hourly wage workers, like

Walmart, Uber and Lyft – as they utilize technologies to allow employees to access their earnings

as soon as they are logged. Companies are leveraging modern HRIS platforms and technologies

to help facilitate this on demand financial benefit. 

Part 2: Emerging Trends in Employee Benefits

Employee benefits are a rapidly changing concept. While historically most employees only focused

on 401k contributions and healthcare, the spectrum of employee demands, and employer offerings

have grown. Today, healthcare remains the top priority for most employees, however there are some

emerging trends in 2020 that just show how innovative companies are attracting and satisfying top

talents. 



Telehealth Services 

Employees still recognize healthcare benefits as the most important, and telehealth services are a

natural extension of this core and key benefit. Telemedicine allows a patient with a minor illness,

such as a cold or sore throat, to speak with a physician or nurse over the phone or video chat to

conduct a diagnostic test and order prescriptions within a few hours’ time. This on-demand

arrangement is faster, more flexible and less costly for both employees and employers. This is a

rapidly emerging trend with over 72% of organizations offering the benefit as of this year. The use

of technology, reduction in costs, and increases in convenience make this benefit a must have for

any benefits program. 

Work From Anywhere 

Regular work-at-home, among the non-self-employed population, has grown by 173% since

2005, 11% faster than the rest of the workforce. Telecommuting in the US has seen as a new

normal as it has increased in the past decade.   This makes the benefit not “new” in concept, but it

is rapidly, expanding. 

Remote work is already recognized benefit for many employees - in 2019, 69% of organizations

allowed employees to work from home and 27% offered full-time telecommuting arrangements.

However, companies are realizing the mutual benefit of remote employees.  Remote (work from

anywhere) allows employees to experience the freedom of more travel, increased time with their

families, etc. Remote employees take less sick days, and are known for their improved

productivity (on average 13% more productive than in office employees). 86% of respondents in

the survey believe that working remotely reduces stress levels and improves health making it a

powerful emotional motivator (which studies show ALSO leads to higher company loyalty and

productivity).

 

Employers benefit as well. It gives

access to a larger talent pool (as they

are no longer limited to a localized

area/region) and reduces the

overhead and operational costs of an

office. Employers also reap the

benefits of the increased productivity

and lower turnover, as remote roles

are highly coveted and can attract

(and retain) top talent.



Personalization of Benefits Packages 

Meeting the needs of a multigenerational workforce is essential for companies to remain

competitive in the employee benefit space. Offering a wider range of options, with careful

consideration of the many phases of life and different challenges at each phase is important.

Personalizing benefits across traditional healthcare, financial and lifestyle categories is the next

generation of benefits. Additionally, make sure the new benefits packages offered get the

proper attention and seen/heard through the clutter by removing old benefit programs that

may no longer be relevant or as impactful.  

Empowering employees with benefit “budgets” allows them to identify the services they need

most and is a highly valued methodology in our individualistic society. 

Part 3: Benefits in 2020: What Employees Value Most
in 2020

Student Loan Repayment 

This is a very significantly valued benefit in 2020. Today, 44.7

million Americans are carrying student loan debt, bringing the

national student loan debt to $1.56 trillion. This year the average

student is graduating with $37,000 in student debt. Needless to

say, student debt is a significant burden to employees and a

major source of financial strain. 

Another significant indicator of the importance of this benefit?

The number of employers that are offering student debt

assistance has doubled (from 4% in 2018 to 8% in 2020). Some

cutting edge employers are even making 401k matching

contributions tied to student loans so employees can save

money for retirement and still pay off their student loans.

For companies that cannot offer financial assistance, there are

still ways to help employees manage their student debt. For

example something as simple as facilitating payments through

payroll deferral or providing onsite financial advice to help guide

employees as to the best approach for their loan repayment and

financing" can help employees whittle down their loan burdens.

[making 401(k) matching contributions tied to employees'

student-loan payments,

 



For companies that cannot afford an

expansive program, employers can

consider, treating out-of-network

behavioral-health services as in-

network so employees pay the same

amount for treatment regardless of

who they visit, or setting a lower co-

insurance amount for out-of-network

behavioral health than for other out-

of-network benefits.

Premium Cost Assistance 

Did you know that premium costs have increased a staggering 54% just since 2009? Now

consider that the wage growth has only been 26% and it is easy to see the difficult predicament

employees face. Families are desperate for more manageable and predictable costs in their

healthcare plans, and many employers are finding a way to meet these demands through their

benefits programs.   

While employers are not directly paying for premiums, innovative strategies can really reduce the

financial burdens on employees. Through the use of new plan designs, more transparent pricing

tools, the re-introduction of co-pays, and more specialty care options, employees can attain more

financially predictable costs and relief. 

Mental Health Plans 

Mental health issues and support have become larger cultural issues than ever before. Employers

are recognizing effective mental health assistance does not just lie in offering medical coverage,

but also to create cultural change and education within the organization. Nearly half (48 percent)

of 147 large employers surveyed by NBGH in 2019 said they are working to help recognize

mental health issues and assist employees accordingly.

  

Employers are investing in their employee’s mental wellbeing by offering additional days off for

self-care, mental health education, increased mental health services within telehealth programs,

etc. Employers are also seeing the scope of “mental health” as wider, by recognizing the need to

offer support for substance-abuse issues, anxiety, mood disorders and trauma-related disorders

such as PTSD. 



Benefit program curation and delivery is a complicated process, and it is tempting to want to

give employees all of the benefits they desire. Companies realize having extensive benefits

options is important but a word of caution. 

As in most things in life – benefit programs can fall short if they overpromise and

underdeliver. What a company offers is just as important as how the benefits are defined

and implemented. 

Employees like to feel valued and appreciated by the company they work for. But, when

these benefits are nothing more than a gimmick, they can have the opposite effect and

make employees wonder if they are really getting anything at all to reward their hard work

and constant efforts. 

Wellness Without Engagement

For some employees, self-care and wellness are new concepts. Many corporate wellness

programs show no results because they are too broadly defined or not personalized

enough to be actionable. By equipping employees with the resources to make smart, cost-

efficient health-related decisions and provide options to improve health that are tangible

and finite, employers create valued programs. Specific opportunities for wellness like

including gym memberships, gamified wellness programs and voluntary disease-specific

programs promote adoption and value. 

Unlimited Vacation

The initial fear by most companies introducing “unlimited” vacation was that their offices

would be empty. In fact, studies show that when employees have unlimited vacation time

they actually take LESS time, leaving them drained and burnt out. Some suggest the loss of

the “use-it-or-loss it” pressure, keeps employees in the office when they should be taking

time to recharge. Employees often feel uncomfortable asking for significant time off

when it is subjective or up to a manager. Therefore if your company adopts an unlimited

vacation policy – make sure it is encouraged and utilize by management. Make it a cultural

value to celebrate employee’s time off and recharging so they can come back to work

refreshed and even more productive. 

A Common Mistake Not to Make in 2020:  A
Note About Authenticity 



Employee Discount Programs

Employee discount programs fundamentally don't work because they are about generating

revenue for the company through the partnerships. Rarely are the services offered the best

deals and rarely are they what the business' employees want. 

The Frat Party Perks  

Beer on tap, foosball, ping pong, and Fiesta Friday sound adorable but they can be off putting

as a “benefit.” Consider these fun extras and “nice to do” to facilitate a positive corporate culture

but these should never be totted as “benefits”.  Frankly to a more conservative or serious-

minded employee they may actually be a turn off to working at a job, not something they would

prefer instead of vision insurance.

Benefits for All Mentality: Everyone Grows the Same 

Many companies understand the benefit of growth/development plans for individuals.

However, if these become essentially photocopied “career tracks” they leave employees

feeling disenfranchised and less valued. “One size fits all” plans make employees feel like any

other perfunctory process and are not truly successful. Have a framework or plan for

growth/development, train leaders to be flexible, adaptable and ask for input from the

individuals [1].



Part 4: COVID Impacts to Benefit Selection

COVID-19 Displacement 

COVID-19 and the incredible impact it has had on the global economy is unprecedented.

Undeniably it has changed how people work, live and think about their health. The new

awareness of the realities of a pandemic will undeniably shape how people think about their

benefit options this year and will have a significant impact on selections. 

While the impact of COVID-19 will affect companies on a larger scale, there are some particular

considerations companies will need to deal with. There is a significant challenge is responding

to the crisis, and handling some of the most immediate issues.

 

Companies have had to address: 

Benefit extensions: Companies had to realize the real cost be of laying employees off while

also continuing to support their benefits. Another challenge was identifying how an

organization can  maintain the team and leverage the tax credits of the CARES Act to keep

afloat.  

Special enrollment periods:  Companies had to realize if there are/were previously unenrolled

employees that should enroll to protect themselves through a special enrollment process.

FSA/HRA grace periods: HR professionals had to understand if annual plans from both 2019

and 2020 could be used to fight the coronavirus. 

Telemedicine: Suddenly the need for telemedicine on demand emerged. Companies had to

explore their offerings, ensure employees were aware of their telemedicine options, and/or

being a program effective immediately to help support employees. 



The creation and facilitation of benefits is one of the largest undertakings of an HR professional. It

undeniably takes time, effort, thought, research, industry knowledge, and a keen sense of one’s

own organizational pulse and employee base.  

Lack of personalization, employee confusion regarding options, lack of connectivity and

COVID19 present real challenges for this year’s benefit selections process.  

Fortunately, there are 3 common solutions that help combat all 3  issues: 

Part 5: Solving the Challenges of 2020 with 3
Key Solutions 

Education
Connection/Technology 
Communication



Why is it Important? 
Education is a critical part of the benefits selection process. Employees need assistance in

selecting benefits, and that requires having an educated sense of what their options are and

how to best weigh them against each other. 

Employee education, however, has many challenges. As previously discussed, even when

employees offer educational opportunities employees either do not engage, or do not recall the

information presented. By educating employees at every opportunity, employers can increase

plan participation, which in turn increases Affordable Care Act compliance and reduces group

premium costs. 

How to do it Right
Start Day 1. Employees cannot value what they do not understand. The onboarding process is

the perfect opportunity to explain to a new hire their options, how valued they are, and all the

ways the company seeks to make their lives easier. As part of the onboarding process a 1:1

review of benefits, a Q&A session, and counseling session for benefit selection should be

scheduled. While this may seem like a laborious addition to an already complex process, in the

long term this will save everyone time, expense and confusion. Typically (and unfortunately)

employees simply “opt in” to whatever they had the previous year. Getting them started out of

the gate in the right direction will help make sure they are selecting the right benefits as the

foundation for their program. 

Key 1: Education 



Recording all educational

seminars, and lessons and

archiving them in a central

location. This will allow employees

to access information on demand

as needed through out the year

Think in campaigns – plan all of the

educational content and assets

needed on a PER benefit level. This

will ensure you create long and

short form content, and format it in

multiple media to consider the

different generations/learning

styles in your organization.

Weekly 30 minute video sessions aimed at ONE benefit topic. It can include a 10-minute

review, 10-minute options explanation and then a 10-minute Q&A. Distribute a schedule a

month in advance so employees can plan to attend those of interest.

Small Campaigns, Not One Big Push 

Many HR professionals only begin to think about education the two to three months leading up to

open enrollment. Studies show employees do not have the time, retention, and capacity to receive

all the information they need in such a finite period of time. Education should be “sprinkled” through

out the year to define important concepts and benefits opportunities. Consider:

 

Explaining the Why

Employees need to be heard but more importantly need to FEEL when they have been. Many HR

professionals fail to explain the “why” behind the benefits offerings. Drawing a direct line to

employee requests 

Make it Personal 

Many HR professionals have realized that using case studies (whether real or conceptual) helps

employees to better understand when/how a benefit would impact an employee, and its value.

Instead of presenting bullet points of pros and cons for each option, consider creating a series of

“mirror” case studies that reflect the types of employees in the organization. By presenting the types

of options in this format, programs shift from just being a large amount of data to relatable to real life

experiences. 

 



Offer ongoing education/information on demand 24/7/365  

Remove the burden of being a sole source of guidance and

information from HR team 

Help employees feel empowered by choice and taking control of

their benefits 

Provide valuable functionality for employees to manage cost &

plan for expenses  

Create forums for feedback & tools to build the feedback loop

required for personalized benefits programs. 

Eliminate hours of tedious paperwork

Integrates data and systems to reduce costs and wasted time

Offers better, more affordable benefits to employees 

Facilitates compliance with the ever-changing demands of the

ACA                                                                                  

Manage complex hours tracking and eligibility rules.

Populate, prepare, and file the mandatory 1094 and 1095 reports.

Calculate affordability based on IRS safe harbor rules

Through a Benefits Administration system, employers can: 

Why is it Important? 
The reality is HR professionals have demanding jobs, and are not in the position to provide

information on demand at all times. By utilizing technology they can provide employees with the

connectivity they need. With the right HR software, employers have achieved a return on mid-

market investments within 10 months of use, saved on insurance premiums—91% noted more

accurate reporting on eligibility and coverage choices, reported fewer hours and reduced

administrative staff in 89% of cases and  increased employee engagement, with 66% attributing

increased retention to the platform’s benefits.

Allowing employees access to their important benefits and wellness information through

their computer, mobile device, or telephonic support at any time can be the key to

addressing the evergreen need for information and insights. Additionally, in the time of

COVID-19 it also becomes even more imperative that employees can access information

remotely. 

Key #2: Connectivity  



24/7 Account Access              

Customizable Online Portal                                    

Cloud based Admin Platform                               

Real-Time Reporting                                          

Intuitive Mobile app

Claims Substantiation                         

Built-in Payroll Advance                                                                                      

Data and Vendor Integration

Automated Compliance    

Quick Claim Processing                           

Smart Debit Card 

How to do it Right 

Selecting the right Benefits Administration tool is a key part of

establishing a technical foundation for success. Some of the benefits

required:

Service 

Even the most seasoned HR professionals need back up at times and

working with an HRIS provider that has a strong service organization is

as important as the technology. Multi language, globally accessible,

seasoned HR professionals that support the technology should be a

high priority in the selection process. 

Technology 

While size and functionality needs vary across organizations there are

some common technologies/functionalities all companies should

require in their Benefits Administration technologies. Consider: 



FaceTime/Zoom open conversation and webinars

1:1 calls for questions for follow up

Mobile app messaging that allows for follow up and reminders

Text messaging for consistent, brief proactive communication not requiring a response

Text messages

Push notifications via your HR mobile app

Skype or Slack forums with posted summaries of benefits programs

Pre-recorded webinars

Social media 

Email Campaigning

Social media 

Email campaigning

Group Conference Calls

How to do it Right 

Communicate By Generation 

One of the most obvious ways to create communications plans and programs is based on

generation. It is important to note that while members of the same generation may be in the

same age range their lives may be in very different places. However, HR professionals CAN

consider, generational preferences for communication styles: 

To effectively communicate with your Generation Z employees, consider:

To best communicate with your Millennial generation employees, consider:

To best communicate with your Generation Z employees consider: 

To best communicate with your Baby Boomer employees, consider:

Why is it Important?
Communication is critical at every step of the benefits process. From clearly communicating

during the recruitment process the value of benefits programs, to helping employees through

selection to providing answers to on-going questions, the communications process is just as

important as the educational materials provided. Simply put, employees cannot value what

they do not know about. To know, they must be communicated to.

Key #3: Communication   



Communicate by Life Stage 

As previously mentioned, recognizing that members of the same

generation communicate similarly can help HR pick the best tools

to use. However, the reality that many people within the same

generations are in different places in life make communication by

life stage a valued approach. As discussed, case studies are great

ways to demonstrate real world examples of how a benefit can

impact an employee’s life. Life stages can be as simple as single,

married or married with children, or by work style (commuter,

remote employee etc.). 

Keeping it Simple and Visual  

"If employees are given the option between a PPO [preferred-

provider organization] and HDHP, we've found [that] an engaging

60-second video describing the difference captures their attention

and aids decisions," Dugan said. "Embedding these videos in the

enrollment process, especially where employees are being offered

a voluntary benefit like critical illness coverage or have a difficult

choice between two options, can have big payoffs." Additionally,

make use of technology and the ability to captures thousands of

words in a picture or a short video. In this digital economy very few

people read – so quick, impactful  language is the most effective –

especially when coupled with visual information. 

Brag a Little 

 "Most employees don't appreciate their benefits, but that's because

nobody ever tells them what the costs are," says PRO's Silverstein.

The exercise of simply providing an annual cost and benefits

statement that spells out what they're getting and at what cost

helps employees realize what they are receiving. A simple rundown

of the employee's individual benefits and what they cost the

business is very powerful. 
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IN SUMMARY

In sum, benefit selection is a complex process that requires careful consideration and curation by

employers, and fundamental understanding by employees. This year, HR professionals have faced

unparallel challenges which can be met by education, technology and communication. 
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