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Editor’s Desk

Managing compassionately during coronavirus
Social isolation of colleagues who may be grieving is a unique part of the crisis that is adding another
mental strain on the workplace.

Emma Payne is the

for those suffering the loss of family, friends and

ment leave to 20 days, led most notably by

founder of Grief Coach, a

colleagues. The isolation of coworkers who may

Facebook’s Sheryl Sandberg, who lost her

text-based counseling

be grieving is a unique part of the current crisis

husband in 2015.

service, which she

that has added more mental strain on the

decided to start about

workplace, as a growing number of employees

still behind the curve with tech offerings like

five years ago after

may be grieving loved ones. For workplace

telehealth and online EAP benefits offering mental

speaking at a friend’s

managers, the new environment will create

health support, which will only become more

funeral.

uncomfortable challenges in how to manage

important as the country continues to adhere to

compassionately.

social distancing guidelines. Associate editors

Payne said she saw a
need for better grief support after reconnecting
with dozens of friends and family who had
expressed deep sorrow that they neglected to
reach out to her when her own husband died by
suicide more than a decade earlier. During her
flight home from the funeral, she came to a
realization.
“I thought about the fear and discomfort that
had kept people from reaching out. I thought

The impact of death and grief on a person’s

Kayla Webster and Evelina Nedlund wrote about
such services, including global EAP provider
ComPsych, which is providing users with strategies
for calming fears over coronavirus, and connecting users with people who are experiencing the
same concerns. Similarly, we interviewed Buoy
Health CEO Andrew Le, who spoke about how his
AI-based platform for health is helping to ease
anxiety as the nation emerges from quarantine.
The common thread about all of these services

about the pain that their distance had caused me

mental well-being should be a top priority for

— but also the pain that their distance had

employers, Payne told senior editor Alyssa Place in

— whether it’s Grief Coach, ComPsych, Buoy

caused them,” Payne writes in a blog explaining

our May/June cover story, “The burden of bereave-

Health and other helpful benefits and offerings

why she started Grief Coach. “For over a decade,

ment.” Most employers have maintained a

— is that even in states of detachment or

people I cared about had been carrying around

standard bereavement leave policy of one to four

semi-isolation, employers have an important role

guilt and shame. It all seemed so unnecessary. I

days, according to the Society for Human

in helping employees cope and stay connected. As

knew we could do better.”

Resource Management. Some progressive

Payne may put it, we all could do better.

The coronavirus pandemic has been a hardship
for many, but the crisis has been particularly acute

benefitnews.com

007_EBN0520 7

“Longer leave is just a start. Some
employers are still behind the curve with
tech offerings like telehealth and online
EAP benefits offering mental health
support, which will only become more
important as the country continues to
adhere to social distancing guidelines.”

Longer leave is just a start. Some employers are

companies, such as Facebook, Mastercard, Airbnb
and General Mills have expanded their bereave-

— Walden Siew, Editor-in-Chief.
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Healthcare
make high-value health care more accessible to
more people living in the United States.”
In 2019, large employers projected that
healthcare costs were going to rise by 5% for the
sixth year in a row, according to a survey by the
Business Group on Health. The cost of providing
employer-sponsored healthcare in 2019 was
around $15,000 per employee, and it’s not
expected to decrease in following years — especially with the COVID-19 pandemic taking up so
many resources.
To combat the growing financial responsibility
on employers, companies are increasingly turning
to self-insured healthcare models to lower costs.
Last year, social media giant Pinterest switched to
a self-insured plan because “traditional insurance
ANDREW HARRER/BLOOMBERG

was letting us down.” In 2018, Amazon partnered
with JPMorgan Chase and Berkshire Hathaway to
form an independent healthcare company — HaADOBESTOCK

ven — to serve their collective 1.2 million U.S.
employees. The same year, the Colorado city of
Arvada contracted with Paladina Health to
restructure its benefit offerings to be self-insured.

Using self-funded health plans
to cut costs for health plans
Employers in three metropolitan areas will have access to the cost-saving
health plan.

“Rising healthcare costs are an everincreasing burden for employers, and so
far, the answer to addressing them has
simply been to shift more and more of the
cost to employees with high-deductible
health plans,” says Ashok Subramanian,
CEO of Centivo.
“We were getting double digit increases every
year, but by becoming self-funded we were able to

By Kayla Webster

take control of our plan,” said Mark Deven, city
manager of Arvada, in a previous report. “We
ductible health plans,” says Ashok Subramanian,

challenged ourselves to reduce our annual

expensive, but employers shouldn’t be passing

CEO of Centivo. “We’re thrilled to bring lower-cost,

increases to somewhere around 4-6%, and we

those costs onto their workers through high-de-

easy-to-use healthcare to the modern American

definitely beat it.”

ductibles, says the CEO of health insurance

workforce and their families.”

Providing employees with health insurance is

company Centivo.

Centivo’s self-funded plan contracts with

Before launching the self-insured model,
Centivo conducted a study to see if the product

healthcare systems and private primary care

was feasible. Employers involved in the study saw

health plan last week that allows employers to

providers within each employer’s city to negotiate

cost savings; emergency room visits decreased

adopt a self-insured model. The company claims

pricing. Instead of a deductible, employees receive

30%, routine primary care visits increased 23%

their new offering will save employers 15%

free primary care and are charged copays for all

and preventive care visits increased 64%.

compared to traditional health insurance, and

other services, which range from $30 for an office

employees won’t have to pay a deductible.

visit, to a few hundred dollars for a hospital.

financially penalized when they need care,”

Centivo’s self-funded offering is available in New

Centivo uses data analytics to determine how

Subramanian says. “Research has shown that

York, Orlando and Jacksonville — with plans to

much employers should pay for healthcare.

people use care very differently before they have

The New York-based company rolled out a new

expand to other cities.

“Members will know what they owe before

“We don’t believe people should be severely

satisfied their deductible; people tend to avoid

going to the doctor, and won’t have the barrier of

care, both necessary and unnecessary, when they

burden for employers, and so far, the answer to

a large deductible or hidden, unpredictable costs

have to pay a lot for it. And even a deductible of a

addressing them has simply been to shift more

hindering them from getting the care they need,”

few hundred dollars is more than many Americans

and more of the cost to employees with high-de-

Subramanian says. “Our goal with this model is to

can afford.” EBN

“Rising healthcare costs are an ever-increasing

Kayla Webster is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @KaylaAnnWebster.
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Healthcare

Companies
partner on
male fertility
services
WINFertility and Dadi, a male
fertility treatment company, have
teamed up to create a fertility
program for men.
By Amanda Schiavo
When employers consider fertility benefits,
ADOBESTOCK

services like egg freezing and in vitro fertilization
address the needs of female employees. But male
employees are in need of these benefits too: 50%
of infertility cases are attributed to men, accord-

Happify Health’s new benefit
for remote mental health
One in five people will experience a mental illness within a given year,
according to the CDC. However, 70% never seek treatment.

ing to the National Library of Medicine.

“We’ve been adding a lot more education
elements specifically targeting the male,
because of the increase in the male factor
for infertility,” says Peter Nieves, chief
commercial officer with WINFertility.
A new partnership and benefit enables men to
identify male factor infertility issues caused by

By Amanda Schiavo

age, disease and lifestyle early on, and address
any fertility challenges. WINFertility, a fertility

Happify Health, a mental health benefits
provider, has designed a new program for
employees and health plan members to remotely

dynamic that we need different things at different

benefits management company, and Dadi, a male

times in our lives.”

fertility treatment company, have teamed up to

Happify Connect has also partnered with

create a fertility advocacy program for

access mental health resources to meet the recent

digital technology healthcare company Talkspace,

men.“We’ve been adding a lot more education

surge in demand.

to provide psychotherapy services to employer

elements specifically targeting the male, because

clients.

of the increase in the male factor [for infertility],”

Happify Connect is a part of the organization’s
selfcare platform and allows employees to

One in five people will experience a mental

says Peter Nieves, chief commercial officer with

connect with mental health care that is more

illness within a given year, according to the

WINFertility. “This is contributing to the overall

conducive to the current work-from-home

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

need for increased fertility benefits.”

environment. The program directs employees to

However, 70% never seek treatment. Emergency

mental health resources, including self-guided

situations, such as the global COVID-19 pandemic,

employees and men tend to be less likely to

tools within the Happify platform, higher-touch

can cause people to experience immediate

openly discuss their needs, according to a WHO

care through integrated partners such as online

psychological distress, hopelessness, and sleep

study, which found that women accepted the

therapy and a mental health provider directory.

issues, according to the World Health Organiza-

assisted reproductive technologies to a greater

tion.

extent than men, but men accept childlessness

“We’ve always been about destigmatized
delivery of support for [employees] in their lives,”

“The numbers have always said that more

Fertility needs are a highly personal issue for

more often than women. Employers can help

says Patrick Burke, Happify Health’s head of

employees would benefit from having a mental

employees feel more comfortable with asking for

healthcare. “As individuals mental health is so

health benefit provided,” Burke says. EBN

help, Nieves says. EBN

Amanda Schiavo is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @schiavoamanda.
benefitnews.com
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Strategy Session
should provide them to help keep everyone
healthy — and in case it becomes a requirement
to do so.
We’re still going to have issues with people
getting sick, so employers will be wrestling with
keeping sick employees out of the office. One way
they can help with this is by doing temperature
checks at the office; it’s legal to require employees
to participate because of COVID-19. But you will
need to make accommodations for employees
who have existing conditions that alter their
normal temperature.

CHRIS RYAN/GETTY IMAGES

We’re going to see social distancing affect
the way we interact with our coworkers in
the office in the foreseeable future.
What if some employees aren’t comfortable
returning to the office yet?
ADOBESTOCK

Employers should ask themselves if the
employee’s concern is unique or special. There
may be health reasons why they don’t want to
When should you reopen the office? In many cases it depends on the nature of the job.

return to the office. Maybe they have symptoms of
COVID-19. They could live with a loved one who

Employers need to create a
plan now for returning to work

has a compromised immune system, or have one

The medical community isn’t sure when the COVID-19 pandemic will end,
but a labor attorney says office policies need to be in place beforehand.

them to continue doing so. If that’s not possible,

themselves. Or they have to stay home and look
after children. All of these are good reasons not to
return to the office, and employers can’t compel
them to. Reasonable accommodations need to be
made. If work can be done remotely, then allow
look at your benefits package and see if you can
arrange a leave of absence.
It could also be the case that people are just

By Kayla Webster

uncomfortable coming back to work, even if none
of these scenarios apply. One way to address this

Nonessential employees could still be working
from home throughout the month of May — pos-

When should employers reopen the office?

is by providing hazard pay: a temporary increase

It depends on the jurisdiction and nature of the

in pay to compensate for putting them at risk.
How do you think the workplace will change

sibly longer — due to the COVID-19 pandemic. But

job. Employers should be looking to their local

employers need to have a plan in place to help

health departments and government for guidance

keep employees healthy and productive once

on when to return to the office. It’s something

they’re finally allowed to reopen the office.

politicians are focused on right now, but nothing’s

way we interact with our coworkers in the office in

been decided.

the foreseeable future. Desks and workstations are

“Even though we don’t know when this is going
to be allowed to happen, employers should
already be thinking about what they’re going to
do once their offices are open,” says David Barron,

What precautions do employers need to take
after reopening?
They’ll need to increase sanitation; provide

after COVID-19?
We’re going to see social distancing affect the

going to be spread further apart. There won’t be
any morning meetings with 20 people, no group
orientations for hiring, no business lunches. The

labor and employment attorney with Cozen

employees with plenty of antibacterial wipes, soap

handshake is probably going to be gone for a

O’Conner, a national law firm. “There’s going to be

and hand sanitizer. They should make sure

while. Most companies are going to be restrictive

significant changes to the workplace; it won’t go

employees are taking extra time to clean their

on who comes into the workplace.

back to the way things were before.”

workstations, and talk to the building manager

Barron spoke in a recent interview about best
practices for office management, how to address

about steps their maintenance team is taking.
Even in a white collar environment, workers are

Regardless, the crisis will make employers more
open to remote work policies because they’ve seen
it works. It could also lead to the realization that

employee anxiety and how the workplace might

probably going to be required to wear masks. You

they don’t need these expensive office spaces

be different going forward.

can require them to bring their own, but employers

when their entire staff can work from home. EBN

Kayla Webster is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @KaylaAnnWebster.
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Strategy Session
worry about having enough cash on hand to
distribute daily wages and tips; Branch fronts the
money to ensure workers are paid after every shift.
“We’re seeing an increased demand for pizza
delivery [because of the COVID-19 pandemic], but
it’s mostly done on credit cards,” Siddiqi says.
“That means employers don’t always have cash on
hand to give drivers their tips.”

Emergency savings
Virtually all industries have seen layoffs and
furloughs due to the COVID-19 pandemic; in the
month of March alone, 10 million workers filed for
unemployment, according to the Labor Department. Layoffs can hit hourly employees hardest
because they’re least likely to have emergency
savings; 40% of hourly workers have no savings at
all, according to a Branch survey. Siddiqi says
providing instant access to wages will help
ADOBESTOCK

existing employees feel more secure about the
future.

Delivery drivers will receive their tips digitally after each shift.

Domino’s employees receive
their wages, tips instantly
A new partnership ensures that hourly employees are paid after every
shift — essential for many during the latest financial crisis.
By Kayla Webster
Pizza makers and delivery drivers at Domino’s

Domino’s is Branch’s first employer-client to

franchises won’t have to wait until payday to

utilize the same-day tip and mileage reimburse-

receive their wages, thanks to a new partnership

ment features, introduced last week. Siddiqi says

with Minneapolis-based financial wellness benefit

other food delivery companies have expressed

company Branch.

interest in using Branch, but they’re not public yet.

Branch partnered with Servant Systems — the

Domino’s software developers are confident

Branch CEO Atif Siddiqi
“We understand cash flow needs are very top of

software developers behind Domino’s PULSE, the

employees will benefit greatly from the partner-

mind right now; extending a financial wellness

franchise’s payroll and order entry system. Under

ship.

[benefit] really goes a long way for [hourly

their agreement, the more than 100,000 U.S.
employees at Domino’s franchises will be able to
receive hourly pay, tips and mileage reimbursement at the end of their shift through a digital
account.
“At a time when speed of payments is essential

“We work with employers with the promise
that we will get their employees to be
more productive by reducing the financial
stressors in their everyday lives.”
“We’re excited to begin a partnership with

workers,]” Siddiqi says.
In response to the financial strain caused by
coronavirus, FinFit, Postmates, Grubhub and Uber
Technologies have offered early wage access and
other financial wellness benefits.
“We work with employers with the promise that

to meeting day to day needs, faster access to

Branch which will benefit both the franchisees and

we will get their employees to be more productive

wages is a major incentive for both employers and

especially their employees,” said Bruce Franson,

by reducing the financial stressors in their

employees, especially when you’re not able to

vice president and CTO of Servant Systems.

everyday lives,” said David Kilby, founder and

increase wages,” says Atif Siddiqi, CEO of Branch.

Siddiqi says Domino’s franchises won’t have to

president of FinFit. EBN

Kayla Webster is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @KaylaAnnWebster.
benefitnews.com
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Voluntary
stay productive during this pandemic,” he adds.

See and control
The employer-provided benefit offers employees an electronic vision device that brings all of
an organization’s remotely accessible technology
— including native applications — into the
employee’s device screen so that the employee
can see and control them.
“Inclusion programs for the low-vision community are critical, though these programs are being
challenged during these unprecedented times
and the impact of COVID-19,” says Robert Vaters,
CEO of eSight.
DIEGO GIUDICE/BLOOMBERG NEWS

“Inclusion programs for the low-vision
community are critical, though these
programs are being challenged during
these unprecedented times and the
impact of COVID-19.” — eSight CEO
Robert Vaters
Over 3.4 million (3%) Americans aged 40 years

The firm supports the low-vision employee working remotely and the IT staff assisting them.

eSight launches remote benefit
for visually impaired workers
The platform’s electronic device brings all of an organization’s
remotely accessible technology to the employees’ screen.

and older are either legally blind, or are visually
impaired, according to data collected by the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
Blindness or vision problems has been
discovered to be among the top 10 disabilities
among adults aged 18 years and older.
Vision loss can have serious consequences for
the individual who is dealing with the condition.
About 91% of employers in the United States
offered vision benefits in 2019, according to data
from the Society for Human Resource Management.

By Amanda Schiavo

And research shows that reduced vision
among mature adults can result in social
can set up within the office.

Vision enhancement platform eSight has
launched a program that allows employees who

However, it can become cost-prohibitive or

are visually impaired to become productive in a

logistically challenging for employers to set up

non-touch, socially responsible way in order to

these tools for a remote workforce.

isolation, family stress and an increased tendency to experience other health conditions or die
prematurely, according to the CDC.

Indoor pool

address needs during the coronavi-

Up and running

rus crisis.
“It is extremely difficult for

“We currently reach all eSight

“We are in a situation where expensive,
assistive technologies commonly used at offices

low-vision employees to be

users and potential users via a

effective in a remote setting

telehealth process. We have the

without the appropriate technolo-

ability to train, coach and trouble-

those options can be limited,” he adds. “Often

gy they are used to in their office

shoot remotely that not only

organizations have workspaces with several

setting,” says Brian McCollum, chief

supports the low-vision employee

assistive technologies that can be very costly to

commercial officer of eSight.

but will support the employer’s IT

the organizations.”

Employees with vision problems
are typically provided with closed
circuit television, large monitors,

staff as it deploys this technology,”
Brian McCollum

special keyboards and magnification software that the employer’s IT department

McCollum says.
“We are set up to assume 100%
of the workload to get each

employee up and running and to make sure they

are not available at home,” McCollum says.
“While companies are trying to be inclusive,

McCollum adds: “By working with businesses
directly, we can provide a solution that better
enables their employees to work from home and
open the talent pool to more people of different
abilities and ages.” EBN

Amanda Schiavo is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @schiavoamanda.
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Voluntary
have applied for unemployment in the U.S. since

Benefits employers say are
important to the workforce

the outbreak of the coronavirus.
In a recent survey from Prudential, more than
half (54%) of Americans say they are not
financially prepared to handle a disease like
COVID-19. About 45% of those surveyed say they

5 being extremely important and 1 not at all important

are worried about how being quarantined will

5

impact their ability to work. Benefitfocus also

4
3
2
1
0
Housing

Travel

Wellness

Familyfriendly

Flexible
working

Leave

Retirement

Healthcare

Source: SHRM

Benefitfocus offers benefits
platform for laid-off employees
As businesses downsize due to the coronavirus pandemic, employers
want to provide workers with alternative health and well-being benefits.
By Amanda Schiavo
Jeff Oldham
Benefitfocus is making a variety of affordable
health plans available for employees — ones
who have been offered COBRA by employers
with a new platform.
The Benefitplace.com website provides

HR and benefits team,” says Jeff Oldham a senior
vice president with Benefitfocus.
When an employee is laid off, it is considered

let go due to the hardships placed on businesses

that person is now eligible for a state or federal

by the pandemic.

health insurance exchange policy, a benefit most

who are facing a cycle of workforce transition,

employees are unaware of.

Within Benefitplace, workers who have been
displaced and need options will be able to access
health plans, supplemental benefits and employment resources, like temporary or freelance
employment opportunities with Benefitplace

”Don’t miss the opportunity to explain to
employees what their options are. When
the economy rebounds, employees will be
grateful for that kind of communication,”
says CEO Jeff Oldham.

Smart Moments is a new connectivity tool
within the platform, one which allows employers
and employees to communicate and network
through a job search resource.
“Employers didn’t want to say, ‘Sorry, we have
to let you go, and we’re done,’” Oldham says. “We
have an understanding of the need for HR and
benefits people [who] want to protect and care for
their employees while they are working through all

partners and customers.
“We wanted to set up a community where HR

their employees, especially those who have been

a qualified life event, Oldham says, which means

high-quality, cost-effective benefits to employers
and their affected employees.

wanted to help employers stay connected with

“Our site helps people in evaluating their state

these scenarios. Don’t miss this opportunity to

and benefits people can access information

exchange options and we have other plans called

explain to employees what their options are.

around furloughs and layoff best practices,

short-term medical, which fills the gaps between

When the economy rebounds, employees will be

third-party articles, contributions from our own

jobs,” Oldham says. More than six million people

grateful for that kind of communication.” EBN

Amanda Schiavo is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @schiavoamanda.
benefitnews.com
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Technology
frustration, fatigue, motivation and enthusiasm.
“It doesn’t mean that I’m going to invade an
employee’s privacy, or that I’m going to ask
things I’m not supposed to because that would
be completely inappropriate,” he says.
“But if I get these indications that my
employees are under deeper stress, and I know
what topics cause distress, I can ask certain
questions about equipment that they need, or
their work environment. I can then take actions
to manage this properly to make the employee
feel better.”

What’s in a voice?
The company’s voice analysis technology
uses artificial intelligence and coding, and
NORIKO HAYASHI/BLOOMBERG

IAN WALDIE/BLOOMBERG

analyzes millions of recordings to gauge an
employee’s voice emotion.
“Imagine [an employee] is trying to suppress
these reactions to not show their manager that
they’re too nervous or concerned, so they
regulate whatever they may expose when

Nemesysco measures uncontrolled psychophysiological changes to a voice during conversation.

Voice analytics monitor remote
employee wellness
The tool can tap into the nuances of an employee’s emotional state,
ensuring they feel supported when working remotely.
By Evelina Nedlund

talking,” Liberman says. “Here comes the
technology and says, ‘OK, don’t assume, don’t
guess, don’t think that you can hear.’ And we
listen to what’s actually in the voice.”

”I believe managers must
make informed decisions
based on the most reliable
information they can get.”
Based on the information that the voice
analytics provide, employers can decide how to

As millions of employees around the world
have been forced to work from home for the
foreseeable future, employers are looking to
find new ways to connect.

you would normally not sense, that goes beyond

address issues and concerns, which could vary

words,” Liberman says.

from forming a closer work group or communi-

Nemesysco’s voice analytics for employee
wellness monitoring is built around the compa-

cating more frequently with the employee, to
connecting them with a company psychologist.

ny’s layered voice analysis technology, which is

In addition to using technology to tap into

company based in Israel, usually gears its

designed to reveal the genuine emotional state

the nuances of an employee’s emotional state,

product to security and insurance companies

of a person by detecting and measuring

opening the lines of communication is critical to

and customer service concerns like call centers.

uncontrolled psychophysiological changes to a

ensuring employees feel supported and heard.

Nemesysco, a voice analytics technology

But since the outbreak of the coronavirus,

person’s voice during conversations.

traction in applying its voice analytics technology to monitor remote employee wellness.
“I believe managers in any situation must

“I think that if we want to maintain a good
working relationship, even when we are working

the company has found significantly increased

Stress barometer
To monitor remote employee wellness, the
voice analysis technology runs in the back-

remotely, there has to be a very open communication about needs,” he says.
“These are challenging times and it’s very

make informed decisions based on the most

ground during real-time or recorded conversa-

important to have these conversations with

reliable information they can get,” says Amir

tions with employees. The technology initially

employees. Maintaining these types of close

Liberman, CEO of Nemesysco.

establishes a baseline for each monitored

and open discussions with employees is

employee and monitors for changes in emotions

paramount to easing the nervousness of the

relevant to the workplace — including stress,

entire industry,” Liberman says. EBN

“This is where we are another source of
information, helping them tap into things that

Evelina Nedlund is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @EvelinaNedlund.
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Technology
charges were tied to retaliation. Sexual harassment
accounted for just 10.3% of all charges.
While technology streamlines the complaint
process and drives metrics, human touches are still
necessary to establish a comfort level. “I don’t think
that building trust is telling a bot that you’ve been
sexually harassed,” says Deb Muller, CEO at HR
Acuity, who spent about 20 years in HR in several
roles before focusing on employee relations and
workplace investigation solutions.
The key to eliminating workplace mistreatment
and establishing a safe environment is proper
documentation of abusive behavior, according to
Morrin, who recently began approaching benefit
brokers and insurance companies about helping
deliver this solution. Speakfully provides employees
NORIKO HAYASHI/BLOOMBERG

with a login to document their experiences in a
time-stamped folder detailing where troubling
incidents occurred and whether anyone witnessed
them, as well as their impact on productivity,
physical safety and mental well-being. There’s also
an option to include attachments of hostile or

Speakfully seeks to help organizations navigate emotional landmines for employees and workers.

How data and analytics can
insulate clients in #MeToo era
Experts suggest electronic paper trails and consistent HR policies can
keep companies out of court.
By Bruce Shutan

inappropriate photos or screenshots of text
messages. Metadata is then compiled into a
report-style format and dashboard for HR that can
be seen even prior to submission.

An analysis of 2019 EEOC enforcement
and litigation data showed that more than
half of all charges were tied to instances
of retaliation while sexual harassment
accounted for just 10.3% of all charges.

Muller says her clients typically have at least
1,000 employees but that smaller organizations can
work are top priorities that come with a new set of

still take steps to prevent or respond to workplace

IT industry until everything went sideways. Morrin

expectations. The mission of HR professionals is to

mistreatment by creating a checklist in an Excel

wondered if she was overthinking uncomfortable

more effectively manage employee relationships

document featuring various issue categories and

interactions with her boss or just being too sensitive

and appropriately handle allegations of miscon-

basic analytics to spot trends. Simple documenta-

before ultimately deciding to leave. Six months of

duct. When disgraced movie mogul Harvey

tion can go a long way toward resolving any

subsequent reflection led her to co-found a

Weinstein was accused of rape and sexual harass-

conflicts, Muller says. She recalls working with a

workplace mistreatment and resources platform

ment in 2017, as many as 20% of working Ameri-

tiny nonprofit concerning a dispute over the work

with an old friend. Speakfully seeks to help

cans reported to being sexually harassed at work,

status of an employee after she returned from

organizations navigate emotional land mines — as

according to a CNBC All-America survey of 800

maternity leave.

much for them as for employees who need to docu-

U.S. adults.

Jana Morrin was off to an auspicious start in the

ment abusive behavior without fear of retribution.

In 2018, there was a 14% increase in the number

“The executive director said that the person
requested to go part time, and there was no

of sexual harassment claims filed with the U.S.

documentation,” Muller says, while the employee

importance of building a culture of trust, account-

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. While

alleged she was pressured into that arrangement.

ability and safety. “The employee is able to come

the number of charges decreased last year,

“If that employer had just sent an email back

forward with all the necessary information, but it

employers reportedly paid out a record $68.2

saying, ‘Hey, Mary, great conversation. Love having

also gives an organization what they need to

million to settle those cases.

you back. We’re really excited to be able to offer

“It helps both sides,” she says, noting the

investigate and take action.”
In a maturing #MeToo era, safety and trust at

An analysis of 2019 EEOC enforcement and
litigation data showed that more than half of all

you the part-time [status] that you requested,’ that
would have gone a long way.” EBN

Bruce Shutan is an Employee Benefit News contributing writer in Portland, Oregon.
benefitnews.com
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Technology
they need, Goodwin says.
MeMD members who meet the symptom and/
or exposure criteria for COVID-19 will be treated
accordingly and then be directed to undergo

KIYOSHI OTA/BLOOMBERG

testing as appropriate.

Members seeking behavioral health services can connect with a provider within 48 hours or less.

Telehealth benefit takes aim at
rising healthcare costs
Short-term options give businesses the flexibility to navigate a very
uncertain time, according to Bill Goodwin, CEO of MeMD.
By Evelina Nedlund
As businesses and employees nationwide lay

term and that could make an impact, since

off workers and cut costs amid the coronavirus

some employers can’t commit to something six

pandemic, national telehealth provider MeMD is

or 12 months from now because of the change

offering short-term access to virtual medical

in the economy,” he says.

and behavioral healthcare.
Virtual urgent care visits via phone or video
are completed in about 30 minutes, while
members seeking behavioral health services
can connect with a provider in as few as 48
hours, says Bill Goodwin, CEO of MeMD.
The offering also allows employers to provide
telehealthcare for their entire employee
population from contractors to full-time

right away.”
The new telehealth offering provides 90-day
access to virtual telehealth services.
Companies can sign up for short-term

receive a comprehensive treatment plan and
e-prescriptions when appropriate.
Along with physical ailments, there is also
growing concern about the mental health
implications caused by the pandemic, says Nick
Lorenzo, chief medical officer at MeMD.

The offering allows employers to provide
telehealthcare for their entire employee
population — ranging from contractors
to full-time employees — including those
workers who do not qualify for traditional
medical plans.
“The constant spring of information, directives to minimize social contact, feelings of
isolation and simply the fear of the unknown
are creating stress and anxiety,” Lorenzo says.
MeMD’s 90-day contract format gives
employers the opportunity to build in behavior-

health needs.

al health benefits to ease the impacts of the

It can address urgent care, teletherapy,

qualify for traditional medical plans.

behavioral health services.

”We want to give an alternative that is short

al illnesses — like coughs, colds and flu — will

contracts to address employees’ immediate

psychiatry or a combination of medical and

through [this situation],” Goodwin says.

As with all MeMD urgent care visits, patients
whose symptoms indicate other viral or bacteri-

“It allows companies to provide that benefit
in a low-cost way so that they can apply that

employees — including those who do not
“A lot of companies want to help their people

Bill Goodwin

Telehealth can help stem the flow of patients

virus and its fallout.
That could come in handy. With health
officials predicting that the coronavirus
containment efforts could extend into the

to crowded ERs, mitigate the spread of corona-

summer, companies can sign up for the short-

virus and still ensure that people get the care

term offering now through May 31. EBN

Evelina Nedlund is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @EvelinaNedlund.
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The burden of bereavement:
Grief is the latest challenge for
employers in the coronavirus era
“After my husband died, I couldn’t even tie my shoes,” says Emma Payne, founder of Grief
Coach. “The fact that I was expected to go back to work was unthinkable.”
By Alyssa Place

When Megan Devine’s partner died suddenly in 2009, not only did she lose a

“Employers, organizations, families — we’re all collectively grieving,” she

person she loved, but her life’s calling came into question too. At the time, she

says. “But all in-person support has vanished. It’s a staggeringly painful part of

worked as a psychotherapist, but even her own background in trauma psychol-

grief that people feel really alone because we don’t know what to say and

ogy left her woefully unprepared.

colleagues are nervous, shy or embarrassed.”

“It’s like a whole new world of grief opened up. I quit my practice that day

Workplaces especially struggle with how to address grief and death, often

because there was no way I could sit with clients and didn’t have any interest in

defaulting to one-size-fits all solutions, like a short, standardized bereavement

it,” Devine, a mental health professional and founder of Refuge in Grief, says. “I

time off. But there is no “right way to grieve at work,” Devine says.

swore I would never go back into the field because the way I was treated by

“Some people might choose to not go back to work. That’s valid. Some

people in my community, by my friends and relatives, by professionals, and by

people have to go back to work because of financial or other constraints and

other therapists was really eye opening and horrifying.”

some people want to go back to work. None of those responses are wrong,” she

Each year, about 2.8 million people die in the United States from a variety of

says. “But the way we’ve been taught to support others is wrong. We see grief

causes, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. In a 2019

as a problem to be solved, something you’re supposed to get through quickly

study conducted by WebMD, 57% of people are grieving the loss of someone

and put behind you. We bring that lack of understanding into the workplace

within the past three years.

and it magnifies it.”

The coronavirus pandemic has only exacerbated this experience for many

Devine says it’s important employers embrace their own discomfort and

across the world. Despite slowing death rates, by May 1, over 234,000 people

acknowledge it. This opens up an opportunity for the employee to take the

have died globally, with 63,000 deaths in the U.S. alone. These losses, along

lead in asking for what they need from their manager and colleagues.

with a total upheaval of life as most people know it at home and at work, have

“It is perfectly okay for somebody to say, ‘I have no idea what to say to you,

presented a monumental challenge for employers now faced with supporting a

and I’m really sorry this happened to you,” Devine says. “There’s so much in

workforce with complex emotional needs, says Emma Payne, founder of Grief

somebody actually just acknowledging the loss. The workplace of the future

Coach, a text-based grief support program.

acknowledges how hard it is to be human in the workplace and what structures
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can we put in place to support that reality.”
This initial step can be a life line for employees

ed their bereavement policies to cover up to 20
days of paid time off to address this inadequate

would a physical injury, she counsels.
“If you’ve had a physical injury, you can come

dealing with the mental, emotional and physical

standard. After the loss of her husband in 2015,

back to work under “light duty,” which means

effects of grief, which have an impact on their

Facebook’s Sheryl Sandberg said, “I was grateful

maybe you need to be able to take breaks and

work and a company’s bottom line, Devine says.

every day to work for a company that provides

walk around because you injured your back. We

bereavement leave and flexibility. I needed both

can do the same sorts of things with an emotional

to start my recovery.”

injury,” she says. “What would light duty for

“For a lot of people, your mental capacity is
seriously impacted by a loss, which means your
cognitive abilities, your memory and your interper-

The move by Facebook inspired other compa-

emotional injury look like? Talk about ways to

sonal skills can get really [unstable],” she says.

nies, like Mastercard, to bolster their bereavement

make your reentry to the work world a little bit

According to a study by the Grief Recovery

and grief support offerings, too. Mastercard

more gentle.”

Institute, 85% of workers said grief affected their

credited Sandberg with pushing the company to

productivity and decision-making abilities, and

implement the longer leave policy. They extended

workplace is a crucial tool to resuming life after

lost productivity and absenteeism related to grief

healthcare, financial wellness and mental health

loss, Payne says. Her company, Grief Coach, is a

costs employers $75-100 billion annually.

benefits for employees dealing with a loss.

one-year subscription that sends personalized text

“You’re at best 20% functional in the early

“Mastercard is sending a strong message to its

Having a network of support within the

messages to the person who experienced a loss.

weeks and months after a death,” Payne says.

employees: we’ll stand by you during the most

Additionally, up to four people can be included to

“After my husband died, I couldn’t even tie my

difficult moments of your life,” Sandberg said at

receive regular reminders, tips and suggestions for

shoes. The fact that I was expected to go back to

the time. “No one should ever have to choose

work was unthinkable.”

between being a good family member and a good
employee. I’m proud of the work Facebook and

A vicious cycle

Mastercard are doing to support our people when

The majority of employers have implemented a
standard bereavement time of one to four days,
according to the Society for Human Resource

they need it most — and I hope even more
companies follow in our path.”
The impact of death and grief on a person’s

Management. But this blanket policy only

mental well-being should be a top concern for

scratches the surface of what employees actually

employers, Payne says. In response to coronavirus,

need, says Liz Eddy, co-founder of Lantern, an

employers have bolstered telehealth offerings,

app-based platform for end-of-life planning and

expanded their EAP benefits to include mental

grief support.

health programs, and have offered more flexible

“It’s easier to
think about gym
memberships than
it is to think about
bereavement leave. But
I do think employers
want to do the best
they can for their
employees.”
— Emma Payne,
founder of Grief Coach

“It is perfectly okay for
somebody to say, ‘I have
no idea what to say to
you, and I’m really sorry
this happened to you.”
— Megan Devine,
founder of Refuge in
Grief
supporting the person who is grieving.
“It’s about equipping the people around the

and expanded PTO programs. While these are all

griever in as easy and simple a way as you

steps in the right direction, Payne says workplaces

possibly can. It is just a text — some personalized

still have strides to make in accepting that grief

suggestions a few times a week to your phone,”

support is another important part of the emotion-

Payne says. “An employer can provide a single

al health package.

subscription as a benefit to their grieving employ-

“It’s easier to think about gym memberships

ee, and their colleagues can also be getting tips

than it is to think about bereavement leave. But I

and suggestions for what they’re going to do when

do think employers want to do the best they can

that person comes back to work.”

for their employees,” Payne says. “We understand

Eddy’s platform, Lantern, provides an app to

shifts that are coming in the way that we’re not

make the topic of death and grief accessible to all

only going to recognize grief and wellness and

employees. The app offers end-of-life and funeral

mental health, but also support each other

planning checklists and grief and bereavement

through it.”

support. In response to the coronavirus, Eddy says

“When someone comes forward and says

One way to offer that support is by having an

site traffic has doubled and they’ve seen a 60%

they’re going through this situation, instead of

HR person or manager act as the point person for

increase in new users. While difficult, discussing

actually having a policy beforehand, there’s no

a grieving employee, Devine says. They can

hard topics and creating an open and supportive

plan,” Eddy says. “You have HR departments or

discuss how an employee would like to transition

environment will benefit the workplace, she says.

managers saying, ‘I have no idea how to help this

back into the workplace, how other employees

person.’ It’s a vicious cycle because there’s a lack

should approach them, and what the best

to see a lot more people coming back who are

of resources and consideration in the corporate

strategy is for easing back into day-to-day tasks.

grieving and have lost someone, and they want to

environment.”
Since 2017, several large employers including
Facebook, Airbnb and General Mills have expand-

Being flexible with work time is another

“Businesses are recognizing that they’re going

be able to support them,” Eddy says. “It starts with

important option an employer can offer and be

the workplace, and it starts with the leadership

open to, Devine says. Treat grief the way you

within the company.” EBN

Alyssa Place is a senior editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @alyssaplace1.
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Feeling coronavirus anxiety? This EAP can help
ComPsych added a webinar to its global platform to help clients’ employees cope with the global outbreak.
By Kayla Webster

What should employers do to help quell

When people are experiencing fear, they try to

about what’s going on.
The lessons from the webinar can really be

growing fears of a global pandemic? Global EAP

exert control in whatever situation they can, but

provider ComPsych has added a webinar program

the results are often destructive. They might lose

applied to anything in life. The most impactful

to address this anxiety, teaching strategies for

their temper with their kids or their colleagues —

exercise on the webinar is when we tell the

calming fears over catching the disease and

that doesn’t make for a good work environment.

audience, “If you’re feeling helpless, help some-

connecting users with people who are experienc-

We find that managers, in particular, tend to

one.” During the exercise we have people think

ing the same concerns.

exhibit bullying and micromanaging when stressful

about someone in their life who is struggling more

“Employees are not performing their best if

situations like this arise — it’s a way for them to

than they are, then ask themselves what they can

they’re dealing with feelings of isolation, or fears

reclaim control in uncertain times. Our goal for

do to help that person. If you take a moment to

of being quarantined,” says Ken Zuckerberg, vice

this program is to help people become more

do that, you realize you’re not helpless because

president of training at ComPsych. “The most

self-aware of these negative behaviors so they

you can help someone else. Someone on the chat

helpful thing an employer can do is direct them to

can shift to more constructive ones.

shared that their mother lives alone; when she did
this exercise she recognized one tangible thing

resources to help them deal with those feelings.”
The EAP serves 50,000 organizations in 160
countries, including those with people currently
under quarantine for coronavirus. Zuckerberg

How can employees deal with nervousness
over the coronavirus?
We are delivering a live interactive training

she can do is offer to play online Scrabble with
her every night. We felt it was important to press
upon people that they’re not alone in their fears.

shared how employees can build resilience in

program that teaches people to normalize the

We thought it was especially important for people

stressful situations.

feelings of uncertainty you experience when

in quarantine since many of them are not simply

there’s a stressful worldwide event. The program is

feeling isolated, they are isolated. Right now, your

presented as a live webinar, and there’s a chat

people are willing to hear you — don’t waste this

function so attendees can talk to each other

opportunity. EBN

Why do you think it’s important to address
workforce anxiety over coronavirus?

Kayla Webster is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @KaylaAnnWebster.

How AI can address employees’ fears
Tech can help protect employees’ health and safeguard business interests from COVID-19-related losses.
By Evelina Nedlund
As the coronavirus crisis extends, employers are
implementing health tools and practices to

own data.
Buoy’s CEO Andrew Le says the upgrades were

lot of fear around the coronavirus. Many companies have employees that are traveling, and just

protect their employees and offset concerns over

a way to mitigate any fears employers and

the idea of getting on the plane for work can be

the pandemic.

workers have about contracting the virus.

stress inducing, when you see everyone around

Buoy Health — an AI-based platform for health

“Having a tool that gives you very specific

you wearing a mask. We’re telling our employer

— hopes to ease growing fears over an outbreak,

personalized outcomes for your specific risk in

partners ‘Have people be able to turn to Buoy the

and updated its algorithm to screen for symptoms

your situation can do a lot to alleviate that fear,”

moment they feel scared.’ “

and risk factors related to coronavirus. They also

Le says.

provide advice for next steps and methods for

There are ways to protect employees’ health

“What they’re trying to do is give the [employees] peace of mind when appropriate. If they are

self-triage, as recommended by the Centers for

and address concerns, as well as safeguard

truly at risk, then they need to seek care.” Le says.

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Additional-

employers’ business interests from virus-related

“We basically take your entire suite of benefits and

ly, a partnership with HealthMap, an outbreak

impact and loss. Le shared how AI is playing a

then map them one to one. Based on your

tracking system operated out of Boston Children’s

major role.

preferences, we show where the nearest doctor is

Hospital, identifies hotspots of disease in Bouy’s

“Even within our small company, there’s been a

and just get you to care when you need it. EBN

Evelina Nedlund is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @EvelinaNedlund.
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general population. Around 64% of suicide deaths
among women and 32% of suicide deaths among
men in the veterinary profession were from
pharmaceutical poisoning.
“Because of the passion veterinary professionals have for helping pets and the lengths they go
to do so, they are faced with rewarding opportunities but also unique challenges,” says Brian Garish,
president of Banfield Pet Hospital. “Veterinarians
have some of the highest rates of student debt
and debt-to-income ratio — they also encounter
extremely emotional situations every day, many of
which include heartbreaking life-or-death
decisions involving beloved pets.”
Organizations that employ veterinarians, like
Banfield Pet Hospital, and other small independent practices, have a unique opportunity to
WIL RIERA/BLOOMBERG

provide benefits that address and improve
employee mental health. In 2019, Banfield
launched its ASK program, which stands for
Assess, Support, Know, and is designed to help
veterinary professionals recognize and address
Veterinary professionals often face rewarding opportunities — and unique challenges.

emotional distress and suicidal thoughts in
themselves and others.

Veterinary field underserved by
mental health benefits

”The ones that really
stick out in your mind
are the ones you weren’t
able to help.” —
veterinarian Katie Eick

For a veterinarian, the emotional aspects and financial strain of their profession can have a lasting impact on their well-being.
By Amanda Schiavo

“We feel a responsibility to address suicide
prevention not only for our associates but also for

When veterinarian Manuel Sanchez was
informed about a dog with a foreign body

knew that most likely this dog was going to die.”
Every day, veterinarians are tasked with making

the profession we love so much,” Garish says. “As
the provider of preventive care for pets, we are

obstruction in her intestines that had been there

these emotional decisions, while working in a

committed to extending that same care to our

for five days, he knew it would be a difficult and

sometimes thankless field. With high rates of

people. We believe our ASK training and resources

high risk surgery.

student loan debt, a lack of employer-offered ben-

will not only make a meaningful difference in

efit options, and a relentless 24/7 workload,

people’s lives, but also has the potential to save

he could to save her life, but he kept his prognosis

veterinarians are facing mental health challenges

them.”

guarded, not knowing what he would encounter

that can go undetected and have tragic conse-

when he started. The dog came through the

quences.

Sanchez agreed to the owner’s wishes to do all

Providing a lifeline

Female veterinarians were 3.5 times as likely,

While employee benefits and programs like

and male veterinarians were 2.1 times as likely, to

ASK can have a profound impact on an individu-

die from suicide as the general population,

al’s overall well-being, smaller practices may not

internist, started to go through the list of treat-

according to a study by the Centers for Disease

be aware of the resources available for voluntary

ments the dog would need in order to survive, but

Control and Prevention. About 75% of the

benefits to their employees, says Greg Poulin, CEO

the owner’s budget wouldn’t allow for it and the

veterinarians who died by suicide worked in a

of Goodly, a student loan repayment benefit

dog was put to sleep.

small animal practice.

platform.

surgery but began to deteriorate further the next
day.
Sanchez’s colleague, a critical veterinary

“My colleague was very frustrated because we

About 37% of suicide deaths among veterinari-

“Because the majority of veterinary hospitals

had financial limitations,” Sanchez says. “There

ans were caused by pharmaceutical poisoning,

and clinics we work with at Goodly are small,

was a very high level of frustration that we

according to the CDC — a rate 2.5 times higher

independent businesses that typically have

couldn’t get to that next level [of care]. We all

than pharmaceutical poisoning among the

between two to five veterinarians on staff, offering
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robust employee benefits can be challenging,”
Poulin says.
But providing voluntary benefits can be a
lifeline for those in the field, especially when it
comes to student loan debt, a problem across

Across her long veterinary career, Jurney has

salary, health insurance, and a 401(k). If her

worked in a variety of practices with different

budget would allow it, Eick says she would provide

benefits, often with no voluntary offerings outside

a required mental health benefit too.

of a traditional benefits package.
“Benefits vary widely from practice to practice,”

“If there was a [mobile mental health benefit]
and it was reasonably affordable, that’s some-

almost every industry. The average educational

she says. “It’s not unheard of that some smaller

thing that I would require for my staff. At least

debt for 2016 veterinary school graduates,

practices offer no benefits. That is a situation that

once a month they’d have to connect with their

including those with zero previous debt, was

is thankfully becoming less common. Most of the

online therapist,” she says.

$143,757.82, according to the American Veterinary

companies I have worked for have offered a

Medical Association. The average for those 2016

decent range of benefits, including medical,

veterinary school graduates with previous debt

dental, vision and retirement plans.”

was $167,534.89 and over 20% had at least
$200,000 in debt.
Those with student loan debt report high rates
of depression, anxiety and stress. About 53% of
high debt borrowers have experienced depression

Without access to more robust options, Jurney

Transforming wellness
Jurney saw a need to fill the void in mental
health access for veterinarians and helps manage

says employers should be promoting their EAP

an online forum called Not One More Vet, an

programs to address the overall well-being of their

organization that offers support to vets and their

veterinarian employees.

staff members struggling with mental health

“I would love to see EAPs be more widely

issues or considering suicide.

because of their loans and nine in 10 borrowers

offered, and more widely used,” she says. “I had an

experienced significant anxiety as a result,

EAP in my first job, but I honestly didn’t under-

attracted to medical fields. We tend to be

according to a survey by Student Loan Planner, a

stand what it was for. I think it can be a particular-

perfectionists, we tend to be very driven, and we

debt management service.

ly impactful resource to have available if you have

tend to have a core value of helping above most

an employee in crisis.”

other considerations,” Jurney says. “There are

One in 15 of the loan borrowers surveyed said
they had considered suicide as a result of their

“We had financial
limitations. There was
a very high level of
frustration that we
couldn’t get to that next
level of care.”
— Dr. Manuel Sanchez

debt.

Student loan debt
Employers have recognized the emotional toll
and have bolstered their student loan repayment
benefits. Eight percent of employers offer these
programs to employees, according to the Society

parts of the field that play to those strengths, but
there are parts of it that also push us into an
unhealthy space.”
The organization was founded after Dr. Sophia
Yin died by suicide in October 2014.
“She was such a bright brilliant light in our
profession. She had a very public facing positive
image,” Jurney says. “Here was this smart,
successful, outwardly happy vet— and her death

for Human Resource Management.

shook a lot of us.”

Veterinary practices in particular can greatly
benefit from offering these programs, Poulin says.

“There are certain personalities that are

Having those additional resources can ease the

Not One More Vet started as a place for

strain on an employee population that’s often

veterinarians to come together and talk about

loan debt impacts nearly every aspect of student

emotionally stretched, says veterinarian Katie

their struggles with people in their profession

loan borrowers working in veterinary medicine,” he

Eick. She says veterinarians are expected to be

going through the same things. It has grown to

says. “It can hold borrowers back from saving for

rock solid, work hard and never say no, but that

more than 25,000 veterinary professionals in ten

retirement, building emergency savings, getting

can take a toll on a person without resources to

countries in various support groups.

married and starting a family, and impact their

support them.

“The financial insecurity stemming from student

workplace productivity and mental health.”

“When you do everything that you can, and you

“There are just some things that only people
who have the same job as you will understand,

know in your head that you did everything you

and Not One More Vet made a space where it was

of addressing the challenges this niche group of

could do, but your heart is asking ‘what if I did this

okay to talk about those things,” Jurney says. “Our

employees face. Veterinarians are a driven group

differently?’ it’s very hard,” Eick says. “The ones

mission is to transform mental wellness within the

of people who willingly ignore their own self-care,

that really stick out in your mind are the ones you

veterinary profession so we can all not only survive

at their own emotional expense, in order to take

weren’t able to help.”

our careers, but also thrive in them.”

But student loan repayment is just one element

care of their patients, says Carrie Jurney, a

As the owner of her own mobile practice, she

Shining light on the struggles veterinarians face

veterinary neurologist. Three members of Jurney’s

knows the importance of providing more than just

in both their professional and personal lives can

graduating class have died by suicide, she says.

a salary to her employees.

be the key to opening a dialogue so veterinarians

“Medicine is a job that can easily push bound-

“A lot of veterinary clinics just give a salary and

know they’re not alone.

aries. There is always another emergency,” Jurney

that’s it. I started in 1998 making $37,000 with no

says. “It’s very common for veterinarians to skip

health insurance and no other benefits,” Eick says.

ered taboo for far too long,” Garish says. “It’s

lunch, and forgo a lot of personal care, like going

“An employer can make it clear to their staff

important for us to reinforce not only our people

to the doctor for ourselves, for work obligations.

members that we understand, and [provide] the

but also the veterinary profession that it’s encour-

It’s really important for employees to have down

tools that are out there for mental health.”

aged to speak up and have open discussions, with

time so they can lead a balanced life.”

The staff at Eick’s clinic are provided with a

“Mental health and suicide have been consid-

the ultimate goal of eliminating that stigma.” EBN
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9% in 2015. There were 2.43 million pets insured at
the end of 2018, according to the Insurance
Information Institute, that’s a 17% rise from 2017.
The majority of American households — 67% —
own a pet, according to the Insurance Information
Institute. Yet only 7% of employers have made
their workplaces pet friendly, according to SHRM.

Providing a lifeline
The value employees place on their pets has
resulted in 87% of polled employers saying being
dog friendly helps them attract and retain more
talent, according to Mars Petcare’s 2019 annual
report: Better Cities for Pets.
Mars Petcare, a segment of the Mars confectionery company, has a new dog-friendly headquarters in Franklin, Tennessee, with several
CREDIT: SEVI GASSANOVA

unique office perks including a Wi-Fi enabled dog
park, coffee bars with water stations for pets,
wider furniture with pet-friendly fabric, and over
60 acres of outdoor green space and walking
paths.
Workplace research shows that people thrive in pet friendly workplaces.

Pet friendly benefits can help
with recruitment and retention
Four-legged visitors can help foster paw-sitive relationships with clients
and co-workers.

“We have on any given day upward of 10
dogs in our office,” says Sofia Montgomery,
workplace coordinator at Justworks.
“People really love it.”
“Everything from the flooring and furniture, to
the landscaping and amenities, was designed for
associates to enjoy time at work with their pets,”
says Dave Bradey, vice president of people and
organization at Mars Petcare North America.
“Research shows that people thrive in pet friendly
workplaces. For us, it’s a no brainer, and we hope

By Amanda Schiavo

that other companies will consider opening their
doors to pets as well.”
Additionally, 59% of the respondents surveyed

The modern workplace is going to the dogs

pet benefits like insurance and bereavement days.

— or at least that what employees are hoping for.

More companies are jumping on the pet insurance

by Mars Petcare say they would choose to work

As pet ownership has evolved, so too has the

bandwagon as they realize employees will spend

for a dog-friendly employer over one that is not.

workplace. Today’s workforce — made up mostly

thousands of dollars on pet care, and often forgo

“I work in a pet-friendly space a few days a

of millennials — is more vocal about what they

making a payment on another bill in order to

week. I chose the building because it offered the

want from their employers, and many want to

ensure their animal is taken care of.

chance to take my dog to work,” says Michelle

bring their pets to work.

“We have on any given day upward of 10 dogs

Fait, a certified financial planner with Satori

in our office,” says Sofia Montgomery, workplace

Financial. “I find people are more willing to talk

small percentage of employers have fully em-

coordinator at Justworks, a benefits, HR and

with each other when they can begin by engaging

braced this idea. But the employers who have

compliance company for small businesses.

with my dog. Most clients prefer my dog to attend

allowed pets to come to work can attest to the

“People really love it.”

our meetings. Talking about money can be

Despite the demand from employees, only a

many benefits this has on their employees

Pets have become such an intricate part of

wellness and productivity, as well as recruitment

people’s lives that employers have started to offer

and retention.

employee benefits that meet the specific needs of

Several companies including Petco, Uber,
Airbnb, and Amazon all allow their employees to

pet owners.
Indeed, 15% of U.S. employers now offer a pet

stressful and my dog won’t let anyone get too
stressed.”
“There are so many benefits to having pets in
the workplace, from reducing stress and creating
community, to boosting morale and reducing

bring their dogs into work, while other companies

insurance benefit, according to the Society for

isolation, to of course increasing productivity,”

like Trupanion, Zogics, and Ceros offers employees

Human Resource Management, that’s a rise from

Bradey says. EBN

Amanda Schiavo is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @schiavoamanda.
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Re:Invent | Retirement
people should be worried about their 401(k). Your
retirement account should be allocated properly
for the age and amount of time you have until
retirement. If you’re not allocated properly, then
yes, there’s reason to be concerned: you’re taking
more risks than necessary. Someone who won’t
retire for at least another 10 to 20 years can
afford to take more risks; think of all the market
changes that have happened in the past 10
years alone. Just don’t take more risk than you’re
comfortable with.

What are the best strategies employers
should adopt to help with retirement?
The best thing employers can do right
now is communicate to employees that they
need to leave that money alone. The CARES
Act eliminated penalties for early 401(k) withBLOOMBERG NEWS

drawal to help people who need emergency
funds now, but people should avoid drawing
from it as much as possible. I used to be a
certified financial planner, and this is a contro-

What employers can do to help
with retirement savings
The best thing employers can do now is to focus on how to stay in
business without shutting their retirement plans down, one expert says.

versial idea, but it’s better to use credit cards if
you find yourself in a financial emergency. The
reasoning is, if you get laid off and you’re unable
to meet your financial obligations, you can rely
on your line of credit until you find another job.
Should the worst case scenario happen: you
don’t find employment and are unable to pay off
the debt, you can file for bankruptcy to get a
clean slate, and your 401(k) remains intact.
Federal law protects 401(k) balances from

By Kayla Webster

bankruptcy. The alternative is, if you decide to
withdraw from your 401(k) early to avoid racking
up credit card debt, you could find yourself in the

Saving for retirement was hard enough without
a global pandemic — so how can employers help

employers can help their workforce save for the

same situation: in debt and having to file

future, and more immediate circumstances.

bankruptcy anyway. At least if you rely on credit
cards first, your retirement fund remains un-

their workforce save for the future now?
Some employers may be wondering if they can
even afford to offer retirement benefits at this
time. The economy has taken such a sharp
downturn that millions of people have filed for

If employers are considering cutting their
retirement programs, what’s an alternative?
They don’t need to shut down retirement plans;

touched.
The best thing employers can really do at this
point is to help employees with emergency
savings. This is one of those strange times when

unemployment this year after being let go,

they’re a living entity with government protections

saving for the short-term is actually more

according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. To

— the money isn’t going anywhere. A viable

important than saving for the future.

prevent more layoffs, employers may be consider-

alternative is to pause employer contributions to

ing eliminating some of their voluntary offerings;

retirement accounts while this is going on. It’s

Chad Parks, founder and CEO of Ubiquity

better to suspend 401(k) contributions than to lay

Retirement and Savings, says retirement shouldn’t

off employees. Once this is over, they can reinstate

be one of them.

the employer contribution if they’re able to.

“The harsh reality is the best thing [employers]
can do now is focus on how to stay in business —
but they shouldn’t do anything drastic and shut
their retirement program down,” he says.
Parks spoke in a recent interview about how

How can employers help workers build
emergency savings?
Employers probably won’t be able to make a
savings account contribution right now, but they
can help employees work with the wages they

Should employees be worried about their
retirement funds amid COVID-19?
The market volatility we’re seeing is unprecedented, but that doesn’t necessarily mean

have. They should contact their payroll provider
and ask about paycheck deductions; the provider
can arrange to have a portion of employee
paychecks go into a savings account. EBN

Kayla Webster is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @KaylaAnnWebster.
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Re:Invent | Retirement
dramatically reduce the overall amount of student
debt,” Thompson says. “If every employer in the
country were to offer this benefit, we could
extinguish hundreds of billions in debt in just a few
years. Removing the drag this debt has on our
economy would increase consumption and spur
growth that could benefit everyone, not just those
saddled with student loans.”
About 63% of U.S. employers already provide
some level of tax-free tuition assistance, which
allows their employees to receive up to $5,250 per
year toward qualified education expenses, says
Greg Poulin, CEO of student loan benefits provider
Goodly. The CARES Act also amends Section 127
of the tax code to incorporate provisions of The
Employer Participation in Repayment Act. This
DOUG4537/GETTY IMAGES

provision allows employers to pay up to $5,250 of
DANIEL ACKER/BLOOMBERG

an employee’s student loan debt on a tax-free
basis.
“This provision of the CARES Act levels the
playing field and makes access to tax-free
employer education assistance fair and equitable
for all employees,” Poulin says. “One key to
supporting employees during this time of uncer-

What the CARES Act means for
student loan benefits
Provisions will allow most borrowers to halt their monthly payments
through Sept. 30, with no financial penalties.

tainty is to help with their student loans. The
CARES Act provides employers a powerful
opportunity to make a meaningful impact on the
financial wellbeing of their employees, which is
ultimately good for the economy.”
Student loan repayment programs can be a
way for employers to attract and retain talent,, but
they are still largely underutilized, despite their
high demand among employees. With the total
U.S. student loan balance over $1.5 trillion, just 8%

By Amanda Schiavo

of employers offer these benefits, according to the
Society of Human Resource Management. While

The coronavirus pandemic has wreaked havoc
on employees globally, forcing many to work from

31, on a tax-free basis.
“We believe the tax-free treatment of employer

that number doubled from 2018 figures, employers
should be actively helping their workers chip away

home and many others out of work entirely.

contributions toward employee student loan debt

at this burden, says Kate Winget, managing

Millions of people have filed for unemployment in

is going to fundamentally unlock the adoption of

director of Gradifi by E-Trade.

the U.S. since the beginning of March, leaving

this benefit across large and small employers

incomes unstable as bills, loans and other

throughout the country,” says Scott Thompson,

roll in their employee’s financial well-being

expenses loom.

CEO of Tuitio.io, a student loan benefit vendor.

starting with retirement, and introducing them to

“While it’s unfortunate this piece of legislation has

resources around banking or mortgages,” she says.

president signed the CARES Act, a $2 trillion

passed under these circumstances, the tax

“With this generation entering the workforce,

stimulus bill to bring Americans some relief. For

exemption included in the Stimulus Bill is incredi-

student debt is the number one financial stressor

the 44.7 million people dealing with student loan

bly important.”

that they have.”

As a result of the pandemic’s impact, the

debt, the bill provides some welcome assistance.

Thompson says as a result of the bill, Tuition.io

“Employers have always taken such a proactive

Last year, financial services company E-Trade

has already received inquiries from employers

saw an opportunity to enter this market and

will allow most borrowers to halt their monthly

wanting to push forward with launching a new

acquired student loan benefit provider Gradifi.

payments through Sept. 30, with no financial

student loan repayment benefit for their employ-

penalties. It also includes a temporary provision

ees.

The student loan related provisions in the bill

that allows employers to contribute up to $5,250

“This benefit has the potential to mobilize

toward each worker’s student debt through Dec.

American businesses both large and small to

Some employers that offer student loan
assistance benefits include AI tech company
GumGum, Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts, Trilogy Health Services and PwC. EBN

Amanda Schiavo is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @schiavoamanda.
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Re:Invent | Retirement
savings as much as possible.

What can employees spend their HSA
dollars on during the pandemic?
Some HSA qualifying health plans will cover
COVID-19 testing and treatment before you’ve
met your deductible, but not all of them do this.
In that case, you can actually use your HSA
dollars to pay for testing. Now remember, it may
not always be possible at some of the makeshift
locations, like parking lots, where they’re currently doing testing. If you go somewhere where they
can’t scan your HSA card, you can pay another
way and reimburse yourself with your HSA
dollars. You just need to make sure you keep the
receipt, or other sales documentation.
DOUG4537/GETTY IMAGES

Also, because of the virus, telehealth is really
having its moment. If you need to see your doctor
for something that’s not related to coronavirus,
it’s very likely that you’ll be using your provider’s
telemedicine services. Make sure you take
advantage of the new rulings and use your HSA

Why employees should use
HSA dollars during pandemic
The benefit gives people more control over their healthcare along with a
well-deserved tax break.

to pay for those visits.

How can employers and employees maximize the benefit of their HSAs, now and in
the future?
The best thing either of them can do is fund it.
One of the new IRS rules extended the tax
deadline to July 15, which means you have until
then to fund your 2019 HSA. My recommendation
is to fund it to the max for last year. You’re limited
to how much you can put in your HSA a year, and

By Kayla Webster

since you put the money in tax free, it grows tax
free and you can withdraw it tax free — you need
Health Savings Accounts are a coveted benefit

healthcare and a well-deserved tax break. It also

to make sure you contribute as much as you can.
Employers should also consider making

for their flexibility and tax breaks, but employees

makes people more aware of what things cost.

may not be aware they can use those dollars to

Some of the fundamental flaws of our healthcare

contributions — even if they’re thinking of dialing

help weather the COVID-19 storm.

system are that there’s so little cost transparency.

back benefits because of the virus — because

People paying directly with their HSAs start

the HSA gives them the best value. They’re able

asking more questions.

to help their employees save for both medical

“Now more than ever, the HSA is a valuable tool
to help with financial and health concerns,” says
Alison Moore, vice president of marketing at

The passage of the Secure Act and the new

expenses and retirement with it, so the contribu-

HealthSavings — a Richmond HSA company.

IRS rulings loosened the requirements on how

tion will be more helpful even if they decide to

“Employers should take the opportunity to educate

you can spend your HSA savings. For example, in

cut back on other programs.

their employees about how they can make the

the past people couldn’t use their HSA for

most of their HSA during the current crisis.”

telehealth or over the counter medication, but

friend who’s going through a rough time,

Additionally, if employees want to help a

now they can. The HSA can also be used for

they can contribute to their HSA. Anyone can

changes to HSA guidelines and why employers

feminine hygiene products — we know how

send a check or electronic transfer to another

should educate employees about how they can

expensive those can be. People need to take

person’s HSA. It’s a great way to help if you’re

use this tool to their benefit.

advantage of these rulings when they shop. With

concerned that person won’t spend your contri-

fears of being laid off because of the virus, it’s

bution on something constructive. Helping

important to use the income you have as wisely

someone save for the future and current needs is

as possible. You should avoid drawing out of

a really great, and effective, way to show

other retirement funds, and exhausting your

someone you care. EBN

Moore spoke in a recent interview about recent

Why should employers encourage employees to use their HSA right now?
HSAs give people more control over their

Kayla Webster is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @KaylaAnnWebster.
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Re:Invent | Retirement
there were a lot of folks who were very close to
retirement. And they were then saying “I can’t
retire in a year or two, I’m going to have to work
longer.” Employers want to see that participants
can retire when they want to retire so they
continue to get some new folks on board.
One of my colleagues took a call last week
from a participant in a plan that we’re involved
with, and the woman was 55 years old. She was
starting to think about retirement, and she was
spooked a little bit by the market. She was
surprised to discover that she was invested in one
fund that was 100% in equities, so she had no
diversification. So I’m sure employers are hoping
that their employees aren’t in that same boat and
that they have an appropriate asset allocation for
their age, and that they are taking advantage of
the tools and the education that their employer
provides. I’m sure there are employees that have
been negatively affected, but there’s a big
difference in your amount of loss if you only had
20 or 30% in the stock market versus if you had
100% in the stock market.

Crisis highlights urgency for
strong retirement planning
Here are some of the best practices for how employers can help their
employees navigate the recent wild market swings.

Why does the coronavirus pandemic increase the urgency of talking to employees
about their retirement plans?
It’s a topic that’s important all the time, but the
reason there might be a little bit more urgency felt
now is because of the dramatic market decline.
When the markets are going up, employers still
want employees to be invested appropriately and
have the right mix or allocation based on their
age and situation. When the market is going up

By Evelina Nedlund

these things are less urgent, so we tend to put
some of those things off. But now it’s really

The recent market volatility is raising concern
for retirement plan sponsors and HR professionals.

irrationally but making good decisions.”
Mashack-Behney shared some best practices

Employees, particularly those who are nearing

for how employers can help their employees

retirement, are raising questions about their

navigate the market effects of the virus, and how

investments and expressing concern over plan

to prepare for the impact on retirement plans.

a mid-Atlantic investment and retirement plan
consulting firm.
“Most employees don’t have a great investment

and it’s also really important to get that education
so that they don’t make rash decisions.
If you have an employee who’s spooked and
upset, that can have a long-term impact on their
investments as they may have lost a lot. How are

stability in such an unpredictable market, says
Tara Mashack-Behney, president of Conrad Siegel,

important for employees to know where they’re at,

Is the current market volatility a cause for
concern for employers when looking at
employees’ retirement plans?
The stock market is down substantially, so if [an

they going to get that back if they’re not invested
in stocks? And if they think about trying to get
back into the market at some point, when are they
going to do that? Trying to figure out market

background, and it’s human nature to let emotions

employee] has any exposure to equities, they are

timing is a very dangerous game. A lot of times, a

take over,” Mashack-Behney says. “Those emo-

probably looking at some losses on their state-

market has its largest rebound right after hitting

tions might lead to selling out in the market

ments. The magnitude of that loss isn’t really

the bottom. So if you have an employee who got

totally, which might have a detrimental impact on

driven by age, it’s driven by their allocation, like

spooked and sold out, when they see the market

their retirement savings. Employers want to make

how much they have in the stock market, what

go down, they’re probably going to be hesitant to

sure that employees have somebody to talk to

percent of their portfolio is invested there. I’m sure

get back in. Unfortunately, by doing that they’re

and educate them, to take them down from the

[employers] are worried because if you think back

probably going to miss out on a lot of the market

ledge and make sure that they’re not acting

to 2008 and 2009 when the market went down,

upswing. EBN

Evelina Nedlund is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @EvelinaNedlund.
28 Employee Benefit News May/June 2020

028_EBN0520_001 28

5/1/2020 4:08:00 PM

Ideas you can take to work
Digital Insurance is the leading independent voice in insurance digital
transformation, giving you insight into the latest technology-backed business
strategies and innovative process and service automation.

Start here and sign up for free
Dig-in.com
212-803-8500

EBN_FullPage_Ads_2.0.indd
029_EBN0520
29
2

5/1/2020
1/31/20
3:31:13
1:48 PM
PM

Commentary
and taxes are waived, premature 401(k) cash-outs

How important 401(k) benefits are
to employees

can still cause irreversible damage to plan
participants’ retirement outcomes.
The CARES Act positions Americans’ 401(k)
savings as sources of emergency liquidity. In
addition to the destructive impact of cash-outs on
the amount of income participants can enjoy in
retirement, some in the financial services commu-

Very important, 62%

nity are looking to benefit from this well-inten-

Somewhat important, 26%

tioned government gesture by convincing people

Not too important, 8%

withdraw sans penalties.

to invest the $100,000 they are entitled to
For example, one real estate development fund

Not at all important, 4%

has executed an advertising campaign encouraging Americans to withdraw the full $100,000 under
the CARES Act, and invest that sum with them to
achieve a 10% return. This option, the advertisement assures investors, will help them earn back
capital they have lost in the coronavirus-driven
ADOBE STOCK

market downturn.
This type of misleading offer can be devastating to retirement-savers. Cashing out far less than

Source: Transamerica center for retirement studies

$100,000 can significantly deplete a plan participant’s savings for retirement. According to our

Help participants avoid 401(k)
cash outs to show you care
The CARES Act waiver of penalties for premature 401(k) withdrawals may
hurt the American workers and families the Act is supposed to help.

research, a hypothetical 30-year-old participant
who cashes out a 401(k) savings balance of $5,000
today would forfeit up to $52,000 in earnings the
sum would have accrued for them by age 65, if we
assume the account would have grown by 7% per
annum.
Encouraging Americans to withdraw as much
retirement account savings as they can under the
CARES Act in order to invest what is supposed to
be emergency liquidity is unethical, at best, as well

By Spencer Williams

as seriously misleading and dangerous.
Cashed-out retirement assets, and the extra
with a personal or household COVID-19 diagnosis,

savings they would have yielded had they

normal times. The health and safety of our

or “experiencing adverse financial consequences”

remained in the U.S. retirement system, can never

families and communities are paramount, and

due to the pandemic may withdraw up to

be replaced. Compounding the problem, many

measures to ease burdens and hardships are

$100,000 from their retirement savings accounts

participant retirement outcomes are impacted by

always appreciated. These include the Coronavi-

by December 31, 2020 without incurring early

plans that are forced to end or reduce employer

rus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES)

withdrawal penalties. Taxes on these withdrawals

contributions, making a premature withdrawal

Act, the massive fiscal stimulus signed into law on

can be paid over a three-year period. The CARES

particularly devastating to retirement readiness.

March 27, 2020.

Act also doubles the maximum amount for

It goes without saying that we are not living in

The provisions in the CARES Act are designed
to provide a financial lifeline to individuals,
families, and businesses struggling to meet

Under the purview of their financial wellness

loan-related retirement account withdrawals

programs, plan sponsors and recordkeepers

during this time to $100,000.

should use this time to prepare email communica-

With more than 22 million Americans filing

tions and digital content explaining how cash-

expenses in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic.

unemployment claims over the last month, it is

outs, even if made under the CARES Act, can

The CARES Act mandates were enacted with the

obvious that the COVID-19 outbreak’s impact on

diminish participants’ retirement prospects.

best of intentions, but the law’s waiver of penalties

our country’s economy has been devastating. But

Participants should be reminded that their

for premature withdrawals from 401(k) savings

although millions of Americans are in need of an

retirement savings should be considered a last

accounts may hurt the very American workers and

emergency cash injection, their retirement savings

resort for meeting emergency expenses, especially

families the Act is supposed to help.

should be the last source they tap, after all other

during the present crisis. Your participants will

options have been exhausted. Even if penalties

thank you when they turn 70. EBN

Under the CARES Act, plan participants faced

Spencer Williams is president and CEO of Retirement Clearinghouse.
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your key teams within the company on your
phone? It would be good to have group chats set
up for your executive team, management team,
supervisor/team leads and even the whole
company. In crises, email might take too long;
direct messaging is almost real-time.
Also, ensure that you have adequate remote
video capabilities in place for face-to-face
interaction with the teams and team members
within your company. Be careful with things like
Google Hangouts and Microsoft Teams, they do
have limitations on the number of simultaneous
video participants and might not serve you
adequately in a crisis. You can look into tools like
Zoom, GoToMeeting, Webex and others if you need
to bring in more simultaneous video participants.

Consolidate and secure credentials and
passwords
ADOBE STOCK

I cannot stress this one enough! Please get your
strategic passwords logged and consolidated in
one place that multiple people can access
simultaneously. Make sure the key members of your
Companies need to make sure they can access their infrastructure outside the office.

4 ways tech leaders can help
manage the COVID-19 crisis
It’s important that we ensure our information technology is supporting
the entirety of the organization and its ability to communicate.

team have been granted access to a central
depository that catalogs the systems, login URLs,
usernames and passwords. Everything should go in
there. You can use platforms like Dropbox, Google
Drive orto house this information, and it should be
outside of your network and on the cloud.

Ensure your remote infrastructure is sound
In the case where you need to be able to get
into your network from the outside, it is advised
that you make sure that you can. In a non-crisis
situation, the typical load on remoting into your

By Chip Gallent

network is only several people at a time. Work
with your IT team to ensure that everyone can

It is never more important for information
technology to work for us than when we’re

Bring laptops home every night
In most companies, we have moved from

remote in at one time, so you’re ready if it
becomes necessary.
If you and your company have to resort to

dealing with crises impacting our companies,

desktops on every desk to laptops as the standard

such as the current coronavirus and the way it’s

computer. In crises, whether it’s weather-related or

working remotely for some period of time, you

affecting our businesses and the overall econo-

a public health event, make sure that your team is

must protect your data. Bad actors can pretty

my. It’s important that we ensure our information

taking their laptops home each night. And, make

easily intercept data via your email system. But

technology is supporting the entirety of the

sure they’re taking their power supply’s home, too.

you also need to think about protecting data like

organization and its ability to communicate.

Right now, we don’t know if we’re going to be back

documents, spreadsheets, lines of code and other

in the office tomorrow. And, your computer/laptop

company assets. Make sure that your IT team has

leader must ensure are in place, not only from a

is your lifeline to your company, make sure it

a plan in place to ensure that company data is

systems perspective, but also in regards to

travels with you every time you leave your office.

backed up into one central location and secured.

Communication is the priority

at war.

These five principles are areas that you as a

Unfortunately, dealing with a crisis is like being

policies and behaviors.Some of these best
practices may seem like no-brainers, and for
those, ensure that they are top-of-mind and

As a leader, your role includes communicating

And, wars depend on the establishment and

adopted by 100% of your staff. For the others,

with the entirety of your company as clearly and

reliability of communications infrastructure.

ask a lot of questions and make sure they

efficiently as possible. Think about this, do you

Preparedness is about being ready if something

are in place.

have text or online messaging groups for each of

happens, even while hoping it doesn’t. EBN

Chip Gallent is an entrepreneur and executive coach at Petra Coach.
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First, the depleted care supply means some
parents simply will not find a spot for their child.
Second, social distancing will likely require that
employees stagger the days they return to the
office, requiring parents to find a spot that fits
their new and unique schedules. Lastly, between
pay cuts and furloughs, many parents will need
more affordable care.

Preparing for re-entry
Employers who are ahead of the game will
have a clear advantage. Below are some best
practices for navigating the next child care crisis.

Make sure your employees know about
their dependent care FSA
Virtually every employer offers a tax-free
TOMOHIRO OHSUMI

daycare benefit, but very few people know about
it. Send out emails and communication reminders.
Employees can elect mid-year so long as there is a
significant life event.

Helping employees with child care will reduce turnover and return to work delays.

Employers need to address a
second child care crisis
The coronavirus pandemic has demonstrated how incompatible the
workday is with raising children.

Fund it
Employers can fund the DCFSA with up to
$5,000 tax-free. Companies like Reddit top it up.
This is an investment in your company’s reboot.
You need people working and you want to make
sure the expense of child care doesn’t get in the
way of that.

Revamp your benefits portfolio
The child care supply was limited before
COVID-19, and it’s going to be worse. Employees
will be hard pressed to find a spot that matches

By Shadiah Sigala

their needs and budget. Get an early start. Talk
with your broker about benefits available to help

Americans knew child care was important

Over 70% of home-based daycares only had a

connect employees to primary, long-term child

before the outbreak of COVID-19, but there’s

week of financial runway. Even the hardier, large

care. Your goal should be to reduce delays in

nothing like a sticky-fingered child tapping on

child care brands in Kinside’s membership lament

return from work and employee turnover at the

your keyboard during a Zoom to prove just how

that some of the doors they’ve closed won’t be

end of the COVID-19 crisis.

important it is. This crisis has demonstrated how

reopening. We expect a 20% decline in total

incompatible the American workday is with raising

available spots.

Communicate clearly

Employer action minimizes losses
post-lockdown

the puzzle. Put together a one-pager or prepare

children.
Productivity is at a low for nearly all parents,
and employers will be eager to resume engines in
full-force once social distancing comes to an end.

This is so simple but such a neglected piece of

Providing child care is not only out of the

an intranet site spelling out parent resources in
your company. Send a company-wide email. Talk

One thing to anticipate, however, is that employ-

goodness of their hearts, but for the obvious

to the heads of your Parent ERGs. What we’re

ers’ child care troubles are far from over. A second

impact it has on the bottom line. Before COVID-19,

seeing now during lockdown is fallout from a

child care crisis is coming, and employers will need

companies were losing 43% of their female

single fact: we as a society have not developed

to address it.

employees when they had their first child. Parents

resilient and responsive systems around child care.

who do return miss an average of 24 full and

But in the meantime, HR can take this time to

partial work days due to breakdowns in child care.

assess and make benefits changes for child care

Shelter at home mandates have made it
difficult for many daycares to operate normally,
and fewer spots in daycare means fewer parents
can return to work. The stats are grim:

Those losses will skyrocket post-COVID-19 for
three reasons:

to adequately respond to the needs of working
parents reintegrating into the work world. EBN

Shadiah Sigala is CEO and cofounder of Kinside, a child care benefits provider.
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About 45 million Americans across all age
groups, job titles and industries are struggling with
student loan debt. Indeed, student loan debt is the
second highest form of debt in the U.S., second
only to mortgages, according to the New York
Federal Reserve.
“We are sensitive to the impact crushing student
debt has on our employee’s lives to the point of
distraction while they’re at work,” deVeer says. “It’s
a financial stressor that hurts marriages and
creates mental health issues. When the team
initially came together to discuss this program, we
could see no downsides. It enabled us to alleviate
some of our employees’ financial stress while
potentially attracting a new pool of talent at the
same time.”
DANIEL ACKER/BLOOMBERG

Employer provided student loan relief is a
growing trend, as 8% of employers offer the
benefit, according to the Society for Human
Resource Management. That figure doubled from
2018 to 2019.

Student debt is set to reach $2 trillion, prompting employers to offer benefits to help manage loans.

Terminix employees won’t be
bugged by student loans again
The termite exterminator is the latest employer to launch a student loan
debt repayment benefit.

Forward-thinking employers like
ServiceMaster understand the needs of
today’s workers and are offering their
employees a lifeline in student loan
repayment,” says Scott Thompson, CEO of
Tuition.io.
“We see our contribution toward the repayment
of student debt as a competitive advantage
toward talent recruitment in terms of attracting a
diverse workforce,” deVeer says. “However, this is
also a tool to retain valuable talent like longtime

By Amanda Schiavo

employees who may want to go back to school.
The age of employees currently participating in our

As student loan debt is set to reach $2 trillion,
more employers are expanding their benefits to
help employees get a handle on this burden.

is one of our key priorities and is as important to us

program ranges across all years, highlighting the

as their physical and mental health.”

reality that student loan debt is carried throughout

The average student loan payment is between

the years.”
In March, VRI, a hospital and healthcare patient

ServiceMaster, the parent company of pest control

$200 and $300 per month, according to Student

and termite exterminator business Terminix, is the

Loan Hero, a platform for managing and eliminat-

monitoring technology provider, also teamed up

latest employer to launch a student loan debt

ing student loans and personal debt. It can take

with Tuition.io to offer its 300 employees a student

repayment benefit for employees.

borrowers up to 20 years to pay off the full amount

loan repayment benefit.

ServiceMaster has worked with Tuition.io to

of their loan, according to the Department of

The program is set up so employees can pay

contribute $50 per month to those members of its

Education. With ServiceMaster’s monthly contribu-

down their college loans while also saving for

10,000 employee population in need of student

tion, the average participant could save 17 months

retirement.

debt relief. The benefit is available across Service-

of payments and $6,600 if they remained in the

Master’s portfolio of brands, which includes

program until payoff.

AmeriSpec, Furniture Medi and Merry Maids.

“Forward-thinking employers like ServiceMaster

Some employees may feel they need to put off
their retirement savings in order to get a handle on
this debt, not realizing how much of a detriment
that is to their future financial security.

“We added the student loan repayment

understand the needs of today’s workers and are

program to modernize our benefits,” says Pam

offering their employees a lifeline in student loan

Indeed, 75% of respondents to an IonTuition

deVeer, vice president of total rewards and human

repayment to ease the stress of this monumental

survey said they would rather their employer offer

resources at ServiceMaster. “The financial health

financial burden,” says Scott Thompson, CEO of

monthly contributions to their student loans over

and well-being of our employees and their families

Tuition.io.

401(k) benefits. EBN

Amanda Schiavo is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @schiavoamanda.
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distracting from what the business is actually

Is workplace culture important?

doing.” The often abrupt departure of a CEO can
also lead to a shift in strategy, Shaheen says. A
CEO’s vision for a company can be a rallying cry
within the organization; when that changes, it can

100%

upset the company culture. But there are steps
employers can take to get out ahead of this.
In the case of Disney, Iger has remained on
board to insure the strategy he has established

80%

remains in place.
This can help ensure a smoother transition of
power. “The more transparent [a company is] and
the more open they are internally about what’s

60%

going on is going to be key,” Shaheen says.
Frequent and open communication is another
necessity for employers during times of business
tumult, Hamill says. By planning for the worst-case

40%
Employees who say yes

Employers who say yes

scenario and having a clear communication policy,
organizations can address employee concerns,
collect feedback, gauge sentiments and implement

Source: MetLife

change quickly. Employers shouldn’t wait until they
have all of the answers buttoned up.

Maintaining employee trust
during executive turnovers
A CEO’s vision for a company can be a rallying cry within the
organization, but when they leave it can rock the culture.

Disney CEO Ed Stack and President Lauren
Hobart will forgo their salaries and Marriot
CEO Arne Sorenson won’t take home
any salary for the rest of the year. Such
examples instill trust and create a more
loyal workforce.
“When a major change occurs, organizations
need to put employees first,” Hamill says. “Be
transparent with employees and offer two-way
communication. This needs to come from all angles
— from leaders, managers, and internal teams like

By Amanda Schiavo

human resources.”
In response to mass layoffs and financial losses,
coronavirus took root in the U.S., former Walt

many CEOs and other executives have decided to

place norms in the midst of the coronavirus crisis,

Disney CEO Bob Iger unexpectedly stepped.

take pay cuts or forgo their salaries.

ambiguity and unpredictability can threaten

Around the same time, Expedia laid off 12% of its

employee trust and confidence.

global workforce, which came on the heels of

pay cut, while Iger — who remains with the

As businesses struggle to maintain new work-

Disney’s new CEO Bob Chapek will take a 50%

Wayfair’s January layoffs. Online travel agency

company as executive chairman — says he will

about their job security and the stability of the

Booking announced in early April that CEO Glenn

forgo his entire salary. Dick’s Sporting Goods

company and how the employees respond will

Fogel had tested positive for COVID-19 but still

announced that CEO Ed Stack and President

have long-term ripple effects on loyalty and

planned to continue with his responsibilities. Major

Lauren Hobart will forgo their salaries and Marriott

potential turnover, experts say.

changes like these can create a lot of uncertainty

CEO Arne Sorenson will not take home any salary

within an organization, leaving HR and senior

for the rest of the year. The rest of the executive

detrimental effect on employee retention and

leadership in charge of keeping the business on

team will take a 50% pay cut.

well-being if not addressed properly,” says Laura

track and reducing employee turnover.

Employers increasingly must reassure employees

“A CEO’s exit or a round of layoffs can have a

Hamill, chief science officer and chief people officer
at Limeade, an employee experience company.

“CEO shake-ups [and layoffs] can create two
disharmonies,” says Dania Shaheen, vice president

When organizations set such examples it instills
trust and creates a more loyal workforce.
“Culture is absolutely critical for growth and

of people operations at Kazoo, an employee

success and you want to make sure that the

possible that you are listening, that you understand

experience platform. “There is always a lot of noise

culture stays steady,” Shaheen says. “You have to

their concerns, and that you are working to

created with things like this, gossip about why

make sure you’re continuing to build a very

address them.” In late February, just before the

someone stepped down. This tends to be very

purpose-driven culture.” EBN

“It’s important to show employees as soon as

Amanda Schiavo is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @schiavoamanda.
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By your side.
Every step of
the way.

Voya Employee Benefits
Solutions tailored just for you
Voya Employee Benefits is there for you with our personalized customer service and breadth of products. Our job is to
help make your life easier. Which is why we streamline and simplify the employee benefits process — from consultation to
implementation and through the employee engagement process.
Voya is there to partner with you every step of the way. We are proud to offer:

•

Accident Insurance

•

Stop Loss Insurance

•

Critical Illness/Specified Disease Insurance

•

Group Term Life Insurance

•

Hospital Indemnity Insurance

•

Disability Income Insurance

•

Health Savings (HSA) and Flexible Spending
(FSA) Accounts

•

Leave Management

Take your next step with Voya.
Learn more at go.voya.com/AboutEB
Critical Illness, Accident and Hospital Confinement Indemnity Insurance are limited benefit policies. They are not health insurance and do not
satisfy the requirement of minimum essential coverage under the Affordable Care Act.
Health and Flexible Savings Accounts are accounts offered by Voya Benefits Company, LLC (in New York, doing business as Voya BC, LLC) and administered by WEX Health, Inc.
Voya Leave Management services are provided by Disability RMS, Inc.
Insurance products are issued by ReliaStar Life Insurance Company (Minneapolis, MN) and ReliaStar Life Insurance Company of New York (Woodbury, NY). Both companies are
members of the Voya family of products. Voya Employee Benefits is a division of both insurance companies. Within the state of New York, only ReliaStar Life Insurance Company of
New York is admitted and its products issued. Product availability and plan provisions may vary by state.
©2020 Voya Services Company. All rights reserved. 1103553
211333-03312020

036_EBN0520 36

5/1/2020 3:31:14 PM

