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Access Denied: The wealth effect
In the first of the five-part documentary series, we 
look at how disparities in net worth and mortgage 
discrimination impact Black home ownership — 
and why it’s impossible to close the gaps without 
attacking systemic racism. 
https://bit.ly/3jBC0ju

PODCAST
Large employers offering paid caregiver leave

Source: Business Group on Health 2020 Leave strategy & Transformation survey

Offering paid caregiver leave, 35%

Considering it in 2021/2022, 28%

Not offering paid caregiver leave, 37%

37%

35%

28%

Employees are stressed caring for aging 
parents. How can employers help?
A growing number of employees are caring for 
aging parents, parents-in-law and relatives while 
working full time. https://bit.ly/2Tw1iov

VOLUNTARY
Fertility benefit coverage

Source: National Business Group on Health
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Evaluation by a specialist

Medication to treat the cause of infertility

In vitro fertilization

Artificial insemination

Egg or embryo freezing

None

Other

Health plans covering fertility benefits

The true value of a fertility and family  
building benefit
Now is the time to reinforce company values. 
Equality and family are important to all 
employees, not just the 1 in 8 who struggle with 
infertility. https://bit.ly/3jySCZn

VIEWS

What’s going on  
@benefitnews.com

www.benefitnews.com
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Editor’s Desk

Benny Award winners take the helm 
Workplace professionals at Zynga, Meredith, the Nashville Public Schools system and the city of Azusa, 
California, redefine crucial benefit offerings during a national crisis.

From flexible gym 
arrangements to fertility 
benefits, to revamping 
retirement and financial 
wellness plans, benefits 
and workplace profes-
sionals honored for the 
29th annual Benny 
Awards have had a real 

impact on the populations they serve during this 
challenging year.

Employee Benefit News recognized four work 
leaders for their efforts to confront the challenges 
of remote work amid a worldwide healthcare crisis 
that continues to grip the U.S. workforce and their 
families and loved ones. For Bryan Aycock, the 
director of benefits at Zynga, a game developer 
company, the work started by accommodating 
flexible work arrangements. Logistics like how to 
get new equipment and reimbursements for 
ergonomic equipment was the first order at hand.

“Most people don’t think about benefits until 
you need them, when something is wrong,” says 
Mo Johanssen, Aycock’s colleague and an HR 
business partner at Zynga. “But Bryan sees the 
connection to the whole person so they can really 
come to work and just feel like they can be 
themselves.” 

As senior editor Alyssa Place details, Aycock 
next turned to other wellness benefits such as gym 
memberships and family planning offerings, which 
you can read in detail in our cover story profile.

In addition to Aycock, who won the Professional 
of the Year honor, the other 2020 Benny Award 
winners are:

Benefits Leadership in Healthcare Award: David 
Hines, executive director of benefits at Metro 
Nashville Public Schools

Benefits Leadership in Retirement Award: Talika 
Johnson, director of administrative services for the 
city of Azusa, California

Editor’s Pick Award: Tim O’Neil, executive 
director at Meredith

 Read all of their stories starting on page 14.
Associate editor Kayla Webster also takes a 

look at workplace issues that will come to the 
forefront as our country picks the next president. 
For employers, understanding how the new 
administration views various issues — from 
healthcare, retirement planning or diversity 
training — may mean the difference between a 
willing or losing business strategy.

“We all owe it to ourselves and our organiza-
tions to understand the policy issues affecting 
workplaces and the real, everyday challenges 
impacting the workplace,” says Johnny C. Taylor, 

president and CEO of the Society for Human 
Resource Management.

On the retirement front, contributing writer 
Kenneth Corbin takes a look at state retirement 
plans, with an eye toward Illinois, which began the 
Illinois Secure Choice Savings Program in 2018, 
gradually phasing in mandates for all businesses 
with at least 25 employees to offer a qualified 
retirement plan or enroll in the state option.

Illinois Treasurer Michael Frerichs, who chairs 
the board that runs that program, spelled out the 
initiative at a virtual conference in October. He 
noted that his state’s program had more than 
72,000 accounts and assets of more than $37 
million, which caters to an underserved element of 
the labor force

“What we’re doing in Illinois is we’re catching 
those that the market doesn’t want to serve,” 
Frerichs said at the conference, hosted by 
Georgetown University’s Center for Retirement 
Initiatives.

“We’re serving industries that are more tran-
sient, that have higher turnover, that have lower 
wages, that the financial services industry has just 
shown no interest in signing up,” he said.

Other states have adopted similar plans, each 
with their own twist. Heading into the new year, 
how those efforts play out could become key 
lessons for workplace leaders who are trying to 
solve the vexing U.S. retirement crisis.

— Walden Siew, Editor-in-Chief 

“We all owe it to ourselves and our 
organizations to understand the policy 
issues affecting workplaces and the 
real, everyday challenges impacting the 
workplace,” says SHRM CEO Johnny C. 
Taylor.
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How employers manage employee mental 
health could be the most important strategy 
companies devise now, and workplace experts say 
doubling down on those efforts may be the key to 
successful return-to-work plans for 2021.

While employers are increasingly eager to 
figure out a “new normal” after more than half a 
year of disruptions from COVID-19, the prolonged 
traumas sustained from extended isolation mean 
many employees are struggling with cognitive and 
mental health decline.

“Oftentimes when people talk about trauma, it’s 
usually a specific group of people who went 
through something in childhood or something 
else. But this year, we have all been traumatized in 
some way, shape or form,” says Mike Veny, a 
mental health speaker and author of “Transform-

ing Stigma.” “People are caught up in their own 
head, and that can be a prison when you don’t 
have your regular social structure in place.”

Mental health has deteriorated since the start 
of the pandemic. Feelings of anxiety were 23% 
higher than pre-COVID levels, and feelings of 
depression were 30% higher, , according to the 
Mental Health Index by Total Brain and the 
National Alliance of Healthcare Purchaser 
Coalitions.

These prolonged stressors have an impact on 
physical and mental well-being. Employees 
reported a 31% decrease in cognitive abilities, like 
an ability to focus, and a 7% decline in work 
performance, according to the index.

“Physically, our body reacts to stress by creating 
a hormone called cortisol and under chronic 
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Healthcare 

How employers can ease the 
strain of COVID-19 isolation

By Alyssa Place

Employee mental and cognitive health has deteriorated since the start of 
COVID-19, but managers can intervene by taking some important steps.

Employee anxiety rates are 23% higher and feelings of depression increased 30% during the pandemic.

IN THIS SECTION: MENTAL HEALTH

stress, high levels of cortisol for long periods of 
time derail key brain, heart and digestive system 
functions,” says Louis Gagnon, CEO of Total Brain. 
“Mentally, stress contracts our mind and reduces 
the cognitive flexibility that is necessary to put 
things in perspective, create and collaborate.”

While the pandemic has brought employee 
mental health awareness to the forefront, fear 
over the consequences of sharing these challeng-
es hold many employers and employees from 
speaking up, Veny says.

“In the workplace, we want to be at our 
professional best. So there’s this belief that any 
kind of personal information that will demonstrate 
weakness will potentially harm me down the road 
or in the near future,” Veny says. “It’s not just about 
stigma. People can’t let down their guard and just 
be themselves, because mental health is a sign of 
weakness in their minds.”

Mental health costs
Managers have had a direct impact on an 

employee’s mental wellness during coronavirus. 
According to a report by Mindshare and Qualtrics, 
less than half of employees feel that their manag-
er has been attuned to their well-being during the 
pandemic. Those employers are 69% more likely 
to say their mental health has declined, and 61% 
more likely to report that they have been less 
productive.

The Mindshare report found that almost 60% 
of workers are comfortable with their manager 
asking them about their mental health. Creating 
an open dialogue can be very straightforward, 
Veny says.

Mental health costs the U.S. $1 trillion in lost 
productivity costs per year, according to the World 
Health Organization. While mental wellness has 
been an increasingly important part of employee 
benefits packages, 2020 has blindsided even the 
most progressive employers, says Richard Parke, 
senior vice president of Avetta, a workplace safety 
and sustainability software provider.

Parke says Avetta has increased the frequency 
of employee surveys and how they communicate 
about their employee resources, like an EAP 
program.

“If we’re not looking at things differently and 
being better prepared for the next type of 
situation that comes up, then this has all been a 
complete waste and a harsh human toll,” Parke 
says. “Make a commitment to knowing that 
mental health is part of health and safety and 
create a culture around that.” EBN

Alyssa Place is a senior editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @alyssaplace1. 
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Strategy Session
IN THIS SECTION: FINANCIAL WELLNESS

Wealth management giant UBS has added new 
benefit offerings aimed to improve employees’ 
personal finances, including a partnership with 
Morningstar and other vendors to address student 
loan debt, retirement and overall financial 
wellness.

The offerings will be added to the existing UBS 
Workplace Wealth Solutions platform — launched 
in January — which received a facelift to allow the 
service to offer one-on-one coaching and digital 
tools. UBS currently provides benefits to 10,000 
employers and their 2 million employees.

“Financial wellness programs help employees 
feel less stressed about their personal finances, 
and more focused at the job at hand,” says 
Michael Barry, head of workplace wealth solutions, 
at UBS Global Wealth Management, about their 

platform.
Barry noted that the changes match their 
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UBS revamps student loan and 
financial wellness benefits

By Kayla Webster

The wealth management firm partnered with Morningstar and student 
loan benefit provider FutureFuel.io to expand offerings for clients.

UBS partnered with Morningstar to provide retirement plan advice to small businesses.

strategic objectives, and will help employees 
understand their corporate benefits and improve 
their personal finances.

“We want to help employees develop a better 
relationship with their money and employee 
benefits by offering more robust financial wellness 
that touches them where they are today,” he says.

UBS partnered with FutureFuel.io to deliver 
student loan benefits to clients. FutureFuel.io 
offers multiple options for tackling student debt, 
including refinancing and payment plans — all of 
which are tailored to individual situations through 
individual consultations. 

Their programs can be tailored to graduates of 
all ages, and even parents who cosigned on their 
children’s loans. The digital benefit claims it can 
help employees save $15,000 in accrued interest 
and pay off their student loans four years earlier.

“There’s a tremendous amount of student loan 
debt in this country — from the stockroom to the 
boardroom,” says Laurel Taylor, founder and CEO 
of FutureFuel.io.

UBS is also making it easier for small business-
es to offer retirement plans to their workforce. The 
firm partnered with Morningstar to create the 
digital platform UBS’s Retirement Plan Advisor, 
which will leverage Morningstar’s expertise to 
advise small businesses of the best investments 
and retirement strategies for their specific 
company. The new offering will combine one-on-
one consultations with retirement experts and 
digital alerts to keep business owners up to date 
with investments.

“A third of small firms don’t receive fiduciary 
advice from companies like ours; identifying 
investments and managing the performance of 
funds is critical and takes away some of the 
burden on these companies’ shoulders,” Barry 
says. EBN

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

Financial wellness benefits can impact employees’ lives

Source: Bank of America

90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Employees are stressed 
about money

Employees say stress 
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Employees say financial benefits
are critical to financial security

56% 53%
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Voluntary 
IN THIS SECTION: NOODLES & COMPANY

Noodles & Company has expanded its employ-
ee benefits program, known as LifeAtNoodles, to 
include a variety of new offerings in education, 
wellness, family planning, expanded time off, and 
recognition initiatives.

Noodles’ employees will have access to free flu 
shots, free in-person and virtual mental health 
counseling, tuition assistance for all employees 
and their families, weight loss program assistance 
and free dental services for children under 14. The 
company also boosted paid paternity leave to six 
weeks, an increase from two weeks, and is offering 
surrogacy coverage of up to $10,000, as well as a 
backup dependent care program. The restaurant 
chain will also offer paid time off to vote, paid 
bereavement time off for miscarriages and flexible 
floating holidays.

“As we were moving into 2020 and looking at 
2021, we really took a step back and evaluated our 

benefits programs using an inclusion and diversity 
lens,” says Sue Petersen, vice president of HR at 
Noodles & Company. “We wanted to make sure we 
were offering benefits that we’re attractive to our 
entire demographic.”

Noodles & Company’s mental health benefits 
are coming at a crucial time for employees. The 
outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic has 
exacerbated mental health, with more than half of 
American adults saying COVID-19 has taken a toll 
on their wellbeing, according to a Kaiser Family 
Foundation poll.

“We understand the strain of work and home 
life along with the additional stress of COVID-19 
and how this impacts our team members, which is 
why these mental health benefits are so important 
to us” Petersen says. “We want our team members 
to know that we care about their mental health 
and that they have our full support.”

Employers have consistently been boosting 
benefits that help their workforce tackle everyday 
stressors. Fifty-eight percent of employers offer 
their employees a general wellness program, 
according to research from the Society For Human 
Resource Management. More than half of 
employers offer a financial wellness program, 
according to Bank of America data. Even before 
the outbreak of the virus, employers had been 
recognizing the need to play a more active role in 
their employees’ lives outside of work.

“We want to make their day a little bit better 
every day they come into work,” Petersen says. 
“Part of that is being more involved in providing 
more support by expanding the benefits that are 
available to them, whether it’s around growing 
their family, wellness or finances. [It’s about] 
having a more holistic approach to engage the 
team members.” EBN
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Noodles & Company expands wellness benefits

By Amanda Schiavo

Employees at the chain restaurant now have access to various new wellness programs. ‘We want our team 
members to know that we care about their mental health,” says the company’s vice president of HR. 

Some of the company’s new benefits include free in-person and virtual mental health counseling, tuition assistance and weight loss.

Amanda Schiavo is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @schiavoamanda. 
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Technology 

Mandatory quarantines and business closures 
during the coronavirus pandemic have taken a 
particularly large financial toll on small businesses, 
forcing many employers to reduce wages and 
health coverage.

Sixty-five percent of small businesses said they 
were either extremely concerned or very con-
cerned about how the coronavirus will affect their 
business, according to a survey by Freshbooks. In 
addition to financial pressure, small business 
employers are also tasked with providing benefits 
that will support struggling employees.

“COVID-19 just exacerbated what was going on 
in the market and put even more pressure on 
small companies and their employees,” says Emily 
Ritter, head of product marketing at Gusto, a 
payroll and employee benefits platform for small 
businesses. “Employees across America are living 
paycheck-to-paycheck and the stress of that can 

be expensive for households.”
Gusto has launched a new set of health and 

financial wellness benefits to provide employees 
with early access to earned wages, medical bill 
reimbursement and a savings account.

These financial tools are especially beneficial 
as healthcare costs drive many employees into 
debt, Ritter says. According to a Salary Finance 
survey, 32% of American workers have medical 
debt, and 28% of those who have an outstanding 
balance owe $10,000 or more on their bills.

“Financial health and health coverage is so 
inextricably linked, which has come into the 
limelight with COVID-19,” Ritter says. “We’re seeing 
that small group health insurance is something 
that is really important, so if we can help small 
businesses help their employees with health bills, 
that’s another component of financial health.”

Gusto’s new benefit offering allows employers 
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New perks give small business 
employees early wage access

By Evelina Nedlund

Gusto’s new benefits provide employees with early access to earned 
wages, reimbursement for medical bills and a savings account.

to contribute to employees’ monthly health 
insurance costs. Contributions can vary from $100 
to amounts that would cover an employee’s entire 
premium. The contributions are payroll-tax-free 
for the business and income-tax-free for employ-
ees, and employers also have the flexibility to 
adjust their contribution at any time.

“A large portion of American workers say that 
they wouldn’t be able to handle the financial 
implications of a large injury or illness, and of 
course illness is top of mind in the midst of a 
global pandemic,” Ritter says. “So it was really 
important for us to show up with these solutions.”

‘Rainy day moments’
Additionally, Gusto has launched Gusto 

Cashout, which gives workers early access to 
earned wages without any fees, helping them 
avoid having to turn to payday loans, overdraft 
fees or credit card debt between paychecks. With 
a new debit card function and cash accounts 
— which also provide interest — workers can put 
aside savings straight from their paychecks, 
helping them better navigate short-term emergen-
cies and unexpected expenses.

Even before coronavirus, less than half of adults 
living in the U.S. had enough savings to pay for a 
$1,000 emergency expense, according to a 
Bankrate.com study, and 50% of employees said 
they live paycheck to paycheck, a CareerBuilder 
survey found.

“We’re really trying to help people be prepared 
in those rainy day moments and avoid the debt 
cycle that happens,” Ritter says. “Because this 
product is free [for our clients’ employees] and the 
wages come out of their paycheck on payday, 
there is no continuous debt cycle that happens 
with a payday loan.”

Fifty-one percent of Americans feel at least 
somewhat anxious about their financial situation 
following the coronavirus outbreak, according to a 
recent survey from NextAdvisor, and nearly three 
in 10 Americans’ financial situation (29%) has 
been negatively impacted since the pandemic 
began.

Providing employees with financial wellness 
resources and other support can help small 
business owners build a more efficient and 
competitive business, despite the challenges faced 
during COVID, Ritter says.

“It’s a win win for their employees and for their 
business,” Ritter says. “When employees are more 
financially stable, they’re able to show up more 
effectively at work.” EBN

Evelina Nedlund is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @EvelinaNedlund.
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How benefits bosses at Zynga, Meredith, the Nashville Public 
Schools system and the city of Azusa, California, redefined their 
work perks and offerings during the new coronavirus era
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Amidst a year of upheaval and transitions in 
the world of work, many employees have been 
left feeling unmoored and unmotivated, 
searching for a new post-coronavirus paradigm. 

Bryan Aycock is not one of those people. As 
the director of benefits at Zynga, a game 
developer company, Aycock began the year 
planning to start programs that supported 
mental health, family planning and other 
wellness initiatives. But once the pandemic hit, 
he shifted gears to offer Zynga’s 2,100 
employees support for every challenge the 
pandemic threw their way. 

“I quickly had to pivot on whatever I was 
working on to put as much support as we could 
in place. I immediately reached out to our 
safety team to start doing ergonomic 
assessments over a Zoom call,” Aycock says. 

“We provided new monitors and reimburse- 
ments for ergonomic chairs. I reached out to 
our EAP about providing mental health support. 
I reached out to Aetna to waive copays through 
the end of this year.” 

Once the most immediate concerns had 
been taken care of, Aycock focused on new 
programs he had already planned for 2020, 
now tailoring the offerings to fit the virtual 
workplace. 

One such program was a partnership with 
GymPass, a membership service where 
employees can visit different gym locations. 
Instead of cancelling the benefit entirely, 
Aycock worked with the team to fast-track a 
pilot program of virtual fitness classes 
employees could stream from their homes. 

Aycock’s problem solving and quick thinking 

during the pandemic have been built over the 
course of a successful two-decade career as a 
benefits consultant for Mercer, Aon and Alliance 
before he joined Zynga in 2018. Moving to 
in-house benefits management was an 
opportunity to see how the products he had 
been selling to employers were actually 
impacting the lives of their workforce. 

“Most people don’t think about benefits until 
you need them, when something is wrong,” says 
Mo Johanssen, HR business partner at Zynga. 
“But Bryan sees the connection to the whole 
person so they can really come to work and just 
feel like they can be themselves.” 

Fertility benefits
When Aycock started at Zynga, the game 

developer already had some standout benefits, 
including 26 weeks of paid maternity leave and 
12 weeks of paid parental leave. While the time 
off was generous, the company had no benefits 
in place to support new parents during and 
after their leave. Aycock started asking 
questions, trying to find better ways to support 
new mothers and fathers who were taking 
leaves of often more than six months.

“What are you doing to support them as 
they’re coming back into the workplace?” he 
says. “I was getting blank stares. So that was 
the first thing I tackled.” 

Aycock expanded family planning support 
with a partnership with Maven, a fertility and 
family planning benefits company. Zynga 
employees have access to reimbursements of 
up to $20,000 for fertility treatments like IVF, 
egg freezing and surrogacy. For new parents, 
the Maven partnership expanded access to 
primary care providers, sleep specialists and 
return-to-work counselors. 

How Zynga’s benefits director used 
COVID-19 to expand holistic offerings 
When the pandemic hit, Bryan Aycock expanded his firm’s benefits 
programs and ramped up new initiatives to support employees.

By Alyssa Place

“We’re all in this 
together, so I’m really 
open to feedback on 
what employees are 
missing, and how we 
can quickly adapt,” says 
Bryan Aycock, director 
of benefits at Zynga.
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Alyssa Place is a senior editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @alyssaplace1.

2020 Benny Awards

That support has had a direct — and 
emotional — effect on Johanssen, who started 
at Zynga last year. She sought out the 
company because of their family planning 
benefits. 

“I’ve been having some fertility struggles for 
a few years and the Zynga benefit offerings for 
fertility care coverage were a huge reason why I 
decided to join,” Johanssen says. “Bryan was 
such a wonderful advocate for me personally, 
because going through fertility treatments 
during a pandemic was really challenging. I 
think had I not had Maven, I would have been 
totally lost.” 

Johanssen says her experience with Maven 
was so positive that she reached out to Aycock 
to share how much it meant to her to have the 
support of her employer during her fertility 
journey.

“I wrote to Bryan and told him, I know I’m 
telling you so much more medical stuff than 
you need to know, but I can’t tell you how 
important this benefit has been to me in my 
life,” she says. “I was able to get in touch with 
an endocrinologist before I could even see a 
regular doctor and that put me at such ease.” 

Addressing the full scope of an individual’s 
needs keeps Aycock focused on the right 
benefits — not just any benefits. 

He makes a point of signing a one-year 
contract with new vendors, instead of the 
traditional three-year offer, and then reassesses 
benefit usage among Zynga employees before 
continuing with a benefits provider. 

“I always want a one-year contract because I 
don’t know how the program is going to 
resonate with employees or what the utilization 
is going to be. And I’m willing to make a 
mistake,” he says. “If I put in a program that 
isn’t resonating with employees, I’m happy to 
cancel that and find something that is.” 

In addition to looking at quarterly feedback 
from employees, Aycock has established a 
benefits dashboard where he can track 
utilization, and then works with HR teams to 
boost programs that employees aren’t taking 
advantage of. 

Mental health challenge
Being proactive and working with HR 

managers directly creates a collaborative 
environment and enthusiasm for the benefits 
he rolls out, Johanssen says. 

“I really utilize him as such a great partner. 
I’m an advocate, not just for the employee, but 
really to help both of us, myself and the 
employee, understand what is available to help 
support them in what their benefit needs are,” 
she says. “Bryan just goes above and beyond in 
every single case and really tries to help the 
entire person.” 

While Aycock has only been at Zynga for less 
than three years, the foundation he established 
early on has helped him weather the constant 
recalibration needed during COVID-19. 

Looking ahead to 2021, he’s already planning 
to expand Zynga’s Aetna coverage to provide 
in-network musculoskeletal support and 
physical therapy. 

“We’re not working in ideal situations, so for 
somebody who may have a sore neck or a sore 
back, they can have a physical therapy 

interaction virtually, and then get exercises 
from a physical therapist,” he says. 

Aycock is now able to jump into action to 
respond to mental health challenges or child 
care issues from employees because of his 
forward-thinking approach. 

“We’re all in this together, so I’m really open 
to feedback on what employees are missing, 
and how we can quickly adapt,” he says. “I just 
wanted people to know that we were here to 
support them and that we’re doing everything 
we can to support them as soon as 
possible.” EBN

“Most people don’t think 
about benefits until 
you need them, when 
something is wrong,” 
says Mo Johanssen, 
HR business partner at 
Zynga. “But Bryan sees 
the connection to the 
whole person.”

“I’m willing to make a 
mistake,” Aycock says. 
“If I put in a program 
that isn’t resonating with 
employees, I’m happy 
to cancel that and find 
something that is.”

METHODOLOGY
2020 Benny Award Winners

Employee Benefit News’ 29th 
annual Benny Awards recognize 
excellence in the employee 
benefits/human resources 
field. Four awards — Benefits 
Professional of the Year, Benefits 
Leadership in Retirement, Benefits 
Leadership in Healthcare and 
Editor’s Pick — are presented 
to employee benefit or human 
resources practitioners selected by 
the editors. In addition to Aycock, 
the other winners are:

Benefits Leadership in Healthcare 
Award: David Hines, executive 
director of benefits at Metro 
Nashville Public Schools

Benefits Leadership in Retirement 
Award: Talika Johnson, director of 
administrative services for the city 
of Azusa, California

Editor’s Pick Award: Tim O’Neil, 
executive director at Meredith
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Making the switch to a new career can be a 
daunting task on its own, but combining that 
with a global pandemic can make the 
transition insurmountable. Yet it was a 
challenge that Talika Johnson, director of 
administrative services for the city of Azusa, 
California, met head on. 

Johnson is responsible for leading both the 
finance department and the human resources 
department for Azusa, which has a population 
of almost 50,000. She works with the city’s 
employees, making sure they have access to 
pay and retirement resources, while doing her 
best to save the city money and stay on a tight 
budget. 

Johnson, who is a 2020 Benny Award winner 
for retirement, had been running the finance 

department for three years, but expanded into 
HR in late 2019, leaving her little time to switch 
gears before a global pandemic upended 
human resources departments across the 
country. Johnson’s entrance into the benefits 
world would be a baptism by fire.

“The pressure of transitioning from a mostly 
finance background to having to solve things 
that arise from human need is not easy,” 
Johnson says. “As a new HR director, especially 
when your current agency recognizes you 
mostly in your role as the finance person, the 
transition will naturally be more heavily 
scrutinized.”

As Johnson took on the responsibilities of the 
HR department, she found that much of the 
workforce had difficulty understanding her new 

position as their chief liaison for employee/
employer relations. She worked hard to show 
employees that her finance background would 
allow her to look at various situations through a 
unique lens and figure out how to best support 
employees without costing the city. 

She would be faced with an uphill battle 
because of the financial stress caused by the 
pandemic.    

In March, just before the pandemic forced 
everyone to work from home, the city of Azusa 
saw six labor contracts expire. It was up to 
Johnson to negotiate some new deals. The 
negotiations ended up stalling, and when 
things got going again, Johnson suggested 
waiting even longer, to gauge the full financial 
impact of the pandemic. 

As the months dragged on and negotiations 
continued, the labor groups Joshnson was 
working with pressured the city to provide a 
cost of living pay increase, something the city 
couldn’t justify during a pandemic, especially 
when other city employees were losing their 
jobs. Typically the city employs about 400 
employees, but during the crisis the number has 
dropped to 310 through layouts and attrition.

With that in mind, Johnson tapped her 
financial background to strike a deal that 
would increase retirement plan contributions 
instead. The plan was a less costly solution for 
Azusa, but still provides employees with 
financial security. 

“The city contributes funds for all of our 
groups at various levels into their deferred 
compensation on a monthly basis. So that was 
one of the areas where I really had to educate 
them on the benefit of that contribution from 
the city,” Johnson says. “In addition to that, we 
were able to get some other groups to agree to 
an HRA account. I tried to beef up the 
retirement benefits within their contracts in lieu 
of a cost of living increase.” 

Providing education on the importance of 
employee benefits, especially when it comes to 
retirement, is one of the most rewarding parts 
of her new role in HR, Johnson says. 

“That’s one of the things that I find really 
fascinating — trying to convince employees [of 
the importance of] these types of retirement 
programs,” Johnson says. “So educating 
[employees] on the importance of [having 
retirement accounts] is the part I find really 
interesting and fun.” EBN

Amanda Schiavo is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @schiavoamanda. 

HR newcomer thrives during baptism 
by fire amid coronavirus pandemic 

By Amanda Schiavo 

While labor groups demanded COLA increases, Talika Johnson 
convinced them how retirement savings would benefit employees. 
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In facing the coronavirus plague, employers 
have been forced to revamp their benefit 
offerings to help employees make important 
financial decisions and access resources to 
ease stress over their future.

Tim O’Neil, Employee Benefit News’ 2020 
Editor’s Pick Benny Award winner, has been one 
of those architects of change, and charged with 
running the wellness program at Meredith since 
2007. Financial wellness has always played a 
critical role in his approach to overall employee 
well-being, but the pandemic has made that 
support even more crucial.  

“One thing that I’ve learned from COVID-19 is 
that we really need to think more about 

meeting employees where they’re at,” O’Neil 
says. “That is in terms of how they can do their 
best work, how we can offer benefits that are 
valued and meet their everyday needs, and at 
the same time provide resources available to 
help them set and save for these middle and 
long-term goals.”

To help employees work remotely, Meredith 
has provided flexible work schedules and 
partnered with managers. The media company 
also added a 401(k) COVID-withdrawal 
provision to the 401(k) plan and modified 
flexible spending account policies to allow 
mid-year changes to employee contributions 
without a qualifying event.

Being able to support employees with their 
financial health during times of crisis has grown 
out of O’Neil’s approach during another time of 
financial upheaval: the 2007-2009 recession. 
O’Neil quickly pivoted to get employees 
invested in their 401(k) accounts while getting 
their other financial priorities in order. 

When the media conglomerate launched its 
financial education program in 2010, it had 
85% of employees participating in the 401(k) 
plan — today, 96% of employees participate. 
The program also helped employees reach 
more financial stability: in 2010, 40% of 
employees living paycheck to paycheck — a 
number that has now been almost cut in half to 
22%.

 “The mission of our wellness program at 
Meredith is to help employees and families live 
longer, happier and healthier lives, leading to 
an enjoyable retirement,” O’Neil says. “Having 
good financial well-being is a really critical part 
of that strategy.” 

While the programs have seen great success, 
O’Neil understands how important it is to adapt 
and adjust Meredith’s company benefits. Every 
year, he confers with the senior leadership team 
to launch at least three new and significant 
programs that meet the needs of employees 
and their families.  

“He’s always striving to be the best and have 
the best-in-class portfolio for our employees,” 
says Mike Cormeny, director of supply chain 
management at Meredith, who’s helped initiate 
several new benefits at the company. 
“Sometimes it works within the budget 
parameters, sometimes it doesn’t, but he’s 
always pushing.”

Personal playbook
Education is also an important part of 

O’Neil’s work to improve the financial well-
being of Meredith’s employees, and to help 
them understand what benefits are available to 
them. Each year, employees have the option to 
complete a personal financial wellness 
assessment to receive a free and confidential 
personalized “playbook” that highlights areas 
of strength and opportunities for improvement. 
They can also get a list of what Meredith 
financial wellness resources would be most 
helpful based on their personal situation. 

“Employees can just learn more about how to 
develop a personal financial plan without 
someone trying to sell them something, which 
we think is very important,” O’Neil says. 

HR pro turns crisis situations into 
opportunities to support employee 
well-being

By Evelina Nedlund

Meredith’s Tim O’Neil wins the 2020 Benny Award as the Editor’s 
Pick for his work of improving employees’ overall wellness, adapting 
benefits in times of crisis.

2020 Benny Awards
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The connection between financial education 
and workplace productivity and performance 
plays a role in the success of the company, 
O’Neil says. Addressing financial challenges like 
retirement savings or student loan repayments 
help employees bring their full selves to work. 

“When you have employees that are 
financially stressed, and under distress, it’s 
really hard for them to perform their best and 
really live their best life and do their best work,” 
O’Neil says.

Meredith partnered this year with Tuition.io 
and Gradvisor, a digital financial wellness 
platform, to start an enhanced student loan 
platform and 529 college savings plan. The new 
benefits attracted more than 1,000 employees 
who registered within the first 60 days. 

“Lots of employees are really struggling to 

buy a house, start a family or pay down debt 
because they are having the student loan 
burden,” O’Neil says. “So we really wanted to 
make programs and resources available that 

could help employees develop a personal plan 
or strategy, and help them understand things 
like when the right time to refinance is, what 
happens if they pay ahead, and how much 
interest they will save.”

O’Neil says that he’s as excited to come to 
work today as he was when he first started at 
Meredith 13 years ago. He proudly says the 
leadership has really given him a blank canvas 
to develop wellness benefit plans, and he aims 
to improve programs each year.

“Success for me is offering great programs 
for employees and their families,” he says. “For 
me, the future of benefits is about how to offer 
richer, robust benefits that allow employees to 
live their life and manage their family, but yet 
be able to still contribute to the organization in 
a very meaningful way.” EBN

Magellan Healthcare― 
Here through life’s  
ups and downs. 
Magellan Healthcare is passionate about helping employees 
and their families, especially during these uncertain times. 
Our comprehensive, round-the-clock employee assistance 
program provides steadfast, life-changing services:

• Resiliency

• Personal and family goals

• Emotional wellness

• Work-life balance

Learn more at MagellanHealthcare.com.

 Magellan Healthcare  |   @MagellanHC

Evelina Nedlund is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @EvelinaNedlund.

“The mission of our 
wellness program at 
Meredith is to help 
employees and families 
live longer, happier 
and healthier lives, 
leading to an enjoyable 
retirement,” O’Neil says.
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David Hines doesn’t believe having a baby 
should be expensive — so he restructured his 
benefit plan to ensure parents would pay zero 
out-of-pocket costs for doctor appointments to 
start a family.

As the executive director of benefits at 
Metro Nashville Public Schools, Hines has a 
reputation for thinking outside the box when it 
comes to benefit packages. Thanks to his 
efforts, his school district is able to provide 
primary care, physical therapy, chiropractic 
care and more at five onsite clinics. But his 
latest accomplishment overhauls how 
employers pay for maternity care.

“I felt like I was getting beat up over our 
neonatal costs,” says Hines, the 2020 
Healthcare Benny Award winner. “And for 

whatever reason, we would still have eight 
babies come prematurely, or have other 
complications that led to the baby being sick. I 
wanted something that provided quality, 
value-based care.”

Every year, about 250 babies are born to 
Nashville school district employees, according 
to the district. Unfortunately, not all of those 
pregnancies are easy. 

Hines says he noticed his employee 
population (79% of which is female) was 
experiencing more high-risk pregnancies and 
C-section births than years prior. The average 
age of school district employees is 32 years old; 
not far from the average age of 28, when 
women in the U.S. become mothers.

“Unfortunately, it’s not uncommon for this 

population to experience a catastrophic birth 
where healthcare costs reach as high as $2.6 
million per case,” says Laura Lee, senior 
manager business engagement at Vanderbilt 
University Medical Center. “Thus, maternity and 
neonatal care are some of the highest 
healthcare cost drivers for the MNPS health 
plan.”

Innovator and thought leader
Hines suspected providing female 

employees with better care, at a more 
affordable price, would help lower costs 
associated with difficult births. Last year, Hines 
researched alternatives to the district’s existing 
maternity care plan, but couldn’t find what he 
was looking for. Undeterred, he approached 
Nashville’s three hospital systems with a 
proposal: create a maternity care plan where 
all the costs are bundled into one upfront 
payment. Only Vanderbilt Medical stepped up 
to partner up.

“It’s really hard to overstate what an 
innovator and thought leader David is,” says 
C.J. Stimson, cancer surgeon and senior 
adviser to the chief health system officer at 
Vanderbilt University Medical Center. “It’s 
inspiring to see someone with his decades of 
experience be willing to take risks and try new 
things.” 

Hines and Stimson collaborated to create 
MyMaternityHealth — a maternity benefit that 

By Kayla Webster

David Hines, the 2020 Healthcare Benny Award winner, helped 
school employees pay zero out-of-pocket costs to have a baby.

“Unfortunately, it’s 
not uncommon 
for this population 
to experience a 
catastrophic birth where 
healthcare costs reach 
as high as $2.6 million 
per case,” says Laura 
Lee, senior manager 
business engagement 
at Vanderbilt University 
Medical Center.

Nashville school district leader 
overhauls maternity benefit pricing

2020 Benny Awards
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bundles all costs associated with 
pregnancy and delivery into one 
price for employers. The price is 
adjusted based on whether the 
individual pregnancy is low, 
medium or high-risk. By 
eliminating out of pocket costs, 
employees save approximately 
$2,500 each time they have a 
baby, Hines says.

“Keeping my teachers well is 
a long-term investment,” Hines 
says. “Imagine what they can 
do with that extra money 
they’re not spending each time 
they have a baby?”

The program was launched 
at the beginning of the year at 
the school district and 
Vanderbilt. So far, the school 
district’s C-section rates 
decreased by 7%. Under the 
program, employees receive 
concierge service with a 
dedicated patient navigator; 
telehealth visits for qualified 
patients; free educational 
classes, including lactation and 
newborn programs; on-
demand room service during 
the hospital stay and 12 weeks 
of postpartum care.

In addition to in-person 
care, MyMaternityHealth 
includes a telemedicine 

component; employees are 
mailed a fetal heart tone monitor, 
scale and blood pressure cuff they 
can use at home during digital 
visits. Women with low-risk 
pregnancies are able to conduct 
up to eight of their 12 prenatal 
visits through telemedicine — an 
option that allows them to 
practice social distancing during 
the pandemic.

“It’s a really convenient option 
in cases where it’s appropriate,” 
Stimson says. 

Open conversation
The bundling doesn’t stop at 

maternity care; Hines and the 
Vanderbilt Medical team plan to 
implement a similar pricing 
structure for spine surgery, total 
joint replacement surgery for hip 
and knee, bariatric surgery and 
cochlear implants — all of which 

will potentially have zero out-of-
pocket costs to employees. Stimson 
says other employers have 

approached Vanderbilt about 
adopting the maternity program, 
and possibly others, after seeing the 
savings Hines was able to achieve 
for school district employees.

“David wants bold innovation, 
but he’s actually centered on 
something achievable and 
sustainable — that’s a powerful 
combination,” Stimson says. “As 
his story goes across the country, 
people will start demanding this.”

Hines credits the program’s 
success to teamwork, and 
encourages his HR peers to have 
open, honest conversations with 
their healthcare providers.

“The provider community wants 
to talk to us and have discussions 
about the best way to deliver 
care,” Hines says. “We need to 
stop treating them like villains 
and work together to take care of 
the folks who rely on us.” EBN

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

“Keeping my 
teachers well 
is a long-term 
investment,” 
Hines says. 
“Imagine what 
they can do with 
that extra money 
they’re not 
spending each 
time they have a 
baby?”

“The provider 
community wants 
to talk to us and 
have discussions 
about the best 
way to deliver 
care,” Hines says. 
“We need to stop 
treating them like 
villains.”

*Source: 2018 Nationwide/Human Animal Bond Research Institute (HABRI) study

Underwritten by Veterinary Pet Insurance Company (CA), Columbus, OH, an A.M. Best A+ rated company (2019); National Casualty Company (all other states), Columbus, OH, an A.M. Best A+ rated 
company (2019). Agency of Record: DVM Insurance Agency. Nationwide, the Nationwide N and Eagle, and Nationwide is on your side are service marks of Nationwide Mutual Insurance Company. 
©2020 Nationwide. 20GRP7535

Attract, engage 
and retain with 
a voluntary 
benefi t that’s 
a breed apart

HR professionals report a 32% boost in attraction, 
engagement and retention from o ering pet health 
insurance as a voluntary benefi t.*
Start o
 ering Nationwide pet insurance today. 
petinsurance.com/eba  •  800-874-0704
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No matter where one falls on the political 
spectrum, the 2020 presidential election will shake 
up the American workforce. For employers, truly 
comprehending both sides may be the difference 
between a winning or losing workplace strategy.

Several benefit and workplace topics have 
emerged in the spotlight during this historic 
election year, including healthcare, of course, 
amid a once-in-a-century pandemic.

Among SHRM’s top concerns on its 2020 
advocacy agenda are workforce development, 
employment-based immigration, paid leave, 
employer-provided healthcare and workplace 
equity. 

President Donald Trump and former Vice 
President Joe Biden have shared their strategies 
for some of these key issues for employers, which 
have caught the attention of workplace leaders.

“We all owe it to ourselves and our organiza-

tions to understand the policy issues affecting 
workplaces and… the real, everyday challenges 
impacting the workplace,” said Johnny C. Taylor, 
president and CEO of the Society for Human 
Resource Management, in a blog post.

The following is a snapshot of both Trump and 
Biden’s views, or how each would tackle some of 
the key issues affecting employers:

1 Diversity training
Trump: On Sept. 4, the president terminated 

diversity training for all federal agencies.
During the first presidential debate, he said, 

“We were paying people hundreds of thousands of 
dollars to teach very bad ideas and frankly, very 
sick ideas...They were teaching people to hate our 
country and I’m not going to do that...They were 
teaching people that our country is a horrible 
place. It’s a racist place. And they were teaching 
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5 workplace issues to monitor 
after the 2020 election

By Kayla Webster

How the White House tackles workplace-related issues will have 
long-lasting ripple effects for employers.

people to hate our country.”
Biden: He believes diversity training should be 

encouraged and embraced.
“The fact is that there is racial insensitivity. 

People have to be made aware of what other 
people feel like, what insults them, what is 
demeaning to them,” Biden said during the first 
presidential debate. “It’s important people know. 
Many people don’t want to hurt other people’s 
feelings, but it makes a big difference. It makes a 
gigantic difference in the way a child is able to 
grow up and have a sense of self-esteem.”

2 Healthcare
Trump: In the 2021 fiscal budget, President 

Trump indicates he’d like to focus on lowering drug 
costs, ending surprise medical bills, protecting 
individuals with pre-existing conditions, reducing 
regulations, improving the transparency of 
healthcare costs and increasing competition 
among providers. He and the Republican Party 
also plan to roll back benefits from the Affordable 
Care Act, which could potentially be repealed.

“What we’d like to do is terminate it,” Trump 
said of the ACA.

Biden: It’s highly likely Biden will continue 
support of the ACA, and even extend it. He’s 
expressed a desire to offer a public health plan 
that’s similar to Medicare, but does not plan to 
eliminate private insurance. Biden hopes to lower 
prescription costs by forcing the pharmacy 
industry to negotiate with Medicare on prices. He 
also proposes increasing the value of tax credits to 
lower healthcare premiums. “I think healthcare is 
not a privilege, it’s a right,” Biden said.

3 Retirement
Trump: There currently is no official plan for 

retirement, but the President said he’d like to pass 
a “very big” tax cut to help the middle-class with 
retirement savings, and create a plan that makes 
a portion of employee earnings tax-free. Trump’s 
administration is also brainstorming the idea of 
creating new, simplified retirement accounts.

“The administration is considering including a 
proposal known as USA accounts – which would 
combine and simplify all existing savings accounts 
that give tax breaks (401(k)s, IRAs),” a FOX 
Business report said in February.

Biden: He plans to create automatic enrollment 
401(k) plans for workers who don’t have access to 
one from their employer, or a pension plan. Biden 
also plans to focus on helping pass the 
Butch-Lewis Act, which would provide federally 
backed loans to underfunded multiemployer 
defined benefit pension plans.
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“The middle class isn’t a number, it’s a value set. 
And, a key component of that value set is having 
a steady, secure income as you age so your kids 
won’t have to take care of you in retirement,” 
according to Biden’s official website. “This means 
not only protecting and strengthening Social 
Security, but also helping more middle-class 
families grow their savings.”

4 Immigration
Trump: The president said his administration 

ended the “catch and release” policy used by 
border control, and plans to continue DACA 
restrictions. During the most recent presidential 
debate, Trump indicated he wanted to redesign 
immigration policies to be more “merit-based.”

“We let people in, but they have to come in 
legally,” Trump said during the last debate.

Biden: During the final presidential debate, he 
announced plans to expand the DACA, or 

“Dreamers” program, which grants rights to 
undocumented workers who arrived in the country 
as children.

Biden also expressed a desire to create a 
wage-based allocation process for temporary 
foreign workers and enforcement mechanisms “to 
ensure [employment-based visas] are aligned with 
the labor market and not used to undermine 
wages” or “used to disincentivize recruiting U.S. 
workers” for in-demand occupations.

5 Coronavirus
Trump: His primary focus is reopening the 

economy and schools. During the last debate, he 
talked about how the pandemic is hurting people’s 
mental health. He suggested a vaccine would be 
available soon, which hasn’t been corroborated by 
the scientific community.

“I want to open the schools; the transmittal rate 
to teachers is small,” Trump said. “People are 

losing their jobs, committing suicide, depression, 
alcohol, drugs at a level nobody has seen before. 
We have to open our country. The cure cannot be 
worse than the problem itself.”

Biden: Biden reiterated the importance of wear-
ing masks and practicing social distancing. He 
didn’t rule out the possibility of imposing a 
national lockdown if COVID-19 peaks again, which 
could mean the nonessential workforce will be 
working from home longer than previously 
anticipated. Biden also emphasized the impor-
tance of issuing guidelines for opening businesses 
and schools safely to limit exposure to COVID-19.

“I will shut down the virus, and not the country,” 
Biden said. “We need standards. The standard is, if 
you have a reproduction rate in a community 
above a certain level, everybody says slow up. 
More social distancing. Do not open bars and 
gymnasiums — do not open until you get this 
under more control.” EBN

Kayla Webster is an associate editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @KaylaAnnWebster.
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Re:Invent | Retirement

As more states advance retirement plans with 
mandates for private-sector businesses, officials 
behind those plans say the state option is needed 
to make a retirement-savings option available for 
the segment of workers least likely to have access 
to one through an employer.

One of those states is Illinois, which launched 
the Illinois Secure Choice Savings Program in 2018, 
gradually phasing in mandates for all businesses 
with at least 25 employees to offer a qualified 
retirement plan or enroll in the state option.

Illinois Treasurer Michael Frerichs chairs the 
board that runs that program. He explained at a 
virtual conference in October that his state’s 
program, which has more than 72,000 accounts 
and assets of more than $37 million, is catering to 
an underserved element of the labor force.

“Quite frankly, what we’re doing in Illinois is 
we’re catching those that the market doesn’t want 

to serve,” Frerichs said at the conference.
“We’re serving industries that are more tran-

sient, that have higher turnover, that have lower 
wages, that the financial services industry has just 
shown no interest in signing up,” he said. “So we 
don’t view it as a real competition out there — we 
are [offering] a safety net for those people who 
are falling through the cracks.”

Illinois, Oregon and California have been early 
adopters of a state-run auto-enrollment program 
with a mandate for employers to offer a qualified 
retirement plan. But four other states have similar 
programs and five states are rolling out other 
programs that are either voluntary or carry a 
mandate for employers to offer some retirement 
savings plan, according to the conference host, 
Georgetown’s Center for Retirement Initiatives, 
which tracks state retirement programs.

Moreover, since the beginning of the year, at 

Worker access to employer-sponsored plans

60%

40%

20%

0%

No plan DC plan DB plan

Source: The Pew Charitable Trusts

Millennials GenX Body boomers All 22+

Officials looking to plug retire-
ment gaps with state plans

By Kenneth Corbin

State retirement plans are about reaching the underserved, not about 
competing with the private sector, officials say.

least 20 states and cities have introduced 
legislation to establish some form of publicly 
facilitated retirement program. Details of those 
efforts can vary widely, but they all work toward 
the common goal of addressing the shortfall in 
retirement savings through a workplace plan, 
which studies have shown as the most effective 
way to encourage workers to save.

“There is no right answer,” said Vermont 
Treasurer Beth Pearce, whose state’s Green 
Mountain Secure Retirement Plan is set to begin 
offering open enrollment in a state-facilitated 
multiple-employer plan early next year.

“It’s going to differ by state, it’s going to differ 
by population in those states, the target popula-
tions, the ease of administration,” Pearce said. 
“They’re all working forward to get the bottom line, 
which is making sure that people in this state, 
people in this country, people all over the world 
have the right to retirement security.”

Those state-run plans have their share of critics, 
including some private advisers who don’t 
welcome competition from state governments.

Frerichs recalls that argument coming up in the 
fight in Illinois’ general assembly to enact that 
state’s retirement plan. But he and other support-
ers of the program countered that private plans 
could use the prospect of a state plan as a 
“marketing thing,” since employers could opt for 
any qualified retirement plan if they wanted to 
avoid the state’s program.

“Tell employers out there if you don’t trust [the] 
state to run your program, you can sign up for 
ours,” Frerichs said. “And some did, but the vast 
majority out there did not.”

Backers of the various state plans have long 
contended that the states have no interest in com-
peting with the private sector. But as a matter of 
practice, the private retirement-plan market has 
developed in such a way that often there aren’t 
many good options for the smallest employers, 
state officials say.

“We’re not there to replace programs. We want 
to be additive where programs do not already 
exist,” Pearce said. “Many of those are in terms of 
scale — when you’re talking 50 or less employees 
or some of them as low as two to nine, there’s not 
a lot of incentive to go out there and provide that 
safety net.” EBN

Kenneth Corbin is an Employee Benefit News contributing writer in Boston and Washington. Follow him on Twitter at @kecorb.

“We are offering a safety net for those 
people who are falling through the cracks,” 
says Illinois Treasurer Michael Frerichs.
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Commentary

This year’s open enrollment looks a bit different 
than previous years. Most employed Americans 
are now working from home and even more 
workers are concerned about health and financial 
stress. Now more than ever, good benefits signal 
to employees that an employer is invested in not 
only their overall health, but their future.

Benefits contribute to keeping talent — 58% of 
employees would rather negotiate for stronger 
benefits than for higher pay. Benefits improve the 
company’s bottom line because healthier employ-
ees mean reduced healthcare costs and give 
employees peace of mind, making them more 
productive and allowing them to bring their best 
selves to work.

As we approach the uncharted open enrollment 
season, here are three tips to help HR teams reach 
and engage more with employees.

Establish a regular benefits communication 
strategy

Most employers only communicate about 
benefits a few times throughout the year. More 
regular communications on employee benefits 
should be table stakes.

In the world of HR, sending numerous emails or 
touchpoints to employees can be seen as spam-
ming. Employer communications policies typically 
discourage a more regular cadence of messages 
to employees and as a result, employees are less 
informed about, and do not take full advantage of 
their plans. But the truth is, even those emails are 
not enough.

HR teams should view communicating with 
employees not as an intrusion but as a way to 
engage with, and more importantly, to educate 
them. The goal of benefits communication should 
not stop at simply informing the workplace of 

A
D

O
B

ES
TO

C
K

3 HR engagement strategies 
for open enrollment

By Neil Vaswani

There’s a great opportunity for HR pros to better communicate with em-
ployees, at scale, regularly and easily during this year’s open enrollment.

available benefits. It is up to the HR team to 
provide information so that employees understand 
the breadth of benefits available, and how to 
utilize those benefits to optimize the employee’s 
medical and financial well-being. Engaging in a 
personalized way provides the encouragement 
and support employees need.

Take a digital approach
Mass emails are a great way to connect with 

the employee base, but without personalization, it 
can be easily ignored and defeat the purpose of 
education and engagement. Thanks to the 
progress of HR technology, benefits communica-
tion today can be personalized for each employee 
based on their needs and preferences without 
adding administrative burden to HR representa-
tives. But this is just a start.

With so many working from home, HR profes-
sionals need a digital strategy to meet employees 
where (and when) they work. As more employees 
turn to online avenues, having an HR technology 
platform where they can learn about and choose 
the benefits will not only increase open enrollment 
numbers but will also equip employees with the 
resource needed to make well-informed decisions 
for the upcoming year. Benefits communication is 
not an easy task. Many HR professionals have 
started work with partner companies that can 
take that burden off their plates so they can focus 
on other HR priorities.

Voluntary benefits are essential, not just 
optional

Too many employees fail to understand benefits 
offered and don’t take advantage of them. This is 
problematic. 

Voluntary benefits, which are benefits outside 
of the core medical, dental and vision coverage, 
like pet insurance, identity theft or student loan 
assistance, can be the key to offsetting copays, 
deductibles, student loans and unexpected 
expenses. Since the onset of COVID-19, employees 
are increasingly seeing these benefits as “must-
haves.”

Employee wellness, for example, has been a 
trending topic of discussion recently. One way to 
provide employee wellness options is to offer an 
array of voluntary benefits. Employees can choose 
what’s best for them as a way to supplement their 
core benefits and truly prepare for potential 
challenges. In today’s world, there is no such thing 
as over-preparing for a crisis. Benefits can be part 
of that preparation strategy. EBN

Neil Vaswani is CEO and co-founder of Corestream, a platform that provides a single point of integration for HR professionals.
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Communication & Engagement

Talking about politics at work is bound to get 
heated, but appropriate conduct doesn’t change 
just because employees are working remotely.

Employers that offer some simple guidelines or 
codes of conduct can be an easy strategy to keep 
one’s workplace civil, respectful and productive, a 
labor attorney says.

“Many people are not working in a traditional 
office right now because of the pandemic, but 
that doesn’t mean the rules of the road have 
changed,” says Mike Schmidt, labor and employ-
ment attorney with Cozen O’Connor, a Philadel-
phia-based law firm. “Digital devices may be 
blurring the line between private and professional 
conversations, but employees still need to be 
respectful of one another.”

Schmidt doesn’t advise employers to discour-
age their workforce from discussing politics 
altogether — employers just need to set some 

ground rules. 
Here’s a list of seven best practices Schmidt 

recommends for keeping political discussions in a 
virtual workplace civil:

1 Use workplace conduct policies as 
a guide 

“All discussions, whether in-person or virtual, 
should be in compliance with your company’s 
conduct standards,” Schmidt says. “With the 
election ongoing, now’s a good time to remind 
your employees that these policies apply to 
political discussions with colleagues — disagree-
ments shouldn’t interfere with work.”

2 Treat emojis the same as speech 
“Emojis are an accepted, understood form of 

speech these days,” Schmidt says. “A visual image 
like an emoji can be just inappropriate as uttering 
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Talking politics remotely:  
7 ways to keep it civil

By Kayla Webster

The presidential election has stirred many charged emotions; a labor    
attorney advises how managers can keep conversations productive.

a statement. As we continue as a society to 
change and see new forms of technology that 
change how we communicate, any of them should 
be bound by the same rules as speech.”

3 Diffuse tensions 
“Managers need to do the best they can to 

diffuse situations without taking sides. It’s a good 
idea for managers to acknowledge these are 
highly charged topics, and to remind employees to 
be sensitive to other people’s beliefs and lived 
experiences. It’s the manager’s job to moderate 
conversations that are becoming too heated.”

4 Zero tolerance for bigotry 
“Everyone has the right to feel safe and 

respected in their work environment; racist, 
homophobic, misogynistic and other forms of 
bigotry should not be tolerated. Use your best 
judgment, but discipline can include termination.”

5 Look for teachable moments 
“Again, use your best judgment, but some-

times employees will say or type ignorant things 
that upset their coworkers. In cases where it was 
done unintentionally, without meaning to hurt 
someone else, use it as an opportunity to educate 
the workforce. Recent social injustices offer 
opportunities for people to listen and learn.”

6 Avoid knee-jerk reactions 
“A good rule of thumb is to abstain from 

knee-jerk reactions from tense situations,” he says. 
“Analyze what happened in each individual 
situation before making a decision about disci-
plinary actions. Managers should be mindful of 
not letting their own political views affect their 
decision-making.”

7 Check state and local laws 
“Some states have lawful activities laws, 

which prohibit discriminating, terminating or 
disciplining employees for engaging in certain 
activities,” Schmidt says. “Consult with your 
attorney about this before making any decisions 
about disciplinary action.” EBN

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

“Digital devices may be blurring the 
line between private and professional 
conversations, but employees still need to 
be respectful of one another,” says Mike 
Schmidt, labor and employment attorney 
with Cozen O’Connor, a Philadelphia-
based law firm.
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