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it’s no
secret.
It’s no secret that the cost of healthcare is  
sky-rocketing. It’s no secret the healthcare  
system is littered with pricing fraud, waste and 
abuse. Yet, it’s been nearly impossible to fix.

Employers are struggling to manage costs and 
employees are more confused than ever. It’s  
time to crack the code.
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Employee Engagement + RBP:
Employers’ secret to lowering healthcare costs
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Group Life at The Hartford: ‘Culture of 
Caring’ enhances customer experience

Filing a life insurance claim isn’t just a financial transaction. It’s often part of 
the difficult and emotional process of mourning a loved one.  

Compassionate, caring, and effective service in that moment can have a 
large impact on the beneficiary’s emotional health. Strong legal, financial, 
and emotional support services are essential to helping people recover from 
the traumatic loss of a family member.

“At the heart of our company’s philosophy is the belief that people can 
prevail when they have the right team and resources to sustain them during 
difficult times,” says Matt Montminy, vice president of Group Benefits  
product management at The Hartford.

That perspective is reflected in how the insurer hires, trains and assesses 
the performance of the people who interact with policyholders. 

“Their ability to make personal connections and support our policyholders 
is our priority – not the number of claims they can process in an hour,”  
Montminy explains. 

Following its 2017 acquisition of Aetna’s group life and disability business,  
The Hartford became the country’s second largest insurer in that market  
sector1. The company’s “Culture of Caring” isn’t just evident when claims are 
filed, but also in dealing with policyholders under all circumstances. 

“Life insurance is about helping people protect their families and their  
financial futures,” says Montminy.

Several services available to policyholders and their beneficiaries are  
combined under the umbrella of The Hartford Life EssentialsSM program, 
including:

•  Estate Guidance®2. Policyholders have access to an estate planning 
education center, a legally binding online will-creation tool, and  
licensed attorneys.

•  Funeral Concierge3. This includes a suite of online tools and telephone-based 
support to help beneficiaries understand the funeral planning process 
and identify suitable providers. 

•  Beneficiary Assist®2. Expert 24/7 telephonic support and up to five  
face-to-face sessions with counselors are available to help beneficiaries 
and their family members manage the potential legal, financial and 
emotional impacts of a loss, such as grief, anxiety, depression and  
relationship conflicts.

The Hartford® is The Hartford Financial Services Group, Inc. and its subsidiaries, including underwriting companies Hartford Life and Accident Insurance Company and Hartford Fire Insurance Company. 
Home Office is Hartford, CT. © 2019 The Hartford

1  LIMRA 2018
2  EstateGuidance® and Beneficiary Assist® are offered through The Hartford by  ComPsych® Corporation. ComPsych is not affiliated with The Hartford and is not a provider of insurance services.  
The Hartford is not responsible and assumes no liability for the goods and services provided by ComPsych and reserves the right to discontinue any of these services at any time. A simple will does not 
cover printing or certain other features. These features are available at an additional cost. Services may not be available in all states. Visit https://www.thehartford.com/employee-benefits/value- 
added-services for more information.

3  Funeral Concierge services are offered through Everest Funeral Package, LLC (Everest). Everest and the Everest logo are service marks of Everest Funeral Package, LLC. Everest is not affiliated with  
The Hartford and is not a provider of insurance services. Everest and its affiliates have no affiliation with Everest ReGroup, Ltd., Everest Reinsurance Company or any of their affiliates. The Hartford is 
not responsible and assumes no liability for the services provided by Everest Funeral Package, LLC as described in these materials and reserves the right to discontinue any of these services at any time. 
Services may not be available in all states.  Visit https://www.thehartford.com/employee-benefits/value-added-services for more information.

4, 5 Internal HIG Data February 2019  
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“Our bereavement-trained Life Care Advocates deliver a compassionate 
claim experience,” Montminy says. Social workers reach out to offer support 
to terminally ill claimants who call in to exercise accelerated benefits.  
The Healing Book, a widely praised workbook written for children, is also  
offered to families to help them cope with loss.

The Hartford’s attention to the emotional and practical needs of its group 
life policyholders extends to the nuts-and-bolts of claims processing.  
The carrier’s simplified claims processes allow beneficiaries to spend less time 
chasing down documents and completing forms, and more time healing. 

“Three-quarters of claims are processed within five days4, quickly providing 
beneficiaries with financial support,” Montminy says.

The Hartford also makes it easy for employees to purchase additional life 
insurance coverage at work on a voluntary basis. The Hartford’s online  
application process allows 97 percent5 of employees to receive a real-time  
underwriting decision when applying for additional coverage online.

The Hartford has found that its Culture of Caring, combined with excellence 
in technology, differentiates the company in the marketplace. 

“We are honored to protect over 20 million Americans with life and disability 
insurance,” Montminy says. “And we strive to offer personal, compassionate  
service and support in every interaction with them and their loved ones."
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Everyone benefits

With HSAs that are easier, everyone benefits.

An HSA from WageWorks comes with support and features that 
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I’ve been thinking a lot 

about healthcare disrup-

tion lately, partly because 

of my own medical crisis, 

which I mentioned in my 

last column. I detailed some 

of my frustrations as a pa-

tient: navigating a flawed 

health system, lack of transparency, surprise costs, 

billing errors and so on.

But what I didn’t mention was that there was 

some glimmer of hope in the situation — and it had 

to do with new ideas and going against the status 

quo. The truth is, healthcare innovation in part 

saved my life. 

Around Thanksgiving last year, I found myself 

getting sicker. I was lethargic and short of breath, 

with a nagging cough and chest pain. But I didn’t 

have pneumonia, or some other virus. “I’m sick, but 

I’m not sick-sick,” I told my doctor. There I found out 

my pulse oxygen had dipped into a percentage in 

the 80s, I was tachycardic and had high blood pres-

sure, along with a slew of abnormal blood results. 

I was sent to the hospital to get on oxygen and 

also to undergo tests for any glaringly obvious 

problems, including pulmonary embolism and heart 

failure — all highly desirable diagnoses for a 

30-something, right?

Every day my doctor texted me: “What’s the lat-

est?” “Are you OK?” “How are you?” “Have them test 

for X, Y, Z.”

The truth is, I pay her for this relationship: Since 

last fall, I’ve been participating in a direct primary 

care model, where I pay a flat monthly fee to see 

my primary care doctor an unlimited number of 

times. My employer doesn’t pay for it, though I still 

purchase regular coverage through them. This is 

something I chose to do on my own, after a lot of 

hemming and hawing over the additional cost. But 

I’m a patient with a complicated medical history, so 

the plan seemed worth it for the same price I pay 

for my cable TV.

My doctor said she left traditional practice be-

hind because she was frustrated by insurance barri-

ers and the lack of relationships with patients. 

Her move ultimately resulted in my favorable 

outcome. My first hospital stay brought the wrong 

diagnosis and me being sent on my merry way (and 

by merry, I mean on supplemental oxygen, barely 

lucid and cyanotic).

Despite it being the weekend, I spoke to my doc-

tor right after I was discharged. She told me to im-

mediately get to a different hospital and called the 

ER with instructions and requests for specific test-

ing. The result? The correct diagnosis and treat-

ment, plus the shocking revelation that, had I not 

gone back to the hospital, my organs would have 

started to fail and I likely would have soon died. (For 

those of you curious about my plight: A rare blood 

disorder was causing my body to not distribute ox-

ygen to the tissues properly, further complicated by 

an autoimmune disease.)

A decent, concerned and available doctor 

shouldn’t be the exception, but in our traditional 

health system, access is a problem. Previously, at-

tempting to get in touch with my doctor usually in-

volved leaving voicemails, fighting with office man-

agers or pleading to make an appointment less 

than a week out. But the direct primary care model 

had me in constant conversation with my doctor at 

a time I needed her most, by phone, email and text. 

When I was finally discharged and slowly healing, I 

had follow-ups every few days for several weeks.

What if employees — especially those with 

chronic conditions or a disability — had better rela-

tionships with their physicians? Or better yet, better 

relationships with healthcare?

What if direct primary care was a workplace 

benefit offering? More importantly, what if both 

employees and employers said enough is enough to 

ridiculous costs, poor quality, long wait times and 

insufficient attention to chronic (yet often manage-

able) conditions? What if we bucked the traditional 

healthcare system and tried other solutions? (You’ll 

read more about this in my cover story on p. 14.) 

Healthcare cannot go on as it has been if we 

want things to change. 

“It’s the definition of insanity,” Michael Laquere, 

CEO of the Employer Health Innovation Roundta-

ble, an employer group, told me. “You can’t keep 

doing the same thing and expecting different re-

sults.”

Solutions must go beyond what health plans tra-

ditionally look like — and employers must help in 

driving them. Think beyond what you know and 

what you have always done. As I discovered first-

hand, you just may save a life.

Editor’s Desk

How healthcare innovation helped save my life
A direct primary care model saved me from having a horrible health outcome. Can we embrace other new 
ideas to turn a broken system around? 

Contact: kathryn.mayer@sourcemedia.com or 
@mayereditor
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You can ask virtual assistants — like Amazon 
Alexa and Google Home — to play your favorite 
music or what the weather will be like. But what if 
you could ask them how much you’ll pay out of 
pocket at urgent care?

That’s the goal with new voice activated device 
WellBe, created by health and wellness platform 
HandsFree Health. WellBe responds to voice com-
mands like other virtual assistants, except this 
model can be programmed to answer questions 
based on the owner’s individual healthcare and 
benefits information. That’s why the company 
says it hopes to roll out the new device to employ-
ers as part of their benefits package.

“All voice activated technology that’s currently 
on the market is for entertainment,” says Janice 
Washeleski, chief commercial sales and market-

ing officer at HandsFree Health. “There really is a 
need to help people understand healthcare — it’s 
something employers are really concerned about.” 

Washeleski says the company’s founders want-
ed to create an easy way for people to access 
their healthcare information at home. They chose 
voice activated technology because a study by 
Juniper Research suggests the devices are gaining 
traction; the study projects 275 million people 
worldwide will use voice activated technology in 
their homes by 2023.

“HandsFree Health makes it easier for consum-
ers to integrate healthcare into their daily lives 
with WellBe,” says Mike Cardillo, co-founder and 
president of HandsFree Health. “As more people 
add voice assistant technology to their homes, 
HandsFree Health empowers users to take control 

of their health in a secure and HIPAA compliant 
environment 24/7.”

Consumers can plug in their health information 
into WellBe using their insurance ID, but Hands-
Free will program devices purchased by employ-
ers for their workforce. With this information, 
WellBe can answer questions about which medi-
cal practices are in-network, how much the em-
ployee pays in deductibles and the out-of-pocket 
costs for specific medical procedures. WellBe also 
sets reminders for appointments and taking med-
ication. Washeleski says the reminders encourage 
employees to use primary and preventative care, 
thereby reducing employer costs for healthcare.

“Companies are always looking to control their 
costs, and medical compliance is a big part of 
that,” Washeleski says. “With WellBe, household 
decision-makers will have easy, 24/7 access to in-
formation that helps them make cost-efficient 
choices for themselves, and their employer.”

HandsFree representatives said they’re open to 
creating more customized responses for employ-
er-sponsored WellBes. Washeleski says Hands-
Free can program the device to answer HR-relat-
ed questions, using answers supplied by the 
employer. HR professionals also can use WellBe to 
send company-wide messages, she says.

“[Employers] may want to be able to tap into 
WellBe by setting off reminders for their employ-
ees — it could be for open enrollment or benefits 
they want employees to know about. Or to alert 
about changes to their benefit plans,” Washeleski 
says.

WellBe also can answer questions about symp-
toms and call 911 in medical emergencies. Users 
can designate emergency contacts for WellBe to 
notify in medical emergencies. Additionally, the 
device has entertainment features included in 
other voice assistant devices, including music, au-
dio books, sports and weather updates. The plat-
form is working with veterinarians to create an-
swers for pet care, Washeleski says.

“We felt the entertainment and extra features 
were standard with these kinds of devices,” 
Washeleski says. “The healthcare and benefits as-
pect is what makes us unique, so that’s what we’re 
going to focus on.”

The company plans to sell WellBe directly to 
the public and employers by late summer. Test 
groups consisting of consumers and benefit bro-
kers will receive the device within the next two 
months, Washeleski says.

“As time goes on, it will be interesting to see 
what content employers want to update it with,” 
she says. EBNW
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Healthcare 

New tech aims to be the Alexa 
of benefits and healthcare

By Kayla Webster

HandsFree Health developed its WellBe virtual assistant to help navigate 
the healthcare system, including out-of-pocket expenses for care.

Technology

Kayla Webster is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @KaylaAnnWebster
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Go on vacation, or pay off that student loan?
That’s the unique quandary that insurance com-

pany Unum is offering to its employees as a way to 
help them pay off their college debt.

Beginning next year, employees of the insurance 
company can transfer up to five days, or 40 hours, 
of carry-over paid time off into a payment against 
student debt through a new program managed by 
Fidelity Investments.

Though choosing between paying off loans or 
taking a vacation may be considered a tough op-
tion to present to employees, the average worker 
leaves unused vacation time on the table, which 
makes it a unique resource for Unum to tap in try-
ing to address the nation’s student loan crisis.

Last year alone, American workers gave up 
about $62.2 billion in lost benefits by forfeiting 
more than 200 million vacation days that could not 
be rolled over, according to Project: Time Off, which 

is sponsored by the U.S. Travel Association.
A handful of employers — including Estée Lauder, 

Sotheby’s, Carhartt and Pure Insurance — have re-
cently rolled out student debt benefits, but Unum’s 
program is a first. Those companies contribute 
monthly stipends to their workers; the funds are ap-
plied to the principal on the loan, which helps the em-
ployee pay off the loan faster and save on interest. 
Other firms, including Fiat Chrysler and Humana, of-
fer a student loan refinancing benefit to workers.

Unum says its new benefit gives its “employees a 
choice to use their benefits in ways that work best 
for them” while helping them reduce financial 
stress and improve overall well-being.

So how much can an employee expect to pay off 
on their loans? The payment is based on an em-
ployee’s hourly rate. So, if a Unum employee who is 
making $50,000 a year decided to transfer five 
days of paid time off into a payment toward his A
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Student debt solution:
Letting workers trade in time off

By Kathryn Mayer

Starting next year, employees at Unum can trade up to 40 hours 
of unused vacation time for a payment to their loan provider.

Voluntary

Strategy Session

Kathryn Mayer is editor-in-chief of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @mayereditor.

student debt, he would be able to transfer $961 into 
student debt repayment annually, explains Unum.

“Not only is that a significant payment toward 
student loan debt, it can also reduce their interest 
payments on loans and potentially shave years off 
their loan repayment,” says Carl Gagnon, Unum’s 
assistant vice president of global financial wellbe-
ing and retirement programs.

Beginning in their first year at Unum, full-time 
employees receive 28 days of paid time off, includ-
ing holidays and personal days, with additional 
PTO available over time. Each year, employees can 
carry over up to five days of unused paid time.

Unum estimates that 25% to 30% of its work-
force — the company has about 8,700 employees 
— carries student loan debt, either their own or 
their children’s. The new benefit is available to any 
U.S. employee who has student debt, including par-
ents who have taken out educational loans for their 
children. It will go into effect in January 2020.

“We announced this benefit to our workforce in 
January of this year so employees have a whole 
year to plan their PTO accordingly if they’d like to 
take advantage of it,” Gagnon says, adding that 
the reaction from employees has been “really posi-
tive,” Gagnon says.

Jimmy Valentine, a professional development 
program associate at Unum, is one of the employ-
ees planning to use vacation days to pay off his 
loans. He graduated from the University of Florida 
in 2011 with about $32,000 in student loan debt. His 
balance is now roughly $22,000.

“It’s a big deal,” Valentine says. “I’ll be able to 
apply almost a year of payment toward my student 
loan debt and can use that savings for something 
else, like increasing my 401(k) contribution.”

Fidelity Investments called Unum an “innovator” 
in its new approach to take on employees’ student 
loan debt.

“Finding creative solutions for people to tackle 
this challenging issue is one way many companies 
are partnering with Fidelity to provide more help 
when it comes to their employees’ financial well-
ness,” says Ashwini Srikantiah, vice president of Fi-
delity’s student debt program.

In general, about 4% of employers offer a stu-
dent loan repayment benefit, according to the So-
ciety for Human Resource Management.

“This type of benefit did not exist when I was on 
the job hunt,” Valentine says. “But I know it will be a 
game-changer for many.” EBN

Unum estimates that 25% to 30% of its 
workforce carries student loan debt, either 
their own or their children’s.
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Communication & Engagement

After seeing its employees struggle with under-
standing — and engaging in — benefits, media 
company News Corp. decided to revamp one of the 
most important elements of its benefits communi-
cations: its website.

Ahead of open enrollment in 2017, the media 
company — which owns brands including The Wall 
Street Journal and New York Post — decided to ditch 
its traditional consulting firm partnership and try 
something different. It wanted to develop a com-
munications strategy that was easily accessible to 
the average, non-expert employee. So with a little 
help from a design firm, News Corp. launched its 
own public-facing personalized benefits website.

“When you find that there’s frustration [with] 
things like engagement rates, you just have to say, 
‘I can’t do this the same way again,’” says Marco 
Diaz, global head of benefits at News Corp. “If I 
want to change, I need to do something different.”

The company’s main goal? Make it easy for its 
6,300 U.S. employees to find out about offerings.

Now, when employees enter the News Corp. 
website, they can select the subsidiary they work 
for from a drop down menu. Once they select the 
subsidiary, they have the option to choose what 
kind of benefits they want to review: healthcare, fi-
nancial planning, exploring benefits, family bene-
fits, legal and regulatory or company perks.

The company’s benefits team manages and up-
dates the site, which includes everything from infor-
mation on health insurance to relevant articles 
from vendors like Wellthy and Milk Stork. It also 
leverages content from News Corp.-owned proper-
ties including The Wall Street Journal and Barron’s.

Diaz says the company wanted to make its ben-
efits easy to understand and accessible for workers. 
It also wants to use it as a recruiting tool so future 
employees can get a sense of what the company 

offers, Diaz adds.
“The reason that benefits exist is really to attract 

and retain talent in an organization,” he says.
News Corp. also has tailored benefits communi-

cations that link workers back to the website, Diaz 
says, explaining that the company sends out a 
monthly newsletter to workers that directs them to 
relevant content. In February, for instance, the 
company promoted a Valentine’s Day-themed 
newsletter with related benefits information like 
Perks at Work for discounted flowers and Grand 
Rounds for heart health, he says. 

The company’s website changes echoes a larger 
trend toward personalized benefits communica-
tion, industry experts say. Many employers are 
moving toward using custom-built benefits plat-
forms and websites, says Pam Little, CEO of Blue 
Communications, an employee communications 
firm.

Little says not only are employers taking a role in 
developing their benefits distribution platform, 
there also is a push toward making benefits infor-
mation public, like News Corp. does. For example, a 
growing number of employers are removing pass-
word protections on benefit sites because it makes 
it easier for spouses, domestic partners, or anyone 
else who may be included on an employee’s plan, 
to access the information.

“If you remove that password protection and 
that login requirement, it’s much easier to get those 
partners looped in on key messaging,” she says.

Not all employers, though, want their website to 
be available to everyone. Some companies make 
their public-facing benefits websites unfindable on 
search engines, meaning you need a direct link to 
access it, Little says. The company’s site, however, 
is accessible via Google.

Little says that the News Corp. site is unique be-
cause it allows employees to view the differences in 
benefits for employees company-wide. Most cus-
tom sites just have generic information about ben-
efits and may exclude the details. 

“That’s not something we’re seeing as much,” 
she says.

On the site, for instance, employees at the com-
pany’s Dow Jones can see the benefits offered to 
workers at HarperCollins, another News Corp. sub-
sidiary. Diaz says there may be some elements of 
each division’s benefits that are different and em-
ployees can compare them, he says.

“There is an element of courage that the com-
pany consciously took on because it would be very 
easy for people to compare and contrast, [and say] 
‘What do I get versus somebody else?’” Diaz says. 
“We recognize that would be the case.” EBN

How News Corp. revamped its 
benefits communication

By Caroline Hroncich

The media giant created a public-facing website to promote its perks, 
echoing a broader trend toward personalized engagement strategies.

Enrollment

Caroline Hroncich is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @chronchich1.
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The resume is dead — or at least it is according 
to Zapier.

The startup, which helps employers build their 
own workflow automations, decided to do away 
with the document shortly after they started hiring 
in 2013 — and they haven’t looked back since.

Wade Foster, CEO of Zapier, says when the 
company first started recruiting, they were over-
whelmed by the number of resumes they received.

“Jobs like ours would get like 1,000 applicants in 
a couple of weeks. We had a team of 20 or 30 peo-
ple at the time. There’s no way that a person can 
sift through that many resumes,” he says.

So Zapier decided to replace the resume with a 
series of job-related questions. Foster says these 
questions range from asking the candidate to ex-
plain why they might be a fit, to more focused in-
quires. For example, a candidate applying for a 
product designer role might be asked to explain a 

time where they directed research or impacted 
business strategy.

“We ask that our product designers engage in 
the research processes,” Foster says. “We want to 
hear that they’ve had experience and [see] some of 
the concrete details.”

While most employers may not be doing away 
with the resume entirely, companies are focused on 
finding more innovative recruiting strategies. Tradi-
tional resumes on their own aren’t cutting it any-
more, says Vicki Salemi, a career expert at Monster. 
Instead, employers are asking candidates to com-
plete tests, video interviews and even submit social 
media profiles when applying to a role.

“I do think you need some type of mechanism to 
evaluate candidates before they are in the door,” 
she says. “The traditional resume as it exists right 
now is not effective. It may not be able to convey 
where they are in their career.”

The debate over rethinking the resume has been 
going on for several years. Back in 2014, for in-
stance, professors from three different universities 
argued in a Harvard Business Review article that 
while there was nothing inherently wrong with re-
sumes, they aren’t very useful for identifying appli-
cants’ values and behavior. Resumes have led em-
ployers to focus too much on grades, university 
reputations and prior work experience — which 
can be biased toward applicants from wealthier 
backgrounds, the professors argued. 

For their part, Zapier eliminated resumes be-
cause they didn’t think it was an effective way to 
showcase candidates’ skills, Foster says. Just be-
cause a person worked for a prestigious company, 
doesn’t mean they are a good fit. It also helps them 
weed out potential deception in the hiring process, 
he says.

“It certainly makes it harder for people to lie,” 
Foster adds.

Employers also are turning to technology as a 
way to help them find the best candidates. Com-
panies including LinkedIn, Unilever, Accenture and 
Tesla use Pymetrics, a software which uses neuro-
science based games to determine if a candidate is 
a good fit, Inc. magazine has reported. HackerRank 
uses online tests to assess a candidate’s competi-
tiveness for jobs in tech.

Salemi says that technology can play an import-
ant role in helping employers assess candidates. It 
also can be a good way for job seekers to get to 
know the company better, she adds. Video inter-
viewing is a good example of this.

“You can see the candidate and talk to them and 
feel like you’ve met them, even if it’s through a 
screen,” Salemi says.

Candidates applying to Zapier do so on the 
company website, where they fill out contact infor-
mation and answer a series of questions before 
submitting the application. Foster says the compa-
ny has gotten positive feedback from employees 
about its hiring process, and from time to time they 
have a candidate that goes above and beyond, he 
says.

“People feel like it allows them to show off their 
skills in a more unique way,” Foster says. “Resumes 
don’t often give people the chance for people to 
showcase what they’re great at.” EBNA
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“The traditional resume as it exists right 
now is not effective. It may not be able to 
convey where they are in their career.” 

 —Vicki Salemi, career expert at Monster

Why one employer decided
to kill the resume

By Caroline Hroncich

Zapier axed the document and instead focuses on asking candidates 
job-specific questions.

HR trends

Technology

Caroline Hroncich is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @chronchich1.
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The disrupters
An employer group representing more than 8 million workers is partnering with health 

startups to transform employee care — and change the industry 
in the process.

By Kathryn Mayer

W
hen Josh Riff was leading benefits for Target, he found 
himself increasingly frustrated that he wasn’t able to 
take more of a lead when it came to managing the 
healthcare of his employees. 

“All the ideas, all the innovation, everything came 
through [our carrier],” he says. “We were on the hook to pay for our healthcare, 
but we weren’t doing anything proactive to change the trend or the curve except 
for what our provider was telling us to do.” 

What Riff soon learned after talking to other benefits managers was that he 
was far from alone. Around the country, benefits departments were quietly 
seething over a number of issues wreaking havoc on their companies and their 
employees: Rising costs. Chronic conditions. Growing amounts of waste. Lack of 
transparency. Most were disenchanted with carriers and other industry players 
who were failing to find innovative solutions to fix the problems.

Unsatisfied with the status quo, Riff, a trained ER physician, began to look into 
the new crop of healthtech startups aimed at providing cutting-edge benefit 
solutions for employees. Riff began meeting with them, but it was hard to keep 
up. There were too many companies, and he couldn’t take all the meetings while 
he was running benefits for one of the country’s largest employers. 

Riff had an idea: Why not gather benefits leaders at large companies to divvy 
up meetings with the startups, pilot some of the programs and then discuss what 
worked and what didn’t?

What started as a small group of companies — Apple, Goodyear, Fidelity, 
Google and Target — meeting together in 2014 has quietly blossomed into a 
powerful industry force that has intentionally flown under the radar until now: The 
Employer Health Innovation Roundtable, a grassroots group made up of nearly 

60 of the country’s biggest employers that represent nearly 8 million employees.
On the surface, the roundtable is a twice-yearly meeting for companies includ-

ing Boeing, Delta, Facebook, Walmart and more to connect and match with 
health-tech startups and to look for solutions to a host of health-related issues 
plaguing the workplace: The opioid epidemic. Mental health struggles. Musculo-
skeletal disorders. Caregiving responsibilities. 

But at its core, the group represents something more meaningful: Employers 
joining together to try to take more control of a health system they see as waste-
ful, costly and confusing.

“Employers large and small are disgusted with the fact that the massive in-
cumbents — the big hospital systems and the big carrier systems — aren’t doing 
anything to help [find] a solution,” says Sally Welborn, Walmart’s former senior 
vice president of global benefits who joined the group as an employer member 
and now serves as the group’s executive adviser. “And there is a subset of us who 
are saying, ‘OK, we’re so fed up with it, we are going to take matters into our own 
hands and change things.’”

Though the roundtable isn’t launching its own healthcare business to provide 
coverage — a la Amazon, JPMorgan Chase and Berkshire Hathaway — in some 
ways it was a forerunner to newly named Haven, the independent healthcare 
company the three formed early last year to directly provide insurance to their 
collective 1.2 million employees and their family members. Instead, EHIR serves 
more like a think tank, and in doing so, casts a much wider net, bringing together 
many of the country’s largest employers to embrace tech solutions that aim to 
better the lives of millions of employees nationwide.

“When we can bring 20 different mindsets and viewpoints and perspectives 
together, to some extent, it’s very humbling,” says Jason Parrott, an EHIR member 
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who is Boeing’s global leader of healthcare and 
well-being strategy. “You may think you have it all 
figured out, but really there’s so much out there.”

The roundtable also has kept a lower profile, is-
suing no press releases nor holding public events, 
and putting all of its efforts into serving its mem-
bers.

“Member privacy is a very important compo-
nent,” says EHIR CEO Michael Laquere, who met 
Riff when they both worked at Target. “We like be-
ing under the radar.”

EHIR and Haven are two examples of a growing 
movement that finds employers playing a larger 
role in how their workers are cared for. There’s Ap-
ple, which is setting up a network of health clinics 
for employees and their families at the tech com-
pany’s headquarters. Then there are other com-
panies that are disrupting how employers pay for 
care by taking insurers out of the equation and 
contracting directly with leading health systems. 
Walmart, for example, has partnered with Mayo 
Clinic and Geisinger to care for certain conditions 
under a centers-for-excellence model. Compa-
nies including GE and Boeing have direct employ-
er contracts with health systems.

Those efforts are a result of a number of issues 
vexing benefits managers — and employees all 
over the country— including dramatic costs: An-
nual premiums for employer-sponsored family 
health coverage reached $19,616 in 2018, up 5% 
from the previous year, according to the Kaiser 
Family Foundation. Employees, too, are strug-
gling: On average, they pay $5,547 per year to-
ward the cost of their coverage. Meanwhile, in-
creasing costs haven’t equated to better quality.

“These benefits leaders are trying to manage 
their budget and this trend, and their leadership 

— CFOs, CEOs — are finally saying, ‘You can’t 
keep increasing another 5%,’ so it’s time to do 
something different,” Laquere says. “And when 
you look at the underlying factors of healthcare 
cost increases — it’s lack of transparency, it’s 
misaligned incentives, it’s waste.”

Employers are not only looking for individual 
solutions; they’re turning to one another to in-
crease their market power and to make meaning-
ful changes for themselves and their employees. 

“We’re in real market transition right now, and 
employers are finally driving this in a way they 
haven’t driven it before,” says Tom Parry, presi-
dent of the Integrated Benefits Institute, an inde-
pendent nonprofit that serves more than 900 
employers. 

Strength in numbers
The roundtable is organized around three dif-

ferent cohorts, each with no more than 20 em-
ployers — a number EHIR’s Laquere says is inten-
tional — large enough to make big changes for 
millions of employees nationwide, small enough 
that the group can network in a meaningful way. 
EHIR is a referral-based model and a private net-
work, Laquere says, so it’s designed to stay small. 
“We’re not a conference; this is an intimate group 
of trusted, like-minded peers and thought leaders 
who come together twice a year.”

The group launched a third cohort in March, 
which is finishing its development and has nearly 
selected its 20 employers.

Each cohort meets for two days twice a year; 
each meeting is hosted at one of the member’s 
company offices. The first day involves employers 
sharing case studies, partnerships with compa-
nies, past solutions or pain points. EHIR doesn’t 
include benefits advisers or representatives from 
health plans so that employers can speak freely 
— as a lot of complaints over the status quo are 
often directed to those two groups.

“I can look to my peers at Google who went for-
ward with a pilot and really understand what in-
novative solutions they launched… and we can 
quickly understand how their employees engaged 
with the solutions, or what the key results were,” 
Parrott says. “That sharing of experience really 
simplifies our efforts and [helps us] think through 
— not just individually, but as a group — [how] to 
really improve and optimize the performance of 
our employees.”

Day two is what Laquere refers to as “Shark 
Tank day,” where eight to 10 benefits and health 
startups — EHIR calls them “innovators” — pres-
ent to employers. Companies can submit to pres-
ent, and an EHIR advisory panel curates submis-
sions down to a list of the top 50 companies. Then, 
members of each cohort vote to select their top 10 
that are invited to present for pilot opportunities. 

Laquere says the companies pay a small fee to 
present to employers, but says the group does not 
accept any commission. EHIR employer members 
also pay a small annual membership fee to give 
them some “skin in the game.” He would not dis-
close how much the fees are, but said they help 
cover the group’s overhead and operations.

The startups that have presented include a nota-
ble group of health-tech firms: Cariloop, a platform 
for employees to access caregiving resources; Hello 
Heart, an app-driven platform designed to help 
employees manage hypertension, heart rate and 
cardiovascular health; Livongo, which focuses on 
diabetes prevention; and Happify, a digital platform 
that helps employees understand the source of their 
feelings. More than 150 innovators have presented 
to EHIR members over the last five years.

“Employers large and small are 
disgusted with the fact that 
the massive incumbents — the 
big hospital systems and the 
big carrier systems — aren’t 
doing anything to help [find] a 
solution. And there is a subset 
of us who are saying, ‘OK, we’re 
so fed up with it, we are going 
to take matters into our own 
hands and change things.’      ”

—Sally Welborn, former senior vice 
president, global benefits, Walmart

The rising cost of employer-
sponsored family health coverage
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The companies “are using technology that the 
industry hasn’t been using,” says EHIR’s Welborn. 
“They are actually doing what the health systems 
aren’t doing. … They are building programs that 
the providers should have been doing, but they’re 
not.”

Startups have been on the rise as employees 
clamor for access to their personal data and em-
ployers look for specific ideas for helping them 
with their pain points. These companies allow em-
ployees to track their heart rates, their sleep cycles, 
their blood sugar — all from their smartphones. 

“Previously, healthcare lacked technology-first 
solutions,” says Cindy Pulido, director of U.S. 
health benefits at Facebook and an EHIR mem-
ber. “In the past few years, we have seen an influx 
of companies using technology to challenge the 
status quo in healthcare delivery.” 

Making a match
The group’s goal is for employers to match with 

an innovator, then for the two to work together to 
pilot a program for the company’s employees. It’s 
been a success: There’s generally a 90% match 
rate, Laquere says, meaning that nine of the 10 in-
novators that are selected to present are matched 
with one or more members. The average number 
of matches ranges from three to five members.

The matchmaking aims to help the startups, 
too, since it gives them an idea of what employers 
want to see. Hello Heart CEO Maayan Cohen, for 
instance, says her company’s affiliation with the 
EHIR has been “tremendously valuable” and af-
forded them “immediate and direct feedback on 
our solution.”

For the most part, the group’s benefits managers 
say the discussions are a way to focus on particular 
pain points that they might not have addressed.

“As an employer — and a large employer in par-
ticular — we have a unique opportunity to do bet-
ter, to think differently and really move forward with 
new models, new solutions,” says Boeing’s Parrott. 

Through the group, the aerospace company — 
which has approximately 150,000 employees — 
has partnered with Livongo, a platform that helps 
employers manage the health of their workers with 
diabetes and other chronic conditions, which has 
had “favorable outcomes” for Boeing. The compa-
ny also has partnered with Vida Health, an app 
that pairs employees with health coaches, and 
benefits analytics firm Artemis Health, which will 
help Boeing better collect and understand its em-
ployees’ health information.

“[A lot of it’s about], ‘How do we make it 
uber-simple for our employees so they aren’t over-
burdened and overwhelmed by things to do? It’s 
about taking a consistent approach for the good 
of our employees,” Parrott says. 

Meanwhile, Facebook has rolled out programs 
with Lyra Health and fertility benefits firm Progyny. 
Through Progyny, Facebook provides employees 
up to four IVF cycles, including genetic testing, with 
no preapproval required. The program’s success — 
fewer miscarriages, high single birth rates, very few 
multiple births — has made the firm an evangelist 
for the partnership, speaking about its success at 
EHIR meetings.

Other firms, including Delta, have partnered 
through the EHIR with Hello Heart. Seventy per-
cent of employees using the app at the companies 
who have partnered with the platform have re-
duced their blood pressure with an average drop 
of 22 points, Hello Heart claims.

Employers commit to trying at least one solu-
tion each year, Laquere says.

“There’s a real commitment to action,” he adds. 
“Not every employer is built for this. Not everyone 
is willing or able or hungry enough to do this and 
to really drive change. They [have to be] commit-
ted to doing something, not just talk about it.”

Though new technologies and platforms have 
been identified as one solution to improve overall 
well-being, others have been wary about too many 
technologies in the picture, citing consumer and 
employer “point solution fatigue.” How does an 
employer manage all these solutions, and how 
does an employee keep up with each one? That’s a 

challenge the group acknowledges, saying it’s a 
topic of conversation among members.

Welborn admits the partnerships aren’t a silver 
bullet to the problems plaguing the country’s 
health system, but says they are one way to fight 
back. “It’s an arrow in the quiver,” she says. “As big 
as some of us are as employers, we have not been 
able to get the provider system to fix the problem; 
we haven’t been able to get the carriers to fix the 
problem. So instead of having one big bomb to fix 
it, we are going to sling a bunch of little arrows at 
it and maybe over time it will make a difference, 
particularly for our own employees.”

Call to action
Initiatives like the roundtable aren’t just about 

technology or partnerships, the same way prob-
lems in the healthcare industry aren’t just about 
costs. It’s mainly about fighting back against a sys-
tem they believe needs disruption and committing 
to making a change.

Though it might go against conventional wis-
dom for employers to get together and share ideas 
on how to reduce costs and retain and attract tal-
ent, it’s an important way for employers, as a 
group, to be heard. 

“Sharing lessons learned and how to communi-
cate different benefits makes us stronger and 
pushes the industry to keep up with our compa-
nies,” says Facebook’s Pulido. “As benefits profes-
sionals, we challenge each other to think outside 
the box.” 

Parry, the president of the Integrated Benefits 
Institute, agrees. Benefits managers historically 
have been more open about troubleshooting and 
look to their peers to help find solutions to help 
employees, he says, adding that the institute plans 
a program in the coming months that will use a 
technology platform to link employers to each oth-
er around their common issues and give employers 
access to subject matter experts from the market-
place. The institute is not connected to EHIR.

There are also similar initiatives to EHIR: The 
National Business Group on Health has a group 
called the Health Innovations Forum, which it 
launched a year after EHIR, in 2015. That group has 
some overlap membership.

These initiatives are all important for the greater 
good of the health system, Laquere says, adding he 
hopes these groups — and independent moves from 
employers — might inspire more employers to act.

“[It’s time to do] something really different to 
disrupt the traditional models with alternative 
solutions that can materially address rising costs,” 
he says. “We want to empower [employers] to take 
the lead and take more control — it’s sort of the 
last hope.” EBN

“Not every employer is built for 
this. Not everyone is willing or 
able or hungry enough to do this 
and to really drive change. They 
[have to be] committed to doing 
something, not just talk about it.”

— EHIR CEO Michael Laquere

Kathryn Mayer is editor-in-chief of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at @mayereditor.

EHIR by the numbers
60 Employer members

20 Employers in each cohort

8 million Employees represented

150+ Health tech startups that 
have presented

90% of presenting startups 
successfully matched with employers
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With increasing worries about their workers’ 
retirement prospects, smaller companies embrace 

financial wellness programs.

By Paula Aven Gladych

F 
inancial wellness has finally hit it small. 

Over the past several years, a growing number of employ-
ers have turned to financial wellness programs as a way to not 
only help their employees’ day-to-day money worries, but also 
to help them get on the road to a healthy retirement.

These programs were initially adopted mostly by big employers. Now  
some medium and smaller companies are finally starting to embrace them 
too.

Those smaller players weren’t “willing to invest too much in financial well-
ness because they weren’t seeing it as an important benefit necessarily, and 
they are more budget and time constrained,” says Liz Davidson, CEO and 
founder of Financial Finesse, a company that has provided financial well-
ness programs for more than 20 years. 

No more. Growing increasingly worried about their workers’ retirement 
prospects — and seeing them struggle with their finances — smaller com-
panies are finally embracing financial wellness programs.

“[They’re realizing] it’s the right thing to do,” Davidson says. “They are 
feeling a little more that it’s the way the world is moving, and it’s something 
they should offer as part of their overall benefit and well-being strategy and 
there are now ways to deploy it in a highly scalable way.”

Indeed, industry insiders predict it’s a trend that will continue as these 
programs become more cost-effective and efficient. 

According to Prudential research, the percentage of employers offering 
financial wellness programs has risen sharply in just the past few years. It 
now stands at 83%, up from 20% in 2015.

Employers are not only looking at adding these programs, but making 
them appealing enough that their employees actually use them. 

To help facilitate this, they’re making sure they understand what their 
employees’ financial problems are and embracing human coaching and 
other technological advances to help drive adoption rates.

HELPING WITH DAY-TO-DAY STRESS
One important lesson that smaller companies are realizing is the connec-
tion between stress levels and retirement. That is, getting people to a reach 
a secure retirement requires getting a handle on the financial challenges 
workers face daily.

Instead of making financial wellness and retirement readiness a stand-
alone program, many companies are packaging this information around 
employee life events, such as having a child or buying a house. 

These programs are offered in addition to hosting a workplace-spon-

by going Small
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sored retirement plan, a health savings account 
and other voluntary types of coverage like life 
insurance and disability insurance. 

Employers are determining what employees 
are looking for in their benefits, what they are 
worried about and what their goals are, then 
finding ways the company’s benefits programs 
can support their employees’ financial security.

“We’re seeing a trend toward CEOs embrac-
ing this, saying, ‘This is who we want to be as a 
company and what we stand for,’” she says. “It’s 
an extension of their brand in some cases.”

Ascensus is one of a growing number of medi-
um-sized companies that has added a financial 
wellness program in an effort to help its employ-
ees prepare for retirement.

The Dresher, Pennsylvania-based indepen-
dent record keeper and third-party adminis-
trator actually manages retirement plans for 
companies of all sizes but realized it needed to 
focus on helping its own employees prepare for 
retirement. 

So it rolled out a financial wellness program 
to its 2,400 employees in September. 

Rick Irace, chief operating officer at Ascen-
sus, has been in the retirement industry for 33 
years. In that time, he says, employers went from 
not wanting to talk about retirement readiness 
to “employers embracing and really wanting to 
take part in discussing this with their associ-
ates,” he says.

Ascensus, like many of the company’s retire-
ment plan clients, realizes that getting employ-
ees financially fit helps the company’s bottom 
line. Helping workers solve their financial prob-
lems and save more for their futures helps them 
to be more present and focused at work.

“The research is showing us that Americans 
are anxious about their finances,” Irace says. 
“We also know people can outlive and are out-
living their money. Nearly half of employees say 
they are stressed out by their financial situation. 
We know that over 77% say they spend three 
hours or more at work thinking about it or deal-
ing with financial issues.”

Many workers are overwhelmed by credit card 
debt, having to care for elderly parents or hav-
ing to pay off student loans.

“They just don’t know what to deal with first,” 
Irace says.

Ascensus partnered with Financial Finesse 
because it likes to partner with firms that share 
its core values, Irace says. He also likes Financial 

Finesse’s unbiased approach to retirement read-
iness and financial wellness. 

Their coaches are all certified financial plan-
ners and they don’t hold securities licenses or try 
to sell their clients on alternative products.

“The proof is in the pudding: the results. They 
demonstrated that when employees take action, 
they take action within 30 days of using the ser-
vice,” he says. That means making a behavior-
al change like reducing their credit card debt 
or setting up a cash reserve. When employees 
get a handle on their personal finances they are 
less likely to take money out of their retirement 
accounts to solve daily money crises. Ascensus 
says it’s gotten “great feedback” on the program 
from its own employees.

FOCUSING ON YOUNG EMPLOYEES 
Meghan Murphy, vice president of thought lead-
ership at Fidelity Investments, says that many 
of Fidelity’s clients are focused on getting the 
youngest members of their workforce into the 
company retirement plan to save at a solid rate 
and use the company matching contribution. 

Over the past several years, Fidelity has no-
ticed a big improvement in the retirement read-
iness efforts of younger employees.

“We have nearly a quarter of millennials who 
are saving 15% or more for retirement. That in-
cludes the contributions employers are making. 
That’s a big shift from a decade ago,” Murphy 
says. “We are seeing it really starting to sink in 
for younger employees.”

For Generation X, employers aren’t just talking 
about retirement anymore. They are talking 

about a broad spectrum of financial health be-
cause this generation, in particular, has many 
competing financial priorities. They are paying 
off mortgages, paying off student loans and 
credit card debt and worrying about how to put 
their own children through college.

For the baby boomers, employers are focused 
on getting pre-retirees to a spot where they are 
comfortable and feel prepared for retirement. 
This doesn’t happen in the few years before 
someone retires. Companies are now looking at 
employees in the 50 to 55 age range and talking 
to them about Medicare and the best ways to 
claim Social Security.

That includes discussions about how people 
want to transition from a work environment to 
a retired life, both financially and in the lifestyle 
they want.

Retirement is a huge mind shift for most peo-
ple, and many don’t have a plan for what they 
want to do next.

They also have been so focused on saving 
money for their future that they don’t know how 
to start tapping into their nest eggs, she says. 

Many companies are encouraging employees 
to make a slow transition to retirement.

They can start scaling back the number of 
hours they work each week so that they are 
slowly able to engage themselves in life outside 
of work by building up a different routine.

This is so they “don’t wake up the day after 
retirement and say, ‘What am I supposed to do 
with myself?’ They are thinking through what 
their transition plan looks like and engaging 
their pre-retiree population in volunteer oppor-
tunities so they have those connections come 
retirement,” Murphy says.

For companies, such offerings as student debt 
refinancing, mortgage refinancing and encour-
aging emergency savings accounts are signs of 
the anxiety many employees still have over re-
tirement. 

All of these things can help build an employ-
ee’s financial confidence. Even small financial 
decisions can have a big impact on retirement 
readiness, she adds. Workers in lower income 
brackets can still take the time to build up an 
emergency fund so that they don’t have to tap 
into their retirement savings when they have an 
emergency, like a leaky roof or a flat tire.

“Sometimes boosting people’s confidence is 
the best thing you can do to make them make 
better financial decisions,” she says. EBN

“[They’re realizing] it’s the right 
thing to do. They are feeling 
a little more that it’s the way 
the world is moving, and it’s 
something they should offer as 
part of their overall benefit and 
well-being strategy and there 
are now ways to deploy it in a 
highly scalable way.”

 
—Liz Davidson, CEO and 

founder of Financial Finesse

Paula Aven Gladych is an Employee Benefit News contributing writer based in Denver.
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Retirement: It’s a word plaguing the minds of many American workers, 
but it often doesn’t make the list of most pressing concerns for millenni-
als. Instead, these young employees are more worried about paying off 
student debt and about the general cost of living — so much that 42% of 
millennials have no retirement savings at all, according to a Merrill Lynch 
and Age Wave study.

“I think [millennials] have a plan to plan for retirement,” says Deborah 
Culhane, CEO of Optum Bank, a financial services unit of Minneso-
ta-based health and wellness company Optum. “They may not be the 
most active saving for it, but I think they’re concerned about it.”

Employee Benefit News spoke with Culhane about retirement strategies 
for millennials, and how employers can best communicate them to their 
workforce.

We’re seeing that young workers aren’t saving enough — or at all — for 
retirement. What are employers doing to help with this problem? 

One of the trends is diversifying benefit packages to focus on things 
millennials specifically want. I’ve seen a plethora of student debt relief 
programs and a variety of ways people are trying to help this generation 
get on the path of financial security — like access to financial planners 
and financial wellness classes. It makes sense because part of focusing 
on retirement is having the ability to focus on where you stand today.

What programs should millennials invest in for retirement?
Without a question — especially when you achieve employer match 

status — the best step to save for retirement is the health savings ac-
count because you’ll never be taxed on it. The 401(k) gets taxed pretty 

Are HSAs the answer to 
millennial retirement?
By Kayla Webster

HARRY’S ADDS 401(k) 
MATCH FOR EMPLOYEES

The employer added a 
retirement match for its more 

than 300 U.S. workers.

P. 22 P. 23

HOW TO HELP WORKERS    
RETIRE? AUTO ENROLLMENT

EMPLOYER STRATEGYEMPLOYEE SAVINGS

Newell Brands, Blink Fitness and 
more say they automatically enroll 

new employees in a 401(k). 

MORE ONLINE
 When not to roll a 401(k) into an IRA
 What do state retirement plans mean for employers?
 3 defined contribution plan design trends to watch
 A 3-step Social Security emergency plan
 10 worst cities for retirement

For these stories and more, go to benefitnews.com

Q&A

Many younger employees think they can’t save for retirement. But Optum 
Bank CEO Deborah Culhane says they can — and argues health savings 
accounts may be the best vehicle to do so.
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Social Security optimization

Defined contribution retirement plan

Registered investment adviser

Asset allocation

Managed account service

Rebalancing investments

Plan participant

77%

76%

76%

69%

68%

66%

44%

heavily, and the only tax benefit it receives is de-
ferment. I think the HSA is better than any IRA, or 
anything else on the marketplace. Taxes for all 
the other programs are deferred, but the HSA is 
never taxed. It’s the most productive way to save 
for retirement. If you’re trying to help employees 
achieve a level of financial security, these plans 
— regardless of where you are on your journey 
— are invaluable. They can help [employees] now 
for paying medical expenses, and they can help 
them save for future retirement expenses. 

Interesting. But young workers sometimes shy 
away from the HSA because of the high-deduct-
ible health plan requirement. 

I think there’s a misconception about that; you 
actually get to control more of your healthcare 
spending under high-deductible plans. If you’re 
relatively young, healthy and active, these plans 
are many times the most financially obvious se-
lection because they have lower premiums. If 
you’re paying less in premiums, you can save 
more in your HSA. The beauty of the HSA is it’s 
yours, it’s portable, it goes with you from job to 
job and it’s never taxed if it’s used for qualified 
medical expenses. It’s one of the most misunder-
stood, but also one of the most flexible benefits in 
the marketplace.

401(k) matches are usually considered a desirable 
employee benefit. Can this be done with HSAs?

Employers can contribute to HSAs, too. It’s 
very similar to the 401(k) as far as matches go. 

I’ve seen various programs offer a lot of matches 
and extra incentives that an employee can utilize 
for their account. For example, there are many 
companies with health challenges. Employers will 
actually contribute additional dollars to an em-
ployee’s HSA account for passing some health 
challenge — usually like taking a fitness class or 
signing up for a program. It’s an incentive to get 
employees to take charge of their health, which 
will save employers money on medical expenses. 
And obviously, it helps increase employee retire-
ment savings.

What’s the best way to educate and engage mil-
lennials so they’ll consider participating in an 
HSA plan?

Whatever approach employers take, it needs to 
be a simple plan design, and incentives need to be 
effectively deployed. [And there needs to be] per-
sonalized education. What we deploy is very short, 
intuitive video-based guides. We use these a lot in 
our mobile app, which uses artificial intelligence to 
suggest content to our users ... After they watch a 
video on HSAs being used for long-term savings, 
we use the app to reach out to the employee say-
ing, “Did you know you can start investing in retire-
ment?” They can engage with the platform and 
watch short, educational videos that explain how 
the HSA can help with long-term savings and 
medical expenses. Our algorithm knows your 
spending habits, and if you have relevant medical 
information, it’ll nudge you to the next best step 
on your financial security ladder. EBN

Harry’s has added a match to its existing 401(k) 
plan.

The company, which is known for its direct mail 
service for shaving products, started matching 
50% of the first 4% of employees’ salaries, or 2% 
maximum, for its more than 300 U.S. workers in 
January. All regular full-time and part-time em-
ployees are eligible for the benefit, which is being 
offered through provider Betterment for Business.

Jessica Feldman, director of people operations 
at Harry’s, says the company has been using Bet-
terment for Business for its retirement plan since 
September 2017, but decided to add the employer 
match after a vast majority of employees indicated 
on a benefits survey that a 401(k) match was a 
highly desired offering.

“Once we saw that data, overwhelmingly we 
were like, ‘We need to take action,’ ” Feldman says. 
“We want to listen to our people and add what’s 
valuable to them.”

Feldman says that Betterment for Business has 
done a good job engaging workers with their retire-
ment plans. Employees don’t often think about re-
tirement because it seems far off or they may be 
struggling with other financial issues.

Adding a match, though, has encouraged work-
ers to put away more money, she says.

“[It helps employees think,] ‘If I don’t enroll, I’m 
missing out on free money,’” she says. “It helps peo-
ple prioritize.” EBN

Caroline Hroncich is an associate editor of
Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter at
@chroncich1.

FINANCIAL WELLNESS

Harry’s adds 
401(k) match for 
employees

TIME TO DROP THE JARGON?

By Caroline Hroncich

Employees need to understand their retirement plan options so they can make the best decisions for 
their future. But there’s a big problem: They often misunderstand words that are commonly used by 
employers and others in the industry. A survey of 2,000 employees from Empower Retirement found 
that the following percentage of respondents find these terms unclear:

Source: Empower Retirement
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Thinking about retirement can conjure feelings of 
financial anxiety and even despair, but a new study 
suggests those fears may be overblown.

More than two-thirds of retirees say they live as 
well or better in retirement than when they were 
working, according to a study by T. Rowe Price, a 
global investment management firm. In fact, the 
longer someone is retired, the more confident they 
feel about covering their cost of living.

By comparison, just 39% of current workers be-
lieve they will live as well or better in retirement.

“It’s interesting to see the significant contrast 
between the perception of living in retirement ver-
sus actually living in retirement,” says Sudipto Ba-
nerjee, senior manager of thought leadership at T. 
Rowe Price. “Retirement is like any other unknown; 
the perception of it changes with actual experi-
ence.”

Other research has repeatedly found that work-
ers aren’t saving enough for retirement. For in-
stance, though the vast majority of Americans work 
for an employer that provides a retirement plan, 
research from the U.S. Census Bureau suggests that 
only 41% of those employees contribute to their re-
tirement plans. But T. Rowe Price found that 84% of 
the more than 1,000 retirees surveyed say that their 
retirement has turned out to be just as good as or 
better than expected, and 80% say they are enjoy-
ing retirement more than their primary working 
years. T. Rowe Price surveyed 3,000 working adults 
to get a sense of retirees’ and current workers’ fi-
nancial status.

Retirees are better at sticking to a monthly bud-
get than those in the workforce, the survey found. A 
little over half of retirees (52%) say they don’t go 
over their budgets, compared to 26% of workers. 
Retirees also are more likely to pay off credit card 
balances (72%), compared to 39% of current work-
ers.

“The initial anxieties and concerns many people 
have leading into retirement fade as they move 
through retirement,” Banerjee says. “They learn to 
adjust and finally get comfortable with their new 
lifestyle.” EBN

Sharif Paget is a reporter at Employee Benefit News. 

A lot of younger employees don’t save for retire-
ment — so their employers are doing it for them.

That’s according to a group of HR professionals 
who spoke recently during a roundtable discussion 
at Advizr, a New York financial wellness company, 
about automatically enrolling new employees in 
401(k) plans.

“Millennials would rather pay student loans than 
save for retirement,” said Candice Harte, senior 
benefits specialist at Spotify. “That’s why it’s diffi-
cult to get them to enroll in retirement programs.”

Of the 15 companies who attended the discus-
sion on benefit trends, two said they automatically 
enroll new employees in a 401(k) program during 
the onboarding process: Small Girls PR and Newell 
Brands. An HR representative of Blink Fitness said 
one of their previous employers also used the prac-
tice.

Small Girls PR, a New York-based public rela-
tions firm with under 200 employees, said the 
method has been successful among younger work-
ers.

“We hire directly out of college, so our employ-
ees are mostly millennials and Generation Z, and 
we haven’t seen any pushback from the program,” 
said Michael Bowman-Zamora, director of people 
operations at Small Girls PR.

Newell Brands said it has an older workforce de-
mographic, but the company reports success with 
the program as well.

“Our data showed very few people opted out of 
the program,” said Keith Mason, senior vice presi-
dent of HR at Newell Brands, the household-prod-
ucts maker with more than 53,000 employees. 
“People thought it showed the company cared 
about them.”

With an automatic enrollment retirement pro-
gram, employees who don’t want to participate 
have to talk to HR about opting out. But most em-
ployees often find the process of opting out too te-
dious, and don’t follow through.

“Our society tends to ignore things that can’t be 
done instantly, which is usually perceived to be a 
bad thing, but in this case it helps you save for re-
tirement,” Bowman-Zamora said.

However, most employees of these companies 
didn’t realize they were even enrolled in a retire-
ment program until they were shown their 401(k) 

SAVINGS STRATEGY HEALTHY RETIREMENT

Are employees 
worrying too much 
about retirement?

HR’s solution for helping younger workers 
retire: Automatic enrollment
By Kayla Webster

By Sharif Paget

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

balance, the HR directors said. That’s because em-
ployee contributions to the retirement account 
were set at 3%, which is small enough to start sav-
ing for retirement without hurting a tight budget.

“[Employees] don’t notice a 3% contribution on 
their paycheck,” said Sarah Chen, benefits manag-
er at Blink Fitness, a New York-based health com-
pany with over 1,000 employees. “But when they 
check their 401(k) balance they say, ‘Wow, I actual-
ly have a lot of money.’”

An employee who receives $1,000 each pay-

check, for example, contributes $30 under the 3% 
rate. If the employee is paid bi-monthly, after a 
year they’ll have $720 in their retirement account. 
Mason said employers can sweeten the deal by of-
fering a 401(k) match, like his company does. But he 
advises companies and their employees not to un-
derestimate small contributions.

“It’s important to communicate the value of the 
3% contribution,” Mason said. “Every little bit adds 
up.”

Other HR professionals in attendance asked 
whether these companies have seen an increase in 
401(k) withdrawals since implementing an auto-
matic retirement program. Bowman-Zamora and 
Mason said they haven’t experienced more ac-
count withdrawals than usual. If anything, their 
employees are enjoying watching their retirement 
savings grow, they said.

“People who take money out of their 401(k) are 
usually doing it for a very specific reason, like buy-
ing a home,” Bowman-Zamora said. “Most people 
leave it alone unless it’s an emergency.” EBN B
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Newell Brands, maker of Sharpie, automatically 
enrolls new employees in a 401(k).
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In the past, it was typical for a company to pro-
vide all employees with access to the same group 
benefits — regardless of their age, demographics 
or education level. From health insurance to retire-
ment plans and paid time off, these uniform bene-
fit packages were designed to meet the needs of 
the entire workforce in one fell swoop.

But over the past few years, these off-the-shelf 
benefit options have presented a bit of a chal-
lenge. With five generations now in the workplace 
— Gen Z, millennials, Gen X, baby boomers and 
the silent generation — there are diverse expecta-
tions about pay and benefit packages.

For example, baby boomers and the silent gen-
eration tend to value health insurance and a ro-
bust retirement plan. Meanwhile, Gen X workers 
seek a healthy work-life balance, advancement 
opportunities and a competitive 401(k) . Millennials 
and Gen Z prioritize flexibility — they want more 
paid time off, the ability to work when and where 

they wish and tuition reimbursement.
There is no one-size-fits-all compensation 

package that can fairly satisfy each generation of 
workers. Employees today want to feel heard, un-
derstood and cared for by their employer. Further-
more, most want a job that fits with their personal 
interests and lifestyle.

As a result, companies are moving away from 
traditional group benefits and taking a more per-
sonalized approach to compensation.

Many organizations are using social listening 
tools, focus groups and surveys to gather informa-
tion about the types of benefits employees want. 
Others are taking it a step further and having one-
on-one conversations to determine what moti-
vates each individual worker and provides them 
with a sense of purpose at work. How else will we 
know what, specifically, each employee wants un-
less we ask them?

By collecting this information, organizations 

can tailor packages that effectively meet the 
varying wants and needs of the diverse work-
force. They’re offering mixes of pay, bonuses, flex 
time, paid time off, retirement plans, student loan 
repayment assistance and professional growth 
opportunities. Some companies have designed 
an a la carte menu of benefits, with which em-
ployees can pick and choose the perks they care 
most about.

According to a recent survey conducted by 
WorldatWork and KornFerry, employers also are 
offering more non-traditional benefits that can 
further acknowledge employees’ concerns and re-
sponsibilities outside of work. Eldercare resource 
and referral services, women advancement initia-
tives and disaster relief funds all became signifi-
cantly more prevalent in employee benefits pro-
grams within the last year. Telemedicine, identity 
theft insurance and paid parental leave offerings 
increased, as well.

Other companies are taking innovation one 
step further. One firm, for instance, recently intro-
duced a new benefits reward program in which 
employees earn points based on both personal 
and company-wide achievements and then cash 
them in for perks across various categories: health 
and wellness, travel, housing, transportation, time 
off, annual grocery passes — you name it. The pur-
pose is to give employees the power to choose the 
types of perks that mean the most to them.

Why is this shift so important right now? The un-
employment rate is the lowest it’s been in decades, 
and the war for talent is extremely tough. The av-
erage tenure for workers is 4.6 years. For millenni-
als, it’s half that.

This sort of high employee turnover can take a 
massive toll on a company’s bottom line: Experts 
estimate that it can cost up to twice an employee’s 
salary to recruit and train a replacement. Not to 
mention, employee churn can damage company 
morale and tarnish your company’s reputation.
Customized pay and benefits plans can make an 
employer be more attractive in a tight, crowded 
job market. 

The bottom line: Organizations need to intro-
duce more flexibility into their pay packages and 
adapt to the needs of the changing workforce. Af-
ter all, when you invest in your employees, you in-
vest in the overall success and performance of 
your business.  EBNB
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Goodbye group benefits. Hello 
personalized pay

By Bob Wesselkamper

More employers are offering a mix of tuition benefits, bonuses, flex time 
and more to meet the varying wants and needs of workers. 

Workplace generations

Commentary

Bob Wesselkamper is global solution leader of rewards and benefits at consulting firm Korn Ferry.

There is no one-size-fits-all compensation 
package that can fairly satisfy each 
generation of workers.
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BY THE
NUMB3RS:

Source: DirectPath, 2019

Getting creative  
with health benefits

 benefitnews.com26 Employee Benefit News April 2019

Employers are recognizing that traditional health plans just don’t cut it anymore — which is causing many to 
get more innovative in their benefits approach. That’s according to new data from DirectPath, a personalized 
benefits education company that conducted an analysis of 1,004 employer health plans to see what kinds of 
offerings companies were providing to workers this year. Here’s what they found:

12% 41% 51% 79% 21%

More wellness incentives

of employers  
cover preventive 
drugs at full cost

offer high-deductible 
health plans for both 
family and individual 

coverage

offer HSAs offer tax-advantaged  
reimbursement accounts 

offer HRAs

Employers say they are rewarding employees for:

Biometric screenings

Health risk assessments

Broad wellness activities

Health coaching 

Annual physicals

Online wellness education

Being tobacco-free

Participating in online  
wellness education

40%
of employers offer 
an incentive for 
participation in at least 
one wellness activity,  
up from 31% last year

30%

28%

20%

17%

16%

7%

7%

7%
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I N S TANT
I N S I G H T

BETTER DATA = BETTER DECISIONS 

SIMPLIFIED PLAN PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS 
INTUITIVE
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A BETTER BENEFITS EXPERIENCE HAS A LOT TO DO  
WITH WHO’S BEHIND IT.

 
The Hartford® is The Hartford Financial Services Group, Inc. and its subsidiaries, including issuing company Hartford Life and Accident Insurance Company.  
Home Office is Hartford, CT. © 2019 The Hartford   7404 NS 02/19  

Leading the way in Group Disability, Leave Management and Life insurance means constantly investing in new ways to help 
you and your customers achieve better outcomes. It means making claim, leave and benefits management easy through our 
technology platform, The Hartford Ability Advantage. And it’s the care from our team of highly-skilled clinicians that helps us 
deliver compassionate service for your customers when they need it most. The Buck’s Got Your Back.

TheHartford.com/group
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