
Organizations offer a wide range of traditional and nontraditional benefits. In 
the past, the dilemma for organizations was how to offer the right mix of these 
benefits to attract and retain top performers while also balancing increasing 
costs of benefits. Today, organizations are managing these ever-increasing 
costs amidst the uncertainty of the U.S. economy and the complex health care 
reform law. Given that the benefits allocation in HR budgets is typically fixed, or 
marginally flexible, it is not surprising that according to this research, employers 
continue to remodel their benefits plans to give employees greater responsibility 
to manage their health care costs, retirement and financial security, and leave. 

Noteworthy findings included:

• Although the percentage of HR professionals that reported their companies 
have been negatively affected by the economic recession has slightly decreased 
over the last year, there has been a slight increase in the percentage of respon-
dents reporting their benefits offerings have been negatively affected by the 
economy.

• Organizations spent on average 19% of an employee’s annual salary on manda-
tory benefits, 19% on voluntary benefits and 11% on pay for time not worked 
benefits.

• Health savings accounts (HSA) are becoming more and more prevalent, while 
HMO plans continue to decline in popularity.

• Over the last year, there was a slight increase in the percentage of companies 
offering health care premium discounts for employees who had an annual 
health risk assessment, participated in a weight loss program, participated in a 
wellness program and/or had not used tobacco products. 

• Employer-sponsored retirement plans continue to shift away from defined 
benefit pension plans toward defined contribution retirement savings plans 
and Roth 401(k) savings plans. Even though the percentage of companies 
that offered defined contribution plans continued to increase, there was a 
slight decline in the percentage of companies that offered employer-matching 
contributions.

• Financial and compensation benefits have experienced considerable declines 
throughout the last five years. The most significant decreases were in educa-
tional assistance programs, incentive bonus plans for executives, life insurance 
for dependents and undergraduate educational assistance.

Executive Summary: Examining Employee 
Benefits Amidst Uncertainty



A well-designed employee 
program responds to 
employees’ needs and 
supports an organization’s 
ability to attract and 
retain talent.

• Paid time off plans continue to gain in popularity, while the prevalence of paid 
vacation plans remains stagnant. 

• While adoption assistance, elder care referral service and foster care as-
sistance have experienced significant declines over the last five years, family-
friendly benefits have remained relatively stable throughout recent years. 

• After gradual declines over the last five years, a number of flexible working 
benefits have experienced positive gains since 2010.

• Over the last five years, there were several decreases in the number of organi-
zations offering employee services benefits. The following benefits experienced 
sharp declines: executive club memberships, legal assistance/services, mentor-
ing programs, organization-sponsored sports teams, professional development 
opportunities and travel planning services.

• Housing and relocation benefits have experienced significant declines over 
the last five years. These benefits included assistance selling previous home, 
cost-of-living differential, down payment assistance, location visit assistance, 
mortgage assistance, rental assistance, spouse relocation assistance and 
temporary relocation benefits.

Employee Benefits Strategies to Keep 
Your Organization Competitive
Monitor legislation and its potential impact: HR professionals should con-
tinually monitor changes in legislation to make sure their benefits programs are 
compliant with local, state and federal laws. Health care reform law in particular 
will affect how all organizations administer health care benefits. This new law 
is extremely complex, and some of its parts have already been executed, while 
others will be implemented over the next several years. HR professionals will be 
relied upon to lead their organizations through this complex legislation.1

Assess your benefits program: An organization’s benefits program should be 
evaluated not only to monitor associated costs and compliance with governmen-
tal requirements, but also to assess the competitiveness in the marketplace. A 
well-designed employee program responds to employees’ needs and supports an 
organization’s ability to attract and retain talent. More than three-quarters of 
organizations in this study reported that they reviewed their benefits programs 
at least once a year. Benchmarking data, benefits needs assessments and em-
ployee surveys are great tools organizations can use to help tailor their benefits 
programs to meet their needs and remain competitive. 

Communication is paramount: According to SHRM’s job satisfaction and 
engagement research, employees consistently ranked benefits among their 
top contributors to job satisfaction. However, a disconnect exists between the 
dollar amount organizations spend on benefits and the employees’ perception 
of the value of their benefits package. It is important that HR professionals 
help employees fully understand all of their options and the true value of their 
benefits package. Total compensation statements, benefits workshops, employee 
meetings and social networking tools are examples of communication methods 
that organizations can use to help ensure their benefits program is valued, 
understood and used by employees.

Adopt flexible workplace practices: SHRM believes that the United States 
must have a 21st-century workplace flexibility policy that meets the needs of 
both employers and employees. As opposed to a one-size-fits-all mandate on all 
employers, we support a new approach that reflects diverse employee needs and 



preferences, as well as differences among work environments, representation, 
industries and organizational size. Such a policy should support employees in 
balancing their work, family and personal obligations and, at the same time, 
provide certainty, predictability and stability to employers. SHRM believes that 
well-implemented workplace flexibility options, including paid leave, lead to 
increased employee commitment and engagement, greater productivity, reduced 
turnover, reduced stress, and increased profitability.2


