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   Benefits and the Economy

average of 21.2%. Low turnover rates can save 
money that can be pumped back into benefits. Look-
ing back through ten years and 100 winning organiza-
tions provides unique insight into the past—and the 
future—of employee benefits.

FRom “do IT FoR ThEm”  
To “do IT wITh ThEm”

Historically, most employers assumed the large 
majority of employee benefit costs and decision mak-
ing. Over the last ten years, however, there has been a 
marked transition to increased employee engage-
ment and participation in benefit decisions.

Dallas Salisbury, president and CEO of the Em-
ployee Benefit Research Institute and one of the 
judges of The Principal 10 Best Companies for Em-
ployee Financial Security program for the past de-
cade, explains, “What has changed in the way benefit 
programs are being delivered and designed is that 
they are far more focused on some level of cost shar-
ing and individual responsibility. That helps employ-
ees better understand and value their benefits.”

“There is also a larger focus on helping individuals 
create financial stability and financial security 
throughout their lifetime,” Salisbury continues. “In 

I
t has been a volatile decade—to say the 
least. From the post-9/11 recession 
through the 2008 financial crisis to to-
day’s continuing economic struggles, em-
ployers and employees alike have en-
dured a seemingly unending chain of 
troubling events.

Through it all, businesses and their 
employees continued to rely on em-
ployee benefits to help meet their goals. 

But while the need for benefits remains, the benefits 
themselves—and the way they’re managed—have 
undergone some pretty dramatic changes.

This evolution is apparent through The Principal 
10 Best Companies for Employee Financial Security 
program. Created in 2001 to spotlight small- and  
medium-sized employers that provide outstanding 
employee benefits, the program celebrated its tenth 
anniversary this year. The Principal 10 Best Compa-
nies range in size from 15 to 950 employees and come 
from 31 different states. Out of 100 companies to 
have won this honor, 98 are still in business today.

One thing that sets these companies apart is that 
they have a significantly lower turnover rate than 
others in their industry. The winners’ average volun-
tary turnover rate is 9.3% compared to the national 

A Decade of Great 
Change—and Great Benefits

by Luke J. Vandermillen

Since 2001, The Principal 10 Best Companies for Employee Financial Security 
program has profiled over 100 small- and medium-sized employers that pro-
vide outstanding employee benefits. While the need for benefits remains, a look 
back since the program began documents some pretty dramatic changes in 
employee benefit offerings and benefit management. This article describes 
those changes, along with one constant: Through all of the ups and downs of 
the last ten years, The Principal 10 Best Companies understand that commit-
ting to doing the right thing for their employees means doing the right thing for 
their business.
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toward customizing benefits for the specific needs of 
the organization’s employees. “Today’s employers 
pay more attention to what makes sense for their 
own employees instead of simply offering a ‘cookie-
cutter’ benefits package comprised of what everyone 
else offers,” says Salisbury.

Creativity—and communication—are the keys to 
this strategy. Employers should listen to employees 
and take an “outside-the-box” approach to help in 
meeting their needs.

Franklin International, one of The Principal 10 
Best Companies for 2010, has used this strategy with 
great success (to the tune of an impressively low 
4.6% turnover rate). Its college funding program is a 
good example.

The program started as a traditional tuition reim-
bursement benefit, but then the organization realized 
something was missing. “It was popular for employ-
ees in their mid-to-late 20s, but its use tapered off for 
employees in their mid-to-late 30s,” explains Doug 
Reys, the company’s manager of compensation and 
benefits.

“By the time people reach their 30s, they’re often 
trying to save for their kids’ college educations,” 
Reys continues. “So we brought in a 529 plan with a 
company match to encourage personal responsibility 
in saving for education. Then we extended that for 
older employees whose kids are in college by adding 
a textbook subsidy program. Now it’s a full-spectrum 
educational program.”

At the other end of the spectrum, Franklin Inter-
national provides a phased retirement program. Em-
ployees can drop to part-time status as of 60 years of 
age and retain full-time medical and dental benefits. 
“There are people who feel the need to stay on to the 
age of 65, when they’re eligible for Medicare. Our 
program allows them to do that with no stop in medi-
cal coverage,” says Mike Syfert, vice president of hu-
man resources at Franklin International.

The company’s lifetime benefits strategy works, ac-
cording to Syfert. “We often see people who will stay 
with us throughout the seasons of life—from college 
age on to retirement. Our benefits are structured to 
meet their needs in each of those phases. That helps us 
retain high-value employees over their career.”

A FoCUS oN phYSICAL— 
AS wELL AS FINANCIAL—FITNESS

When The Principal 10 Best Companies for Em-
ployee Financial Security program began ten years 
ago, there was barely a mention of employee well-
ness. Now, all of The Principal 10 Best Companies in 
2012 offer wellness programs.

the past—even just ten years ago—there was more of 
an, ‘If you stay with us your full career, you will win 
the jackpot at the end’ approach.”

A good example is the shift from defined benefit 
pension plans—for which employers bear the fund-
ing burden—to defined contribution plans, which are 
generally funded by employers and employees to-
gether. Only one 2012 winner offers an active defined 
benefit plan. Over the years the trend has moved to 
defined contribution plans with an increased empha-
sis on employee engagement.

With this shift comes a different kind of responsi-
bility for employers—the responsibility to make sure 
employees have the knowledge and tools they need 
to help them make the most of their retirement ben-
efits. The Principal 10 Best Companies for 2012 go 
above and beyond to engage employees in their own 
retirement planning by:

•	Using automatic enrollment. Getting employees 
started in the 401(k) plan can be one of the big-
gest challenges. Automatic enrollment has been 
very effective at helping boost participation.

•	Showing younger employees how retirement sav-
ings may grow. Give young employees examples 
of what they might accumulate by the age of 65. 
Seeing the potential of what they might accumu-
late over time can be a strong motivator.

•	Meeting one-on-one with employees as needed. 
Meeting individually with employees when they 
become eligible for the 401(k) plan helps make 
sure they understand their options. Consider also 
meeting with employees who could participate 
but aren’t to illustrate how much money they’re 
leaving on the table.

•	Offering automatic deferral increases. Automati-
cally increasing retirement plan deferrals can 
help employees boost their savings a little at a 
time. Also, consider lifecycle investment options 
as the plan’s qualified default investment alter-
native.

•	Providing targeted education for older employ-
ees. Employees aged 55 and older are generally 
facing a major transition in their financial goals 
and can benefit greatly from education about the 
decumulation phase.

•	Matching catch-up contributions. Offering a 
match on catch-up contributions can encourage 
employees who are aged 50 and older (and who 
are participating in the plan at the maximum 
level) to take advantage of that opportunity.

CUSTomIzEd BENEFITS

Another trend during the last decade is a shift  
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•	Opening up wellness screenings to spouses. Al-
lowing employees’ spouses to participate in on-
site wellness screenings makes wellness a family 
affair.

•	Encouraging employees to track their wellness 
screenings over time. Make it possible for em-
ployees who participate in annual wellness 
screenings to compare their results from year to 
year so they can see their progress or where they 
need to improve.

•	Providing financial incentives for wellness par-
ticipation. Consider a discount on premiums or a 
reward system for employees who participate in 
wellness assessments.

NoT GoING IT ALoNE

Employers have also adopted a do-it-with-me ap-
proach in terms of how they work with financial pro-
fessionals and benefits brokers to respond to these 
trends. The role of the financial professional has in-
creased over the past ten years as regulations have 
become more cumbersome, communication needs 
more complex and the need for customization of 
benefit plan design a more critical component of a 
successful program. Financial professionals have re-
sponded through more specialization, increased cus-
tomer service and inspiring companies to develop an 
overall benefit program that’s the right fit for their 
workforce.

STILL CommITTEd To doING 
ThE RIGhT ThING

Through all of the ups and downs of the last ten 
years, what hasn’t changed is the commitment of The 
Principal 10 Best Companies to their employees. 
They understand that doing the right thing for em-
ployees means doing the right thing for the business. 

As Andy Richardson, CEO of Greeley and Han-
sen, one of The Principal 10 Best Companies for 
2012, explains, “If we take care of our people, our 
people will take care of our clients and our clients 
will take care of us. The best way to do that is provide 
benefits that show our people we genuinely care.” b

The reason for the increased focus on wellness is 
simple—it works. Healthier employees can lead to 
reduced health care costs, reduced absenteeism, in-
creased productivity and more.

Today’s wellness programs follow the same “do-it-
with-me” philosophy applied to more traditional 
benefits. The programs focus on individual choice 
and control—giving employees the resources they 
need to live healthier lifestyles.

The wellness best practices of The Principal 10 
Best Companies include:

•	Making wellness fun. Competitions and other 
contests can encourage employees to jump on 
board the wellness bandwagon.

•	Holding on-site health screenings. Make it easy 
for employees to get biometric health screenings 
by offering them on site (and on company time).

•	Offering a health coach. After a wellness assess-
ment, consider having a health coach follow up 
with any employees whose biometrics are out-
side a healthy range.

 ThE AUThoR

Luke J. Vandermillen is vice president of re-
tirement and investor services at the Principal 
Financial Group®. He has more than 20 years of 
experience working with small- and medium-
sized businesses to establish and maintain retire-
ment plans. Before being named to his current 
post, Vandermillen helped create and lead an in-
novative program that offers one-on-one finan-
cial education meetings to employees at the 
worksite. He frequently is sought out by national 
media to speak on a number of topics and issues 
faced by leaders of small- and medium-sized 
businesses and their employees. Two programs 
he often discusses include The Principal Finan-
cial Well-Being Index, which surveys the atti-
tudes and opinions of American workers, and 
The Principal 10 Best Companies for Employee 
Financial Security, which recognizes growing 
companies for outstanding benefit programs.




