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As employers throughout the world 
face rising health care costs and 
consider scaling back subsidies to 
employees, there is growing interest 
in voluntary benefits to supplement 
benefit packages.

Interest in 
Voluntary Benefits 
Rising Across  
the Globe

by | Wil Trohanis
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Over the past ten years, U.S. companies have increased 
their use of voluntary benefits—long considered an af-
terthought—as a way to bolster and engage employees in 
benefit offerings in the face of rapidly rising health care 

costs. Market trends indicate that voluntary benefits are catching on 
around the globe, just as they have in the United States.

The definition of voluntary benefits is often debated. For the 
purposes of this article, a voluntary benefit plan is an employer-
endorsed plan in which an employee can choose to participate and 
will contribute to the costs, either in full or along with the employer. 
In the U.S., new annual sales for voluntary benefits have grown over 
60% since 2004, to nearly $7 billion for 2014, according to East-
bridge Consulting Group.1 The firm reported total voluntary ben-
efits premiums at $37.3 billion in 2014—on par with revenues of 
Fortune 500 giants American Express, Morgan Stanley and Oracle.2

Global voluntary benefits are poised for explosive growth in the 
next five years, believes Tucker Sharp, global chief broking officer 
at the global benefits consulting firm Aon Health. Sharp attributes 
workforce diversity, the value of giving employees choices and 
emerging markets to the movement. “The increasing cost of health 
benefits is driving employers to reduce subsidies and offer alternate 
benefits options at different price points,” Sharp said.

MetLife’s Employee Benefit Trends Study (EBTS) research, con-
ducted across ten countries in 2013, 2014 and 2015, also shows a 
growing interest among employees globally3 to be offered voluntary 
benefits that help meet their unique health and financial concerns. 

Behind the Boom
In order to assess the global opportunity, it helps to understand 

the market conditions that drove the voluntary benefits boom in the 
U.S. Even with a drastic downturn in the U.S. economy from 2008 to 
2010, voluntary benefits continued to thrive. Premiums on existing 
policies grew nearly 7% through the recession (an average of $466 
million per year), from just under $20.2 billion to $21.6 billion.4 The 
fact that employees continued to buy—and keep—their voluntary 
benefits through the tumultuous economic period of the Great Re-
cession indicates that employees value these benefits.

Three primary forces are behind the surge: external pressures 
shifting financial responsibility for health care expenses and retire-
ment preparedness to individuals, evolving consumer demands and 
access to technology.

First, government reform and employers’ actions continue to shift 
immediate and long-term financial accountability to the individu-
al. The earliest signs were the transition away from defined benefit 
pensions to defined contribution retirement and health plans. Some 
might say the 401(k) was the predecessor to voluntary benefits, as 
it became an individual decision to participate and fund the plan. 
Many employers motivated employees to save by rewarding them 
with matching contributions. Later, as the pendulum swung toward 
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high-deductible health plans, benefits 
like accident, critical illness, cancer and 
hospital indemnity insurance became 
more popular. Employers sometimes 
would share the cost of these voluntary 
benefits to encourage individual action, 
similar to matching programs.

Second, U.S. consumer preferences 
and demands have changed. Shifting 
family demographics, inconsistent 
levels of savings and often the lack of 
financial “safety nets” have resulted 
in a wide variety of individual needs 
among an employee population. Vol-
untary benefits are intended to help 
address some of those needs. Most 
U.S. workers access benefits through 
their employer and like the conve-
nience of the cost of benefits coming 
out of their paycheck.

Finally, technology has improved 
the efficiency of offering benefits and 
making benefits decisions. Voluntary 
benefits policies are quoted and is-
sued electronically—a process that is 
faster and, in most cases, considerably 
more secure than its paper predecessor. 
Technology is also used to engage em-
ployees in and educate them about ben-
efits. Employers now stream splashy, 
colorful videos at open enrollment, 

families learn about life insurance from 
an animated avatar, and health care ex-
changes can make purchasing benefits 
as easy as shopping online. 

Within the last two years in the U.S., 
health care exchanges have become 
a prominent distributor of voluntary 
benefits. Mercer has reported that the 
number of employers participating in 
its Mercer Marketplace exchange grew 
nearly fivefold from 2013 to 2014.5 

The Global Outlook
Across the globe, similar themes of 

individual fiscal responsibility, matur-
ing consumer preferences and technol-
ogy adoption are evident.

Many governments are endorsing 
legislation to expand access to health 
care and social security safety nets, 
similar to the Affordable Care Act in 
the U.S. Although this expansion may 
benefit the masses, it can result in plan 
changes and unfamiliar exposure for 
employees—which a well-designed 
voluntary benefits plan can address. 
For example, the Dubai Health Au-
thority currently is phasing in an em-
ployer health care mandate over an 
18-month period that will require em-
ployers to cover employees and even-

tually spouses and dependents.6 As in 
the U.S., Dubai companies will employ 
cost-containment measures such as 
raising deductibles in order to comply 
with both legislative and budgetary 
demands. To fulfill their obligations 
through—and beyond—this transition, 
employers will rely on voluntary ben-
efits such as dental and disability cover-
age, EBTS studies show.

Maturing consumer preferences 
also are changing the way employees 
feel about their benefits. Nowhere is 
this more evident than in Latin Amer-
ica, where the World Bank concluded 
that the middle class grew by nearly 
50% over a decade and now makes up 
30% of the region’s total population.7 In 
Brazil, as millions of consumers have 
increased both access to credit and 
disposable income, they have found a 
more compelling need to protect what 
they’ve earned. One voluntary ben-
efit unique to Brazil is female cancer 
insurance—a policy that pays benefits 
upon diagnosis for ovarian, uterine and 
breast cancers and can include coun-
seling and second opinion features. 
Additionally, Brazilians have found 
voluntary dental insurance particularly 
attractive.

Across the countries studied, with 
the exception of the United Kingdom, 
MetLife’s EBTS found 48% to 62% of 
employees are asking for a broader 
range of voluntary benefits from their 
employer. These trends make the role of 
human resources (HR) more important 
than ever and are forcing employers to 
innovate in the types of benefits they 
offer to achieve their benefit goals.

Finally, technology is redefining 
processes and procedures—especially 
abroad. The EBTS studies showed that 
employees increasingly are open to ac-

takeaways >>
•   As in the U.S., globally employees are being expected to pay a larger share of their health 

care expenses, and some voluntary benefits may protect them against additional risks.

•   As worker income rises in some parts of the world, people have savings and possessions 
they want to protect, making some voluntary benefits more attractive.

•   Employers globally say employee retention and engagement are two main reasons for 
offering voluntary benefits.

•   Although multiple ways of communicating about benefits is preferred, enrolling in ben-
efits is more effective using a single platform.

•   It may be better to offer two or three new voluntary benefits at a time, rather than bom-
barding employees with a wide range of offerings.
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cessing and receiving benefits communications digitally. This 
is especially prevalent in the Asia Pacific region, home to 
the most impressive technological enhancements across the 
globe. In 2014, revenue from the 500 fasting growing tech-
nology companies in Asia grew at a year-over-year average of 
405%.8 As consumers become more tech savvy, they expect 
their employers to follow suit. The trend is also evident in 
the United Arab Emirates (U.A.E.), where 71% of employers 
find enrolling in benefits online, at their company’s benefits 
website, to be effective. That compares with more traditional 
methods like benefit fairs or benefit booklets, which were 
considered effective by only 47%.9 Technology will continue 
to improve the delivery of voluntary benefits, enabling more 
accurate need-based targeting of benefits to employee seg-
ments and offering convenient, efficient transaction plat-
forms.

MetLife’s EBTS studies further reinforce that there is an 
impressive, consistent employer demand globally for volun-
tary benefits such as dental, retirement savings, life insur-
ance and critical illness plans.10 The U.S., often considered 
the most mature and first voluntary market, falls under the 
global average (69%) of employers interested in providing a 
wider array of voluntary benefits. India, an emerging volun-
tary market, leads the global rank with 85%11 of employers 
interested—which affirms that a mature infrastructure isn’t 
necessary for employers to recognize, and pursue, voluntary 
benefit solutions for their employees.

Employer Landscape
For employers, there can be several advantages to offering 

voluntary benefits, with employee retention and employee 
engagement as the most important reasons for offering them.

Retention
Across surveyed markets in the U.K., Poland, Russia and the 

U.A.E, employees considering leaving their current employer 
were asked what would make them stay. “An increase in salary” 
ranks at the top of the list, as it does in each market MetLife 
surveyed. However, an “improved benefits package” scored the 
next highest—ahead of advancement opportunities, improved 
job security and even reducing stress. As employers seek ways to 
improve benefit packages without increasing cost, they may find 
that more flexible, voluntary benefit options are a good choice.

Engagement

EBTS identified the three employee traits that had the 
strongest correlation to driving high engagement at work: 
a caring and supportive boss, sense of financial control and 
value placed on benefits from the employer.12 For example, 
in the U.A.E, 47% of employees admitted to spending more 
time thinking about personal financial issues at work than they 
should.13 Offering employees a wider array of well-positioned 
benefits such as supplemental health and life insurance may 
restore confidence and drive employees to take action to im-
prove their personal financial situations. Employers are taking 
notice. Eight in ten U.A.E. employers plan to improve the ef-
fectiveness of their benefits communications—which may be 
a wise move, considering only a third of employees agree the 
current strategies are useful. Involving employees in their ben-
efits and investing in their ability to make informed benefits 
decisions can take engagement to new heights.

Employee Focus
Because insurance agents and financial planners target high-

net-worth individuals, many employees may not have access to 

FIGURE
Reasons for Buying Voluntary Benefits in Latin America

Brazil Chile Mexico
Payroll deduction helps me to be more disciplined about saving. Ranked in top three reasons by:
Payroll deduction is a convenient way for me to make payments. Ranked in top three reasons by:
It is more convenient than shopping for these products on my own. Ranked in top three reasons by:
It offers better/group rates. Ranked in top three reasons by:
I can sign up for insurance without having to go through a medical exam. Ranked in top three reasons by:
It saves me time to buy voluntary products through the workplace. Ranked in top three reasons by:

Source: MetLife, “The Voluntary Benefits Gap in Latin America,” Employee Benefit Trends Study, 2014.
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guidance and products on their own, so 
they rely heavily on the resources avail-
able at work. Leveraging the scale of the 
employer group may lead to more favor-
able pricing, underwriting and product 
options than an individual might find 
on his or her own. In some countries, 
options such as dental and disability 
insurance and legal services often are 
difficult to purchase outside of an em-
ployer group setting. MetLife research 
for the Latin America EBTS (see figure) 
showed that the convenience of learning 
about and paying for benefits at work is a 
key motivator for employees purchasing 
voluntary coverage—even more so than 
better rates or avoiding medical exams.14 

Regardless of income, employees 
rely significantly on employer contribu-
tions to medical and retirement plans. 
However, employees around the globe 
admit they aren’t as far along as they’d 

like to be with their retirement plans. In 
Brazil, a personal retirement plan was 
the most requested voluntary benefit by 
employees, followed by income protec-
tion, life insurance, hospital indemnity 
insurance and dental coverage. How-
ever, only 14% of Brazilian employers 
currently offer a voluntary retirement 
savings plan15—a significant gap com-
pared with the employee interest.

Turning Insights Into Action
As global and domestic employers 

turn to voluntary programs more consis-
tently, they may want to consider follow-
ing four steps to maximize effectiveness:

 1. Engage an expert. Before launch-
ing a voluntary benefits strategy, 
engage a well-versed broker, con-
sultant or benefits provider for 
guidance. According to the EBTS 
in India, 88% of employers said 

their benefits broker’s advice is a 
top consideration when selecting 
providers.16 While India showed 
the highest response on that 
question, MetLife found over 
60% of employers seeking this 
advice across the countries sur-
veyed. “Carrier reputation” and 
“employee experience” were also 
important to employers when 
picking a vendor. Working to-
gether, employers can strive to 
craft a communication and prod-
uct strategy that aligns with both 
HR and human capital objectives 
and employee preferences. 

 2. Limit products initially to en-
courage engagement. It is far bet-
ter to begin with a narrow focus—
two or three products—so that 
employees can digest what is being 
made available before making a 
purchase decision. Bombarding 
employees with an overload of in-
formation can lead them to the 
riskier path—doing nothing. A 
range of coverage options within a 
limited product set allows an em-
ployee to “tailor” his or her cover-
age to the respective need. 

learn more >>
Education
International Retirement Benefits: Strategies for Providing  
Benefits to a Global Workforce
On-Demand Presentation. International Foundation. July 24, 2014.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?EL81 for more information.

TABLE
Communicating and Enrolling in Voluntary Benefits
 What employees find helpful What employers provide

One-on-one in-person meetings* 70% 43%
Confirmation of benefits enrollment elections sent to each employee 67% 33%
Toll-free help line 64% 17%
Company’s benefits website 63% 18%
Group in-person meetings** 63% 48%
Online decision-support tools 62% 14%
Mailings sent to employee’s home 62% 29%
*94% of employers agree holding one-on-one in-person meetings is an effective tactic, but less than half do so.
**92% of employers think group in-person meetings would be an effective activity, but fewer than half are incorporating them.

Source: MetLife EBTS.

global benefits
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Employees typically are more comfortable buying more 
of something they already have, so voluntary benefits can 
be positioned as a “buy-up” or “upgrade” to their current 
coverage. Specifically, in Russia 57% of surveyed employ-
ees strongly agreed with the idea that a customized benefits 
package would increase their loyalty to their employer.17 A 
benefit program that demonstrates to employees that they’re 
able to get desired coverage with an employer contribution 
can motivate employees to take action.

 3. Escalate education. Employee preferences vary greatly, 
domestically and globally, when it comes to learning 
about, and choosing, which plans they will participate 
in. Historically, there is a disconnect between what em-
ployees find helpful in understanding their benefits 
and what employers actually provide. The personal 
touch of communicating benefits information in a one-
on-one or group setting yields the highest levels of em-
ployee participation18 and is the most preferred among 
U.S. employees.19 (See table.) Finding the balance of 
personal touch and online efficiency gives the em-
ployer the highest potential for positive results from 
voluntary, and overall, benefits strategies.

Technology can streamline the voluntary benefits pro-
cess—from quoting to enrollment to implementation. Al-
though online enrollment can be a part of a well-executed 
voluntary benefits strategy, employers may want to avoid 
employees having to make their elections in multiple plac-
es—for example, using a paper enrollment form for health 
benefits and then an online portal for supplemental ben-
efits. Education resonates with multiple methods, but en-
rollment works best when restricted to a single, consistent 
experience.

 4. Credit check. Employers may be missing the opportu-
nity to get the most value out of offering voluntary 
benefits by failing to take credit for making these ser-
vices available. Employees often find it reassuring to 
hear messages that their employer cares, particularly in 
markets where employees feel loyal but don’t believe 
the feeling is mutual. In Brazil and Poland, an average 
of 70% of employees say they feel loyal to their em-
ployer, but only 37% say their employer reciprocates 
that loyalty.20 To strengthen the message, company ex-
ecutives can be encouraged to participate in a kickoff 
event or communication to employees. With materials 
that reinforce the message “we care and we’re taking 

action,” employees and their families likely will appre-
ciate that leadership is listening—and responding—to 
their needs. 
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