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A lthough plan members are asking more 
questions about their health care and 
retirement benefits, many still are not 

opening or reading communication materi-
als, a recent International Foundation survey 
shows.

Half of all organizations responding to the 
Benefits Communication Survey say the num-
ber of participant questions they receive re-
garding benefits has increased in the past two 
years. Adding to the frustration, organizations 
identify their top challenge with benefits com-
munication as participants not opening/read-
ing materials. Despite challenges, benefits 
communication remains a high priority for 
most respondents. A total of 341 organizations 
of a variety of sizes, industries/jurisdictions 
and regions across the United States and Can-
ada participated in the survey. Key findings are 
described below.

What Is the Current State of Benefits 
Communication?

Survey findings reveal that 65% of organiza-
tions regard benefits communication as a high 
priority (29% very high and 36% somewhat 
high). Nearly two in five organizations (38%) 
have budgets specifically devoted to benefits 
communication, and one-quarter of these or-
ganizations (25%) likely will increase their 
budgets next year. A few organizations shared 
the size of their benefits communications bud-
gets, which ranged from 3% to 10% of the total 
benefits budget.

Organizations are more likely to handle 
benefits communication in-house than to out-
source, and more than one-third (35%) have 
staff specifically dedicated to benefits com-
munications. When outsourcing benefits com-
munications, organizations are more likely to 
work with consultants, administrators and 

vendors (31%) compared with attorneys (6%). 
Large organizations are more likely than small 
organizations to have budgets and staff specifi-
cally dedicated to benefits communication. 

The most common benefits communication 
topics are retirement benefits education (74%), 
health care benefits literacy (74%) and wellness 
and mental health (72%). 

The most frequently used benefits commu-
nications channels are printed mail to homes 
(89%), e-mail (73%), print distributed on site 
(69%), internal websites (66%) and external 
websites (58%). Less than half of all organiza-
tions use videos (29%), social media (23%), 
texts (10%), robocalls (9%) or games (7%). 

Two-thirds of all organizations (67%) reach 
out to retirees with benefits communication, 53% 
engage spouses/dependents and 52% personalize 
communication materials. The most common 
benefits communication strategies organizations 
use are simplifying complicated content (85%), 
sending year-round communication (73%) and 
leveraging word of mouth (63%). Less than half 
of all organizations customize communication 
about benefits to multiple generations (49.6%), 
measure the effectiveness of communications 
(43%), communicate by life stage (41%) or com-
municate in multiple languages (31%).  

What Are the Goals and Challenges?
The amount of time spent on various ben-

efits communication efforts doesn’t always 
match up with organizations’ priorities. For 
example, 89% of organizations report helping 
participants understand and use their benefits 
as a top goal, but only 70% say that effort occu-
pies most of their time. Fifty-two percent cite 
getting individuals to understand the value of 
benefits as a top goal, but 48% say it takes most 
of their time. Helping participants make smart-
er personal health and/or finance decisions is 

communications a high priority . . .  
but often not read
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the third most cited goal (49%), with 30% saying it occupies 
most of their time. Data show how reactively responding to 
participant questions (57%) seems to be stealing time from 
organizations’ more proactive benefits communication goals.

Each of the top challenges with benefits communication is 
centered on participants: Participants do not open/read materials 
(80%), don’t understand materials (49%) and do not perceive val-
ue in their benefits (31%). (Each is cited far more frequently than 
internal challenges such as benefits staff time, resources or exper-
tise.) Large organizations are more likely to say participants not 
opening/reading communication materials is a top challenge. U.S. 
organizations are far more likely to view complying with mandat-
ed benefits communication as a top goal, challenge and consumer 
of time, compared with Canadian organizations. In response to 
open-ended questions, multiple respondents mention too many 
messages/e-mails leading to apathy among participants, difficul-
ties communicating across multiple offices/worksites and diffi-
culty communicating to workers without e-mail/Internet access. 

Few organizations believe their participants have a very high 
(3%) or somewhat high (16%) level of benefits understanding. 
Half (49%) say the number of participant questions regarding 
benefits has increased in the past two years, compared with 
just 7% reporting a decrease in questions. U.S. organizations 
are more likely to say the number of participant benefit ques-
tions has increased in the last two years compared with those 
from Canada. Some of the most common benefits topics about 
which organizations receive participant questions are the Af-
fordable Care Act, health reimbursement arrangements and 
health savings accounts, plan design changes, accessing retire-
ment funds and health care eligibility, coverage and costs. 

What Has Been Successful?
The survey asked respondents to report whether their spe-

cific communication efforts have been successful. Responses 
to open-ended questions show many organizations measure 
success of communication initiatives by the change in par-
ticipation rates, participant questions, website/e-mail views 
and feedback surveys. Success rates discussed below equal the 
number of success cases divided by the total for each initiative. 
(Organizations not knowing or not using the communication 
method are not included in success rate calculations.)

Organizations have had similar success rates across com-
munication topics, with retirement benefits education hav-
ing the highest success rate (83%) and health literacy/con-
sumerism the lowest (71%). 

The communication channels with the highest success 
rates tend to be the most used, such as e-mail (87%), print to 
homes (82%), print on site (79%), internal websites (77%) and 
external websites (74%). Success rates are slightly lower for 
less commonly used channels such as robocalls (71%), videos 
(70%), games (67%), social media (57%) and texts (54%).

Organizations reported the least successful communica-
tion strategies are methods to get participants to open/look 
at materials (42%), measuring the effectiveness of commu-
nication efforts (64%) and gathering feedback to determine 
participant needs (65%). The communication strategies with 
the highest success rates reported among organizations em-
ploying the strategy are:

•	 Personalizing communication materials (86%)
•	 Communicating by life stage (81%)
•	 Year-round communication (78%)
•	 Leveraging word of mouth (75%)
•	 Customizing communication about benefits to multi-

ple generations (73%)
•	 Communicating in multiple languages (73%)
•	 Simplifying complicated benefits content (72%)
•	 Engaging spouses/dependents with communications 

(70%).
The International Foundation deployed Benefits Commu-

nication Survey in December 2015 to members representing 
corporations, multiemployer trust funds and public employ-
ers/governmental entities across the U.S. and Canada. The 
survey uncovers common benefits communication strategies, 
initiatives and challenges. Responses were received from 341 
members. Of the total, 264, or 77%, of responses were from 
U.S. organizations (23% Canadian). Surveys were received 
from multiemployer benefit plans (42%), single employers/
corporations (35%) and public/governmental plans (23%).

Members can download Benefits Communication Survey 
at www.ifebp.org/bencomm.
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