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Whether it’s how to pay off student loan debt or save enough  
for retirement, many employees are worried about money issues.  
A workplace financial wellness program can help alleviate financial stress  
among employees, potentially improving productivity and talent recruitment  
and retention along the way.

Is Your Wor kforce  
Worried About Money?

A Financial Wellness Program
May Be the Cure
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A growing majority of Americans experience anxi-
ety about their personal finances, and this fi-
nancial stress is becoming a workplace problem. 
Money worries drain employee energy, zap mo-

rale and distract employees from day-to-day responsibilities. 
According to the 2017 Employee Financial Wellness Survey 

by PwC,1 nearly one in three employees says financial stress 
has been a distraction at work, and 46% of those distracted by 
their finances say they spend three or more hours per week at 
work thinking about and dealing with issues related to per-
sonal finances. Stressed employees also are twice as likely to 
miss work because of their personal financial issues and are 
more inclined to cite health issues caused by financial stress. 

Across the board, employee financial wellness is declin-
ing. From 2013 to 2016, Bank of America Merrill Lynch 
found that the number of employees who are “not secure at 
all” in their finances rose from 31% to 41%.2 Overall, 75% of 
respondents said they experience financial insecurity. This is 
in stark contrast to the 8% of people who feel “very secure” 
in their finances.

A number of factors are influencing this financial uncer-
tainty. According to the PwC survey, employees are most 
concerned with not having money for emergency expenses 
(50%), not being able to retire when they choose (29%) and 
not being able to meet monthly expenses (29%).

Employers interested in improving the overall financial 
well-being of their employees may find that a financial well-
ness program is an effective solution.

Financial wellness programs bring financial education 
and wellness programs together. They focus on engaging 
employees to help guide them toward reaching their goals 
for every stage of their financial lives, whether it’s saving for 

a house, a car, college or retirement. A financial wellness 
program should strive to address and support an employee’s 
complete financial picture and improve his or her overall fi-
nancial health.

As described below, such programs can help employees 
combat financial stress by teaching planning skills for dai-
ly and monthly expenses, savings strategies for retirement, 
healthy spending habits and how to plan for health care costs.

Managing Day-to-Day Expenses
Before they plan for the future, employees need to be able 

to manage their finances today. But according to the Merrill 
Lynch report, they’re struggling to do so. Nearly three out of 
ten employees—including four out of ten Millennials—say 
they have an unmanageable amount of debt. Eighty percent 
of employees say being away from work for three months 
would result in a difficult or major financial crisis, a signal 
that the majority of workers do not have a viable near-term 
emergency financial plan. And overall, 55% agree they need 
help managing their personal finances.

Companies should not assume all employees are ready to 
jump in and tackle retirement planning right away. They may 
need to be educated on the basics of financial literacy first.

Financial wellness programs can provide education on 
topics like debt management and budgeting to provide em-
ployees with the building blocks to become financially lit-
erate. These programs can help employees learn to allocate 
personal budgets and plan in the short term for unexpected 
expenses.

Providing access to financial advisors or financial plan-
ners may be one way financial wellness programs can help 
guide individuals to better financial decisions over many 
years. A financial advisor may already provide guidance for a 
company’s retirement plan, helping to educate employees on 
retirement basics and long-term saving and investing. Fi-
nancial wellness goes hand in hand with this effort. It gives 
employees the tools to make better financial choices and cre-
ate strategies for long-term saving.

Devising a Retirement Savings Strategy
The Merrill Lynch report found that more than two-

thirds of employees say their retirement savings plan at work 
will be their largest or second-largest source of retirement in-
come. Most people (70%) say they have a pretty good idea of 
how much money they need to save for retirement. This may 

learn more
Education
A Closer Look: What’s Working in Workplace Financial 
Education 2016-2017
International Foundation. 2017.
Visit www.ifebp.org/financialed for more information.

From the Bookstore
Ready or Not: Your Retirement Planning Guide, 44th Edition
Elizabeth M. McFadden. MEI Publishing. 2017.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?9091 for more details.
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seem encouraging but shouldn’t be taken at face value. Sixty-
one percent of people say they’ll need less than $1 million for 
retirement, and 40% say they’ll need less than $500,000 in 
assets. If, for example, a person expects to withdraw at a 4% 
rate annually, $1 million equates to $40,000 per year of an-
nual income, which may not be enough for those looking to 
live long, healthy and exciting lives postretirement.

Financial wellness programs can teach people how much 
they may need to be saving for a secure retirement and help 
those who are stressed about retirement savings determine 
the best strategy to save for the long term. For instance, a 
financial wellness program can encourage employees to 
begin building a nest egg; to use multiple savings tools to 
adequately prepare for the costs of health care and other ex-
penses during retirement; to take a long-term view of their 
lives, by assuming they’ll live a long, healthy life, when cal-
culating the potential cost of health care; or to resist dipping 
into their retirement savings.

Employers should consider providing tools that look at 
factors such as current annual pretax income, estimated 
Social Security benefit amount, current age and the age em-
ployees would like to retire, and any retirement savings and 
then project possible retirement savings outcomes.  

Employers also can offer access to automatic enrollment 
and autoescalation features for their retirement plans. Em-
ployers also may want to make self-learning tools available 
to employees to help them hone their financial skills. A pro-
gram that offers convenient access to a library of tools and 
resources can provide information about planning, saving 
and providing for their home, family and retirement and po-
tentially help employees face their financial decisions with 
confidence.

Matching Financial Strategy to Lifestyle
One size doesn’t fit all for personal finances and, often, 

turnkey solutions can be detrimental to those who aren’t a 
perfect fit. Financial wellness programs are personal. They 
assist each employee with determining benefit plans and 
budgeting strategies that suit his or her needs and lifestyle.

For instance, younger employees may need assistance 
with debt management, budgeting and retirement basics, 
while older employees may need help with their retirement 
savings. And the program must also be delivered in ways in 
which they want to interact, a combination of one-on-one 
coaching, seminars and mobile apps.

Planning for the Cost of Health Care in Retirement
Seventy-seven percent of employees experiencing rising 

health care costs are saving less for retirement as a result. 
And 23% say they’re saving significantly less.3 In addition, 
the cost of health care is becoming increasingly daunting. 
According to the HealthView Services’ 2016 Retirement 
Health Care Cost Data Report,4 the projected health care cost 
for a healthy couple retiring at the age of 65 is $377,412. Fi-
nancial wellness programs could not only help employees 
choose more cost-effective health plans but can also help 
them adjust their budgets to account for rising health care 
costs well into retirement.

Implementing a Financial Wellness Program
It’s interesting to note that 97% of employees whose firms 

offer financial wellness programs feel these initiatives have 
been at least somewhat effective.5 Yet, companies have been 
slow to adopt.

In fact, an ADP survey found that only 19% of businesses 
are implementing financial wellness programs. So what’s hold-
ing employers back? Many employers say their top challenges 
are a lack of knowledge on financial wellness programs (11%), 
lack of employee interest (12%), not enough resources (12%), 
worry about the costs involved (12%) or the fact that they 
already may offer something similar through a third party 
(24%). The primary reason employers say they haven’t imple-

takeaways
•  Financial stress is a growing workplace problem as employees 

report being distracted at work, missing more work and having 
health issues because of financial stress.

•  Workplace financial wellness programs, which bring financial 
education and wellness programs together, can be an effective 
strategy for improving workers’ financial well-being.

•  Financial wellness programs can help workers manage daily 
expenses by providing education on topics such as debt manage-
ment and budgeting.

•  Programs should be personalized to match employee needs, for 
example, providing information about debt management and 
retirement basics for younger employees.

•  Despite the number of businesses that say financial wellness 
programs are effective, companies have been slow to adopt them, 
citing challenges such as lack of knowledge, lack of employee 
interest and not enough resources.
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mented a financial wellness program is that they simply want 
to focus on other aspects of the business (27%).

According to the Winning with Wellness survey, although 
the components of financial wellness programs vary, a few 
components stand out. About 86% of employers who have 
a  financial wellness program say personal finance, such as 
debt management and budgeting, are included, and 84% say 
that retirement planning fundamentals are too.

Employers see high-touch methods like seminars, one-
on-one coaching and phone support as most effective for 
delivering the program to their employees. Self-study guides, 
mobile apps, games and incentives, though important, are 
believed to be less so.

For employees, however, the impetus to participate is 
fairly straightforward: They must see a financial wellness 

program as something that will provide them with a tangible 
benefit. It must address employees’ unique struggles.

Ultimately, employers may experience the positive resid-
ual effects that financial wellness can have on a workforce. 
Financially educated and secure employees are generally 
happier, healthier, more productive and ultimately more en-
gaged. Offering a financial wellness program could be a sig-
nal to potential talent that a company values its employees 
and takes steps to make sure they’re happy on the job. 

The views expressed herein are those of the author, are intended for general 
information only and are not intended to provide investment, financial, tax 
or legal advice or a recommendation for any particular situation or plan. 
Unless otherwise agreed to in writing with a client, ADP, LLC, and its affili-
ates (ADP) do not endorse or recommend specific investment companies or 
products, financial advisors or service providers; engage or compensate any 
financial advisors to provide advice to plans or participants; offer financial, 
investment, tax or legal advice or management services; or serve in a fidu-
ciary capacity with respect to retirement plans. Nothing herein is intended 
to be, nor should be construed as, advice or a recommendation for a par-
ticular situation or plan. Please consult with your own advisors for such ad-
vice.
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