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Organizations invest valuable time and resources into providing benefits to 
employees. Plans can take concrete steps to help enhance appreciation and usage 
of those benefits—and potentially get more return on investment—through 
improved communications.

by | Chris Lee
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C onsider a 200-employee company that makes an 
annual investment of $1 million without consider-
ing the return on investment (ROI) on that amount 
or making an effort to maximize the value of this 

spend. Believe it or not, this happens much more frequently 
than you might think. 

Put in different terms, consider that a typical employee 
health and dental benefits plan costs about $2,500 per em-
ployee per year. Add an additional $2,500 per employee per 
year on matching contributions toward a defined contribu-
tion retirement plan—a common amount for many employ-
er plans—and, in our example of a 200-employee company, 
the total cost comes in at $1 million.

All too often, employees don’t fully appreciate the com-
mitment of the plan to their health and financial security. 
This article discusses ways organizations can better leverage 
what they are already providing to plan members. 

Improving ROI Through Better Communication
Spending more time on thoughtfully and effectively com-

municating health and welfare benefits and retirement plans 
can have a meaningful impact. 

The International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans 
surveyed plan sponsors two years ago and found that 89% of 
employers consider the main goal of their benefits commu-
nication to be helping participants understand and better use 
their benefits. This is also the top item occupying the most 
time for 70% of respondents. 

Following are some advantages of better benefits commu-
nication, followed by tips for what can be done about this goal.

Improved communication can potentially yield better 
ROI, including the following. 

• Productivity gains. When an organization provides 
clearer communications, it becomes easier—and takes 
less time—for employees to find and understand the 
information they need. 

• Increased morale and reduced turnover. The more 
that employees appreciate the value of their health and 
retirement benefits, the more engaged they are and the 
stronger the organizational culture becomes.

• Healthier employees and less impact on plan. It may 
seem counterintuitive, but knowing their benefits 
means employees will be better positioned to treat or 
even prevent conditions at earlier and less costly 
stages.

• Less stress. Simplifying communications on relatively 
complex topics like insurance and retirement can re-
duce stress and contribute to increased employee con-
fidence in their coverage and savings.

• Retire on their own terms. The cost of employees who 
can’t afford to retire because they failed to contribute 
to their group retirement plan can lead to other costs 
to an organization. These include: 
—Reduced morale and productivity
— Relatively high-cost employees at the top of their 

pay band
—Costlier employees to terminate
— More usage of benefits and claims for disability, 

medication and other services
—Increased absenteeism.

The Potential to Reduce Costs
The ROI is potentially there for organizations that use 

effective communications for their benefits and retirement 
plans. But getting members to understand the full spectrum 
of a group benefits plan can be challenging, even for the most 
engaged employees. Common questions an employee might 
have about services and benefits include:

• What’s AD&D, and why should I care? 
• What are paramedical services, and do I benefit from 

them? 
• How do I decide which investments to choose for my 

retirement savings? 
The above services and benefits, along with everything 

else that a benefits package includes, are important forms 

Learn More
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51st Annual Canadian Employee Benefits Conference
November 18-21, Las Vegas, Nevada
Visit www.ifebp.org/canannual for more information.
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Employee Benefits in Canada, Fourth Edition
Mark Zigler, D. Cameron Hunter, Murray Gold, Michael 
Mazzuca and Roberto Tomassini.
International Foundation. 2015.
Visit www.ifebp.org/employeebenefitsincanada for more 
information.
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of compensation to signal that an organization cares about 
its employees. The higher the perceived value of these ben-
efits, the more significant they are as components of a total 
rewards offering.

In addition, illness is expensive, and the increasing costs 
of sponsoring a private drug plan continue to add pressure to 
benefits plans. Promoting wellness and the benefits of fitness, 
healthy eating and stress management could potentially help 
employees prevent illness and the high costs associated with it.

So, communicating to employees can potentially help 
to reduce costs on two fronts: (1) promoting wellness and 
prevention and (2) creating a workforce of employees who 
understand their benefits and who can make more informed 
choices. 

Six Steps for More Effective Communications
Creating effective communications for employees means 

thinking through potential audiences and what they can ab-
sorb. After all, the benefits that are provided to employees 
are only as good as the effectiveness with which their value is 
communicated. Taking the time to inform and educate em-
ployees can help organizations build a happier, healthier and 
more productive work environment. 

There are a number of things to think about when com-
municating to employees, and following are six starting 
points for how to leverage communications to help employ-
ees better understand their total rewards package.

 1. Step into employees’ shoes. When the typical worker 
starts a conversation with a colleague and asks how 
work is going, so often the answer is “Busy.” Employees 
are busy—Projects, meetings and e-mails are just a few 
of the actions they are likely dealing with, and these 
items could be taking up more time than an average 
eight-hour workday has to offer. This is why it’s good to 
try to step into employees’ shoes: If they are strapped for 
time to accomplish their day-to-day tasks, how likely is 
it that they’ll spend time on benefits messaging?

 2. Consider what other messages are coming in. Em-
ployees can be bombarded with messaging—Remem-
ber that benefits professionals are not the only ones e-
mailing them. There’s a large variety of important 
information that employees face on a regular basis, in-
creasing the competition for precious time. For exam-
ple, an employee may be facing an information tech-
nology (IT) software update that is scheduled for the 

weekend, goal setting may be due within the week, and 
an online training course may need to be completed by 
end of day, not to mention they could be receiving in-
formation on upcoming facilities updates, retirement 
seminars, charity drives, updated policies and hand-
books, quarterly results and more—The list goes on 
and on. By considering what types of internal commu-
nications employees may be facing and trying to plan a 
calendar of communications, an organization can en-
sure that employees aren’t being overwhelmed and that 
benefits messages are less likely to be overlooked. 

 3. Keep in mind that less is sometimes more. There’s a 
tendency to want to immediately provide all of the in-
formation about a topic to employees so that no ques-
tions are left unanswered. But sometimes this can 
backfire, especially if employees believe the content is 
intimidating and could potentially encroach on their 
productivity. PowerPoint slides that are heavy on text 
and long-winded e-mails might be complete and com-
prehensive, but they are less likely to be fully read, if 
they are read at all. If employees see a lengthy e-mail 
pop into their inbox but don’t have time to read it, they 
are more likely to set it aside. Even if their intent is to 
review it later, there is an increased chance of that mes-
sage getting lost in the shuffle. Instead, try to make the 
same point in fewer words. By condensing the content, 
employees won’t feel as burdened and will be more 

Takeaways
•  Organizations invest heavily in health and retirement 

benefits for employees but too often fail to maximize that 
investment through better benefits communication.

•  Research shows that the main goal of benefits communica-
tion for 89% of employers is to help participants under-
stand and better use their benefits.

•  Improved communications can potentially lead to productiv-
ity gains, increased morale, reduced turnover and healthier 
employees, among other advantages.

•  To best convey benefits communications, organizations 
should consider creating a calendar for communications to 
try to avoid overwhelming employees and increasing the 
odds of communications being read—keeping in mind that 
sometimes less is more.

•  Benefits communications should be shared in short, clear 
language that is free of jargon and quick to digest. 
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likely to read it. Organizations can also provide links 
within communications to deliver more thorough and 
comprehensive information for those individuals who 
want more details. Keeping the initial messaging short 
and sweet can help to mitigate the chances of it being 
passed over, and it may increase productivity by de-
creasing the time spent on long e-mails. 

 4. Don’t assume others will know what it means. When 
benefits professionals look at material through an em-
ployee’s lens, it is easier to see that clear and effective 
communication matters. Drug plans, health insurance, 
dental and vision—These all come with industry jar-
gon that benefits professionals sometimes take for 
granted. At times, as subject matter experts, benefits 
professionals forget that terms such as reasonable and 
customary fees, accidental death and dismemberment 
(AD&D) or employee assistance programs (EAPs) aren’t 
as well-known to many other employees. Ensure that 
any benefits jargon is explained in clear terms. 

 5. Create snackable messages. Structure messages by 
breaking out the content. Lists can help to break down 
the information into more manageable pieces (con-
sider this article itself, for instance). Provide clear steps 
for employees to follow, or create order within the 
communication. This way, even if employees are skim-
ming the message, they can get the highlights of the 
content through headings and subheadings.  

 6. Know when it won’t work. An important part of the 
message isn’t the message at all—It’s the medium be-
ing used. Try to find different ways to engage audi-
ences, but don’t select certain methods just for the 
sake of using them—Even the best intentions do not 
always pay off. For example, many professionals love 
using videos to engage an audience, but people in a 
quiet, open-concept office may not like videos. And 
shift workers with little access to computers in the 
day-to-day work environment likely won’t benefit 
from the six-page PDF posted on a company intranet. 
How an organization sends its message is often as im-
portant as the message itself, so consider the best 
ways to connect with employees—and subsets of em-
ployees—before creating messages and deciding on 
how to send them. 

Employees can derive great value from their benefits, and 
organizations invest heavily in them, which is why it’s so im-
portant to make sure employees understand and appreciate 
the benefits that are offered. Effective communications can 
help employees to better understand their benefits and how 
to get the most out of their plan. Remember to step into their 
shoes, consider condensing information, get rid of the jargon 
and create some order that will help employees quickly read 
through and understand what’s important.   &

Chris Lee will be speaking about benefits communications 
and ways to maximize their ROI at the 51st Annual Canadian 
Employee Benefits Conference. The conference takes place No-
vember 18-21 in Las Vegas, Nevada.

Chris Lee is vice president, mar-
keting and communications at 
Accompass, a benefits, retirement 
and compensation consulting firm. 
He also serves on the board of 
directors for the Greater Toronto 
Area Rewards Association, a not-
for-profit organization that creates 
a community for total rewards 
professionals in the Greater Toronto Area, as vice 
president, communications. Lee has 20 years of experi-
ence in the financial services industry, building brands 
through strong communication and marketing. 
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