
Employers and plan sponsors spend a lot of time and effort helping their 
employees plan for retirement, but Michelle Oram, CEBS, argues that their 
day-to-day finances must be in order first. “If they’re struggling to pay their 
bills, if they’ve got credit card debt and other debt that’s piling up, I don’t 
think they can even begin to think about retirement planning,” she said. 
That’s where a financial wellness program can help by teaching employ-
ees how to take control of their finances, ultimately leading to a better re-
tirement, she said. Oram, director of product development for Manulife in 
Waterloo, Ontario, discussed financial wellness programs with Editor Kathy 
Bergstrom, CEBS.

Manulife research showed 
there are two main groups 
of employees in measures 
of financial wellness—the 
strugglers and the financially 
secure. What are the 
characteristics of both?
The strugglers are really feeling stress 
related to their finances. It may be af-
fecting their health and is likely to fol-
low them into their workplace and can 
hinder their productivity. These are 
people who have no formal financial 
plan. They typically have high debt, are 
maxing out their credit cards and have 
minimal savings. They’re not saving for 
retirement. They are having productiv-
ity challenges at work, and they miss 
more workdays than their financially 
secure counterparts. Generally they are 
less physically active than the financial-
ly secure.

The financially secure are more in 
control of their personal finances, and 
they’re more likely to describe them-
selves as being very healthy. Generally 
they have a financial plan and a debt 
management plan and appropriate debt 
levels. They are saving for retirement. 

They’re taking less time off of work, and 
they’re more productive while they’re 
at work. They’re more physically active 
and generally exercise more than the 
strugglers.

What are the key takeaways 
of Manulife’s research on the 
strugglers and the financially 
secure?
One is that there are strong links be-
tween how financially prepared indi-
viduals feel and how engaged and pro-
ductive they are in the workplace. The 
strugglers are twice as likely to be dis-
tracted at work by their financial wor-
ries. The financially secure are more 
likely to have positive work attitudes 
and be more productive, ultimately 
contributing to their company’s bot-
tom line. The financially secure also are 
16% more likely to say they’re produc-
tive and 22% more likely to say they’re 
engaged in the workplace, mean-
ing they’re going the extra mile when 
they’re at work.

There is a positive link between 
health and financial well-being. Indi-
viduals who are financially secure are 
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likely healthier than the strugglers. The 
financially secure are almost 25% more 
likely to exercise one or more hours a 
week and are 25% more likely to iden-
tify themselves as being very healthy.

Having a workplace benefit and re-
tirement savings plan is a way to be-
come financially secure. Workers with 
workplace plans were 50% more likely 
to be financially secure than those 
without plans. Working with a financial 
advisor also improved the chances that 
someone would be financially secure. 
The financially secure were five times 
more likely to be working with a finan-
cial advisor and 3½ times more likely to 
have set retirement goals.

What should a financial 
wellness program include?
Each employee has his or her own 
unique needs, but there are common 
elements that should be part of a fi-
nancial wellness program. Core ele-
ments include budgeting, cash flow and 
emergency savings, debt management, 
retirement and financial protection—
things like wills and power of attorney.

Other elements can include tax 
planning, education savings, health 
care cost planning, saving for a new 
home and saving for other large pur-
chases.

What are some of the biggest 
barriers to implementing a 
financial wellness program?
Some employers have philosophical 
objections—They really think that it’s 
not their responsibility to offer a fi-

nancial wellness program, or they may 
be concerned about the legal implica-
tions. I would argue that the employer 
is already playing a key role in the em-
ployee’s finances by providing benefit 
and retirement plans. I think one could 
argue that there is a risk to not doing it 
and not making services available be-
cause their employees won’t be making 
good decisions in the context of their 
group retirement plans.

Budget constraints are another bar-
rier, but technology has improved our 
ability to reach larger numbers of em-
ployees at a much lower cost. The other 
side of the cost equation is really the 
cost of not offering financial wellness. 
If you think about the fact that employ-
ees are already spending time during 
workhours dealing with financial issues 
anyway, the cost of the financial well-
ness program is well-spent. The lost 
productivity alone from people dealing 
with financial issues during workhours 
is significant. Putting a wellness pro-
gram in place improves employee en-
gagement. It also can improve employ-
ees’ mental well-being and can have an 
impact on health and disability costs.

Privacy is another legitimate con-
cern, but programs can be structured 
in a way that people won’t have to share 
their personal details.

Employers worried about lack of 
expertise to run a program can turn to 
their retirement plan provider or em-
ployee assistance program provider for 
help. A lot of plan providers are look-
ing to expand their suite of additional 
resources.

What are some suggested 
strategies for success?
Employers need to make financial well-
ness part of the corporate culture and 
provide on-site programs, tools and re-
sources. I suggest providing time dur-
ing workhours to participate, whether 
it’s in group sessions or self-study. 
Management participation and en-
dorsement always go a long way. One 
of the things that really demonstrates 
commitment is to integrate financial 
wellness with the onboarding process, 
making it a part of orientation for new 
employees.

Employers should create excitement 
about the program. Using ambassadors 
can help, along with allowing family 
members and spouses to be involved. 
Financial incentives are effective for 
initial engagement and to create short-
term change. Incentives don’t have to 
be expensive—Prize draws are a great 
way to encourage participation. 

I also think it’s really important to 
make it easy for employees to take action. 
We’re seeing a trend in the United States 
for large companies to have an on-site fi-
nancial wellness office where employees 
can access advice and financial counsel. 
Something to consider is providing ac-
cess to one-on-one advice or phone sup-
port to help employees take action and to 
help them stick with their plan.

A few years ago a lot of our employ-
ers were skeptical about offering ad-
vice. I think we’re seeing a shift in that. 
Employers are now realizing that there’s 
a bigger risk in not helping their em-
ployees.
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