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trends demand is growing for  
financial education programs

benefit

by | Justin Held, CEBS

O ver the past two years, challenges such 
as carrying credit card debt, trouble sav-
ing for retirement, and paying for chil-

dren’s education expenses have triggered stress 
and a reduced ability to focus on work. Perhaps 
spurred by those challenges, employers report 
an increased demand for worker financial edu-
cation programs in the last two years. 

These are among the findings of an Interna-
tional Foundation survey conducted in April 
2018 about the types of financial education that 
member organizations offer to their employees 
and participants across Canada and the United 
States. The Foundation received a total of 448 
completed responses (96 from Canada and 352 
from the United States). More than two in five 
Canadian respondents (44.8%) represent cor-
porations/single employers, 37.5% represent 
multiemployer trust funds and 17.7% represent 
public employers/governmental plans. A wide 
variety of industries, fund sizes and provinces 
are represented. The following data represents 
findings from Canadian respondents. 

Basis and Approach
Respondents were first asked about their per-

ceptions of financial measures in their organiza-
tions. About three in ten respondents (30.3%) 
rate the overall stress level of their active partici-
pant/employee populations as somewhat high or 
very high. About one-half of responding organi-
zations (48.0%) rate their participant populations 
as only a little bit or not at all financially savvy. 
More than one-third of respondents (34.4%) say 
the average active participant in their organiza-
tion at normal retirement age is only a little bit 
or not at all prepared for retirement. Similarly, 
34.4% of respondents say that personal financial 
issues are very or extremely impactful on the 
overall job performance of employees.

The most common financial challenges cited 
as affecting a significant portion of participants 
include credit cards and other debt (65.6%), 
trouble saving for retirement (61.5%), saving/
paying for children’s education expenses (49.0%), 
covering basic living expenses (45.8%), and sup-
porting elderly parents (39.6%) and adult chil-
dren (21.9%). The work factors most impacted 
when participants face financial challenges are 
stress (71.9%) and the inability to focus on work 
(63.5%). About one-third cite morale (32.3%), 
absenteeism/tardiness (31.3%) and physical 
health (30.2%) as top factors impacted when par-
ticipants face financial challenges.

More than four in nine (45.9%) respondents 
believe participants face more financial chal-
lenges today compared with two years ago, 
while only 2.0% of respondents believe partici-
pants face fewer challenges. More than one-half 
(57.3%) believe the generation in their work-
force most likely to be able to retire on time 
with adequate income replacement is the Baby 
Boomer generation (1946-1964). Smaller pro-
portions believe their participants from Gen-
eration X (15.6%), Y (6.3%) or Z (5.2%) will 
be the most likely to be able to retire on time 
with adequate income replacement. Nearly 
two in five organizations (38.6%) have noticed 
an increase in demand for financial education 
among participants in the past two years. 

Only 30.6% of organizations currently have 
a budget for financial education, but an addi-
tional 14.3% are considering adding one. About 
one-half (46.6%) of respondents with budgets 
plan to increase their budgets in the next two 
years.

More than one in four organizations (26.5%) 
offering financial education have been doing 
so for five years or less, while 59.2% have been 
providing it for more than ten years. Among 
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organizations with financial education initiatives/programs, 
about five in nine (55.1%) rate their initiatives/programs as 
successful, and only 8.1% rate them as unsuccessful.

As an overall approach to financial education, more than 
one in four respondents (27.1%) say their organization feels 
a responsibility to educate on pension and benefit options, 
encourage retirement savings and help participants become 
financially literate managers of their money. Conversely, only 
5.2% of respondents feel no responsibility to educate their 
participants/employees on financial matters.  

Respondents have a number of goals in offering educa-
tion initiatives, including facilitating the retirement decision 
(61.2%) and improving understanding of current benefits 
(55.1%). Goals also commonly include improving satisfac-
tion/appreciation of current benefits (38.8%), increasing 
participants’ ability to manage their money (36.7%) and im-
proving worker retirement asset allocation/investment deci-
sions (32.7%).

The biggest obstacles to providing financial education 
cited by respondents include a lack of time and resources 
(45.8%), lack of interest among participants (42.7%) and a 
workforce with multiple locations/shifts (31.3%).

Topics and Methods
More than one-half of organizations (51.0%) provide 

some sort of financial education. The most common topics 
addressed in financial education are retirement plan benefits 
(67.3%) and preretirement financial planning (51.0%). Other 
common topics include postretirement financial planning 
(36.7%), budgeting (32.7%), phases of retirement (32.7%) 
and life insurance (30.6%). 

Respondents most commonly use plan in-house staff 
(46.9%), resources from employee assistance programs 
(EAPs) (32.7%) and plan recordkeepers/administrators 
(32.7%) to provide financial education. Some of the most 
common education methods include voluntary classes and 
workshops (85.7%), projected account balance statements 
and/or pension benefit statements (51.0%), retirement in-
come calculators (46.9%), free personal consultation servic-
es (44.9%) and newsletters (42.9%). Respondents identified 

voluntary classes/workshops (63.3%), free personal consul-
tation services (61.2%), and projected account balance state-
ments and/or pension benefit statements (53.1%) as the most 
effective education methods. 

When rating meeting approaches, respondents said in- 
person, one-on-one meetings were the most effective—55.1% 
consider this approach to be very effective. Less than one-fourth 
of respondents (24.5%) consider group meetings and one-on-
one chats via the telephone (16.3%) to be very effective.

About one-third of organizations (32.6%) customize edu-
cational offerings to specific groups, and an additional 24.5% 
are considering doing so. More than one in five organizations 
customize financial education by age/generation (22.4%), 
followed by employment level (6.1%), position type (4.1%) 
and employment status (2.0%). Nearly one in five organiza-
tions (18.4%) targets education based on life events, and an 
additional 16.3% are considering doing so. 

More than one in four organizations (28.6%) providing 
financial education have an eligibility requirement for par-
ticipation, most commonly being an active plan participant 
(22.4%) and being eligible for retirement within a specified 
time period (10.2%). Almost one in six (16.3%) responding 
organizations provides incentives to encourage participa-
tion in financial education initiatives, most commonly meals 
(e.g., lunch and learns) and gift cards or certificates. More 
than one in four (26.5%) organizations use participant data 
to project upcoming retirement trends in their workforc-
es. An additional 14.3% use participant data to determine 
whether their retirement plan(s) help participants attain in-
come replacement goals.

Finally, respondents that offer a defined contribution 
(DC) plan were asked if they offered any investment features 
that encourage participants to meet their goals. They most 
commonly offer autoenrollment (41.9%), target-date funds 
(39.5%) and target-risk/lifestyle funds (25.6%). On average, 
responding DC plans have a 65.0% participation rate, with 
an average plan contribution rate of 6.2%. 

The full report, Financial Education for Today’s Workforce: 
2018 Survey Results, will be available free to members at 
www.ifebp.org/FinancialEd2018. 
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