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Executive summary

Despite widespread adoption of financial wellness programs and benefits, 
employee engagement remains stubbornly low. The call to action is urgent. 
Financial well-being is a priority across the life course for employees, who 
report a need for increased emergency savings and the ability to pay off 
expenses in full, as well as a desire to save more for the future.1

Employers are uniquely positioned to influence 
positive financial behaviors through strategic 
financial wellness programs. To address these 
challenges, however, employers must adopt 
evidence-based strategies. These strategies include 
leveraging behavioral science, simplifying program 
design, and meeting employees where they are 
to drive meaningful engagement and improve 
outcomes. 

Barriers to engagement for employees are 
multifaceted. Employees face complex enrollment 
processes and struggle with present bias — the 
tendency to overvalue immediate rewards and 
prioritize short-term benefits over larger long-term 
gains — and avoidance behaviors. These barriers 
make it challenging to focus on future-oriented 
financial planning. Employees often lack the 
foundational knowledge needed to make  
informed decisions. 

Generational differences further complicate 
engagement, as financial priorities and preferred 
communication channels vary widely across 
age groups. Many employees turn to informal 
sources — such as friends, family and social 
media — for financial advice.

Effective financial wellness strategies require 
tailored, ongoing communication that addresses 
the needs of employees wherever they are in their 
financial journey. Research shows that targeted 
messaging, simplified processes and regular 
touchpoints can significantly boost participation  
and savings rates. Programs that acknowledge 
diverse motivators, leverage relatable language and 
provide accessible education are most successful  
in closing the gap between intention and action.

Looking ahead, the definition of financial well-being 
is evolving. Employees increasingly seek flexibility 
and empowerment, adopting new approaches  
such as “soft saving” and “side hustles” to adapt  
to economic realities. 

Employers must continue to adjust their financial 
wellness offerings to address these changing 
attitudes, fostering a culture of openness, 
empowerment and sustained support. By doing 
so, they can help employees transform financial 
intention into meaningful action, enhancing both 
individual and organizational well-being.

Contents
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Introduction

Finances touch every part of our lives. The financial decisions we make not only 
determine how we meet daily needs, they also lay the foundation for our future. 
Our financial decisions can have a profound impact on our health and well-being 
throughout our lives. 

Research indicates many employees are thinking 
about saving for the future. However, what actions 
they take — if they act at all — varies. While many 
employees indicate a resolve to increase how  
much they put away for retirement, there’s  
a significant gap between intent and action.2  

To best understand — and guide — financial behavior, 
employers must pose the question: What motivates 
employees to save, spend or avoid the conversation 
altogether? Today’s workforce is intergenerational, 
with individualized financial priorities that shift 
and evolve in response to life events and external 
conditions. 

Employers hold great potential to spur meaningful 
action in their employees’ financial lives. 

Contents

Research shows that, on 
average, 50% of employees 
report having less than $5,000 
saved for retirement.3

50%
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State of financial wellness programs

Contents

Recent research suggests:

53% 

Eighty-six percent of firms in 
the private sector with greater 
than 100 employees offered 
retirement savings benefits. 

But only 53% of  
employees participated  

in these benefits.11

86% 

A wellness check: The engagement  
gap in employer-sponsored benefits

Almost all employers feel responsible for supporting 
their employees’ financial well-being.4 

Despite employers’ concern, less than half of 
employees express feeling financially well.4 

Low benefit engagement hurts both the employer 
and the workforce. 

On average, employers spend upwards  
of $45 per hour worked on benefit plans,  
or between 30% and 40% of employee 
annual salary.4 

Strategically, it’s in employers’ best interest 
to support employee financial wellness as an 
investment in their workforce’s longevity and health. 
When employers deploy financial wellness benefits, 
they indicate an increase in employee satisfaction 
and retention.5 However, if employees remain 
disengaged, employers may fail to realize benefits.6

Alongside employers’ fiscal loss, disengaged 
employees miss opportunities to improve their 
financial and overall well-being. Long-term savings 
serve as a financial safety net for the future, helping 
alleviate fears of uncertainty, which many employees 
experience daily.7 When employees delay or put off 
enrollment, they lose valuable compounding time for 
their investments, especially those who have access 
to an employer matching program.8

Chronic financial stress takes a toll, both on and off 
the clock. Over half of surveyed employees express 
that chronic financial stress has worsened their 
physical and mental health.9 Financial stress also 
impacts professional performance. Employees lose 
up to seven hours of productivity each week due to 
financial stress and worry.10

Evolving visions for the future

Financial wellness offerings bridge the personal  
and professional realms because the decisions  
we make with our money are often closely tied  
to our emotions and values.12, 13 Getting employees 
engaged starts with messaging. For most of the 
21st century, long-term savings benefits have been 
closely associated with retirement.14 Traditional 
life courses position retirement as an exit from 
the workforce. However, today’s employees define 
their future with less stringency, and many are 
unattached to a linear trajectory with a “finish line,” 
instead valuing flexibility and financial security to 
build the life they want in every era.15, 16
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Where messaging is landing  
and where it falls flat

Employers are facing a considerable challenge —  
a majority of employees report that they “do not 
have the time” or the cognitive energy to take 
financial action. 

Contents

of employees feel that long-
term financial planning is 
overwhelming and experience 
frustration and anxiety around 
engaging with it.17, 18

40%

Employees are also overwhelmed by options and 
terminology, hesitant to make funds inaccessible and 
unmotivated to prioritize retirement over immediate 
needs.19 This mindset exacerbates non-engagement, 
leading to financial fragility and stress.20 However, 
effective messaging can spur action through a 
personal connection, placing an extrinsic target  
for employees to visualize.21

Employees often don’t receive consistent, 
comprehensive financial wellness information from 
their employers. While employees typically receive 
an extensive walk-through of benefit offerings and 
enrollment processes during onboarding, after this 
initial touchpoint, employers may rely on benefit 
providers to conduct follow-up on offerings.22  
This disconnect can place the onus on employees  
to seek out enrollment through an unfamiliar 
provider or platform. Additionally, as employees’ 
goals change as they age, retirement-centric 
motivators may fail to connect effectively with  
the intergenerational workforce.

Financial wellness educational offerings should  
be designed to improve employee financial literacy, 
ultimately empowering them in their financial 
decision-making.23 

Traditional financial education resources, 
while comprehensive, may miss the mark of a 
workforce with limited time and energy to invest.24 
Acknowledging employees’ personal motivators, 
demographic differences and resource constraints 
is a cornerstone of making meaningful connection. 
Before employees take tangible action, they must 
feel understood, educated and empowered. 



6

Designing for impact | A behavioral blueprint for employee financial well-being

Why outcomes are falling short

Today’s workforce is experiencing unseen levels of external challenges. Employees 
across demographic groups feel increasing financial strain.25 More employees 
are entering the workforce with student debt, and members of Generation X are 
sandwiched between two demanding financial needs: rising childcare costs and 
caring for aging parents.26, 27 The majority of millennials express that their living 
expenses hinder them from achieving their financial goals.28

When evaluating barriers to participation, employee 
inaction can look like disinterest. However, employees 
express that access to competitive benefits is a 
main motivator to remain at their current company.29 

Despite desiring support, many employees don’t 
take full advantage of the resources they have 
access to.30 

The factors that discourage employees from 
participation vary widely. Some employees may 
demonstrate interest but disengage when faced 
with multistep enrollment, while others may have 
difficulty envisioning themselves using unfamiliar 
tools and building lasting wealth.31, 32 The common 
thread is a loss of momentum. To improve employee 
financial well-being, employers should examine 
how each roadblock stalls action and how the right 
messaging and education can set success in motion.

Financial decisions serve a purpose, whether 
that’s addressing issues head-on or dwelling in the 
temporary comfort of avoidance. Psychological 
research suggests we’re prone to avoid confronting 
sources of discomfort and anxiety.33 To reach 
employees in these cycles of financial behavior, 
financial wellness programs must first meet 
audiences where they are.

Psychological barriers: Stress and 
avoidance have a snowball effect

Research suggests financial inaction is exacerbated 
by present bias. Present bias is a concept in 
behavioral psychology that describes the tendency 
for people to favor immediate rewards over larger 
rewards that require waiting. In other words, 
individuals often choose a smaller payoff they  
can receive right away over delayed gratification.34 
The “reward” isn’t always tangible. In the context 
of financial well-being, attuning one’s attention to 
the present offers an escape from worry about the 
future and the emotional discomfort of revisiting 
previous negative experiences with money. 

Present bias is shown to negatively impact long-
term saving, as employees with present bias are 
more likely to withdraw from their retirement 
savings and keep them in more liquid forms when 
changing employers.35

Financial stress and present bias lend themselves 
well to avoidance-coping, which refers to any efforts 
to minimize potential interactions with a stressor. 
Avoidance serves the fleeting need to escape 
discomfort, but it ultimately compounds stress  
and worsens mental health.36

Contents
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Together, present bias and avoidance-coping 
create a snowball effect, where employees feel 
financial stress and follow their natural inclination 
to avoid it altogether. Inaction breeds further stress, 
starting the cycle all over again. Research suggests 
employees, especially younger adults, may spend 
impulsively to temporarily alleviate feelings of stress 
and uncertainty.37

Economic shifts help contextualize psychological 
barriers to long-term saving. In their formative years, 
millennials and Generation Z were exposed to the 
impacts of the 2008 recession on their parents and 
families.38 The COVID-19 pandemic created a new 
level of job insecurity and existential uncertainty 
about what the future will look like.39 

Formative experiences with scarcity can create 
lifelong aversion to financial confrontation.41 

Research suggests that experiencing financial 
hardship is more influential over financial wellness 
than people’s confidence in their decisions.42

Shared priorities, different timelines

Young adults are reaching financial milestones —  
such as residential independence, marriage and 
having children — later than previous generations.43 

Research shows that financial stability and 
independence are still a priority for younger 
generations. For many, this stability is defined by 
owning a home, building emergency savings and 
being able to save for the future.44 The drive to save 
is alive and well — it just may take a different route. 
Despite the barriers they face, younger generations 
are taking nontraditional steps toward saving. 

Many members of Gen Z feel that insufficient 
income is the greatest barrier to achieving their 
financial goals.45 To increase financial adaptability, 
many are turning to the “side hustle,” or an additional 
stream of income outside of professional focus. 
Additional income creates a desired safety net  
for career changes, job insecurity or mounting 
financial pressures. 

Additionally, the behavior trend of “soft saving” 
has emerged among young adults. Soft savers 
put money away for the future, but not in defined 
amounts or at regular increments. This practice 
embodies an evolving approach to savings and 
sacrifice. Soft savers recognize saving as an act  
of support toward one’s future self but are less 
likely to compromise their present quality of life.46

To best guide employee financial behavior, 
employers’ approach needs context: the landscape 
employees are facing, the experiences that shape 
their behavior, and nontraditional avenues they’re 
already pursuing to build their future. 

From understanding to action:  
The power of financial literacy

Across generations, levels of financial literacy 
have significant room for improvement.47 Many 
employees lack a foundational understanding of 
long-term savings concepts and terminology.48 
These knowledge gaps make financial decision-
making more intimidating. Without a holistic 
understanding of potential wealth building,  
long-term savings may appear unapproachable  
and burdensome. 

Research suggests many employees want to  
gain control over their finances, but they stop  
short because they don’t know where to start.49 
Enrolling in retirement benefits can be tedious;  
it requires multistep decision-making and baseline 
knowledge of what choices mean. That level  
of complexity can lead to nonparticipation in  
employee benefit programs.50

Contents

Seventy percent of surveyed  
Gen Zers express that the  
pandemic negatively impacted 
progress on their financial goals.40

70%
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Addressing gaps in financial literacy requires an 
examination of the status quo. Research suggests 
that 4 in 10 employees admit they don’t understand 
target date funds. Only 1 in 10 employees turn 
to the workplace for information on retirement 
planning as opposed to consulting family or 
friends.51 These knowledge gaps exceed just the 
employee population, with 70% of employers 
and 66% of employees lacking a comprehensive 
understanding about how to leverage health savings 
account investments for future health care costs.52

For employees seeking financial advice, most 
look outside the workplace. The majority turn to 
individuals they trust, including friends and family. 

Contents

Approximately 

Only

4 in 10 

 1 in 10 

young adults report turning to online 
sources, including websites and social 
media, for financial advice.53 

employees turn to the workplace for 
information on retirement planning as 
opposed to consulting family or friends.59

However, social media, while accessible, can 
potentially mislead young adults. Most video social 
media content doesn’t include disclaimers or risk 
assessments, and almost half of content advises 
audiences to invest a specific portion of their 
income without personalized considerations.54

Research demonstrates that financial knowledge 
and skills are intertwined with financial well-being.55 
Higher financial literacy scores are associated  
with increased long-term savings efforts and 
retirement readiness.56

When it comes to financial literacy, a pervasive gap 
exists between how educated employees feel and 
how accurate their knowledge is. Overconfidence 
contributes to higher-risk financial behavior.57 In 
contrast, certain demographics may undercut their 
financial knowledge and ability. Women are more 
likely to underestimate their financial literacy. This 
misperception inhibits confidence when it comes  
to investing, preventing and delaying action.58

Improving financial literacy requires consistent, 
repeated intervention.60 The connotations of 
“literacy” imply it’s an acquired skill that remains 
intact over time. In actuality, financial literacy 
requires regular maintenance.61 Employees need  
a cognitive understanding of terminology, concepts 
and processes alongside accessible opportunities  
to apply their knowledge.62

While financial education can be ultimately 
empowering, some employees may experience 
emotional difficulty while confronting past financial 
hardships or trauma. Financial trauma, defined by 
financial psychologists as the lasting behavioral  
and psychological responses to financial distress,  
is associated with avoidance behavior.63 Educational 
offerings may be more effective when they’re 
delivered with an awareness of the emotional 
discomfort that sometimes accompanies financial 
action; employers can position financial wellness 
offerings as a safe place to start, wherever 
employees may be on their financial journey. 

By positioning the workplace as a hub for 
personalized financial support, employers can 
enhance employees’ understanding of the mutual 
fund investment options within their retirement 
plans. Additionally, providing education and training 
on lesser understood benefits, such as health 
savings accounts, would increase and strengthen 
overall financial literacy and decision-making skills 
across the workforce.
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Actionable recommendations 
for improvement

Closing the gap:  
The impact of a strategic 
communications strategy
Call to action
Several companies have noted low participation 
in long-term savings benefits — and that 
participants were primarily high-income earners. 

Applying behavioral theory
To engage employees more effectively, several 
companies have shared publicly how they adapted 
their online offerings and scaled up messaging. 
While initiating varieties of content and an 
engaging landing page with details about benefit 
offerings, several also coordinated the timing 
of messaging. For instance, financial wellness 
messaging was strategically scheduled not to 
overlap with other company memos or outreach. 

Meaningful improvement
In one year, one program like this reported 
participation increased 39% and garnered a 
cumulative $10 million in employee savings.64

Foster points of contact

Getting employees engaged with financial wellness 
offerings starts with one step — or a nudge 
increasing their general awareness. Employers 
should aim to increase general awareness. One 
in four employees feels uninformed about what 
workplace benefits are available to them.65 
Employers can initiate benefit discussions and 
spotlight sessions, creating regular contact points 
after initial onboarding is complete. 

Tailor teachable moments

Employees have diverse financial goals, priorities  
and practices. This creates a spectrum of readiness 
for action.66

To engage effectively, financial well-being programs 
need tiered messaging honed to reach employees 
at every stage of financial planning. Different 
generations have general preferences for how they 
want educational content delivered: Gen Z prefers 
digital tools and peer networks;67, 68 millennials 
often prefer a blend of seminar or lecture followed 
by interaction or collaborative work; Generation X 
and baby boomers typically prefer more traditional 
channels and printed materials, with the ability 
to ask questions in real time.69, 70 However, 
each demographic will have a nuanced blend of 
preferences. Research suggests older generations 
are also becoming increasingly comfortable with 
digital tools.71

Advances in technology and artificial intelligence (AI) 
also hold potential to help employees visualize their 
future and work toward realizing it. These emerging 
tools can help employees create compelling visions 
of their future and improve the personalization 
of educational offerings.72, 73 Over half of the 
consumers surveyed expressed an openness to  
using AI to help develop long-term retirement 
financial plans.74

Contents

39%Participation 
increased
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The phases of change readiness:  
Meeting employees where they are 

Each employee has a unique professional path and financial past. The wide range of individual experience  
positions each employee at a different stage of financial security, literacy and empowerment. To help understand 
where each employee sits, financial psychologists have applied the Transtheoretical Model of Change to evaluate 
financial readiness to change.75

When applied to financial behavior, the Transtheoretical Model of Change suggests there are stages of how ready 
employees are to take action and ownership over their financial lives. The theory’s stages refer to how ready an 
individual is to either acknowledge the need for change, enact it, or maintain new financial habits. Individuals may 
move through stages in any sequential order.76

Research suggests individuals in the “action” stage are most likely to respond to financial messaging and 
offerings.77 However, employers can tailor messaging to engage individuals at different stages to spur progression. 

Stages How behavior appears Interventions

Precontemplation. 
Individuals don’t feel a 
need to make a change.

Employees may not 
engage in financial 
education or benefits. 

Showing respect for autonomy. Employees are 
met with messaging that remains inviting, without 
negative “or else” language.

Offering information without overwhelming. 
Employers initiate brief but consistent contact 
points with digestible summaries of offerings  
or upcoming opportunities.

Contemplation. 
Individuals are aware  
of the need for a  
change but haven’t  
taken action yet.

Employees may be 
consulting online 
resources, friends 
or family, or other 
information sources. 
Employees may peruse 
employer offerings 
without engaging. 

Help hone a focus. Employees may not have 
identified a specific area to start. Specific 
messaging can help promote a visual of  
a different future and spur action. 

Incorporate offerings into day-to-day. 
Employers highlight benefits in company  
meetings to create internal contact points.

Preparation.  
Individuals are getting 
ready to act.

Employees may be 
considering ways to  
lower costs and cut 
spending or exploring 
avenues to build wealth.

Accessible support and enrollment. Employees 
are likely to lose momentum in the preparation 
stage; ensuring access to offerings is simple  
and can help transition intention into reality. 

Action.  
Individuals are taking 
action to make changes 
in their financial behavior. 

Employees are making 
changes in their financial 
habits. 

Maintaining connection to goals. Employees are 
investing time and energy; they may grow fatigued 
by the continuous effort. Follow-up touchpoints 
can help combat dropout rates. 

Maintenance.  
Individuals have made 
a change and are 
consistently displaying 
new financial habits. 

Employees consistently 
maintain habits and scale 
up efforts. 

Consistent touchpoints. Employees in the 
maintenance stage may need support to reshape 
their financial goals alongside life changes and 
maintain motivation to prevent participation lapses. 

Contents
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Hook with applicability, ground in values

Employees experience cognitive barriers to action 
when it comes to their finances. To break through 
to behavior, experts suggest content that sparks 
extrinsic motivation. Motivators that center 
important personal relationships and core values 
can encourage employees to reflect on their 
financial behavior.78 Highlighting opportunities to 
nurture intergenerational bonds — such as caring 
for parents and children or reinvesting in one’s 
community — can help anchor financial behaviors  
in a deeper sense of purpose.79 

Messaging can frame wealth management as 
a vehicle to support priorities and life choices. 
Specificity provides agility; research demonstrates 
that “one size fits all” statements are less effective 
than demographic-specific messaging.80 Seasonal 
timing is another way to create varied yet specific 
contact points. For example, content can draw  
from relevant cultural markers: vacation planning  
in May, education planning in September and holiday 
spending in December. 

Turning messaging to motivation

Traditional financial messaging doesn’t resonate 
with everyone. It can feel alienating because of 
financial illiteracy or past experiences — or make 
investing money feel out of reach. Research shows 
that 41% of Americans say they would only be able 
to invest if they experienced a large financial influx, 
like winning the lottery.81

To make long-term savings feel approachable, 
content must feel relevant and require minimal 
effort to engage. Research suggests that formats 
like seminars, when offered often and accessibly, 
improve participation in voluntary savings 
accounts.82

Helping employees see themselves requires 
attention to minute details, including the vernacular 
used. Experts suggest that using approachable 
language garners increased employee engagement 
with offerings. The use of “Saturday language” 
(language that’s casual, conversational, and centered 
around personal goals and interests) helps to 
combat perceived exclusion and formality.83

Contents
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The rise of the “finfluencer”:  
What employers can glean from leading voices

The rise of the financial 
influencer is a defining trend in 
the rapidly expanding content 
creator economy. Financial 
influencers —  individuals who 
share personal finance advice, 
investment strategies and 
money management tips on 

platforms like Instagram, TikTok and YouTube —  
have become increasingly influential in shaping 
public perceptions and behaviors about money.84 
“Finfluencers” take a traditionally inaccessible  
topic and give it a face, a relatable reality and  
an approachable framework for success. 

Bite-sized content:  
Working the attention economy 

Creators commonly use bite-sized, digestible 
content formats such as short videos, reels  
or quick posts to capture attention quickly  
and maintain engagement. 

This approach appeals to the content-consumption 
habits of younger generations, who may prefer  
fast, clear and visually engaging information from 
digital sources.85 Shorter-form content can lower  
the barrier to entry, encouraging audiences who  
may feel overwhelmed by traditional financial jargon  
to start thinking critically about their finances.

Real-world connections:  
Engaging the passive audience 

To hook audiences who may be scrolling through 
their timeline without finances in mind, financial 
influencers use skits and real-world examples to 
bring financial concepts to life. 

Creators often leverage analogies and metaphors 
to make abstract financial concepts concrete 
and accessible. Research suggests these 
visual metaphors are an effective strategy to 
communicate financial concepts like inflation,  
risk diversification and compound interest.86

Financial empathy: Making money 
management personal, not shameful

Many finfluencers ground their brand in their personal 
financial journey. Creators empathize with financial 
frustration or shame their audience may feel by 
sharing their own path from struggle to stability. 

They encourage their audience to adopt a mindset 
centered on abundance and wealth-building 
rather than feeling ashamed that their current 
circumstances don’t yet match their goals. The  
data supports the effectiveness of these strategies. 
Research suggests that approaching content 
creation with a narrative approach helps to  
engage audiences and build trust and connection.87

Contents

Easing administrative strain

Employers can hone program infrastructures to 
make participation the default. Research suggests 
automatic enrollment in benefits increases benefit 
engagement significantly. 

Process-simplifying changes can be applied in 
educational offerings; for example, creating a single 
calendar invite for a series that opts employees 
into all quarterly offerings as opposed to separate, 
potentially overwhelming emails. 

77% 
of employers that implemented 
automatic features for their benefit 
plans indicated a positive response 
from their workforce.88



13

Designing for impact | A behavioral blueprint for employee financial well-being

The future of financial wellness
Today, all generations are reimagining what financial 
wellness looks like for them. Younger generations 
are incorporating more choice and contingency into 
their definition of financial success; meanwhile, older 
generations are reenvisioning what retirement may 
look like. As priorities evolve, employer-led financial 
wellness plans must adapt to dynamicity. The voices 
employees value, the choices they make and the 
paths they’re forging suggest a large cultural shift in 
personal finance — from a secretive, shameful topic 
to one of individual empowerment. 

Market trends suggest more individuals are taking 
their financial future into their own hands. The 
publishing industry saw notable growth in the 
“personal finance” genre89 — the market for personal 
finance books after the COVID-19 pandemic reached 
a decade high. Recent sales remain higher than pre-
pandemic demand, indicating a growing interest in 
self-initiated financial growth.90

Research suggests an upward trend in the 
population’s comfort levels when discussing 
money.91 The vocabulary used to foster 

conversations about money is also evolving. New 
voices, including financial influencers, have further 
socialized financial empowerment, destigmatizing 
the idea of “wanting more.”92 Language is becoming 
more abundance-focused, a stark contrast from the 
delayed-gratification image of saving.93

Employees’ increasing interest in financial safety 
nets and self-led wealth building must be examined 
in context; self-empowerment is increasing, but 
efforts are motivated by necessity. “Side hustles” 
and “soft saving” provide flexibility, but for many, 
they’re also a survival measure. Almost half of 
Americans with “side hustles” pursue them to  
make ends meet.94

To truly spark sustainable financial well-being, 
employers can celebrate employees’ efforts and 
offer the caring support, tools and guidance they 
need. Thoughtful financial wellness programs can 
help turn good intentions into meaningful steps, 
encouraging employees to confidently chart their 
own path to a brighter financial future.

Contents
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