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Nothing can flourish without the 
investment of care and attention. 

Without water. Without light. Without the right 
expertise. And as you know, the same is true in any 
workplace. For your employees to thrive, they need  
to be looked after.

At the British Heart Foundation, our pioneering 
research has helped to protect the health of millions  
of people for nearly 60 years.

And that’s why we’re so passionate about the benefits 
of our Health at Work programme. We understand that 
health impacts performance – it’s all connected.

bhf.org.uk/healthatwork
healthatwork@bhf.org.uk ©
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Contents

Editor’s comment

Debbie Lovewell-Tuck | editor
Employee Benefits

When we conducted this research in early February, none of us could have 
predicted just how much the world would change a few weeks later. As businesses 
continue to deal with the impact of the Covid-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic, 
priorities for HR and reward professionals have understandably shifted.

When we begin to emerge from this situation, it will be interesting to see the 
lasting impact the pandemic has had on ways of working, employees’ attitudes 
towards work and their employer, and organisations’ approaches to the overall 
employee experience.

In many instances, organisations had to switch to new ways of working in a 
very short space of time. Some of the key findings borne out in this year’s research 
show that a number of respondents would have been well prepared when it comes 
to supporting employees in the current climate. For example, just 5% said they do 
not offer any form of mental wellbeing support, while 87% offer benefits to 
support employee health and wellbeing; both of which are crucial as everyone tries 
to navigate their way through the current situation.

Change is something we hear a lot about in the benefits industry, typically 
driven by factors such as legislative change, or the need to evolve in order to 
remain competitive in the war for talent. The Covid-19 pandemic, however, is 
unprecedented, so, at the time of writing, there was a great deal of speculation 
around what it might mean for businesses and their employees going forward. In 
light of the enforced switch to remote working for many workforces, for example, 
many have questioned whether this might prompt some employers to consider 
offering flexible or remote working opportunities permanently within their 
employment package.

This year’s research showed that just under two-thirds (63%) offer flexible-
working opportunities as a core benefit for all staff, while 15% do so for some 
employees. Just 3% said that they plan to begin offering this, so it will be 
interesting to see how this changes in the 12 months ahead.

We are living through unprecedented times, and only time will tell what legacy 
Coronavirus will leave in the reward and benefits sphere  
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WEALTH at work and my wealth are trading names of Wealth at Work Limited which is authorised and regulated by 
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POWERED BY

We help employees understand how to maximise their workplace savings and benefits in the context of their overall financial position,  

by delivering financial wellbeing programmes including financial education and guidance which is tailored to their needs. This involves  

segmenting the workforce into different cohorts to enhance employee engagement.

Our service offering can help you improve 

your employees financial wellbeing and 

consists of:

Financial education

to aid understanding around 
various financial issues and 

how the financial benefits on 
offer in the workplace can help.

Regulated advice
 

to help individuals  
understand their personal 

financial situation.

Retirement Income Options
 

including how to improve take-up 
from your benefits platform or 
helping employees implement  

their chosen retirement  
income option(s).

Financial guidance 
 

providing one-to-one support for 
employees to answer questions  

of a financial nature.

Employee engagement
 

we create and deliver interactive 
and meaningful communications 

to encourage employee 
engagement and maximise 

take-up.

To find out more about how you can help your employees become financially empowered, please contact us on:  

0800 234 6880, email us at info@wealthatwork.co.uk or visit www.wealthatwork.co.uk



employeebenef i t s .co .uk  |  May  2020 5

BENEFITS RESEARCH
2020

Key findings
The survey, which was conducted in February 2020 among readers of www.employeebenefits.co.uk, received 269 responses. Respondents 

are involved in compensation and benefits strategy at their organisation, either as a primary decision maker or decision influencer.

87% 67% 84%

84% 5%

76%

87% 86%

14% 47%
offer benefits to support 

employee health and 
wellbeing

will use better or more 
targeted communications 

of benefits to adapt to 
future benefits challenges

say budget is the main 
barrier to introducing 
benefits they would  

like to offer

 use some form of  
benefits technology

do not offer any form  
of mental wellbeing 

education or support  
to employees

say a desire to be an 
employer of choice is the 
main issue shaping their 
organisation’s benefits 

strategy

look for ease of use in 
benefits technology, while 
84% look for functionality

offer counselling or 
employee assistance 

programmes to employees

of respondents do not 
measure employee 

engagement levels in their 
organisation

say budget is the main 
barrier to measuring 

employee engagement

Number of employees in respondents’ organisations

6% 9% 15% 12% 16% 28% 9% 5%

Organisation type
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Sample: All respondents (103) 

67% 18% 9% 7%

PRIVATELY OWNED PUBLICLY QUOTED PUBLIC SECTOR VOLUNTARY SECTOR
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Benefits on offer
Mental wellbeing support remains a priority for employers

Debbie Lovewell-Tuck | editor
Employee Benefits

The financial wellbeing benefits offered by respondents

The group risk benefits offered by respondents

Life assurance or death in service is this year’s top group risk benefit offered by respondents, 
with 80% of respondents offering this as a core benefit to all employees. This has consistently 
been one of the top group risk benefits since 2004, topping the list on numerous occasions.

The proportion of respondents that offer life assurance as a core benefit for all staff has risen 
steadily over the years, from 62% in 2007 and 76% in 2013; although, this year, there has been a 

Season ticket travel loans remain one of the most commonly offered financial wellbeing 
benefits. The fact these have consistently topped the list over the years is perhaps unsurprising 
as employers look to support employees as the cost of using public transport continues to rise.

This year, season ticket travel loans are closely followed by financial education. While both 
are offered as a core benefit to all staff by a third of respondents, fewer offer financial 

fall from the 87% that did so in 2019. Income 
protection remains the second most popular 
group risk benefit, with 41% of respondents 
offering it as core to all staff and 14% offering 
it as a core to some employees.

education on another basis. However, this 
could be set to change as 22% say they plan 
to introduce financial education in their 
organisation. The top three financial benefits 
offered by employers remain steady.

Sample: All respondents (129)

 CORE- CORE- FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY DO NOT PLAN 
 ALL STAFF SOME STAFF BENEFIT BENEFIT OFFER TO OFFER
LIFE ASSURANCE OR 80% 3% 3% 1% 13% 3% 
DEATH IN SERVICE
INCOME PROTECTION 41% 15% 4% 4% 35% 3% 
(PERMANENT HEALTH INSURANCE)
PERSONAL ACCIDENT 14% 6% 7% 7% 66% 1% 
INSURANCE
REHABILITATION 13% 5% 2% 3% 79% 0 
BENEFITS
CRITICAL ILLNESS 12% 6% 12% 15% 53% 4% 
INSURANCE
LIFE ASSURANCE FOR  6% 7% 12% 10% 65% 2% 
PARTNERS AND DEPENDENTS
PERSONAL ACCIDENT INSURANCE 3% 1% 8% 9% 79% 1% 
FOR PARTNERS AND DEPENDENTS
CRITICAL ILLNESS INSURANCE 0 4% 14% 14% 68% 2% 
FOR PARTNERS AND DEPENDENTS

 CORE- CORE- FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY DO NOT PLAN 
 ALL STAFF SOME STAFF BENEFIT BENEFIT OFFER TO OFFER
SEASON TICKET 33% 10% 5% 13% 38% 3% 
TRAVEL LOAN
FINANCIAL 33% 4% 3% 7% 33% 22% 
EDUCATION
FINANCIAL 27% 6% 4% 6% 45% 12% 
ADVICE
STUDENT GRANTS/ 9% 5% 1% 1% 80% 5% 
REPAY STUDENT LOAN
ACCESS TO 7% 0 1% 3% 81% 8% 
THIRD-PARTY LOANS
OTHER 6% 1% 2% 4% 82% 7% 
SAVINGS PLANS
OTHER EMPLOYER 5% 4% 6% 6% 75% 6% 
SUBSIDISED LOANS
CORPORATE INDIVIDUAL 3% 0 2% 5% 77% 14% 
SAVINGS ACCOUNT (ISA)
MORTGAGE 3% 1% 1% 1% 92% 3% 
SUBSIDY
FLEXIBLE PAY OR WAGESTREAMING 1% 0 2% 0 89% 8% 
APPS OR SERVICES
HOME MOVING OR RENTAL 1% 2% 1% 2% 91% 4% 
DEPOSIT LOAN SCHEME

Sample: All respondents (129)
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The wellbeing education and support respondents offer to employees

The health and wellbeing benefits offered by respondents

Just 5% do not offer any form of mental wellbeing education and support to their employees. 
Almost every respondent that said this was the case, however, indicated that their organisation is 
planning to introduce this. This follows the trend we have seen, whereby awareness of, and a desire 
to support, mental wellbeing has risen up the corporate agenda. For example, last year, 10% said 
they did not offer any form of mental wellbeing support, down from 18% in 2018 and 16% in 2017.

In line with trends we have seen in recent years, the use of digital content is now the main way 
in which respondents provide education and support around wellbeing, followed by face-to-face 
communications. This year, mental wellbeing is the one exception to this, however, given there is 
just one percentage point difference between those using printed materials and those using a 
face-to-face approach, this may be due to the sample size. In this instance, employers may well 
use digital content as a first port of call to signpost employees to face-to-face support, or to 
provide further information to support the help given during face-to-face sessions.

Counselling services or employee assistance programmes (EAPs) remain the top health and 
wellbeing benefit, offered as a core benefit to all staff by 86% of respondents. This has 

consistently been the case since 2004, although 
the proportion of respondents that offer this 
benefit has grown steadily over time. This is 
hardly surprising given the increasing focus on 
mental health that we have seen over the years.

On-site health and wellbeing events, and 
mental health champions or first aid training 
have both risen up the list this year to take 
second and third place in the list of the most 
commonly offered benefits. This may reflect 
organisations’ priorities in engaging all 
employees with health and wellbeing 
initiatives and supporting their workforces’ 
mental wellbeing. ❯

 FACE- DIGITAL PRINTED  DO NOT PLAN TO 
 TO-FACE  CONTENT MATERIAL OTHER OFFER OFFER
MENTAL WELLBEING 61% 60% 38% 8% 5% 5%

EMOTIONAL WELLBEING 49% 57% 26% 10% 15% 5%

PHYSICAL WELLBEING 38% 68% 32% 9% 9% 4%

JOB SATISFACTION/CAREER WELLBEING 30% 45% 16% 3% 28% 10%

FINANCIAL WELLBEING 28% 49% 24% 7% 17% 16%

COMMUNITY/SOCIAL WELLBEING 27% 40% 14% 31% 10%

 CORE- CORE- FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY DO NOT PLAN TO 
 ALL STAFF SOME STAFF BENEFIT BENEFIT OFFER OFFER
COUNSELLING OR EMPLOYEE 86% 3% 1% 0 9% 2% 
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMMES
ON-SITE WELLBEING 55% 8% 2% 1% 28% 6% 
EVENTS
MENTAL HEALTH CHAMPION 50% 18% 1% 1% 20% 11% 
OR FIRST AID TRAINING
OPTICAL CARE/VOUCHERS 46% 5% 7% 4% 39% 1% 
(ABOVE STATUTORY MINIMUM)
PRIVATE MEDICAL INSURANCE 34% 31% 9% 10% 21% 2% 
(PMI) FOR EMPLOYEE
SUBSIDISED STAFF SOCIAL 32% 3% 4% 7% 48% 7% 
OR FITNESS CLUBS
GYM 29% 4% 14% 13% 35% 5% 
MEMBERSHIP
COGNITIVE BEHAVIOURAL 29% 7% 4% 5% 52% 4% 
THERAPY (CBT)
NUTRITION ADVICE OR HEALTHY 27% 4% 4% 6% 55% 5% 
EATING OPTIONS IN STAFF CANTEEN
ON-SITE 26% 3% 4% 4% 52% 12% 
FITNESS CLASSES
HEALTH CASH PLAN 26% 8% 13% 14% 44% 2% 
FOR EMPLOYEE
HEALTH 23% 22% 12% 16% 32% 2% 
SCREENING
DENTAL 15% 8% 19% 18% 40% 3% 
INSURANCE
PRIVATE MEDICAL INSURANCE 12% 31% 19% 21% 23% 2% 
(PMI) FOR PARTNERS AND DEPENDANTS
SMOKING-CESSATION 10% 0 4% 2% 76% 9% 
SERVICES
HEALTH CASH PLAN FOR 10% 4% 14% 21% 52% 2% 
PARTNERS AND DEPENDANTS
WEARABLE 6% 2% 4% 1% 84% 3% 
FITNESS TECHNOLOGY
FERTILITY  1% 1% 1% 1% 90% 6% 
SUPPORT
GENETIC 1% 0 2% 3% 90% 5% 
TESTING

Sample: All respondents (129)

Sample: All respondents (129)
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THEY DO TO 
ALL STAFF

THEY  
DO NOT

THEY DO TO 
SOME STAFF

69% 20% 11%

Do respondents offer any benefits through optional remuneration arrangements (Opra)?

Sample: All respondents (133)

Sample: All respondents that offer benefits via Opra (106)

The lifestyle benefits offered by respondents

The personal insurance benefits offered by respondents

Just under two-thirds (63%) of respondents offer flexible-working initiatives as a core benefit 
for all staff, while 15% do so on this basis for some employees. This has consistently topped the 
list of the most popular lifestyle benefits offered by employers. It will be interesting to see what 
impact the Covid-19 pandemic has on the proportion of employers that choose to offer this as a 
benefit going forward. 

Extra holiday for long service or life events has remained one of the top lifestyle benefits. Legal 

A fifth (20%) of respondents do not offer any benefits via an optional remuneration arrangement 
(Opra). This is similar to the 16% that said this was the case in 2017 when restrictions on the 
benefits that can be offered on this basis came into effect. 

This year, 69% offer benefits via an Opra arrangement to all employees. Although the exact 
percentages have fluctuated slightly, this has remained similar since 2010. We will see how this 
changes with protections on company car schemes, accommodation and school fees due to 

The majority of respondents do not provide personal insurance benefits for their workforces. Where 
they do so, these are typically provided through a flexible benefits arrangement or on a voluntary 

advice or counselling has risen up the list of 
lifestyle benefits offered this year to take third 
place. Just under 46% now offer this as a core 
benefit for all employees. This has steadily 
risen in recent years. In 2016, for example, it 
did not appear in the top five lifestyle benefits.

expire in April 2021. Legacy childcare voucher 
schemes, bikes for work and pension 
contributions continue to top the list, however, 
as employees move between employers and 
leave childcare voucher schemes, we can 
expect to see this fall down the list.

basis, where employees fund the benefit from an 
employer-provided pot or from their own salary.

 CORE- CORE- FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY DO NOT PLAN TO 
 ALL STAFF SOME STAFF BENEFIT BENEFIT OFFER OFFER
FLEXIBLE- 63% 15% 1% 3% 16% 3% 
WORKING INITIATIVES
EXTRA HOLIDAY FOR LONG 51% 6% 1% 1% 37% 5% 
SERVICE OR LIFE EVENT
LEGAL ADVICE 46% 2% 1% 6% 45% 0 
OR COUNSELLING
ENHANCED PARENTAL LEAVE 41% 5% 0 0 52% 2% 
(ABOVE STATUTORY MINIMUM)
RETAIL OR 35% 3% 4% 26% 35% 1% 
LEISURE DISCOUNTS
EMPLOYEE SUPPORT 31% 0 0 3% 58% 8% 
NETWORKS
ORGANISATION’S OWN 27% 4% 4% 6% 59% 1% 
PRODUCTS FOR STAFF
STAFF ACCOUNTS (SUCH AS 25% 2% 0 1% 70% 2% 
LEARNING, WELLBEING AND SO ON)
RETAIL OR 19% 2% 4% 25% 51% 1% 
LEISURE VOUCHERS
NON-VOCATIONAL 16% 2% 0 2% 78% 2% 
TRAINING

 CORE- CORE- FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY DO NOT PLAN TO 
 ALL STAFF SOME STAFF BENEFIT BENEFIT OFFER OFFER
TRAVEL 10% 6% 8% 15% 60% 3% 
INSURANCE
HOUSE  2% 1% 1% 5% 86% 3% 
INSURANCE
MOTOR  2% 3% 2% 6% 84% 3% 
INSURANCE
PET  1% 1% 0 5% 89% 4% 
INSURANCE

Sample: All respondents (129)

Sample: All respondents (129)

The tax-efficient benefits respondents offer via an optional remuneration arrangement (Opra)  
either on a voluntary basis or via a flexible benefits scheme

 LEGACY CHILDCARE VOUCHER SCHEME 85%
 BIKES-FOR-WORK SCHEME 75%
 PENSION CONTRIBUTIONS 74%
 PENSIONS ADVICE 12%
 COMPANY CARS 10%
 ULTRA-LOW-EMISSION VEHICLES 8%
 SCHOOL FEES 5%
 OTHER  4%
 NONE OF THE ABOVE 2%
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 CORE- CORE- FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY DO NOT PLAN TO 
 ALL STAFF SOME STAFF BENEFIT BENEFIT OFFER OFFER
CAR 29% 18% 2% 3% 49% 0 
PARKING
HYBRID/ 5% 17% 3% 2% 67% 9% 
ELECTRIC VEHICLES
COMPANY CAR THROUGH PERSONAL CONTRACT 5% 5% 1% 3% 87% 0 
PLAN OR EMPLOYEE CAR OWNERSHIP SCHEME
COMPANY CAR THROUGH OUTRIGHT 5% 26% 2% 2% 65% 2% 
PURCHASE, CONTRACT HIRE OR LEASING
FUEL FOR  3% 13% 0 0 85% 0 
PRIVATE USE
CAR  2% 50% 4% 0 45% 0 
ALLOWANCE
ACCESS TO AN ALL-EMPLOYEE CAR 2% 1% 0 0 94% 3% 
OWNERSHIP SCHEME/AFFINITY PLAN
MOTOR  1% 11% 1% 4% 83% 1% 
BREAKDOWN COVER

The on-site services offered by respondents

The company car benefits offered by employers

The share schemes or options offered by respondents

Sample: All respondents that offer share options to staff (52)

Sample: All respondents (129)

Sample: All respondents (120)

More than a third (39%) provide on-site shower or laundry services for their employees. 
This fits with a recurring theme borne out in this research in recent years, whereby the 

trend among respondents is to provide on-site services that support a proactive approach to 
staff wellbeing. 

Mindfulness, yoga or meditation sessions and on-site fitness classes or facilities also 

Car parking remains the top car-related benefit offered by respondents; this year 29% offer it as 
a core benefit for all staff, while 18% do so for some employees. 

This marks a change from previous years when a higher proportion of respondents only 
offered this to some of their workforce. Car allowances also remain popular with half of 

A quarter (25%) of respondents offer shares or share options to staff, while 14% do so purely  
for executive or senior employees. This leaves more than half (59%) that do not do so, while  
just 2% say that they plan to begin offering shares or share options for their employees.

These figures have changed little over the past few years; in 2018, for example,  
22% offered shares to all staff and 15% did so for senior staff and executives, while 25%  

remain popular, offered by 23% and 20% of 
respondents respectively. 

There has been a slight fall in the 
proportion of respondents offering both year 
on year, however.

respondents offering these as a core benefit 
to some staff. Over the years, this has 
typically leapfrogged with car parking to take 
top position.

and 12% respectively did so last year. 
The long-term incentive plan (L-tip) 

remains the most popular type of scheme 
offered by those that provide a share scheme 
or share options for employees  

 SHOWER OR LAUNDRY SERVICES 39%
 MINDFULNESS, YOGA OR MEDITATION 23%
 SUBSIDISED CATERING 22%
 FITNESS CLASSES OR FACILITIES 20%
 PHYSIOTHERAPIST OR MASSAGE THERAPIST 14%
 COACHING OR COUNSELLING 13%
 BEAUTY THERAPY 5%
 DOCTORS 5%
 NURSERY OR CHILDCARE 4%
 BIKE SERVICING AND REPAIRS 4%
 DENTIST 3%
 HAIRDRESSER 2%
 OTHER 1%
 NONE OF THE ABOVE 37%

 LONG-TERM INCENTIVE PLAN (L-TIP) 40%
 ALL-EMPLOYEE SHARESAVE OR SAVE-AS-YOU-EARN (SAYE) SCHEME 25%
 COMPANY SHARE OPTION PLAN (CSOP) 21%
 ALL-EMPLOYEE SHARE INCENTIVE PLAN (SIP) OFFERING MATCHING SHARES 21%
 ALL-EMPLOYEE SIP OFFERING FREE SHARES 21%
 ALL-EMPLOYEE SIP OFFERING PARTNERSHIP SHARES 15%
 ENTERPRISE MANAGEMENT INCENTIVE (EMI) 6%
 PHANTOM SHARE SCHEME (CASH BONUS PLAN) 4%
 NONE OF THE ABOVE 6%
 OTHER  4%
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Pensions
Group personal pensions retain top spot as primary plan

Louron Pratt | reporter
Employee Benefits

The type of pension scheme offered by respondents

Just under three-quarters (73%) of respondents offer a group personal pension (GPP) scheme 
for auto-enrolment, making it the most popular type of pension scheme that is offered. 

This has been the most popular pension scheme for a number of years, offered by a similar 
proportion of respondents: in 2017, 67% of respondents used it as their primary scheme for 
auto-enrolment, 69% did so in 2018, and 66% in 2019.

As in 2018, the second most popular choice for a primary pension is an open defined benefit 
(DB) scheme, as offered by 30% of respondents. 

As one would expect, the number of respondents whose primary pension plan is a closed 
defined benefit scheme is falling. This year 4% have a DB scheme that is closed to new 
members but open to future accrual, and 3% have a DB scheme that is only for accrued 
benefits, and closed to future accrual. 

These types of scheme were offered by 7% and 11%, respectively, in 2019.  Perhaps because 

they are still paying out benefits, these 
schemes are the most popular schemes 
offered as a secondary pension, after auto-
enrolment duties have been fulfilled.

The stakeholder pension has fallen in 
popularity as a scheme to meet auto-
enrolment purposes; this year just 12% offer 
it, compared to 29% in 2019 and 31% in 2018.

The proportion of employers that use a 
master trust as their primary pension scheme 
has remained similar to that in recent years; 
this year it is offered by 12%

Sample: All respondents (100)

 PRIMARY SCHEME FOR SECONDARY DO NOT 
 AUTO-ENROLMENT PURPOSES PENSION SCHEME OFFER

GROUP PERSONAL PENSION PLAN 73% 8% 21%

OPEN DEFINED BENEFIT SCHEME 30% 6% 67%

GROUP SELF-INVESTED PERSONAL PENSION 14% 7% 78%

MASTER TRUST 12% 5% 85%

STAKEHOLDER PENSION 12% 5% 83%

TRUST-BASED MONEY PURCHASE PLAN 6% 3% 90%

DEFINED BENEFIT SCHEME, CLOSED TO NEW 4% 18% 79% 
MEMBERS BUT OPEN TO FUTURE ACCRUAL

DEFINED BENEFIT SCHEME ONLY FOR ACCRUED  3% 23% 76% 
BENEFITS, CLOSED TO FUTURE ACCRUAL
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Engagement
Employers’ methods of measuring and improving engagement have remained steady over the years

Jessica Bird | deputy editor
Employee Benefits

How respondents measure employee engagement levels

Only 14% of organisations surveyed this year stated that they did not measure employee 
engagement levels, a drop from 20% in 2019. This is a stark growth in the popularity of gauging 
engagement since 2012, when only 40% measured whether their benefits package was effective.

Among the small number that do not measure staff engagement, 29% were planning to 
begin doing so in the future; however, the majority either were not planning to (18%) or did 
not know (53%). 

The most popular methods of measuring employee engagement have changed little over  
the years. This year, annual employee surveys maintain the top spot with 60%, having  
dropped by only nine percentage points since 2016. 

Pulse-style surveys, which might have been expected to rise to the top with the advent of 
new and increasingly intuitive technology, have also remained relatively steady, being cited  

as the second most popular option this year 
(26%), as well as in 2019 (31%), 2017 (23%) 
and 2016 (21%).  

A new option this year, the use of more 
frequent surveys rather than annual ones, 
comes in third with 24% of respondents 
citing this as their preferred method. This 
shows that as many as a quarter of employers 
see the benefit of keeping in regular touch 
with staff, but continue to favour the 
traditional survey structure.

Sample: All respondents (124)

ANNUAL EMPLOYEE SURVEY PULSE-STYLE RESEARCH MORE FREQUENT EMPLOYEE 
SURVEYS

THEY DO NOT 
MEASURE 
EMPLOYEE 

ENGAGEMENT 
LEVELS

EMPLOYEE 
ENGAGEMENT 

PLATFORM

OTHER

2%

13%
14%

24%
26%

60%
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What respondents see as the main barriers to improving employee engagement in their organisation

Among all respondents, those that measure employee engagement and those that do not, 
budget remains one of the main barriers to improving it, as cited by 47% this year. This is  
little change from the 51% who found this to be a key issue in 2019. The gap between this and 
the second most common option, time or resources, has closed somewhat this year, with only 
four percentage points between them. This goes back to a similar picture to 2016, when budget 
(47%) and resources (44%) were closer together in terms of importance. 

Despite one in three (29%) of respondents struggling to gain executive support for 
improving engagement, only 11% of HR decision-makers believe this is not an issue that  
needs to be addressed.  

In addition to senior management reluctance, however, this year’s respondents stated that 
they have faced difficulties boosting engagement due to organisational culture (30%) and 

Digital and face-to-face communications have been the dual most popular methods of  
boosting employees’ engagement with their benefits since 2016, rarely straying more than  
10 percentage points away from one another. This year, digital (67%) and face-to-face  
(65%) communications continue to be the most popular; this suggests that many employers  
see value in a combined approach.

Printed communication materials have taken a sharp drop in popularity, possibly as a  
result of a renewed focus on sustainability. Having remained around the 45% mark for  

because they are facing a period of 
organisational change (22%). 

With the considerable shifts taking place 
across all sectors and industries at the time  
of writing, due to the Covid-19 (Coronavirus) 
pandemic, it will be interesting to see how 
culture and the opinions of management  
shift over the coming months and years. 

It may well be that organisational change 
rises up the list of concerns and business 
agendas for many employers. 

several years, a drop to 30% this year  
takes this option down the list. 

However, the use of arguably more 
sustainable options, such as technology 
(25%), mobile apps (18%) and gamification 
programmes (6%) have not grown in 
popularity in comparison

 BUDGET        47%

 TIME OR RESOURCES      43%

 ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE     30%

 LACK OF EXECUTIVE OR SENIOR MANAGEMENT SUPPORT  29%

 ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE     22%

 NOT A PRIORITY ISSUE THAT NEEDS TO BE ADDRESSED  11%

 DO NOT KNOW       7%

 OTHER       1%

Sample: All respondents (122)

 DIGITAL COMMUNICATION    67%

 FACE-TO-FACE COMMUNICATION  65%

 PERSONALISED TOTAL REWARD STATEMENTS 35%

 PRINTED COMMUNICATION MATERIALS  30%

 TECHNOLOGY    25%

 APPS     18%

 GAMIFICATION     6%

 OTHER     1%

Measures respondents are taking to improve employee engagement with benefits

Sample: All respondents (123)
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 TO SUPPORT EMPLOYEE HEALTH AND WELLBEING 87%

 THEY ARE AN EFFECTIVE RECRUITMENT OR RETENTION TOOL 83%

 TO INCREASE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT, MOTIVATION OR PERFORMANCE 77%

 TO HAVE A POSITIVE IMPACT AS AN EMPLOYER OR BUSINESS 65%

 THEY PROMOTE WORK-LIFE BALANCE 55%

 THEY SUPPORT THEIR EMPLOYER BRAND 55%

 THEIR INDUSTRY OR REGIONAL COMPETITORS DO 41%

 THEY HAVE TO BY LAW (FOR EXAMPLE, TO COMPLY WITH AUTO-ENROLMENT LEGISLATION) 37%

 THEY ARE SEEN AS AN ENTITLEMENT BY STAFF 35%

 THEY DRIVE DESIRED EMPLOYEE BEHAVIOURS 34%

 THEY ARE GOOD VALUE OR PRODUCE A MEASURABLE RETURN ON INVESTMENT 28%

 PERCEIVED MORAL OR ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITIES 24%

 THEY HELP CONTROL SICKNESS ABSENCE 23%

 TO INCREASE DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION 23%

 THEY ARE CHEAPER THAN CASH SALARIES OF SIMILAR PERCEIVED VALUE 17%

 THEY HELP REDUCE THEIR NATIONAL INSURANCE (NI) BIL 16%

 TO MEET TUPE OBLIGATIONS 8%

Strategy
Supporting employee health and wellbeing is top priority for benefits

Tynan Barton | features editor
Employee Benefits

Why respondents offer benefits

Supporting the health and wellbeing of employees remains a high priority for employers.  
The number of respondents that offer benefits in support of this goal has risen from 83% in 
2019 to 87% in this year’s survey. 

Having gradually risen to the top of the table of reasons why respondents offer benefits, 
this option has held the top spot for three concurrent years. 

Also a popular option, more than three-quarters (77%) of respondents use their benefits 
package to increase employee engagement, motivation or performance. 

The use of benefits as a recruitment or retention tool has also always scored highly in this 
research; this year, 83% cited this as a reason for offering benefits, compared to 72% in 2019.

In a similar vein, nearly two-thirds (65%) 
of respondents said that offering benefits has 
a positive impact as an employer or a 
business, and 55% said that their benefits 
provision supports their employer brand. 

The findings demonstrate that employers 
continue to recognise the importance of both 
supporting their employees’ wellbeing and 
driving motivation levels through benefits.

Sample: All respondents (164)
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 BETTER OR MORE TARGETED COMMUNICATION OF BENEFITS 67%
 FLEXING ALL BENEFITS TO GIVE EMPLOYEES MORE CONTROL OVER THEIR BENEFITS SPEND 43%
 BETTER INTEGRATION OF A WIDER RANGE OF TECHNOLOGY WITHIN BENEFITS OFFERING 41%
 MORE CLOSELY ALIGN REWARD STRATEGY TO BUSINESS STRATEGY 40%
 OFFERING MULTIPLE SAVINGS VEHICLES (IN ADDITION TO PENSIONS)  37% SUCH AS SAVINGS ACCOUNTS, SHARE PLANS 
 GREATER FOCUS ON SUSTAINABILITY AND CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 35%
 GREATER FOCUS ON EMPLOYER BRAND/IMAGE 31%
 IDENTIFYING ALTERNATIVE FUNDING OPTIONS FOR BENEFITS SPEND 19%
 NONE OF THE ABOVE 7%
 OTHER 1%

The issues shaping respondents’ benefits strategies

How respondents see benefits strategy changing to adapt to future challenges within the industry

The top issues affecting respondents’ benefits strategies have remained mostly unchanged in 
recent years, and all three top issues reflect the growing war for talent: the desire to improve 
engagement (76%); the influence of employee expectations (64%); and the goal to be an 
employer of choice (63%). 

In 2018, improving engagement sat in second place at 63%, superseded by the desire to be 
an employer of choice (65%); however, despite these shifts over the years, the primary 
motivators for employers have remained relatively steady. In addition to meeting employees’ 
expectations and attracting new talent, almost three-fifths (56%) stated that the desire for 
flexibility within their benefits package is influencing their approach. 

Employers are also shaping their benefits strategies around their employees’ demographics: 
more than half (53%) of respondents said that a multi-generational workforce is a key issue, 
while almost a third (31%) said that the need to increase workforce diversity is important. 

Looking to address future challenges, the need for better or more targeted benefits 
communication remains the top priority (67%). 

This has been of high importance for 
employers in recent years in order to boost 
engagement and take up of benefits, as well 
as to ensure a return on investment for 
benefits spend. 

However, passing the baton of benefits 
spend from employer to employee has risen 
in terms of importance; in 2018, this was the 
fourth priority, but this year it takes second 
place. This suggests that, with the increasing 
focus on providing for diverse workforces and 
offering a wide range of perks, employers are 
finding that the best option is to cede control 
and be less prescriptive. ❯

Sample: All respondents (134)

 DESIRE TO IMPROVE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT 76%

 EMPLOYEE INFLUENCE OR EXPECTATIONS 64%

 DESIRE TO BE SEEN AS AN EMPLOYER OF CHOICE 63%

 DESIRE FOR FLEXIBILITY 56%

 MULTI-GENERATIONAL WORKFORCE 53%

 ADVANCEMENTS IN TECHNOLOGY 47%

 ALIGNING BENEFITS STRATEGY WITH HR OR BUSINESS STRATEGY 45%

 DRIVING A HIGH-PERFORMANCE CULTURE 38%

 CORPORATE REPUTATION AND INCREASED TRANSPARENCY 32%

 PERCEIVED MORAL OR ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITIES 31%

 INCREASING WORKFORCE DIVERSITY 31%

 DESIRE TO REDUCE OR CONTROL COSTS 31%

 DESIRE FOR CULTURAL CHANGE 31%

 PENSIONS AUTO RE-ENROLMENT 27%

 AGEING WORKFORCE 23%

 TAX AND LEGISLATION CHANGES (SUCH AS PENSIONS OR SALARY SACRIFICE CHANGES) 21%

 HIGH EMPLOYEE TURNOVER 14%

 ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE (SUCH AS MERGER, ACQUISITION, DOWNSIZING OR EXPANSION) 14%

 REMUNERATION STRATEGIES FOR HIGH EARNERS 14%

 OPERATING ON A GLOBAL OR MULTI-NATIONAL BASIS 14%

 PAY FREEZES OR LOW PAY INCREASES 12%

 INCREASINGLY DISPARATE/REMOTE WORKFORCE 11%

 CLIMATE CHANGE/ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES 10%

 PRESSURE TO REDUCE GENDER/DISABILITY/ETHNICITY PAY GAPS 10%

 BREAKING DOWN WORKFORCE HIERARCHIES 6%

 NONE OF THE ABOVE 3%

 THE UK’S EXIT FROM THE EUROPEAN UNION (BREXIT) 1%

 OTHER 1%

Sample: All respondents (146)
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 THEY WILL REMAIN BROADLY THE SAME 54%

 EMPLOYERS WILL FUND MORE OPTIONS FOR STAFF 19%

 EMPLOYERS WILL SHARE THE COST WITH EMPLOYEES MORE OFTEN 19%

 EMPLOYERS WILL MOVE AWAY FROM FUNDING BENEFITS 2% 
 THROUGH NATIONAL INSURANCE SAVINGS 

 EMPLOYERS WILL PASS ON THE FULL COST TO EMPLOYEES MORE OFTEN 1%

 OTHER 5%

 EMPLOYER FUNDED 53%

 PART EMPLOYER/PART EMPLOYEE FUNDED 40%

 EMPLOYEE FUNDED ONLY 4%

 EMPLOYER FUNDED THROUGH NATIONAL INSURANCE SAVINGS 3%

The main way in which respondents fund benefits

How respondents think benefits funding methods will change in the future

In 2017, employer-funded benefits packages were second on the list, below part employer, part 
employee funded. Since 2018, however, fully employer-funded packages have remained top of 
the list, and this year is no different, with 53% favouring this method. 

Just over half (54%) of respondents believe funding methods will remain the same, but a 

small proportion (19%) believe they will fund 
more options for employees, while the same 
proportion (19%) will look to share the cost 
more with employees.

Only 6% of respondents stated this year that they either found no barriers to introducing new 
benefits, or did not have any additional benefits they wanted to offer. Among the remaining 
majority, budget is by far the biggest issue, cited by 84%. 

Further showing the prominence of budgetary issues, there is a considerable gap between 
this and the next most popular answer, time, which sits at just 38%. 

Sample: All respondents (146)

Sample: All respondents (145)

Sample: All respondents (122)

 BUDGET 84%

 TIME 38%

 LACK OF ADMINISTRATIVE RESOURCES 33%

 LACK OF SENIOR SUPPORT 29%

 LACK OF ENGAGEMENT 14%

 TECHNOLOGY LIMITATIONS 12%

 PARENT COMPANY GUIDELINES 7%

 NOT APPLICABLE 6%

 OTHER 5%

The barriers to respondents introducing benefits they would like to offer

This picture has remained much the same 
across the years, with budget far outstripping 
the other concerns; in 2017, for example, cost 
issues garnered 72% of respondents’ answers, 
with time taking second place at 29%. 
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respondents. This is followed by voluntary 
benefits (49%), flexible benefits (47%) 
healthcare and wellbeing (44%) and group 
risk benefits (28%). The running order of this 
year’s list remains broadly unchanged from 
previous surveys

 PENSIONS  63%

 VOLUNTARY BENEFITS OR EMPLOYEE DISCOUNTS 49%

 FLEXIBLE BENEFITS 47%

 HEALTHCARE AND WELLBEING  44%

 GROUP RISK 28%

 FINANCIAL WELLBEING 28%

 CARS 19%

 SHARE PLANS 18%

 MOTIVATION AND RECOGNITION SCHEMES 14%

 OTHER 2%

 BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION 56%

 TECHNOLOGY 54%

 SCHEME IMPLEMENTATION 30%

 HELP DESK 30%

 COMMUNICATIONS 28%

 SCHEME DESIGN 21%

 OTHER  4%

Sample: All respondents that outsource benefits-related services (57)

Sample: All respondents that outsource benefits-related services (57)

The benefits-related services respondents outsource

Nearly half (47%) of respondents outsource some aspect of their benefits package. This is an 
increase from 41% in 2019 and 38% in 2018. 

Of those that do, more than half (56%) outsource their administration, and a similar 
proportion (54%) do so for their benefits technology. These have remained the most popular 
options to outsource since the research was conducted in 2017.

The most popular benefit to outsource services for is pensions, as cited by 63% of 

The benefits for which respondents outsource services
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 INTRANET  63%

 EXTERNAL WEBSITE OWNED BY A PROVIDER OR CONSULTANT  44%

 REWARD PORTAL  35%

 SMARTPHONE OR TABLET APPS 23%

 TEXT (SMS) TEXTING CAPABILITY 7%

 FULLY INTEGRATED PORTAL OR GLOBAL HUB COVERING ALL ASPECTS OF HR 7%

 CHATBOTS 3%

 WEARABLE FITNESS TECHNOLOGY 3%

 GAMIFICATION TECHNOLOGY 1%

 OTHER 2%

 THEY DO NOT USE BENEFITS TECHNOLOGY 16%

Technology
New advancements in technology have yet to take precedent over the tried and tested

Jessica Bird | deputy editor
Employee Benefits

The benefits technology used by respondents

Why respondents do not use benefits technology

The majority (84%) of organisations use some form of benefits technology, with the most 
popular options being a staff intranet (63%), an external website owned by a provider or 
consultant (44%), and a reward portal (35%). These have remained the most common forms of 
benefits technology for four consecutive years, with mobile or tablet apps, this year selected by 
23% of respondents, remaining relatively consistent in fourth place. 

The most modern advancements in methods of reaching staff and providing benefits and 
communications, such as chatbots (3%), wearable fitness technology (3%), gamification 
technology (1%) and augmented reality (0) have yet to make much of a foothold. 

Among the 16% of organisations that have 
no benefits technology in place for their 
workforces, the majority (57%) say it is too 
expensive, while 30% either do not see the 
need, or do not think employees would use it. 
However, 48% simply have not yet found a 
benefits technology option that works for, 
and suits, their organisation.

Sample: All respondents (144)

 IT IS TOO EXPENSIVE 57%

 THEY HAVE NOT YET FOUND A SUITABLE OPTION  48%

 THEY DO NOT SEE THE NEED 17%

 THEIR EMPLOYEES WOULD NOT USE IT 13%

 OTHER 13%

Sample: Respondents who do not use benefits technology (23)
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What respondents look for in benefits technology

Since last year’s research, the importance of data analysis capabilities has risen by 10 percentage 
points, with 48% of respondents stating that this is a key feature of benefits technology. Low 
cost, or cost-effectiveness, has also grown in importance, being selected by 74% of those 
surveyed, compared to 55% in 2019. 

However, the primary factors that employers take into account when selecting what 
technology to use remain ease of use (87%) and functionality (84%). These have taken the top 
spots since the question was first asked in 2017, reflecting the increasing need for workplace 
and HR technology to emulate the streamlined consumer experience found outside of work. 

The use of brokers to source benefits technology is dropping, falling to 27% this year, from 
36% in 2017. Instead, employers increasingly go direct to the provider (56%). A new option 

introduced this year shows that a small but 
significant proportion (12%) of organisations 
create bespoke benefits platforms in-house. 
Much like last year, 38% of respondents who 
use benefits technology have overhauled their 
portal in the last six months to a year, taking 
advantage of new developments and trends. 

However, a similar amount (30%) have not 
overhauled their benefits portal for more than 
two years

 EASE OF USE  87%

 FUNCTIONALITY 84%

 LOW COST OR COST-EFFECTIVENESS 74%

 DATA SECURITY 62%

 INTEGRATION WITH OTHER SYSTEMS 53%

 DATA ANALYSIS 48%

 COMMUNICATIONS SUPPORT 42%

 AUTOMATION 42%

 DIVERSE ACCESS OPTIONS 35%

 TECHNICAL SUPPORT 32%

 GOVERNANCE 24%

 HOLISTIC 16%

 AI OR PREDICTIVE ANALYTICS  5%

 OUTSOURCING 4%

 OTHER 3%

Sample: All respondents with benefits technology in place (116)

MORE THAN TWO YEARS AGO 30%

BETWEEN ONE AND TWO YEARS AGO 22%

IN THE LAST SIX MONTHS 22%

IN THE LAST YEAR 16%

DO NOT KNOW 11%

How respondents source benefits technology

When respondents last overhauled their benefits portal to take advantage of new developments

Sample: All respondents with benefits technology in place (118)

Sample: All respondents with benefits technology in place (111)

56% 27% 12% 2% 3%
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Driving 
change

How are employees’ expectations shaping benefits strategies? 

Sam Barrett | freelance journalist

A compelling reward and benefits package is essential when it comes to attracting and 
retaining employees. Understanding their expectations and reflecting these in the benefits 
strategy is also key. The challenge for employers is that these expectations are shifting. 

Cheryl Brennan, director of corporate consulting at Howden Employee Benefits and 
Wellbeing, says: “Generation Z and millennials are driving a new perspective on 
employee benefits and, ultimately, what is valued. Generation Z especially is more 
focused on how it feels to work for an employer.” 

It is  not just the youngsters that are driving change. Traditional benefits, such as 
pensions, can lose their appeal with older workers, while others, such as group risk 
products, can be out of reach once someone gets to state pension age. 

EMPLOYEE WISH-LIST
Against this backdrop, what employees want is also changing. “Key focuses are on 
wellbeing, work-life flexibility, career development and corporate social responsibility,” 
explains Brennan. 

Indeed, Aon’s UK benefits and trends survey 2020, which was published in January, 

 • Employees are increasingly seeking out 
organisations that share their values. 

 • Employers must demonstrate their 
commitment to their values, embedding 
them in everything from facilities to policies 
and benefits.

 • Providing workforce with a pot of money 
and allowing them to select how they spend 
it can support a more diverse range of 
employee expectations. 

NEED TO KNOW

confirmed that 97% of employers found that staff 
wanted more flexible working hours. Also in the top 
five were agile and home working (94%); better 
awareness and handling of mental health issues 
(88%); a better approach to diversity and inclusion 
(72%); and improved parental policies (68%). 

Richard Morgan, principal at Aon, is not 
surprised by these findings. “Employees have been 
asking for these for a few years,” he says. 

“The one I find particularly interesting is 
environmental and sustainability policies, which 
54% of employers cited. Employees want employers 
to help them do more in these areas but they expect 
them to lead by example too. For many people, it’s 
important to work for an organisation that shares 
their values.” 

BUILDING THE BENEFITS
This new set of expectations requires a different 
strategy. Rather than simply switching the benefits 
package around, organisations need to take a much 
broader approach. “Employers need to think about 
how they demonstrate their values through the 
workplace, benefits, policy and community. 
Everything needs to be joined-up,” Morgan explains. 

For example, green credentials in the workplace 
could be demonstrated through recycling and smart 
office lighting and heating. 

Relevant policies might also include a drive to 
reduce travel, through increased home working or 
better use of technology for video-conference calls, 
while the community aspect could be reflected in 
volunteering and charity support. 

“Benefits help to join the dots,” adds Morgan. “A 
season ticket loan encourages public transport use 
while bikes for work and electric vehicles help to 
reduce emissions. Carbon offsetting schemes are 
also becoming more popular.”  

As well as ensuring that values are embedded 
throughout the organisation, personalisation is also 
helping to match benefits to employee expectations. 
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Kerry Jarred, managing director of Ignium 
Consulting and Jarred Consulting, explains: 
“Employees want so many different things, so 
providing a pot of money and letting them choose 
what they want is very powerful. This works 
particularly well for benefits such as wellbeing and 
personal development.” 

DELIVERING CHANGES
Expectations are also shifting in the way benefits are 
delivered. Jack Curzon, consulting director at Mercer 
Marsh Benefits, says:  “Employees expect a 
consumer-grade experience. They’re used to buying 
something on their smartphone and receiving it the 
same day and they expect this in the workplace too.”

Technology can help to replicate this, with 
employees able to access everything from shopping 
discounts to wellbeing apps and pension statements 
on their smartphones and other devices. Similarly, 
the shift away from annual benefits windows to 
allowing employees to switch whenever they like 
can also help to meet this demand.  

The yen for almost instant gratification also feeds 
through into recognition and rewards. Where 
organisations used to celebrate long-service and pay 
bonuses annually or quarterly, there is now a drive 
to recognise good performance immediately, says 
Robert Hicks, group HR director at Reward Gateway. 

“If an employee saves the organisation £5,000, 
for instance, sending them a £50 thank you can be 
very powerful,” he explains. “Make this visible, so 
there’s also social recognition, and it will influence 
other employees, creating more good performance.”

EMPLOYEE BUY-IN
Whether an organisation is building a new corporate 
identity to meet the demands of employees, or wants 
to ensure new recruits buy into an existing set of 
values, a structured marketing and communications 
programme is essential. 

“Talk about corporate values can be really 
high-level and wishy washy,” says Curzon. “Saying 
the culture is about innovation and diversity means 
nothing and can be particularly problematic if the 
organisation has old-fashioned processes and 
technology. Employers must ensure they are part of 
the fabric of the organisation.” 

Doing this can be challenging, especially where 
components are owned by different parts of the 
business. “Many organisations are already doing 
lots of things that align with their stated values,” 
says Morgan. 

“Having someone responsible for coordinating 

Thames Water employs 6,400 employees 
across London and the Thames Valley. As 
well as staff based in its head office in 
Reading, it also has employees across 
many sites throughout the region as well 
as field-based engineers and technicians.  

Aimee Cain, occupational health and 
wellbeing manager at Thames Water, has 
seen employee expectations change 
considerably in the last few years. 

“Employees expect their employer to 
look after their health and wellbeing as 
well as their safety,” she explains. 

“We’ve done a lot of work on mental 
health over the last few years, and now 
have one mental health first aider for 
every 10 employees. We also have a 
flexible-working policy and encourage 
employees to use it wherever possible. 

“However, when we looked at the 
results of our employees’ annual health 
assessment, we could see that more work 
was required to improve physical health.” 

To do this, the organisation 
implemented a number of changes to 
help employees be more active. These 

included encouraging them to use their 
breaks to enjoy a walk and offering them 
membership of Gympass. 

“With so many sites it wasn’t 
practical, or possible, to put a gym into 
every one,” she explains. 

“Gympass gives employees, and their 
families, access to gyms around the 
country as well as a range of online 
fitness resources.”

Alongside this, Cain has noted 
employees wanting to know more about 
the bigger picture. “There’s a lot more 
interest from employees in the work we 
do environmentally and in the 
community,” she explains. 

“We do a lot in these areas, from 
generating renewable power and taking 
water-efficiency workshops into schools 
to recycling sewage to produce carbon 
negative bricks to help build new homes. 

“Employees want to know they work 
for an organisation that takes its 
corporate and social responsibilities 
seriously so we’re making sure we share 
this information with them.”

Case study | Thames Water
The utility firm helps employees 
understand the bigger picture

this and marketing it to employees will help. It’s best to keep messages simple and to 
keep repeating them.”  

A total reward statement can help to underline the experience an employee can expect. 
“As well as all the traditional benefits, we include everything from volunteering 
opportunities to the company’s sustainability activities,” explains Hicks. “By including 
everything, it really helps to emphasise what the organisation does, and what it means to 
be an employee.” 

Meeting employee expectations can be a challenge, especially given today’s 
increasingly diverse workforce. But, as values and experience become increasingly 
important to employees, a well-coordinated marketing and communications programme 
is valuable 
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Writing this piece in my back room in the midst of our coronavirus lockdown affords a 
good opportunity to reflect soberly on where recent reward and benefits orthodoxies and 
trends have taken us; and how they need to change in the future. 

A demotivated, low productivity workforce through manifestly ‘bad work’ and work 
experiences; widespread pay freezes and long-running pay austerity; the extensive 
removal of pay and career progression and real pay and pension cuts for the majority of 
the UK workforce: these certainly weren’t in my ‘Top 10’ predictions, or even nightmares, 
a decade ago, never mind a pandemic. 

If ever employers and their employees needed a change for the 2020s, then pay and 
reward is the place to start; and one good outcome of this horrendous virus is that it 
might stimulate this realisation and response far faster and more extensively. So what 
might this mean in terms of compensation and benefits strategies? Let me briefly outline 
areas that I would expect more of us to be paying attention to and acting on.

Firstly, a return to ‘fair’ pay and reward policies, paying people a decent wage, 
providing career and pay progression opportunities for all; and recognising their growth 
in skills and added value in their pay. Our research, Evidence-based reward management, 
published in June 2010, shows that cost-minimisation low pay and benefits strategies 
simply end up costing employers more in the medium to long-term, with demotivation, 
higher staff turnover and absenteeism the result. 

IES’s Progression in employment project funded by the JP Morgan Foundation and 
published in December 2019, highlights the range of actions that ‘good work’ employers 
are taking to support progression of low-skilled workers, ranging from regular career 
conversations to multi-skill-training and skills-based pay progression. 

Secondly, the rebirth of job evaluation and pay structures, so that all staff, including 
executives, are paid on a common basis, fairly in relation to their skills and 
responsibilities; and men and women are paid equally, rather than continuing to import 
market-biases and premia.

Thirdly, more collective bonus plans and sharing in success. The Chartered Institute of 
Personnel and Development’s (CIPD) latest Reward management survey, published in 
December 2019, finds that individual performance is the most common form of variable 
pay, used by 62% of those with bonuses. Yet, while their incidence may be lower, 
collective bonus plans have a much stronger record in research. Greater use of collective 
pay schemes, such as profit and gainsharing, coincides with better site and organisation 
performance, according to the Third European company survey – Overview report, 
published by Eurofound in March 2015. 

For example, in Are bonus pools driven by their incentive effects? published in August 
2017, Alan M. Benson and Sima Sajjadiani report that manufacturing plants with 
gainsharing plans experience greater productivity, higher quality and other performance 
improvements. UK employers need to drop their obsession with executive and individual 
incentives and let all employees share financially in the benefits of their success.

Fourthly, more hybrid and shared risk pension and benefits plans, such as collective 
defined contribution schemes along the lines the Post Office has been developing, so as to 
better share the risks, costs and benefits between employers and employees.

Lastly, greater attention to employees’ mental health and financial wellbeing. 

Fortunately, many HR and reward professionals  
had already woken up to the damaging impact of 
growing levels of mental ill health and financial 
indebtedness in the workplace, which the virus’s 
impact will only intensify. 

As my colleague Catherine Rickard suggests in 
Supporting employee financial wellbeing, published 
in March 2017, a worrying feature of our IES case-
study research on this was senior management 
opposition to providing any assistance of this type. 
The employer risk is in not acting, rather than taking 
such action. Taking responsibility to actively support 
employees means going beyond just providing 
employee assistance programme (EAP) phone lines. It 
means auditing then helping employees much more 
broadly with financial education, be that through 
online financial tools, debt management support, 
pensions’ guidance, budgeting support and so on.

Financial Times columnist Philip Stevens wrote in 
March 2020 that “rebalancing of the responsibilities 
of government, business and citizens” will be an 
enduring legacy of the pandemic. This should, and 
will, I believe occur too in reward strategies in the 
year and decade of recovery ahead

Reward strategies 
post Covid-19

The end of extreme market-driven flexibility?

Dr Duncan Brown | principal associate 
Institute for Employment Studies, and visiting professor, University of Greenwich
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