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or good reason, diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) is
F top of mind for employers. A diverse workforce can in-
crease profits, boost productivity and attract new cus-
tomers. Companies with diverse teams perform significantly
better than their nondiverse peers, according to a McKinsey
& Co. report.!
Employers are increasingly turning to their employee
benefit programs for opportunities to directly support their

workforce diversity efforts.

Employee Choice Matters

When it comes to benefits, employees want options.” As
people’s expectations and workforce demographics change,
traditional employee benefits are evolving to offer more
choice, personalization and support for employees at each
career and life stage.

Employers’ expanding reach can be seen in retirement
and health benefits. Employers are advancing retirement
readiness by providing resources for financial literacy, debt
management and expense planning. On the health side, em-
ployers have embraced more consumer-focused designs sup-
plemented by robust lifestyle, well-being and mental health
services.

This evolution of traditional employee benefit programs
may explain why 63% of employees would leave their cur-
rent employer for better benefits elsewhere, even if the new
employer offered equal or lower pay. That was one of the il-

luminating findings of the Human Workplace Index survey
conducted last fall.?

Benefits Equity Is Key

Despite the evolution of benefits choice, inequities in
benefits design could lead to limited access, poor out-
comes and high costs. Employees who face physical, fi-
nancial or social constraints are often unable to fully take
advantage of the programs offered by their employers. For
instance, benefits are most often underutilized by people
who lack the education or time to participate due to com-
peting work-life demands or a lack of resources. Cultural
distinctions and language barriers can also act as disin-
centives.

AT A GLANCE

e Employee benefit programs can directly support an employ-
er's workforce diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) efforts.

e Employee choice and equity are important aspects of bene-
fits programs that can reflect an employer's commitment to
DEI, which, in turn, will have positive effects on an employ-
er's human resources and public relations goals.

e To maximize the value provided to employees, employers
should consider developing a distinct DEIl-based strategy for
each key program area.
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Systemic issues related to the U.S.
health care delivery system impact em-
ployee health and should be addressed
in group health benefits. For example,
lack of access to appropriate health care
treatments and relatable providers is a
well-documented issue for many diverse
employees and can be significant drivers
of high morbidity in those communities.
More than half (53%) of Black patients
report that it is hard to find a doctor of
their own race or ethnicity, and 39% of
Hispanic patients say the same, accord-
ing to a 2021 Gallup study.* These acces-
sibility challenges are magnified when
they are coupled with the cultural in-
sensitivity and racial bias that are often

present in courses of treatment.

In addition to the health care deliv-
ery system, social determinants play a
much larger role in population health
than once thought. A study published
in the American Journal of Preventive
Medicine found that clinical care ac-
counts for only 20% of the variation in
health outcomes across U.S. commu-
nities.> Socioeconomic status, health
behaviors and physical environment
account for the remaining 80%. Em-
ployee benefit programs should be de-
signed to address social determinants
of health when possible.

Similarly, systemic issues can impact
employee financial well-being. In some
cases, financial employee benefit re-
sources may not address or alleviate the

Population Characteristics

Age

Gender

Race/ethnicity

Language

Parental and marital status
Job type and class

Work schedule

Work location

N
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Deeper population
characteristics

Health status

Physical ability

Home life

Sexual orientation

Religion, values and beliefs
Education level

Social class/culture
Residence location and type
Household income

socioeconomic and cultural challenges
that certain employee populations face.
Also, financial advisors may fail to de-
liver services that address employees’
most basic financial and asset growth
needs. Among employees with access
to employer-sponsored retirement
plans, Black and Hispanic employ-
ees are 2.5 and two times more likely
to have financial wellness scores that
need attention, respectively.® Similarly,
female employees have approximately
37% less money in their retirement
plans than their male counterparts.” In
some cases, these lower numbers reflect
a distrust of financial institutions held
by populations that have been histori-
cally discriminated against. Without
relevant and relatable resources to help
increase financial literacy, reduce debt,
participate in tax-advantaged retire-
ment savings plans and maintain in-
come levels, employees may experience
lifelong economic insecurity.

The workplace is another area
where systemic factors impact em-
ployee perceptions of fairness and
belonging. For example, employers
should consider designing paid leave
programs to reflect the different com-
munity, family and personal needs
found in diverse workforce popula-
tions. Similarly, they may want to
take into account balancing various
nonwork priorities and responsibili-
ties when designing work schedules
while also helping protect employee
benefit plan eligibility. Work location,
workspace layout and commuting re-
sources should also be considered if
an organization seeks to attract a di-
verse employee population.



Employees who are satisfied
with their employer’s DEI
initiatives are this much more

likely to still be with their O O
organization in 12 months:

1.6x U[Im

Source: Metlife’s 20th Annual U.S. Employee Benefit Trends
Study 2022.

Unfortunately, it can be difficult to predict which popula-
tion characteristics influence the success of employee benefit
programs because some are far less visible than others, as il-
lustrated in Figure 1.

Employees Care About Their
Employer's Commitment to DEI

Benefit programs designed to address various population
characteristics have the potential to strengthen DEI. These
benefits help employees meet their personal and professional
goals, improve recruitment, and create greater employee loy-
alty and trust. For instance, when deciding whether to ac-
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cept a new job, nearly three-quarters (74%) of job candidates
look at an organization’s commitment to DEI and/or affinity
groups compared with only 48% in 2021, according to the
MetLife study cited in Figure 2.

Given this growing demand, why haven’t more employ-
ers considered DEI in relation to their benefit programs? The
challenge may be knowing where to start.

Taking the First Step Toward Benefits
Through a Diversity Lens

Many employers want to identify potential opportunities
to strengthen the equity of their benefit programs. But how
do they determine what will generate the best outcome for
the greatest number of employees? By looking at the right
types of data and asking the right questions.

For instance, employers can glean valuable insights by

asking the following questions.

« Why do certain locations experience higher health
care claims?

« What’s causing the difference between actual and
scheduled hours worked?

o Why are some employees unable to save a portion of
their paychecks? Why are others compelled to take
retirement hardship withdrawals or loans?

o Is there a meaningful nexus between retirement sav-
ings and health care claims?

» What is driving employee participation and choice?
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Support and empower

employees

Workplace

eEnhance flexibility
for when/how people
take time off

eExpand options for
people to work
flexible schedules,
across levels

e Communicate to
increase inclusion
and remove barriers

e Support employees
who face worksite
challenges
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Expand care and
improve health

Health

e Cover services
inclusively

eEnhance access to
care in underserved
areas

eIncrease visibility of
providers with
shared demographic
traits and their allies

eImprove quality of
care and address
specific areas of
health risk for
vulnerable groups

Secure income and
promote savings

Wealth

eExpand choice and
affordability of
benefits

eEnsure competitive
and fair pay

*Improve financial
literacy and debt
management

e|ncrease employee
resilience to short-
term financial risks

e Prepare employees
for retirement

- J .

J - J

Source: MetlLife’s 20th Annual U.S. Employee Benefit Trends Study 2022.

Using current workforce data in conjunction with em-
ployee feedback and social determinants, employers can
compare patterns of benefit use with employees’ work-life
needs to determine where needs are the greatest. Consider
the sources of information listed in Figure 3.

Developing an Employee Benefits DEI Strategy

Applying an equity lens to workforce data analysis can
help inform benefits strategy. This may involve reimagin-
ing how the organization defines employee benefits and the
workforce goals they are designed to meet. Once a vision is
made clear, the work to change the programs can begin.

Modernizing benefit strategies requires careful planning.
Employers will want to review plan designs and offerings
to ensure they are consistent with best practices and legally
compliant. This is especially important when trying to im-
prove outcomes for specific employee populations.

To maximize the value provided to employees, employ-
ers should consider developing a distinct DEI-based strategy
for each key program area. For example, health, wealth and
workplace programs can each be defined and managed with
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independent objectives that are tied to project actions and
outcome measures. Figure 4 provides a hypothetical starting
point.

A road map can outline what resources are needed to put
the strategy into action. Employers sometimes find it helpful
to beta test or roll out new programs in phases. A phased
strategy can make it easier to identify unanticipated hurdles
and quickly gather valuable participant feedback. With a
modern, equitable benefits strategy in hand, careful com-
munication, implementation and execution of that strategy
is the next step.

HRIs PR

Employees aren’t the only ones holding organizations
accountable to meet DEI goals. Boards of directors, inves-
tors, job candidates, community leaders, watchdog groups
and customers increasingly expect to see progress. For many
employers, this means that corporate social responsibility
efforts are a growing part of company culture, reflected in
management practices and championed by top executives. To
the extent that environmental, social and governance (ESG)



transparency continues to increase at a rapid pace, there will
be overwhelming demand to demonstrate that company ac-
tions improve inclusion and belonging. Employee benefits
and other tangible and measurable workforce programs are a
critical component of this organizational reckoning.

The sooner companies realize that good HR means good
public relations (PR), the quicker they’ll reap the rewards. EQ
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