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Benefit planning’s value rising: Study

Workers wary of cost shifting Benefits: Workers to pay more 
As workers are increasingly expected to assume more of the cost of their health benefits, employers are being pressured to enhance benefits education efforts and be more flexible about plan offerings, according to a study by MetLife Inc.

"Fewer employers are paying the full cost of their employees' insurance and the trend is unlikely to reverse itself any time soon," the study states.

The New York-based life insurer surveyed more than 1,500 human resources and benefits managers from a broad range of industries. The majority of employers that participated in the survey represent small to midsize companies with fewer than 500 employees, with one in five companies surveyed employing more than 5,000 workers.

Among the companies that responded to the survey, 27% take on the full cost of their workers' medical coverage, with small companies making up the majority of companies that offer full coverage. Even fewer fully sponsor dental and vision care coverage, just 19% and 16%, respectively.

By contrast, 60% of the employers reported that they want employees to continue to fund some or all of their benefits costs, despite the U.S. economy showing signs of improvement.

For benefits managers, one of the biggest challenges "is that most people don't understand how expensive it can be to offer benefits," said Craig Guiffre, senior vp in the institutional business division of MetLife in New York. "The average person may not appreciate how expensive it is to provide medical care for a family," he said.

Equipping employees with adequate guidance and information about their benefits in the face of health care cost inflation, therefore, is becoming all the more crucial.

More and more employees are recognizing that they need to offer their employees "planning and educational tools to help them make informed choices," Mr. Guiffre said.

According to the survey, 47% of the companies provided benefits information and/or enrollment options online for their employees in 2004, up from 38% in 2003.

Employers expect continued growth in this area. Among companies that currently lack online enrollment capabilities, 36% said they plan to add such capabilities to their benefits programs over the next 18 months.

"Initially, it was only the very large employers that could afford to make those investments," Mr. Guiffre noted, but now, he said, such tools are becoming more reasonably priced.

In addition, because 53% of the employers identified employee retention as the single most important benefits objective, and another 36% cited increasing employee job satisfaction as the key objective, companies are also creating more accommodating benefit plan designs and adding benefits options, according to the study.

Thirty-four percent of employers say they consider "providing a wider array of voluntary offerings" as a top benefits priority.

"The days of one-size-fits-all benefits programs are over," Mr. Guiffre said. "Employers who have been very focused on managing costs will have to shift their thinking."

In the future, he said, "I think you'll see more employers looking for ways to provide additional flexibility for employees."

LOGGING ON FOR BENEFIT INFO

A MetLife poll found that more employees are using their

employers' benefit sites for information, enrollment and

other resources

                        2003      2004

50-999                   40%       45%

1,000-4,999              55%       66%

5,000-9,999              60%       83%

10,000-24,999            72%       82%

25,000+                  77%       92%

Source: MetLife Inc.
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