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Background & Methodology 

The National Employee Benefits Advisory 
Forum (NEBAF) conducted an online 
information exchange in November and 
December 2019 to understand its members’ 
experiences regarding various employee 
benefits-related topics 

Specifically, this summary includes 
perspectives from participants regarding: 

• Employer participants' roles and 
responsibilities,  
 

• Other functional areas’ influence in 
benefits decision-making, 
 

• Importance and value of types of 
benefits. 

 

The information in this report is based on an 
online survey taken by nearly 600 group 
employee benefits specialists (314 brokers 
and 268 employers).  

Within this summary, we identify and call out 
differences in results by market size, where 
applicable.  Market groupings include the 
following: Small (<100 U.S. employees), Mid-
size (100 - 4,999 U.S. employees), and Large 
(5,000+ U.S. employees). 

Executive Summary 

This Briefing reviews results from employer and broker members 
regarding employer participants’ roles and responsibilities. 

• Nine in ten employer participants are responsible for benefits 
and compensation within their organizations.  

o While Large employers focus primarily on benefits 
and compensation, Small and Mid-size employers 
report a variety of other responsibilities, including 
recruitment, training, and employee relations.   

• Brokers believe their clients are primarily focused on 
managing medical and other costs, but employers whose roles 
include benefits/compensation say they pay attention to a 
variety of areas, such as benefits administration, employee 
communications, and salary administration. 

 
This report also details employer and broker members’ feedback as 
to the role that functional areas outside HR play in benefits decision-
making. 
 

• Employers and brokers both most commonly say Finance 
has a role in benefits decision-making. 

o More brokers than employers say this. 
• Brokers and employers indicate that some functional areas 

outside HR are very influential when involved in decision-
making. 

o Nine in ten brokers and three-quarters of employers 
say “others” (typically upper management) have a lot 
of influence in benefits decision-making. 

o More than eight in ten brokers and two-thirds of 
brokers say Finance has a lot of influence in benefits 
decision-making. 

 
Both groups also shared their experiences regarding the importance 
and value of benefits. 

 

• Brokers and employers both rate medical, financial (ie. 401k), 
and non-medical benefits as most strongly supporting 
employee engagement, recruitment, and retention. 

o Employers are two times more likely than brokers to 
say voluntary benefits do a good job of supporting 
engagement, recruitment, and retention. 

• Over two-thirds of both brokers and employers say the 
importance of medical and financial benefits has increased 
compared to five years ago. 

• More than three-quarters of brokers recommending medical, 
retirement, and dental benefits say they think their clients 
value these benefits highly. 

 



3 Benefits Briefing  Copyright © 2019 by The Center for Strategy Research, Inc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Executive Summary (cont.) 
• While almost all brokers and employers say they think 

employees value medical, retirement, and dental benefits 
highly, more employers than brokers think employees highly 
value the following benefits: vision, life, STD, and LTD, 
Cancer, Critical Illness, and Hospital Indemnity. 

• Employers are more likely than brokers to believe employees 
have at least a “good” understanding of voluntary benefits. 

o While half of employers think employees have at least 
a “good” understanding of voluntary benefits, only a 
quarter of brokers say the same. 

• Only a third of brokers say their employer clients have at 
least a “good” understanding of voluntary benefits. 

• Most of the participating employer members in this study say 
they use the core benefits offered by their own companies; 
few participate in benefits through a spouse/ partner plan or 
other way. 
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Talking About: Reasons Why 
Employers Chose their Current 
Role 

 
When asked why they chose their current 
roles, most employers talk about enjoying 
helping employees understand benefits, 
helping them be successful, and advocating 
for them. 

 “I chose this role because I feel, every day, I 
am helping my fellow employees. I believe HR 
is the place to advocate for staff and work to 
create a great work culture. I love my job.” 

“I enjoy helping employees develop to the 
highest possible level. I also have a high level 
of empathy for all employees and what 
affects their lives.” 

“I really like to help people; I really wanted 
to be a nurse, but my path took a different 
direction. I decided in my role as Office 
Manager, HR Manager, Benefits Coordinator 
that I would do what I can to help make 
someone’s life easier and better in any way 
possible. In finding great products and great 
rates, I am able to make my dream come 
true!” 

"I chose this role because I enjoy helping 
others in a way that contributes to long-term 
well-being and job satisfaction.” 

 “Working in Human Resources with prime 
responsibility for benefits and well-being 
allows me to assist employees and their 
dependents with their total well-being. 
Speaking with employees, providing 
education on benefits, selecting vendors, 
evaluating current and future benefit 
offerings and developing communications are 
just some of my daily responsibilities that 
fulfill my vision.”  

 
 
 

HR Roles & Responsibilities 
We asked employers only about their roles in their organizations, and we 
asked both groups about employers’ areas of focus. 

Responsibilities of Role 

We asked each employer participant which functions they are currently 
responsible for as part of their role within their organization.  

Nine in ten employers report that they are responsible for 
benefits and compensation. Just over half of all employers are also 
responsible for recruitment, staffing, and employment; employee 
relations/labor relations; organizational culture; and HR training and 
development. About four in ten are responsible for workplace 
safety/risk management. 

The breadth of employers’ responsibilities decreases with the size of 
the employer’s organization. Larger employers tend to be focused 
primarily on benefits/compensation, while Small and Mid-size 
employers report a wide variety of responsibilities. For example, 
while three-quarters of Small employer participants and just over half 
of Mid-size employer participants say they are responsible for 
recruitment, staffing, and employment, these functions are handled 
by only a third of Large employer participants. 

Areas of Focus in Role 

We then asked employers (those whose role includes 
benefits/compensation) to rank how focused they are on four 
specific areas within benefits/compensation. We also asked brokers 
how focused they think their clients are on the same specific areas 
within benefits/ compensation.  We asked both groups to indicate 
focus by ranking the four areas from 1 to 4, with 1 indicating what 
employers are most focused on, 2 being what they are second most 
focused on, etc. 

While brokers think their clients are most focused on managing 
medical and other costs, employers report attention to other 
areas as well. 

• Brokers, on average, ranked managing medical and other 
benefits costs a 1.6 out of 4, the top-ranked area of focus, by 
far among brokers, whereas employers ranked it a 2.6.   

• Conversely, brokers ranked benefits administration and 
employee communications as the lowest area of focus, with 
an average of 3, while employers ranked it higher at a 2.3, 
their highest area of ranking.  

• Both groups give similar rankings to benefits/carrier 
decision-making and salary admin/payroll. 
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Did You Know? Employee 
engagement in the U.S. is rising 

 

According to a 2018 Gallup poll of over 30,000 
full- and part-time employees1: 

• The percentage of U.S. workers who 
say they are “engaged” at work 
(34%) is at its highest point since the 
poll began in 2000. 

• Although engagement overall is low, 
there has been an increase of 6 
percentage points in the past 10 
years. 

• The percentage of “actively 
disengaged” U.S. workers (13%) is at 
its lowest point. 

• Companies with higher levels of 
engagement report higher earnings 
growth, productivity, retention, and 
improved customer engagement. 

• Vacation and flex time, retirement 
plans, and pay contribute to 
employee satisfaction and/or 
engagement. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1https://news.gallup.com/poll/241649/emplo
yee-engagement-rise.aspx 

Areas of Focus in Role (cont.) 
Results suggest that brokers may be overestimating employers' focus 
on managing medical and other benefits costs, and may be 
underestimating employers’ challenges with administrative and 
employee communications tasks. 

As might be expected, we see some differences among both 
groups by market size:   

! Mid-size and Large employers are less likely to say they focus 
on salary admin/payroll than Small employers are, while 
Small and Mid-size employers are less likely to say they focus 
on benefits admin/employee communication than Large 
employers. 

! Brokers focused on Mid-size and Large employers are more 
likely to rank benefits/carrier decision-making lower in focus 
than those focused on small employers. They are also more 
likely to rank managing medical/benefits costs higher than 
those brokers focused on small employers. 

 
Influences on Benefits Decision-
Making 
We asked both employers and brokers about other functions/ 
groups/ departments within their organizations and their 
involvement in employee benefits decision-making. 
Functions Outside HR Involved in Decision Making 

We asked employers which groups/departments outside of HR play 
a role in employee benefits decision-making in their organizations. 
We also asked brokers (for their clients) the same question. 

Both brokers and employers most commonly identify Finance 
as involved in benefits decision-making, and brokers even more 
so. About six in ten employers say Finance has a role in employee 
benefits decision-making, and eight in ten brokers say (for their 
clients) that Finance has a role in decision-making.  

Legal and “Other” (mainly upper management) are the next most 
identified functions (outside HR) involved in benefits decision-
making; each was named by about a quarter of employers and just 
under two in ten brokers. 

Large employers are more likely than Small and Mid-size employers 
to say Legal and Procurement play a role in employee benefits 
decision-making. Mid-size and Large brokers are more likely than 
Small brokers to say Finance, Legal, and Procurement play a role in 
employee benefits decision- making for their clients. 
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Level of Influence of Functional Areas Outside HR in 
Decision- Making 

For each function/department outside HR that employers and 
brokers indicated are involved in employee benefits decision-making 
(results above), we asked them how much influence these functions 
/departments have in employee benefits decision-making.  

According to brokers and employers, when “Others” (typically 
Upper Management) and Finance are involved in employee 
benefits decision-making, they are very influential. More than 
nine in ten brokers and almost eight in ten employers say “others” 
(e.g. owners, C-suite, executive management teams, presidents), when 
involved, have a lot of influence. Similarly, eight in ten brokers and 
about two-thirds of employers say Finance is influential in employee 
benefits decision-making. 

 
Importance & Value of Benefits 

We asked both groups various questions around the importance and 
value of employee benefits. 

How Well Benefits Support Engagement, Recruitment, 
and Retention 
We asked employers and brokers how strongly specific types of 
benefits support goals around employee engagement, recruitment, 
and retention.  

Employers and brokers agree; the majority of both groups rate the 
following as strongly supporting engagement, recruitment, and 
retention: medical, financial and non-medical benefits.  

However, employers are twice as likely as brokers to think 
voluntary benefits do a good job of supporting engagement, 
recruitment, and retention. Brokers may be pleasantly surprised to 
see employers' view on voluntary.  Full results are shown below. 

% Saying Strongly Supports 
Engagement/Recruitment/Retention  
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Snapshot: Employers’ Biggest 
Challenges 

 
We asked employers the biggest challenges 
they face in the area of employee benefits, 
and this is what they shared: 

Employers: 

Large 

“The greatest challenge is communication – 
education, understanding, and engagement 
with benefits. Another of our greatest 
challenges is controlling medical and 
pharmacy costs.” 

“The biggest challenge is that of employees 
fully understanding all the benefits that are 
offered to them through the company and 
utilizing them appropriately.” 

Mid-size 

“Keeping plans competitive and attractive 
but offering them at an affordable price.” 

“The biggest challenge is cost. Costs are 
rising rapidly, yet in today's tight labor 
market employees expect employers to pick 
up those costs. The second largest challenge 
is getting employees to understand and value 
their benefits.” 

Small 

 “The biggest challenge is the rising cost of 
benefits. Every year there’s either an 
increase in cost or a reduction in the benefits 
themselves.” 

“The biggest challenge is the ability to 
provide affordable options for a small 
organization.” 

 

 

 

 

How Well Benefits Support Engagement, Recruitment, 
and Retention  (cont.) 

Interestingly, Small and Mid-size brokers are more likely to rate non-
medical benefits as better supporting goals of engagement, 
recruitment, and retention than Large brokers are. 

Changes in Importance of Benefits 

We asked employers if the importance of specific types of benefits 
has increased, decreased, or stayed the same versus 5 years ago. We 
also asked brokers, based on what they hear from their clients, if the 
importance of those types of benefits has increased, decreased, or 
stayed the same versus 5 years ago.  

Brokers’ and employers’ views on changes in the past 5 years 
align very closely; over two-thirds of both see medical and 
financial as more important today, versus 5 years ago. Many see 
non-medical benefits as more important as well, with just over 50% 
of brokers and employers saying so. Just under half of brokers and 
employers say voluntary benefits are more important. 

Given the benefits climate of the past few years (i.e. increasing 
benefits costs, competitive job market, etc.), it's not surprising that 
stakeholders think the importance of benefits has increased over the 
past 5 years. 

Extent to Which Clients Value Benefits 

We asked brokers who recommend specific types of benefits how 
much, in general, their clients value these benefits.  

Over three-quarters of brokers recommending medical, 
retirement, and dental say they think clients value these highly. 
In fact, brokers think most clients value the following benefits, with 
medical, retirement, and dental at the top of the list: 

" Medical or health (98% saying clients highly value) 
" Retirement products, including 401K (93%) 
" Dental (86%) 
" Life (62%) 
" Long-term/Short-term Disability (59%) 

Brokers do not think clients value all benefits so highly, however. 
Brokers are least likely to say clients highly value the following: 

" Group legal plans (7%) 
" Pet insurance (8%) 
" Critical illness (12%) 
" Hospital Indemnity (13%) 
" Home/Auto (13%) 
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Snapshot: Brokers’ Biggest 
Challenges 

 

We also asked brokers the biggest challenges 
they face in the area of employee benefits, 
and this is what they shared: 

Brokers: 

Large 

“Communication of benefit offerings and 
making sure that local human resource 
members are onboard with offerings, 
enrollment, and communications. Making 
sure there is a strong communication strategy 
from the top down.” 

“Making sure that all employees have access 
to the information on their benefits, and 
that they have at least a basic understanding. 
With big groups of employees, it is hard to 
collect the necessary feedback to ensure all 
employees have been reached and have an 
understanding.” 

Mid-size 

“They have already pulled all the levers to 
save money on medical costs and are faced 
with significant increases year over year with 
little or few options for cost saving 
measures.” 

“My biggest challenge has been balancing 
budgets without sacrificing benefits.” 

Small 

“Small employers are struggling with the 
increased cost of insurance and cannot figure 
out an alternative to passing the cost onto 
the employees.” 

“The biggest challenge for these groups with 
less than 100 employees would be keeping 
their premiums affordable. Cash flow is a 
huge problem for these smaller groups.” 

 

 

 

Extent to Which Employees Value Benefits 

We then asked employers who offer specific benefits how much they 
think employees value having those benefits. We also asked brokers 
who recommend specific benefits how much they think their clients’ 
employees value having those specific benefits. 

Employers are more likely than brokers to think employees 
highly value a broader range of benefit options. While almost all 
brokers and employers believe employees highly value medical, 
dental, and retirement products, this is not the case with all benefits. 

More employers than brokers think employees highly value the 
following: 

" Vision  
" Life  
" Short-term Disability  
" Long-term Disability  
" Cancer  
" Critical Illness 
" Hospital indemnity 

Again, brokers may be pleasantly surprised by employers' optimistic 
views on these benefits.  

Understanding of Voluntary Benefits 

We asked employers and brokers how well they think employees 
understand the voluntary benefits they (or their clients) offer. We 
also asked brokers how well they think their clients understand 
voluntary benefits. 

Half of employers who offer at least one voluntary benefit, and 
almost a quarter of all brokers, believe employees have at least 
a “good” understanding of voluntary benefits. Small employers 
are more likely to believe their employees have at least a good 
understanding of voluntary benefits, compared to Mid-size or Large 
employers. 

Only about a third of brokers think their clients have at least a 
“good” understanding of voluntary benefits. More, just under 
half of brokers, think their clients have a “middle of the road” 
understanding of voluntary benefits.  

These results emphasize the continued need for education in the area 
of voluntary benefits.  
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We are continuing to invite Human Resource executives, Finance executives,  
Brokers, and Consultants to join the National Employee Benefits Advisory Forum. 

If you or someone you know is interested in joining, please visit www.NEBAF.org and click 
Join Us. Or, email us at nebaf @csr-bos.com for more information on how to join. 

 


