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Employees are making  
financial trade-offs that may 
upend their health and wellbeing.
The workforce is financially stressed, and this is leading to potentially  
poor decisions that may undermine people’s physical, emotional and 
financial welfare. These decisions not only impact individual employees 
but also influence employers in areas that can underpin organizational 
success—workforce productivity, retention and engagement. 
In this economic environment, many employees are not making the 
best choices.
When it comes to choosing a healthcare plan, employees don’t always 
consider the total cost. As a result, they may end up with less or more 
coverage than they need, potentially overburdening their paycheck or 
resulting in out-of-pocket costs they didn’t prepare for. 
They may not be using their medical plan in ways that safeguard their 
health. And, they continue to underutilize tools—like tax-advantaged 
healthcare accounts—that would enable them to balance the cost of 
coverage with the cost of care. 
In its inaugural Market Impact on Benefits Decisions Pulse Survey, 
Elevate™ asked people with employer-provided benefits how current 
economic trends are influencing their state-of-mind, their decision-
making and their day-to-day financial choices. 
Three primary themes emerged from the survey: 

  Employees are making financial trade-offs that may upend their 
short- and longer-term health and wellbeing. 

  Employees value their benefits, but they continue to struggle with 
healthcare costs and using the right tools to better manage them.

  Financial stress and lack of benefits literacy impact employees’ 
benefits decisions and utilization. 

It’s important for employers to understand how current economic 
conditions are affecting employees’ physical and emotional wellbeing, 
and how they are choosing and using the benefits offered and 
underwritten by the employer. 
This puts organizations in the best position to offer employees the kind 
of help, support and ease-of-use they need to maximize their benefits, 
enabling them to best maintain their physical, emotional and financial 
health so they can be present, productive and engaged on the job.   

Employer-provided 
benefits help 
protect employees 
against financial 
hardship, but for 
many, current 
conditions 
are proving a 
challenging storm 
to weather.  
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In the face of financial  
trade-offs, health and wellbeing 
too often take a back seat
In the current environment, 65% of employees are more concerned 
about their financial situation than they were last year, including 
25% who are a lot more concerned. Not surprisingly, this has impacted 
what they do with their paycheck.  

Most people have reined in discretionary spending, but they’re also 
tightening their belts around healthy habits.

The impact of cutbacks in healthy living isn’t immediate, but that may not 
be true for those employees skimping on needed medical care. 

 28% say they’ve put off a medical screening or wellness check.

  A small but significant group postponed a necessary medical 
procedure (15%) or an elective medical procedure (14%).

 14% delayed or didn’t fill a prescription. 

Concern over out-of-pocket costs may be driving employee decisions 
around medical care that could have catastrophic consequences 
in terms of people’s health and finances. This is clearly a tradeoff no 
employer wants an employee to make. 
The fact that more than a quarter of employees postponed wellness 
visits and screenings is also concerning. Employees don’t understand 
how their benefits work and are missing out on exactly the types of care 
that help safeguard their health and finances in the longer term. 
The impact of these tradeoffs will eventually be felt by both employees 
and employers—in health issues and costs related to abandoned 
preventive habits, delayed screenings or postponed care—or in the 

62%

Have decreased 
discretionary 

spending

10%

Have stopped 
all such 

spending

58%

Are buying less 
expensive, less 

healthy food

31%

Have curtailed 
fitness and 

wellness activities 
that cost money
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financial implications of lack of preparedness for healthcare costs. This 
can have negative effects on individual employees, but can also drive 
increased benefits spending for employers. 

Employer Actions to Improve Outcomes

  Better education to help employees understand their healthcare 
coverage, including how preventive care and screenings  
are covered. 

   Comprehensive education and renewed focus on tax-advantaged 
accounts to help employees prepare for out-of-pocket costs. 

   Technology that is designed for the modern workforce, including 
tech natives, that enables employees to easily use and understand 
their healthcare accounts. 

  Consideration of plan design features for healthcare accounts that 
appeal to savers and entice people to start saving (e.g., rollover and 
carryover for FSAs, increased employer contributions for HSAs).
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Benefits are highly valued, not 
well understood and not always 
used wisely
An overwhelming majority of employees say the benefits they get from 
their employer are important to their financial security. However, even 
with benefits, people are making financial tradeoffs. 

Employees aren’t preparing for some inevitable out-of-pocket  
costs—even though they feel it’s important. Most aren’t using the  
tax-advantaged accounts available to them, depriving them of tax 
savings and potential employer seed money that could help address 
financial stress. 

  78% rank being prepared for out-of-pocket healthcare costs as 
important or most important to them.

 40% currently have or have previously used an FSA or HSA.

  25% would like to use a tax-advantaged healthcare account but 
feel they can’t afford it.

Employees don’t fully understand the total cost of healthcare coverage. 
They focus on one aspect of healthcare costs, which undermines 
balanced decision-making. 

Believe benefits support their financial security

Are juggling the cost of healthcare with other necessary expenses

Say they can’t afford all the coverage they want

88%

40%

18%

Are more concerned about their  
per-paycheck cost

Are more concerned about their 
potential out-of-pocket costs

Say they’re concerned about all costs 
when deciding what medical option to 
choose

32%

41%

27%
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 20% indicate they prefer to save in their own bank account.

 14% say they don’t know about these plans or how to use them.

This represents a gap between what employees think and how they 
behave. With so many concerned about their finances, the fact that 
they aren’t leveraging benefits that help prepare and protect them from 
exposure to out-of-pocket costs is something employers should note. 
Employees may confuse an FSA with an HSA, fearing potential forfeiture of 
their dollars at year-end. This can drive employees who prefer to save in 
their own account, where they may feel they have more control over and 
access to their healthcare savings. 

Want to be reimbursed immediately from their healthcare account

Factor in ease-of-use when making benefit choices

63%

34%

With healthcare accounts, administrative processes matter greatly, 
especially in an economic context where employees don’t feel they can 
afford to tie up their money. Saving after-tax dollars in your own account 
with no forms or receipts to submit may seem appealing, but it’s not the 
best course of action. Immediate reimbursement, and at-your-fingertips 
access can soothe concerns and help employees save in the  
tax-advantaged accounts that offer the best financial advantages.  

Employer Actions to Improve Outcomes
  Educate employees about all cost inputs of healthcare, so they 

can take the downstream step of preparing for costs outside their 
contributions. 

  Tax-advantaged healthcare accounts continue to be underused. 
Clear communication that helps employees understand how FSAs, 
HSAs and LPFSAs work is vital. 

  Consider adding or increasing employer contributions for HSAs to 
entice employees to participate. 

  Evaluate your healthcare account provider to ensure their 
technology and processes make using an FSA, HSA or HRA easy 
to give employees the best experience. This includes immediate 
reimbursement with multiple payment options and a mobile-first 
approach to access. 
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Employees’ financial concerns 
have a downstream impact on 
their benefits choices 
Employees making benefits elections consider how healthcare costs 
affect their current and future finances. When asked which factors 
could impact their benefits choices for next year, affordability was most 
frequently on their minds. 

Ability to pay for out-of-pocket costs and deductibles

Ability to afford per-paycheck costs

Juggling costs of benefits with regular monthly expenses

51%

46%

38%

43%

Want medical options 
that leave enough for 
them to afford other 
spending or saving

43%

Want help paying 
for things like a gym 

membership or 
financial planning

22%

Would like help 
repaying  

educational debt

How much I have saved for healthcare costs

The cost of coverage or healthcare impacting my retirement saving

33%

31%

But for some employees, affordability and health diverge as they cut  
back on healthy lifestyle spending and in some cases avoid or delay care. 
They are looking for their employers to help them address their  
financial issues. 
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Employer Actions to Improve Outcomes
  During annual enrollment, consider targeted messaging to  

eligible employees who make their elections but don’t enroll in a 
healthcare FSA. 

  Make opening an HSA automatic and encourage employees 
to contribute their own dollars. Increase or implement employer 
contributions to help fund the plans. 

  Remind employees about other benefits that save them  
money—including dependent care FSAs and commuter accounts. 

  Consider employer-funded lifestyle accounts to help employees with 
things that improve their overall wellbeing. 

  Offer help with student loan payments to support employees’ finances. 

The key to affordability and preparedness is balancing the choice of 
healthcare plan with saving for healthcare costs. Only about a third 
of employees consider all their costs when making benefits choices, 
leaving many potentially paying for more coverage than they need and 
tying up money they could use for other expenses.
That’s why having healthcare accounts available to them is vital for 
employees’ financial wellbeing. They should also know how to maximize 
them and be able to access their funds quickly and easily. While a solid 
base of employees understands and uses an FSA or HSA, most are 
missing out. A majority of the workforce is exposed to out-of-pocket 
healthcare costs without the safety net of tax-advantaged savings. 
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A different focus on benefits can 
help employees navigate  
financial pitfalls to achieve more 
favorable healthcare outcomes
Employees are making a range of choices to keep themselves afloat in 
the current economic environment. Unfortunately, some are engaging 
in tradeoffs—like foregoing needed medical care—that may cause  
serious issues. 
The emotional context in which employees are making these tradeoffs, 
their state of mind and their understanding of benefits can significantly 
impact their benefits choices.  
This is key as benefits provide employees with a valuable safety net 
and the financial peace of mind that enable them to be engaged and 
productive members of the workforce. 
Core healthcare benefits are one component. Employees also need to 
understand and take advantage of opportunities to save money on their 
healthcare costs and other necessities—like dependent care—that impact 
their paycheck. 

  To address these needs employers can layer in benefits like lifestyle 
accounts to further support employees’ overall wellbeing. 

  Focusing on ancillary benefits that empower people to take control 
of their healthcare spending makes sense given employees’ state of 
mind and the current economy. 

But they must be the right benefits—communicated and delivered so 
employees can understand and use them. Plan design is vital and so is 
delivery. Good design must be paired with state-of-the-market processes, 
tools and modern technology that make benefits easy to access for a 
mobile-enabled, tech-savvy workforce used to the convenience of paying 
on-the-go.  
That’s how employers can maximize their investment in the wellbeing 
of their workforce—through a focus on benefits that help safeguard 
physical, emotional and fiscal health including healthcare and other 
consumer accounts that leverage the best technology, empowering 
employees to take charge of their own financial destiny. 

Study Methodology 
A third-party firm fielded the online survey for this report in August 2022 among U.S. 
respondents who are employed at organizations with 2,500 employees or more and who 
must be covered/using benefits provided by their/an employer who cross industry sectors 
(not including public sector).

Elevate is on 
a mission to 
revolutionize how 
everyday people 
engage with and 
utilize their benefits. 
We hope you’ll join 
us. Visit elevate.inc
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