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Mercer’s Inside Employees’ Minds™ financial wellness 
survey gathered insights from more than 3,000 workers 
and provided an opportunity to better understand the 
motivation behind employee decision-making and personal 
financial wellness.

T H I S  S E C O N D  V O L U M E  O F  R E S E A R C H 
F I N D I N G S  H I G H L I G H T S  T H E  F O L L O W I N G 
K E Y  C O N C L U S I O N S :

• Employees who are offered a financial wellness program through their employer 
are twice as likely to report being very satisfied with their job and their employer, 
and are more than twice as likely to trust their employer to do what’s right;

• Approximately 5% of total payroll is at risk of being spent on employees 
unproductively worrying about their finances during work hours. On an estimated 
total US wage bill of $5 trillion, this could be costing employers up to $250 Billion 
in lost wages each year. We can estimate a level of payroll risk within an employee 
group, highlighting the population where there is most likely to be a return on 
investment (ROI) from a financial wellness program;

• Level of financial courage is strongly correlated with employee engagement 
and success of financial wellness programs; and

• Employees don’t want their employer directly involved with their 
personal finances, but value financial advice provided through an 
employer-sponsored source.

As introduced in Volume 1 of this report, we developed the Mercer Financial 
Wellness Index (MFWI) and the Mercer Financial Courage Index (MFCI) based on the 
Inside Employees Minds data as a means for employers to measure the financial 
wellness of their workforce over time. We will continue to reference these indices 
throughout this volume of research. An in depth explanation of these tools and 
their methodology is included as Appendix A of this report.
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1 .
H I G H E R  L E V E L S  O F  J O B  A N D  E M P L O Y E R  T R U S T  A N D 
S AT I S FA C T I O N  A R E  R E P O R T E D  F R O M  E M P L O Y E E S  W H O 
A R E  O F F E R E D  F I N A N C I A L  W E L L N E S S  P R O G R A M S 

Employees who have access to financial wellness benefit programs through their employer 
report high levels of satisfaction with both their employers and their jobs twice as often as 
employees who do not have access to these programs. Even if employees don’t participate 
in these programs, they are still more satisfied with their employers when the programs are 
at least available. Employees who have access to financial wellness benefit programs also 
report higher levels of trust in their employer.

Figure 1. Employees who report being very satisfied with their employer today
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Figure 2. How much of the time do you think you can trust your employer to do what is right
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2 .
T H E  R E T U R N  O N  I N V E S T M E N T  F O R  F I N A N C I A L 
W E L L N E S S  P R O G R A M S  C A N  B E  M E A S U R E D 
B Y  C A L C U L AT I N G  PAY R O L L  R I S K

In Volume 1 of this report, we noted that the average time an employee spent worrying 
about personal finances while at work was 13 hours per month and the median was 5 
hours per month. The difference between these two amounts highlights the skewness 
of the distribution answers i.e. some people were indicating they spend in excess of 100 
hours per month which really highlights the extreme stress some employees are feeling.

As the chart below illustrates, the hours an employee spends worrying about finances is much lower for those with 
higher MFWI scores and higher for those with lower MFWI scores. The chart also shows how the average and the 
median are quite different throughout the survey population.

Using this data, we developed a calculation for payroll risk, which we define as the percentage of an employer’s 
total payroll that is at risk of being spent on employees unproductively worrying about their personal finances 
during work hours. Using our model, we found that based on our survey data, approximately 5% of an 
organization’s total payroll is at risk from time unproductively spent worrying. On an estimated total US wage bill of 
$5 trillion, this could be costing employers up to $250 Billion in lost wages each year. In order to ensure that the 
payroll risk calculation was reasonable, we limited the number of hours spent worrying to a maximum of 20 hours 
per month. In Appendix B, we provide case studies of payroll risk calculations and lessons learned in each scenario.

While employers will likely never be able to reduce the payroll risk to $0, effective financial wellness can at least 
increase the usefulness of these hours. Rather than powerlessly worrying for 5 hours a month while at work, 
an employee can use those 5 hours to take effective steps towards improving their financial health. While we 
certainly would not suggest that a payroll risk calculation is the only analysis that should be conducted, we do 
believe it is a good input that highlights the potential loss for an employer resulting from people worrying at work 
in addition to highlighting where an employer is likely to achieve the best return for its investment in financial 
wellness programs. Additional recommended analysis may include:

• An assessment of levels of financial wellness and financial courage within the various groups;

• Survey sampling to provide a point in time assessment of your employees that can be monitored over time;

• Employer benefits utilization, in aggregate, by segment, and/or by clusters of employees with similar needs.

Figure 4. Just as a rough guess, how much time do you spend each month worrying about money and other
personal financial needs during work time
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3 .
F I N A N C I A L  C O U R A G E  I S  S T R O N G LY  C O R R E L AT E D 
W I T H  E M P L O Y E E  E N G A G E M E N T  A N D  W I T H  S U C C E S S 
O F  F I N A N C I A L  W E L L N E S S  P R O G R A M S

In the first release of our Inside Employees Minds Financial Wellness survey, 
we introduced the concept of financial courage, which we defined as an 
individual’s confidence in his or her ability to engage in financial transactions.  
Our research shows that high financial courage is strongly correlated with 
high financial wellness. Well-intentioned employers may try to increase 
the financial wellness of their workforce, through new benefit offerings, 
communications strategies, education programs, and other tactics. However, 
if the employees suffer from low financial courage, they are less likely to 
engage with these programs, and well-intentioned employer efforts may 
be unsuccessful. Employers should consider the financial courage of their 
population when designing benefit programs, and align engagement tactics 
and success metrics with the courage of their population. As employers drive 
engagement in financial wellness programs, increasing financial courage of 
the workforce is a key step. 

Our research shows that employees who have high levels of financial courage are more likely to know 
about, participate in, and take action on financial education and financial advice programs provided by 
their employer. However, in order for employees to take action to improve one’s financial health using an 
employer-provided program, they have to make it through multiple hurdles:

1. A program has to be made available to them;

2. The individual needs to be aware of the program;

3. The individual must be willing and able to take advantage of the program;

4.  The program has to give them tangible steps for action that they can take to improve their finances; 
and

5. The individual must take action based on the recommendations presented to them.

Our research showed that people with high financial courage are more likely to successfully make it 
through every one of these steps to success. Additionally,
• Around 20% of people with low financial courage are not sure if their employer offers a financial 

education/financial advice program, compared to 8% of people with high financial courage. 

• Of people who are aware of a financial education/financial advice program, about half of the people 
with low financial courage participate, compared to over 80% participation of people with high financial 
courage.

Note:  Based on the results, we suspect that individuals do not appreciate the differences between 
financial education and a financial advice program.
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Figure 5 illustrates the path to financial wellness program success and how, at each step, the probability 
of success is improved in those individuals with stronger financial courage. While having high financial 
courage is quite important when it comes to an individual being aware of employer-provided programs 
and participating in those programs, it is significantly less important when it comes to the success an 
individual experiences when implementing specific steps recommended by the program. In other words, 
if a participant is presented with specific steps they should take, it doesn’t matter how much financial 
courage they have at the beginning of the program as long as they, in fact, begin to implement the 
recommended steps.

As the chart below illustrates, survey respondents who participate in financial programs demonstrate 
higher levels of financial wellness.

Figure 6. You said earlier that your employer is offering a program focused on giving employees advice
about financial matters. Have you or are you now participating in this program?
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4 .
E M P L O Y E E S  D O N ’ T  WA N T  T H E I R  E M P L O Y E R  D I R E C T LY 
I N V O LV E D  W I T H  T H E I R  P E R S O N A L  F I N A N C E S ,  B U T  VA L U E 
F I N A N C I A L  A D V I C E  P R O V I D E D  T H R O U G H  A N  E M P L O Y E R -
S P O N S O R E D  S O U R C E

A potential barrier that may keep some employees from engaging in employer 
sponsored programs is a hesitancy to share personal financial information with 
an employer or employer-provided vendor. It is difficult to provide appropriate 
programs and communications if the vendor doesn’t know what an individual 
needs, and many programs require the user to share some basic financial 
information to even accomplish the first step of engagement. However, our 
research also shows that individuals with higher financial courage are more 
likely to be willing to share personal financial information with their employer 
than those with lower levels of financial courage. The survey highlights that 
employees don’t want their employees directly involved with their finances, but 
do value financial advice provided through an employer-sponsored source.

H O W  C O M F O R TA B L E  W O U L D  Y O U  F E E L  A B O U T  S H A R I N G  
P E R S O N A L  F I N A N C I A L  I N F O R M AT I O N  W I T H  E M P L O Y E R  F O R  
P U R P O S E S  O F  G E T T I N G  F I N A N C I L  A D V I C E  A N D  G U I D A N C E ?

Figure 7. Sharing personal financial information
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Figure 8. How much of a role do you want your employer to play in helping you make the best financial decisions for yourself
and your household
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Given that, we believe that financial wellness programs can:

• Build financial courage;

• Lead to improved financial wellness; and

• Generally lead to happier, more contented employees;

Then what role should the employer play?

When asked about how they preferred their employer to be involved with helping with financial decisions, 
survey respondents indicated the strongest interest in their employer bringing in financial experts to 
provide training, education, and advice. Responses indicate that employees don’t want their employer 
directly involved with their personal finances, but respond favorably to the idea of getting referrals or 
access to financial experts provided by or endorsed by the employer.
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A  C A L L  T O  A C T I O N

Our Inside Employees’ Minds Financial Wellness survey results 
show that employees who are offered a financial wellness 
program from their employer experience greater levels 
of job satisfaction than those that do not. Combined with 
the tangible costs that employers face with their payroll at 
risk due to the lost time employees spend worrying about 
finances while at work, there are significant incentives to 
implementing a thoughtful financial wellness program. 

When designing a financial wellness benefit program, it is critical to first understand 
who the employee population is that needs help. Not only demographically speaking, 
but it is also important to gain an understanding for what financial challenges they 
face and how likely they are to respond positively to a financial wellness program. 

Workforce research studies, such as the Mercer Financial Wellness Index and Mercer 
Financial Courage Index, can provide a great starting point for understanding the 
needs of a workforce population. The data generated from these tools can be 
leveraged to thoughtfully inform an appropriately tailored financial wellness program, 
with plan design features that are influenced by the financial courage of the 
population, such as:

• Using appropriate defaults options and auto features to account for employees 
with low financial courage, who are unlikely to take action on their own, or 
implementing a personal financial coach to help those people. 

• Striving to make it as easy as possible for employees with low financial courage 
to take the best, easiest, and most appropriate right step to improve their 
financial wellness. 

• Taking advantage of opportunities to leverage or redeploy and promote existing 
vendors who are experiencing suboptimal utilization, or who are missing a key 
segment of the population. 

• Using segments identified through cluster analysis to develop and apply 
persona-driven communication strategies regarding available benefits and 
possible actions.
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A P P E N D I X  A : 
M E R C E R ’ S  P R O P R I E TA R Y  T O O L S  F O R  F I N A N C I A L 
W E L L N E S S  A S S E S S M E N T

In order to provide meaningful, actionable context for our survey results, 
we have developed the Mercer Financial Wellness Index (MFWI) and the 
Mercer Financial Courage Index (MFCI) based on the Inside Employees 
Minds research. These proprietary tools provide a means for employers 
to measure the financial wellness of their workforce over time.  Designed 
to capture behavioral and attitudinal data, the MFCI enables employers to 
identify those populations within the workforce that may be more likely to 
utilize the programs and react favourably to financial wellness interventions, 
taking the guess work out of “who will benefit” and allowing for more 
targeted strategies.

The Mercer Financial Wellness Index is defined by the following factors:

• Level of comfort in meeting various financial obligations

• Stress regarding financial situation

• Current indebtedness

• Ability to pay for an unforeseen expense

• Ability to absorb the impact of a health-related illness

The Mercer Financial Courage Index is defined by the following factors:

• Overall attitude to financial matters/planning;

• Time spent at work worrying about financial issues;

• Preferences around financial planning;

• Self-assessment of financial knowledge;

• Preference for control with investments versus reliance on others
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A P P E N D I X  B : 
PAY R O L L  R I S K  C A S E  S T U D I E S

Case 1: This was based on the survey population (with total salary roll 
normalized to $100 million per annum) 

Over $100k
$0.58M $1.41M $0.46M

$50k to $100k
$0.48M $0.76M $0.31M

$25k to $50k
$0.14M $0.16M $0.1M

Under $25k
$0.02M $0.02M $0.01M

Millennials
(18-32)

GenX
(33-50)

Baby Boomers
(Over 50)

This heat map highlights that the greatest ROI will most likely be achieved by focusing on the higher 
paid Generation Xers.

Case 2: This was based on a sample retailer (with total salary roll normalized 
to $100 million per annum)  but in this case we estimated the number of 
hours spent worrying based on a predictive regression we developed using 
the survey data 

Over $100k
$0.03M $0.3M $0.11M

$50k to $100k
$0.17M $0.25M $0.06M

$25k to $50k
$0.29M $0.27M $0.11M

Under $25k
$2.15M $0.9M $0.44M

Millennials
(18-32)

GenX
(33-50)

Baby Boomers
(Over 50)

In this case the heat map highlights that the greatest ROI will most likely be achieved by focusing on the 
lowest paid Millennials
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Case 3: This was based on a sample engineering firm (with total salary 
roll normalized to $100 million per annum) but in this case we estimated 
the number of hours spent worrying based on a predictive regression we 
developed using the survey data. 

Over $100k
$0.78M $0.76M $0.93M

$50k to $100k
$0.26M $0.38M $0.33M

$25k to $50k
$0.09M $0.16M $0.12M

Under $25k
$0.02M $0.01M $0.01M

Millennials
(18-32)

GenX
(33-50)

Baby Boomers
(Over 50)

In this case, the heat map focuses on the higher paid with a leaning towards the Baby Boomers. While 
it’s true that the payroll risk measure will tend to focus on the higher paid, Case 2 shows that this is 
not always the case. Also, these heat maps can prove to be very useful when directing your financial 
wellness spend, for example:

• In case 1, we can look at the typical financial concerns of Generation X employees, subsidized financial 
coaching may be worth considering this is the age group that has many demands on it;

• In case 2, we can focus on the needs of lower paid Millennials, finding ways to assist these employees 
with basic debt or budgeting may be more important;

• In case 3, retirement support may be a key consideration given this is one of the key concerns of the 
Baby Boomer group.

The analysis shown here is relatively simplistic but if there are other classifications of employees, 
such as clusters or personas, we can similarly identify which is the group that has the most significant 
payroll risk.
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I M P O R T A N T  N O T I C E S

References to Mercer shall be construed to include Mercer LLC and/or its associated companies.

© 2017 Mercer LLC. All rights reserved.

This contains confidential and proprietary information of Mercer and is intended for the exclusive use of the parties to whom it 
was provided by Mercer. Its content may not be modified, sold or otherwise provided, in whole or in part, to any other person 
or entity without Mercer’s prior written permission.

Mercer does not provide tax or legal advice. You should contact your tax advisor, accountant and/or attorney before making 
any decisions with tax or legal implications. 

This does not constitute an offer to purchase or sell any securities.

The findings, ratings and/or opinions expressed herein are the intellectual property of Mercer and are subject to change 
without notice. They are not intended to convey any guarantees as to the future performance of the investment products, 
asset classes or capital markets discussed. 

For Mercer’s conflict of interest disclosures, contact your Mercer representative or see www.mercer.com/conflictsofinterest.

This does not contain investment advice relating to your particular circumstances. No investment decision should be made 
based on this information without first obtaining appropriate professional advice and considering your circumstances. 

Information contained herein has been obtained from a range of third-party sources. While the information is believed to be 
reliable, Mercer has not sought to verify it independently. As such, Mercer makes no representations or warranties as to the 
accuracy of the information presented and takes no responsibility or liability (including for indirect, consequential or incidental 
damages) for any error, omission or inaccuracy in the data supplied by any third party.

Investment management services provided by Mercer Investment Management, Inc. (MIM). Investment advisory services 
provided by Mercer Investment Consulting LLC (MIC). MIM and MIC are federally registered investment advisors under the 
Investment Advisers Act of 1940, as amended, providing nondiscretionary and discretionary investment advice to their clients 
on an individual basis. Registration as an investment advisor does not imply a certain level of skill or training. The oral and 
written communications of an advisor provide you with information about which you determine to hire or retain an advisor. 
Mercer’s Form ADV Part 2A & 2B can be obtained by written request directed to: Compliance Department, Mercer Investments, 
701 Market Street, Suite 1100, St. Louis, MO 63101.
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For further information, please contact your local Mercer office or visit 
our website at www.mercer.com

© 2017 Mercer LLC. All rights reserved. 22388A-RE


