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Conduent HRS Consulting  
is now Buck

About Buck
Buck is an integrated HR and benefits consulting, administration, 
and technology services provider. Headquartered in New York 
City, with global operations, Buck is focused on helping its clients 
realize the best organizational performance for their business 
while driving positive health, wealth, and career outcomes for their 
people. Driven by best-in-class technology and leading analytics 
capabilities, our consulting solutions and easy-to-use administration 
platforms are helping the world’s most forward-thinking companies 
re-envision and re-design the way that employees work and live.
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Executive summary 

Wellbeing: Everyone wants it

But health issues, relatively stagnant wages not keeping up with rising living costs, always-
on technology and other time stressors, and anxiety caused by sociopolitical issues, make it 
challenging for employees to achieve personal wellbeing. Employers also face challenges: how to 
support positive wellbeing while promoting a high-performance workplace with competitive costs. 

For employers or employees, there’s no easy path to wellbeing. But by learning from peers’ 
experiences, employers can take steps to help employees achieve wellbeing and work well in 
contributing to their organization’s success.

Welcome to working well:  
a global survey of workforce  
wellbeing strategies
Now in its 12th year, this is the longest-running global 
survey of its kind, exploring trends in employer-sponsored 
wellbeing programs. From an original focus on physical 
wellness and related health promotion, the survey scope 
expanded to include financial wellness in 2016. 

This 2018 survey asked employers to assess the extent to 
which their organizations are supporting major pillars of 
individual wellbeing: physical, mental/emotional, financial, 
professional, social, and community – both current and 
future trends. While proving the return on investment 
(ROI) quantitatively continues to elude or otherwise be 
disregarded by many employers, the 2018 survey also 
added self-ratings on effectiveness of many programs.

252 
respondents

5.22 
million employees

56 
countries

23,000 
average employee size
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Striving for total wellbeing
Employers continued to expand their focus on more holistic 
wellbeing goals and related supportive programming. While 
40% said they have achieved a culture of wellbeing (vs. 
33% in 2016), 81% of the remaining respondents aspire to 
a culture of wellbeing. Only 10% said they were not seeing 
the value in investing in wellbeing support.

Broader offerings appeared to be viewed as contributing 
to a stronger social contract that in turn can encourage 
employees to come, stay, and be motivated to actively 
contribute to the organization’s success – with fewer 
impediments in work and life.  

Global strategy —  
more health than wealth
Sixty percent (60%) said their wellbeing strategy is 
global, but 15% more have a global health than a global 
financial strategy. 

For multinational organizations, health-related wellbeing 
offerings were almost double the number of financial 
wellbeing programs. 

Top objectives
The strength and priority of objectives remained similar 
to those cited in the 2016 survey, with two exceptions: 
Results showed a significant rise (from 66% to 73%) 
in focus on reducing health care or insurance costs 
(influenced by a higher proportion of US-based 
respondents) and a dramatic rise (64% to 74%) in 
promoting corporate image or brand – of qualitative value.

Most employers remained intuitively convinced that their 
efforts can positively influence wellbeing, as illustrated by 
self-ratings on effectiveness of individual initiatives and 
intent to expand future offerings. 

Among impacts, almost three-fourths view wellbeing 
support as an important element in their employee value 
proposition, and nearly half say it supports diverse needs 
by generation or life stage – all qualitative but clearly 
important outcomes of investing in wellbeing. 

83%
Improving performance and productivity

75%
Attracting and retaining employees

84%
Improving employee engagement/morale

73%
Furthering 
organization 
values/mission

67%
Improving 
workplace 
safety

73%
Enhancing our 
total rewards 
offering

73%
Reducing 
healthcare 
costs

71%
Maintaining 
work ability

64%
Promoting 
corp. image
or brand

65%
Reducing 
employee 
absences

55%
Fulfilling social/ 
community 
responsibility

2018 global objectives
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Barriers
The top four barriers to set and execute a global strategy 
for health or financial wellbeing remained the same in 
sequence as in our 2016 survey:

• Differing cultures, laws, and practices across our regions 
(almost two-thirds)

• No global oversight for this strategy (under half)

• No global consistency in this strategy  
(a lesser barrier than in 2016)

• Lack of vendors who can meet our global objectives 
(about one-fourth, but a lesser barrier than in 2016)

Lack of priority declined as a barrier. Just over 10% cited 
the new response option for 2018 – credibility of sufficient 
value from investing in support for health or financial 
wellbeing. While the priority for a global approach rose, 
most respondents who lacked a global approach were not 
concerned about the return on investment.

Importance of wellbeing objectives
Globally, improving employee engagement/morale 
and performance/productivity topped the long list of 
objectives. A new option, enhancing our total rewards 
offering, ranked fourth — acknowledging that wellbeing 
efforts have both highly tangible and less tangible 
benefits, especially in tight labor markets. 

Physical activity/healthy eating and stress-related issues 
were most common in shared global focus. However, 
regional issues continued to differ. For the US and Canada, 
addressing health care costs remained the top objective, 
driven by employer-sponsored health plans. 

Priority Issues
At least 72% or more of respondents cited all 25 of the  
26 offered options as priorities their wellbeing programs 
seek to influence, underscoring the breadth of drivers 
behind investing in support for wellbeing. For health,  
over 90% cited the top six issues.

Financial priorities also were significant: financial instability 
and/or inadequate financial protection, and financial distress,  
were rated as priorities by 84% and 83% respectively. 
Inability to retire was a driver for 72% of employers.

A new option – sense of purpose and fulfillment, which 
studies increasingly link to enhanced employee retention 
and motivation – was a driver for 78%.

Strategy and objectives —  
component status
Physical health was the most mature offering — in existence  
for over 10 years. Newer offerings in the last five years included  
financial literacy and skills, as well as spiritual wellbeing, 
emotional wellbeing, and social connectedness.

Future additions or expansions continued to include physical,  
mental, and/or emotional wellbeing as major components 
of wellbeing strategy. The top-most elements to be added 
included financial literacy and skills (22%), retirement 
financial security and preparedness (21%), and social 
connectedness (19%) — all demonstrating a continued 
march toward support beyond physical health.

Top drivers
95% Stress

95% Physical activity/exercise

94% Nutrition/healthy eating

94% Work/life issues

93%  Obesity/weight management

93%  Depression/anxiety
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Current and future health-related 
offerings and effectiveness
Respondents identified which of 36 healthy lifestyle 
options they offered and rated their effectiveness. While 
prevalence for many programs is high, most have a 
considerable disparity in ratings of effectiveness.

Two-thirds or more offered the top six options. The most 
effective offerings clustered in three areas.

Most rapidly growing and highly-rated offerings were 
flexible work policies and wearable sensors/trackers to 
assist with sustainable lifestyle change.

Over half of respondents intend to add several offerings 
within three years. 

Some offerings addressed employee stressors and 
challenges while also supporting competing for 
talent: flexible work policy trends and improving the 
working environment.

Top 6 current 
health offerings
86%  Employee Assistance Program 

(consistent with all prior years)

74%  Biometric health screenings

71%  Flexible work policies

69%  On-site immunizations

69%  Health risk appraisals

69%  Tobacco-free workplace
Most effective  
offerings
Know your numbers:
1 – Screenings

7 – Health risk appraisals

Easy access, reduced barriers:
2 – On-site immunizations

3 – On-site medical facilities

6 – On-site fitness centers

4 – Flexible work policies

8 – Wearable sensors/trackers

Universal:
5 – Employee Assistance 
  Program

Top 
future offerings
Top five additions (by over half):
62%  Workplace health challenges  

or competitions

60%  Stress management or  
resilience-building programs

58%  Workplace environment 
improvements

57%  Online courses and training for  
healthy lifestyles

52%  Online (Web or mobile) decision- 
support tools

And nearly half plan to adopt:
•  Flexible work policies

•  Work/life balance support

•  Healthy sleep programs

•  Health care concierge  
“advocacy” services

•  Health risk appraisals

•  Biometric health screenings
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Financial wellbeing challenges
Drivers of financial wellbeing priorities continued to rise 
since 2016. Financial instability and/or inadequate financial 
protection (84%) and financial distress (83%) were key 
issues employers seek to influence. Only Asia had a 
comparatively low rating for financial distress, at 64%. 

The rising number of programs supporting financial 
wellbeing — an expansion beyond the long-term view 
to retirement — illustrates employer recognition that 
employees need help addressing their near-term financial 
stability before they can adequately focus on longer-term 
life goals, including (but not limited to) preparing 
for retirement. 

Employee barriers to wellbeing
The top barriers were the lack of personal motivation, time, 
skepticism or mistrust, and a lack of awareness. 

Strategy documentation rising
Employers are getting more serious about documentation: 
of their communication strategy (rising from 60% in 2016 to 
69% in 2018), vendor management plan (from 35% to 49%), 
and charter or mission statement (from 44% to 48%).

In contrast, documented measurable goals and 
targets declined from 53% to 46%, while governance 
models (28%) and business case (31% to 32%) were 
virtually unchanged. 

Measurement and metrics
Insufficient resources to support measurement was the 
top barrier for nearly half (45%). Other barriers were not 
knowing how to measure (16%), no priority from leadership 
(15%), lack of belief that there is a measurable return (8%) 
and belief that the cost of measurement is not justified 
(7%). However, 39% have a host of other reasons (“none 
of the above”). 

Health care cost reduction
Over half (54%) of respondents reported reducing trend  
by two to five percentage points per year due to wellbeing 
initiatives. This is down from 64% reporting the same spread  
in 2016. However, 7% reported a six- to 10-percentage- 
point trend reduction, up from just 3% in 2016. 

Incentives on the rise
The use of incentives globally rose through 2012, then 
leveled off or declined outside the US. The rise resumed in 
2018, with much of that attributable to the US and Canada.

US respondents heavily influenced the effectiveness ratings.  
While only 8% of employers give incentive contributions to 
Health Reimbursement Accounts, this incentive was rated 
most effective, by 89% of those using it. Health insurance 
premium reductions were rated second-most effective by  
the 36% offering them. Rating third in effectiveness in a  
three-way tie, by 80% of employers: contributions to company  
retirement savings programs or Health Savings Accounts 
and vacation days/paid time off (used by 24% and 17%, 
respectively). Clearly, employers continue to seek ways  
to motivate participants. 

Use of deterrents or penalties continued to decline in 
contrast with positive incentives, with one exception: 
health insurance premium surcharges were cited 
by 38% of respondents, with a 66% effectiveness 
rating. This appeared heavily influenced by US-based 
tobacco surcharges.

As evidence of the decline in penalties or other disincentives,  
60% of respondents in 2016 claimed no plan to offer health  
insurance premium surcharges vs. 81% in 2018 who 
indicated no plans to offer this type of penalty.

Top health incentives*

41% Cash or gift cards

38% Raffles/drawing

36% Health insurance premium reductions

32% Gifts/merchandise

26% Employer-subsidized gym 
 membership
*out of 17 options listed
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Communication of rising priority
Use increased across a long list of multi-media channels 
including mobile apps, home mailings, and the Web. 

More respondents use a wellbeing identity or brand  
(55%) than in prior years. More also have confidence  
that local wellbeing ambassadors help drive engagement 
locally (42%). 

Greater personalized messaging — to ensure relevance  
and timeliness — is a major pursuit, with 60% either already 
personalizing messages today or planning to do so within 
1-2 years.

Despite the growth of wellbeing strategies, leader 
alignment appears weak:

• Ratings of strong leader support declined from 52%  
in 2016 to 49% in 2018. 

• Just one-third conduct regular briefings with leaders. 

Failing to secure sufficient top-down leadership 
buy-in may explain some resource constraints, given 
that promoting the business case is vital to securing 
management sponsorship, role modeling, and approval 
of needed funding. 

Bottom-up, over three-fourths see a correlation between 
the efforts of local wellbeing ambassadors and levels of 
employee engagement in wellbeing. 

Technology a key trend 
Use of technology tools rose across a variety of 
applications with commitment to rapid growth.

Effectiveness ratings 

84%
Predictive analytics

80%
Incentive tools and tracking

69%
Comprehensive portal “hub”

63%
Decision support tools

27% offer today; of those not offering,
50% will add in next 2-3 years

45% offer today;
44% of the rest say will add

62% offer today;
59% of the rest say will add

63% offer today; 
53% of the rest say will add
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Consistent with the global rise of the smart phone as a 
hand-held computer, respondents cited a surge in mobile 
apps to 42% offering them vs. 27% in 2016. 

Vendor challenges 
Over half of the respondents used several third-party 
vendors to assist in delivering health-related wellbeing 
support. Just over a third used several vendors for financial 
wellbeing (excluding plan administration).

Health-related wellbeing has presented the greatest 
challenges. Under half (45%) have found partners that 
deliver desired results. Another 29% keep looking for 
such partners, and more than one-third cited issues with 
integration, costs, technology capabilities, reporting, lack 
of proven ROI, and participant experience. Careful vendor 
evaluation and management are more critical than ever to 
ensure achieving desired results.

Conclusions
Working well — will we know it when we see it? Intuitively, 
improved health supports attaining greater wealth, 
and a variety of holistic support reduces work and life 
distractions. Added insights include:

• Multinational employers view a global strategy as a rising 
priority despite barriers and challenges.

• Efforts to support wellbeing continue to accelerate, with 
strategies and program offerings despite uneven ratings 
on effectiveness. Vendor partners also show uneven 
results but remain critical to delivery. A more systematic 
approach to design, vendor selection, and management 
may be key.

• Technology offers efficiencies in delivery, greater 
personalization and relevance, and use of predictive 
analytics to drive future design and offerings.

• Measurement remains a challenge but is not dampening 
the support for and breadth of wellbeing offerings.

Still, identifying hard metrics and tracking program results 
in more creative ways, such as employee listening and 
feedback, may gain greater leadership support and 
expanded resources. 

Employers may feel the return on value of investment 
is intuitive in demonstrating their organization as the 
best place to work, while helping remove impediments 
to employees to work well. A globally aging workforce 
presents challenges even as new solutions and 
technologies offer promise to enhance health, manage 
costs, and help employees address current and future 
financial challenges.

Today’s competition for talent may be a top reason to 
invest in employees and their continued wellbeing — with a 
culture of wellbeing a win-win for employer and employees.

Learn more
To find out more about Total Wellbeing, contact us  
at 1 866 355 6647 or talktous@buck.com.

www.buck.com
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