IFEBP-EBN survey stresses voluntary benefits’ strategic role
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Voluntary benefit programs are an integral part of employee benefits offerings that help employers afford to meet the growing financial-protection needs of a diverse workforce, close alarming coverage gaps and promote choice during challenging times, notes sweeping new research on the topic.

A survey of 833 employee benefit professionals by the nonprofit International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans (IFEBP) and co-sponsored by Employee Benefit News offers a bullish forecast for voluntary benefits, which are offered by 84% of the respondents and being considered by an additional 5%.
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“The survey shows voluntary benefits are a significant part of plan sponsors’ strategic benefits approach and they are poised to increase in prevalence in the coming years,” according to Sally Natchek, IFEBP’s senior director of research. “These benefits improve employee satisfaction, with minimal administrative costs for employers.”

Although the employee-pay-all aspect of financing various coverages is tempting to all employers in this economic climate, only 4% of the respondents cited supplementing or replacing employer-subsidized benefits that were reduced or eliminated as their primary motivation for offering voluntary benefits.

It was eclipsed by several other reasons that included providing access to a greater array of benefits and supporting employee choice and flexibility (68%), filling gaps in employer-sponsored benefits (42%) and helping employers get better prices at group rates (41%).

While 66% of the respondents did not see voluntary benefit plan participation levels change during the past year, 14.4% reported increases and 7.9% reported decreases. Among the reasons for greater interest in these benefits: the search for ways to mange financial risk (26%), advice and guidance on financial loss (23%), protection against unemployment (23%) and benefits portability in the face of decreased job security (12%).

The most common voluntary benefit options were term life insurance (73%), vision insurance (53%), long-term care (LTC) insurance (51%), long-term disability insurance (50%), accident insurance (49%) and dental insurance (48%).

Natchek describes LTC as “one of the fastest growing voluntary benefits” and predicted that the nation’s aging 78 million Baby Boomers are expected to drive those sales. Given this changing demographic landscape, 80% of the respondents believe voluntary products with guaranteed issue provisions will become more popular and boost participation.

Most of the industry practitioners polled in the “Top Trends in Voluntary Benefits: Survey Results” research represent corporations among the roughly 35,000 IFEBP members who manage 8,400 multiemployer trust funds, as well as members of the International Society of Certified Employee Benefit Specialists and subscribers to Employee Benefits News.

