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Q&A

Like many in the defined contribution industry, we’re  
excited about the emerging concept of financial wellness — and 
the possibilities it holds for helping employees become more 
confident about managing their finances. Making financial 
wellness more than just a buzzword, however, will require a 
deep understanding of how employees think, feel and act — 
and how these perceptions, emotions and behaviors evolve 
over time.

To learn more about these trends, we reached out to Kent 
Allison, partner and national leader of PricewaterhouseCoopers 
LLP’s Employee Financial Wellness Practice, who has been 
researching financial wellness for more than five years. 

Q The Participant: How does financial wellness 
differ from financial education?
Kent Allison: The concept of financial wellness took 

off like wildfire because it’s a natural extension of health and 
wellness. Both concepts are deeply rooted in behavioral science. 
Financial wellness focuses on understanding what drives an 
individual’s financial behavior, and then employs a process 
to change detrimental behaviors and improve overall  
financial well-being.

However, there is confusion in the marketplace. Many 
organizations competing to provide financial education 
have converted their programs in name only. That’s not what 
we’re talking about. Financial wellness is not achieved by just 
changing the name of your education program. It’s changing 
the basis and approach to be more effective. 

The old approach was passive — companies provided financial 
information and hoped their employees would act on it. But a lot 
of times people would just go on autopilot and not make changes 
until it was too late. Or the education wasn’t specific to them 
and not applicable to their personal situations.

Another problem is that financial education might cover 
one topic, like boosting 401(k) contributions. But people are 
dealing with lots of other issues that compete for their savings. 
We see that in the leakage coming from plans: 22% of employees 
in the 2014 PwC Employee Financial Wellness Survey said 
they had withdrawn money from their retirement plans for 
non-retirement expenses. 

Q Besides wanting to help employees,  
why should employers care about  
financial wellness? 

Aside from the improvement in benefits appreciation and 
utilization, studies show that financial stress is a major factor 
in overall stress. As reported in the 2014 survey, nearly half of 
all employees (48%) said that dealing with their finances was 
stressful, and the percentage of stressed Gen Y employees has 
increased, from 49% in 2013 to 60% in 2014. 
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Stress has a direct impact on an employee’s health. So, 
like a health program, a financial wellness program can 
reduce a company’s health costs. In addition, studies show 
that financial distractions make employees less productive at 
work. Helping employees improve their financial well-being 
can reduce or eliminate those distractions and have a direct 
impact on productivity.   

Q How might plan sponsors begin tackling 
financial wellness in their organizations?
It starts with realizing that people have different issues 

and priorities that stem from their life stages, their career 
stages and even costs related to where they live. So organiza-
tions are moving away from what I call the peanut butter ap-
proach — providing the same education to everyone and hoping 
employees select what’s relevant to them. 

ARE YOU EXPLORING FINANCIAL WELLNESS IN YOUR 
ORGANIZATION? Visit pwc.com and search for “employee 
financial wellness” to learn more about their observations. 

“Helping
employees
improve their  
financial well-
being can 
have a direct 
impact on 
productivity.”

— Kent Allison

The new approach asks, “What are an individual’s issues, 
needs and financial behaviors, and how do we address them to 
improve their overall financial well-being?”

Employer data can tell you a lot: whether an employee is married, 
has dependents and is contributing to the plan. Then you need to 
consider employees’ lives outside work: Are they in debt? Behind 
on their bills? Once you have that snapshot, you can identify an 
individual’s competing priorities and obstacles and make a plan 
to attack those issues. Most importantly, you want the employee 
to remain engaged but not overwhelmed. Programs should offer 
bite-size installments to get people moving in the right direction, 
and then reward that behavior so they don’t give up. 

DISCLOSURE: SSGA is a PwC audit client.
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About State Street Global Advisors
For four decades, State Street Global Advisors has served 
the world’s governments, institutions and financial advisors. 
With a rigorous, risk-aware approach built on research, 
analysis and market-tested experience, we build from a 
breadth of active and index strategies to create cost-effective 
solutions. As stewards, we help portfolio companies see that 
what is fair for people and sustainable for the planet can 
deliver long-term performance. And, as pioneers in index, 
ETF, and ESG investing, we are always inventing new ways 
to invest. As a result, we have become the world’s third 
largest asset manager with US $2.51 trillion* under our care. 

* AUM reflects approximately $32.45 billion (as of December 31, 2018), with respect 
to which State Street Global Advisors Funds Distributors, LLC (SSGA FD) serves as 
marketing agent; SSGA FD and State Street Global Advisors are affiliated.
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To receive print and/or digital copies of The Participant,  
please email us at theparticipant@ssga.com.

Feedback  
We welcome your ideas, feedback and suggestions for  
consideration in future surveys or articles. Contact us at  
theparticipant@ssga.com.
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SSGA Target Date Fund are designed for investors expecting to retire around the 
year indicated in each fund’s name. When choosing a Fund, investors should consider 
whether they anticipate retiring significantly earlier or later than age 65 even if such 
investors retire on or near a fund’s approximate target date. There may be other 
considerations relevant to fund selection and investors should select the fund that 
best meets their individual circumstances and investment goals. The funds’ asset 
allocation strategy becomes increasingly conservative as it approaches the target 
date and beyond. The investment risks of each Fund change over time as its asset 
allocation changes. 

The views expressed in this material are the views of SSGA Defined Contribution 
through the period ended February 28, 2015, and are subject to change based on 
market and other conditions. This document contains certain statements that may 
be deemed forward-looking statements. Please note that any such statements 
are not guarantees of any future performance, and actual results or developments 
may differ materially from those projected. The information provided does not 
constitute investment advice and it should not be relied on as such. It should not 
be considered a solicitation to buy or an offer to sell a security. It does not take into 
account any investor’s particular investment objectives, strategies, tax status or 
investment horizon.

There are risks associated with investing in Real Assets and the Real Assets sector, 
including real estate, precious metals and natural resources. Investments can be 
significantly affected by events relating to these industries.

Standard deviation is a historical measure of the volatility of returns. If a portfolio has 
a high standard deviation, its returns have been volatile; a low standard deviation 
indicates returns have been less volatile. Standard Deviation is normally shown over 
a time period of 36 months, but the illustrations noted in this material may reflect a 
shorter time frame. This may not depict a true historical measure, and shouldn’t be 
relied upon as an accurate assessment of volatility.

Unless otherwise noted, the opinions of the authors provided are not necessarily 
those of State Street. The experts are not employed by State Street but may receive 
compensation from State Street for their services. Views and opinions are subject to 
change at any time based on market and other conditions. You should consult your 
tax and financial advisor. All material has been obtained from sources believed to be 
reliable. There is no representation or warranty as to the accuracy of the information, 
and State Street shall have no liability for decisions based on such information.

Investing involves risk, including the risk of loss of principal. The whole or any part 
of this work may not be reproduced, copied or transmitted or any of its contents 
disclosed to third parties without SSGA’s express written consent.

Diversification does not ensure a profit or guarantee against loss. 
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