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The recent financial crisis and significant changes in pensions systems across the world have left individual 
consumers with fewer guarantees for retirement and greater responsibility for financial decision-making. 
There is growing evidence that the majority of people lack the financial skills necessary to tackle these 
challenges.1



Key Findings, continued

Consumers are Generally Poorly Prepared to Make Good Investment Choices
Consumer financial illiteracy is widespread globally and consumers are not sufficiently committed to their  
own financial well-being. While most people recognize that the government will not provide them with  
an adequate retirement income, this realization does not translate into increased savings or investments. 

Global Programs Often Require Local Adaptation 
Companies are stepping up their efforts to provide employees with both competitive benefits and financial 
education. While a company may have a global financial wellness program, such a program must be adapted 
to local needs. 

Governmental Provisions Have a Large Impact on Employer-Provided Benefits 
Governments differ widely in the extent to which they support people with social welfare provisions. Such 
funds are coming under increased pressure due to an aging population and global economic challenges. 

Cultural Differences Regarding Financial Education Are Significant
The amount and type of financial education as provided by employers varies from one country to another. 
There are cross-cultural differences regarding general level of financial literacy, attitudes towards retirement, 
wealth, and risk; as well as expectations regarding employer involvement in the field of financial wellness. 

ROI May Not Be the Best Measure of Financial Wellness Programs
The companies interviewed saw a clear connection between financial well-being and the work they are  
doing to proactively improve employee health and wellness. They believe that financial stress has a negative 
impact on productivity even if it is difficult to measure directly through return-on-investment calculations. 
They are using participation measures and metrics that evaluate changes in behaviors to determine the 
success of their efforts.

Note: This material does not constitute financial, legal, tax or employee benefits plan advice. Please consult 
with your own advisors if seeking such advice with respect to the matters addressed in this material.
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This study was commissioned by MetLife. 
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Financial Wellness Defined 
For the purposes of this paper, we will define financial wellness (also referred to as financial well-being) as a 
multi-faceted concept that describes the overall financial health of an individual. Financial wellness is 
influenced by the factors summarized in the model below: 
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In China, the recession was mitigated by stimulus packages amounting to 6% of GDP per year. However, an 
overly generous credit market and a looming property price bubble are current and real concerns.10 According 
to a recent survey, 78% of Chinese consumers feel an impact of the financial crisis, with middle-class 
consumers reporting the greatest pressure.11 The financial crisis is likely to realign consumer spending, with 
consumers cutting back on high-risk investments. 

In contrast to much of the rest of the world, India was left relatively unscathed by the initial financial crisis12 
and there is evidence that the country may be rebounding from the recession in better shape than 
neighboring China.13 According to a benefits executive interviewed in India, multinational companies are 
seeing salary increases of about 10% and local companies in the range of 12-14% per year. 

Individuals who have been directly affected by the recession (such as losing a job) have likely faced significant 
financial difficulties. Globally, only a minority of people (28%) feel that they are able to “cope with the 
unexpected.”14 Only one third have an emergency fund and a mere 14% have one that covers more than a 
year.15 The global index of consumer confidencea fell in 25 out of 52 countries in the last quarter of 2010. As 
illustrated in figure 3 below, however, consumer confidence is generally greater in the Asia-Pacific region 
(scores over 100 indicate a positive outlook).16 

Figure 3 

Consumer confidence across the globe (adapted from Nielsen).17 

a	The survey is based on 29,000 internet customers in 52 countries, asking people about their confidence in the job 
market, status of their personal finances and readiness to spend.
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Uninformed consumers 

The recent recession, and the past decade in general, have led to poor returns for stock markets. As the cost 
of defined benefit plans (pension plans) has increased, as has the need to make retirement plans more 
portable (at least in the U.S), many companies have been forced to abandon these plans in favor of defined 
contribution schemes such as 401(k) plans in the U.S. As a consequence, the responsibility for managing 
retirement funds and assuming the accompanying risk has been transferred to the employees. At the same 
time, financial markets have grown increasingly volatile, and investing has become more complex as a result. 
It is therefore not surprising that the OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development with 
representatives from 34 countries) calls for increased financial literacy in response to these trends.18 

The problem, according to Kristi Mitchem of State Street Global Advisors, is that “a significant proportion 
of the population, known as the ‘unengaged majority’ does not have the knowledge, interest or time to 
direct their defined contribution plans.”19
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Men scored better than women on the global financial literacy test. Of those who scored “excellent,” 67% 
were men and 33% were women. Of those who scored “poor,” 60% were women and 40% were men. 
This is worrisome, considering that globally, 70% of women between the ages of 50 and 59 are concerned 
they will not be able to cope financially in retirement.25 In the same test, younger people (aged 20-49) also 
scored significantly better than older people.26 

70% of financially literate people save for old age, while only 47% 
of those with poor financial knowledge save for old age.27 
It is worth pointing out that people may be more or less receptive to financial education, depending on 
national values and norms. In the next section, we turn to country cultures, attitudes and perceptions that 
have a bearing on financial wellness policies offered by companies. 

Importance of cultural differences

Prior to launching initiatives in financial education, a company should ask itself: where do consumers currently 
get their information? How are they allocating their resources and what are their attitudes to risk? In 
countries like China, Hong Kong and India, for example, about 75% of consumers use informal sources such 
as family and friends for advice, but in the Netherlands, only 17% do. Corresponding figures for the US and 
Ireland are roughly 30%. In contrast, 43% of people in the Netherlands use formal sources such as financial 
advisors, brokers, accountants, banks or insurance company representatives. In Ireland 37% use formal sources 
and in the U.S. the figure is 27%. In India, China and Hong Kong corresponding figures are 20% or below.28 
It is interesting to note that India scores slightly higher on financial literacy than the Netherlands, even though 



The benefits executives we talked with as part of this study reported some important cultural differences.  
For example, in the fast growing companies in India, it is common for employees to share salary information 
with each other. This has a significant impact on a company’s desire to make certain benefits information 
available more publicly. In some countries such as the Netherlands, it is seen as unusual, perhaps even viewed 
as overstepping proper boundaries, for companies to provide financial education to employees. Employees 
are highly educated and receive a good salary, and may feel insulted that the company believes they need  
this information.

Risk aversion is on the rise globally, with two thirds of people agreeing that life is more “risky than it used  
to be.” Less than 1/3 of respondents are willing to take a higher risk, and most prefer a stable return on their 
investments.33 In comparison to most countries in Europe, however, consumers in North America and Asia 
tend to be willing to accept higher risk with the prospect of higher return.34 India may be an exception: EMC 
reports that individuals here are typically more risk-averse and prefer to invest in more traditional instruments 
such as land, real estate and gold. 

It is worth pointing out that financial satisfaction will depend not only on objective measures, but also on 
perceptions of one’s wealth compared to some standard of comparison,35 which will differ cross-culturally 
since societal norms for consumption and production vary widely. While there is a currently an East-West 
divide, growing affluence in emerging economies may change saving and consumption patterns there, 
increasing borrowing and tendencies towards immediate gratification.36 For the time being, however, the 
implications for global companies are clear: the culture of the country where a company is headquartered is 
not dominant in the rest of the world. In the words of one country executive: “401(k) plans don’t exist outside 
of the U.S. We need to get better with our corporate communications.”

“It is never too late to start saving. We encourage people to take  
the first step. It’s less overwhelming if you take it in small steps.” 

(American Express Benefits Executive)

12
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The Role of Government and Public Policy
The extent to which a country provides social security for its citizens is clearly important in determining a 
company’s benefit policies. Many countries in Europe have a relatively wide safety net, including the 
Netherlands, which has one of the most comprehensive social security systems in the world.37 Other countries 
in Europe, such as Ireland, ensure health care for all, but struggle with accessibility and speed of treatment, 
thus motivating companies to provide additional insurance coverage. Under privatized health care in the U.S., 
high medical costs contributed in some degree to about half of the more than 500,000 bankruptcies in the 
U.S. in 2007.38 Public health care in Asia varies considerably, from Singapore’s highly ranked system to China, 
where the extent of social insurance is insufficient, particularly in rural areas.39 

74% of consumers worldwide expect ill health to be a very 
significant, or quite an impact on their finances.40 



The summary below outlines some of the most important government provisions in the countries included  
in this study. It also outlines some important financial trends. 

Governmental provisions and financial trends 

China

Governmental Provisions
•• Two-tiered basic pension 
system:42 

	 – �Pooled account: employer 
contributes 20% of 
earnings

	 – �Individual contributes 8% 
of wages 

•• Coverage is not universal, 
with rural population 
largely outside the 
system.43 

•• Employers and employees 
contribute to medical 
insurance fund, but lack of rural health care is major concern (50% of China’s population lives in rural areas). 

•• 45% of urban populations and 79% of rural populations pay out of pocket for health care.44 

•• Unemployment insurance available for maximum of two years. 

•• Employers must contribute to employee housing fund (up to 25% of salary in certain regions).45

Trends 
•• Major multinational companies offer supplemental retirement plans.46 

•• OECD predicts the majority of the Chinese population will remain dependent on family support though old age.47 

Singapore 

Governmental provisions 
•• Central Provident Pension Fund, a defined contribution 
scheme covering all workers.48 

•• Universal health care ranked 6th out of 191 countries 
by WHO.49 

•• Unemployment benefits do not exist, with The 
Economist depicting Singapore as a country averse to 
public welfare.50 

Trends 
•• Health care expenditures, currently low at 4% of GDP expected to rise with Singapore’s aging population.51 

••
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India 

Governmental provisions 
•• Public Employees Provident Fund extends to all sectors of the 
workforce,53 but only 9% of the workforce has access to formal social 
security.

•• Due to underfunding, public health facilities offer only the most basic 
care.54 People unable to afford private health care may face long 
queues, limited service availability and perceived lower quality of care. 

••



Hong Kong 

Governmental provisions 
•• Employers and employees must contribute to a Mandatory Provident Fund 
– defined contribution schemes managed by approved private providers.66 

•• Universal health care system in cooperation with private sector provides 
medical services.67 

•• Familial and communal support to those in need is a societal expectation.68 

Trends
•• Aging population, rising expectations of health care and soaring medical costs are increasing concerns.69 

Netherlands

Governmental provisions 
•• Public pension providing approximately 30% of average earnings.70 

•• More than 90% of employees have a quasi-mandatory scheme with  
their employer, with 94% of employees being covered by a defined  
benefit scheme.71

•• Employee insurance including unemployment benefits exists.72 

•• Long-term disability insurance.73 

Trends 
•• Because so many employees are covered by a defined benefit plan,74 employees do not have to carry as much 
investment risk and interest rate risk as consumers in other countries. 

Ireland 

Governmental provisions 
•• Public pension scheme: flat rate to all who meet contribution conditions.75 

•• In 2008, 44% of working men and 50% of working women had no 
pension plan in place other than the State afforded pension which was  
a flat rate of EUR 223.30/week in 2008 (28.9% of average earnings).76 

•• Government responsible for healthcare, but 50% of people opt for 
private insurance.77 

•• Unemployment benefits exist, but rank 13 out of 15 EU nations with 
similar earnings.78 



1717

Mexico 

Governmental provisions 
•• Workers, employers and government contribute to defined 
contribution scheme.80 

•• Government spending on pensions below OECD average in 2008: 
1.4% vs. 7.0%.81 

•• By end of 2007, 75% of population had public health insurance.82 

•• Problems of access and quality in health care, 50% of health care spending is private.83

•• Social assistance: conditional cash transfer program provides direct monetary assistance to families that comply 
with a variety of preventive health and school enrollment requirements.84 

Trends 
•• Low life expectancy and high rates of obesity and diabetes.85 

•• One of the youngest populations in the world: only 11.3% are above the age of 65.86 

••



The Business Case for Financial Wellness

Figure 5

The “perfect storm” of financial wellness

In the prior section we discussed a number of factors which taken together create the “perfect storm”  
of consumer financial distress. These factors are summarized in figure 5 above. Although the financial needs 
of consumers differ globally both in terms of extent and specificity, overall, the current situation cries out for 
action to increase financial literacy of consumers. 

The degree to which benefits and financial education drive productivity and/or company loyalty will vary  
from one country location to another. The challenge for each company is to determine approaches that best 
fit with a certain country culture. Is talking about financial wellness something that is culturally acceptable 
and to what extent is it important for employees?

In general, however, research provides a convincing case for companies to provide employee financial 
wellness education.98 A recent global study by WFD Consulting found that employees are increasingly 
addressing financial concerns while at work. Financial stress was identified as a top work-life issue for both 
women and men across the countries studied.99 This is worrisome, considering that studies show that financial 
difficulties can have adverse effects on a person’s well-being, leading to social, physical and emotional stress100 
and in some cases contribute to marital tensions.101 It has been estimated that 15 percent of workers are 
“experiencing stress from their poor financial behaviors to the extent that it reduces their job productivity.”102 
The cost for companies dealing with employees who are overly concerned about money woes is substantial.103 
MetLife’s 9th Annual Study of Employee Benefits Trends support this notion, with 58% of employers stating 
that financial “illness” plays a role in employee absenteeism and 78% saying that concerns over financial 
problems while at work can have a negative impact on employee productivity.104 Research done at a chemical 
production company points to a positive correlation between financial wellness and worker productivity.105 In 
increasing numbers, companies are recognizing this association. An EMC interviewee says that the company: 
“…takes a holistic view. We know there is a direct correlation between financial security and physical health. 
That is why we provide services in both areas.” 

Need for  
financial wellness
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An overwhelming majority of consumers worldwide (90%) want 



58% of employees in the U.S. would like their employer to provide 
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Summary of Financial Benefits Offered by 
Company and Geography
Companies have taken various strategic responses to address the challenges around financial wellness. 
Individual companies help improve employee financial wellness by 1) providing competitive benefits and  
2) offering classes on financial literacy, as well as other initiatives. 

The figure below summarizes the various approaches used by these employers. 

Figure 7

Examples of employer policies to enhance employee financial wellness 

Before introducing the specific financial wellness promising practices that have been implemented by the 
participating companies, we turn to a brief summary of the financial benefits offered by American Express 
and EMC worldwide. The following tables summarize these benefits. 

As you can see in the following tables, companies frequently offer different benefits in different geographies, 
often largely dictated by the welfare provisions in a specific country or different cultural expectations. 



Table 2 
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Table 3

Financial benefits offered by EMC

“What we might do in Ireland would not be at all relevant for our 
employees in France and Netherlands.” 

(EMC Benefits Executive) 

Benefit U.S. Ireland India

Benefit offered?
Covered by company, employee paid or cost share? 

Retirement savings 
plan (defined 
contribution plan)

Yes
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In collaboration with Fidelity, EMC launched WealthLink in the U.S. in 2008. WealthLink is an on-line site that 
provides employees with personalized and action-based tools. It is managed in accordance with the following 
five guiding principles: 

•• Personalized 

•• Action-based 

•• Expandable 

•• Portable

•• Measurable

WealthLink provides employees a personalized Total Rewards Statement that includes cash compensation, 
equity compensation and benefits. Employees can model various financial scenarios and use tools to optimize 
performance. The model below summarizes the functions of the site. 

WealthLink takes into account the individual employee’s objectives, time horizon, risk tolerance and risk 
profile. It allows employees to see various outcomes, for example, assess the consequence of putting assets 
into a stock purchase plan as opposed to the 401(k) in the short and long run respectively. In addition to 
compensation and benefits from EMC, an employee can add up to five separate accounts to the model,  
for example, a spouse’s 401(k). This allows them to get “the big picture.” The Total Rewards System also has 
“hot links” connected to it that provide employees with access to various financial vendors. EMC is working 
towards making the model portable, which refers to an employee’s ability to bring the profile with them to 
another employer. 

There are three views to WealthLink: employee, employer and recruiter. A manager can access an employee’s 
profile during an annual compensation discussion, or a recruiter can demonstrate the full value of working for 
EMC during the final phase of a recruitment process. It also helps managers make a convincing case with 
employees of the value of staying with EMC. 

Total  
Rewards  

Statement

Modeler

Optimizer

• Summarizes total value of EMC benefits
• Outlines steps to maximize value
• Helps employees focus on financial objectives

• �Demonstrates various financial outcomes  
(employee enters data: if–then scenario)

• �Shows trade-off between short and long-term  
wealth accumulation

• Demonstrates saving opportunities
• �Shows optimal allocation of benefits and how 

to maximize tax efficiencies



EMC plans to implement aspects of WealthLink globally, but emphasizes the need to adapt to local conditions 
throughout the world. It introduced the Total Rewards Statement in Ireland in December and is currently 
rolling it out in the U.K. EMC plans to launch it in four Asian locations and, by the end of the year, to all 
company locations.

Business drivers 

Despite a significant investment, both in terms of money and time, the CFO, CEO and the company board 
were early champions of EMC’s focus on financial wellness, including WealthLink. The endorsement can be 
attributed to EMC’s emphasis on “One EMC,” a company where there are no boundaries or barriers and  
all employees share the same benefits except when national legislation or customs dictate differentiation. 
WealthLink showcases an advanced IT solution in the HR field, aligning it with EMC’s main philosophy of 
being cutting-edge in the field of information technology, in its “journey to the cloud.” 

EMC recognizes that financial stability drives productivity, even if it is difficult to arrive at hard numbers in 
terms of ROI. From a company perspective, WealthLink is also seen as an important tool to attract and retain 
the best employees and to keep EMC positioned as an employer of choice. In a market with continuous 
innovation, long-term retention is essential to stay competitive. 

As early as 2009, EMC in Ireland was encouraged by an independent consultant to increase awareness 
among employees of the cash value of their total benefits. The Total Rewards Statement aspect of WealthLink 
was the perfect response to this suggestion. 

Challenges Faced 

Ideally, EMC would like to launch WealthLink in its entirety globally, but certain cultural challenges limit  
the expansion to specific tools and concepts from the model. For example, the name has different, not  
wholly positive, connotations internationally. In addition, according to EMC, cultural attitudes towards 
compensation differ from one country to the next. In India, for example, where the turnover rate is three 
times the level in the U.S., open conversations about compensation are accepted as a means to gauge one’s 
salary competitiveness (as opposed to the U.S., where such conversations tend to be more private). Such 
transparency already raises challenges for HR, in terms of employees comparing benefits internally. As a 
result, HR in the India office hesitates to introduce the Total Rewards System as on-line tool. They recognize 
that an instrument that shows all of the various components of employee compensation may increase the 
level of disclosure. 

In contrast, in Ireland the introduction of the Total Rewards System did not encounter any such obstacles.  
It has been well received, usage is up and feedback from employees has been positive. HR in Ireland 
caution, however, that companies in Europe are in general wary of national legislation when introducing 
services around financial wellness. Legislation around privacy, for example, can be a concern. Corporations 
may fear lawsuits when implementing specific financial education programs.

“Employees had questions about how to take advantage of 
compensation and benefits. WealthLink was a way to answer that.” 

(EMC Benefits Executive)

26



2727

Evidence of progress 

Since its launch in 2008, about 50% of EMC’s 21,000 employees in the U.S. have participated in WealthLink 
and 2,075 have actively used the Modeler, the Optimizer and/or the Statement. According to employee 
satisfaction surveys, attitudes towards WealthLink are very positive to date. There is also evidence that 
employees who use WealthLink make better long-term financial decisions. In the U.S., the following 
differences are discernible amongst WealthLink users versus non-users during the 2008-2009 recession:

•• Among WealthLink users, there was no scale back in contribution to 401(k) plans, but among non-
users, 7% decreased their contribution. 

•• 38% of WealthLink users increased their contribution to a HSA (Health Savings Account), whereas there 
was no change among non-users.

•• Among non-users, there was a 20% decrease in the Employee Stock Purchase Plan, among users, the 
decrease was significantly lower: 5%.

•• Among users, there was a 32% increase in the participation of a NQDC (Non-Qualified Deferred 
Compensation Plan) wrap around 401(k) plan (available for Director level and above) compared to  
2% among non-users. 

•• The Flex Spending Account saw a significant decrease among non-users (-17%), but a small increase 
among users of WealthLink (3%). 

In Ireland, the feedback from employees using the Total Rewards Systems has been very positive. Within the 
first month, 65% of employees were using the system and usage continues to grow. From the employer’s 
perspective, it is an excellent educational tool, as there is generally a very low level of financial awareness and 
many employees do not take a holistic view of their benefits. (In a recent survey, over 50% of respondents in 
Ireland had no understanding of the minimum amount that public pensions provide to individuals. Upon 
learning that amount, 66% of respondents stated that this would not provide the standard of living they 
expected for themselves and their partners.)119119.t 277345 Tm7[(11)-4 Etng C st7teEFF002E>>iot prnqu-1(n)9 Td
[(0lText<-3(r)-17(s)-1)6(a)-4aw aTJ
/SpaalText<(i)3(ng o)3(f t)-3(h)-46o gpDC 
3(a)-1(n)(s)-10(e1(n)-2(du)1(l)-3(d n)b(n)8(d f)10(o)-(g).34(a)1(t a)-1(m) )]TJ
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Business case 

American Express believes that financial distress may negatively impact productivity. The working hypothesis 
is that “if you have your financial house in order, you will be more relaxed, productive and engaged at work. 
And you have more control over your life.” The company also believes that the Smart Saving program has had 
a positive impact on financial wellness. Even if it is hard to present concrete numbers, it is easy to see 
increases in participation in the company’s 401(k) plan. The company believes that financial education is “the 
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Lessons Learned

American Express has learned a number of lessons from their implementation thus far.

•• Use multiple touch points to communicate the program: on-site and in-person, email, messaging  
to the home

•• Employees value their leaders, and cascading leadership messages provide positive re-enforcement

•• Simple, intense, targeted messaging works best

•• New look and feel of the program engages employees 

•• Employees want to do the right thing and want assistance

•• Simple is better, not just for the employees

Challenges faced

American Express noticed that participation rates and the types of questions asked varied from one site to 
another, illustrating that employees differ in their needs and level of financial literacy. Because there are 
various employee groupings within the company, they used a segmented approach even within the U.S. It 
could be as simple as recognizing that a 60-minute financial seminar is a bad fit at a call-center site where 
employees have 30 minutes for lunch. The adjustment to 30-minute presentations increased participation. 

The general idea and theme of Smart Saving has resonated well with other country locations. This is probably 
an indication that insufficient saving is a universal problem. Local customization of the program has been 
necessary to adapt to national cultures, however. In Hong Kong, for example, the mascot of the U.S. 
program, a blue pig named “Henry,” was substituted by the God of Fortune, symbolizing money and good 
fortune. Other cross-cultural differences encountered by American Express include the following: 

•• The meaning of “smart saving” differs cross-culturally. In some cultures people are less enthusiastic 
about saving than in others. American Express adjusts by shifting the focus to include spending,  
by emphasizing deals and discounts available for employees.

•• In some cultures, people are less receptive to the idea of having an employer talk to employees  
about finances.

•• In some countries, the idea of one-on-one financial guidance is fairly foreign. 

American Express carried out thorough research and asked representatives in different locations how  
Smart Saving could best be implemented in their market. This probably increased acceptance of the  
program globally. 



Financial wellness is a relatively new but growing concept. Important macro-economic changes around  
the world are forcing multinational companies to step up their efforts to provide employees with competitive 
benefits as well as financial education to enable them to better manage and allocate their assets. The 
business case for such efforts is fairly well established, as financial wellness programs can reduce employee 
stress and absenteeism, improve productivity and increase employee loyalty. Financial wellness is a challenging 
candidate for a global policy, due to differences in legislation, governmental social welfare provisions and 
cultural attitudes. Working on a global program in this area therefore becomes an exercise in tailoring your 
offerings to fit local needs. It is clear from the companies we studied that having a sound understanding  
of cross-cultural differences regarding 1) governmental provisions and 2) attitudes towards financial risk  
and financial education provides a strong platform for launching successful and cost-effective financial 
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