
 

 
Proceedings for the 2026 Summer Think Tank  
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July 15, 2026  

Financial Well-Being at Work: Are We Solving the Right Problems? 

Executive Summary 
On July 15, 2026, health promotion professionals, benefits leaders, and health and well-being 
providers gathered virtually for HERO's Summer Think Tank to wrestle with a question that's 
easier to ask than answer: are employers solving the right financial well-being problems, and for 
the right people? Over four hours, the group moved from national survey data to two employer 
case studies to fresh evidence on what improves financial health, with plenty of unscripted 
conversations woven throughout. Check out the event agenda and speaker brochure for context, 
event framing, and links to pre-reading materials.  

A few themes surfaced repeatedly.  

●​ Access to a benefit is not the same as impact from it.  
●​ Utilization remains stubbornly low across most financial well-being programs offered as 

part of workforce well-being initiatives.  
●​ A growing share of benefits decision-makers rate program impact as small or none, a 

signal that something in the design, not just the marketing, needs to change.  
 
Employers further along, like Case Western Reserve University and Delta Air Lines, are 
succeeding not because they found a silver-bullet product or solution provider, but because they 
built in continuous measurement, developed ongoing, comprehensive communications that meet 
employees where they are, and aligned incentives with behaviors linked to improved financial 
health. 

This written proceeding shares high-level session highlights, employer examples, and 
conversation themes chronologically. Slides are available to HERO members in the HERO Hub.  

Setting the Stage 
Karen Moseley, HERO's President and CEO, opened the day by welcoming new HERO 
members and thanking event sponsors Merative, Marathon Health, and Pfizer. She noted this 
Think Tank follows directly from HERO's Spring Think Tank, which examined the business case 
for well-being from the employer's vantage point; today's conversation flipped the lens to focus 
on the employee experience. 

Dr. Jessica Grossmeier, HERO Senior Fellow and chair for this Think Tank, then framed ‘why 
this topic’ and ‘why now’. HERO has circled financial well-being for nearly a decade. The 
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subject first surfaced in a couple of HERO Think Tanks, which helped establish financial 
instability as a social determinant of health leading to subsequent study committee work. It’s 
been featured in HERO webinars and Forum sessions annually since 2019. The framing for the 
day: less about whether employers should care about financial well-being, and more about 
whether what organizations are implementing is meeting employee needs and delivering results. 

That distinction -- caring about an issue versus having outcomes to show for it -- set the tone for 
the day. An opening poll asked attendees to rate their own organization's commitment to 
employee financial well-being. Nearly half (45%) said they have programs but lack an 
overarching strategy – a fitting starting point for a day built around closing exactly that gap. 

Financial stress is not a fringe concern for the modern workforce. More than two-thirds of 
employees say it is undermining their work and personal lives, and 83% of HR leaders worry it's 
affecting workplace productivity.1 Financially stressed workers are less productive, less engaged, 
and more likely to be distracted on the job, with effects that ripple into mental health, sleep, and 
focus.2 Nearly nine in ten U.S. adults reported some form of financial stress at the start of 2026, 
and more than three-quarters said they experienced a financial setback in 2025.3 Employer 
concern has climbed accordingly: 48% of employers now rate their concern at a 9 or 10 on a 
10-point scale, more than double the 22% who said the same in 2019.4 

Are We Designing for the Right Workers? Gaps, Misalignment, and Missed Signals 
Jake Spiegel, Senior Research Associate at the Employee Benefit Research Institute (EBRI), 
opened the day, drawing on two EBRI surveys: a 2025 survey of 406 benefits decision-makers at 
companies with 500 or more employees, and a nationally representative Workplace Wellness 
Survey of 1,400 workers ages 21 to 64. 

The employer side of the data shows real movement. Concern about employee financial 
well-being has climbed from just 26% of employers rating it a 9 or 10 in 2018 to a new high 
today, and financial wellness has increasingly shifted from ad hoc programs to a holistic, 
ongoing initiative, particularly among larger employers. Smaller organizations (in the 500-2,500 
employee range) still lean more on periodic campaigns. Retirement preparedness long-dominated 
employer concern, but that changed around 2021. Increases in cost of living, inflation, and 
general financial stress have since displaced it as the top worry. 

The employee side tells a more sobering story. Roughly 60% of workers report at least 
sometimes not caring about their job, feeling lonely, burned out, or stressed at work in the past 
six months. When asked what would help them feel more engaged, higher wages topped the list, 
followed by more time off, richer benefits, flexible work, and a supportive supervisor. When 
asked what would most improve their benefits, greater employer financial contribution ranked 
first. 

Here's where the misalignment becomes concrete: 79%-89% of benefits decision-makers rate 
their own organization's efforts as “very good or excellent” across physical, financial, emotional, 
and social well-being, but workers rate those same efforts at about half that level or lower. And 
notably, a growing share of benefits decision-makers now rate their financial well-being 
programs' impact as none or small, a marked shift from prior years. Spiegel suggested that 
demonstrating measurable value has become one of the field's most pressing challenges.5 
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When pressed on subgroup differences, the data revealed some real texture: households earning 
under $50,000 disproportionately want higher wages, while households earning over $100,000 
lean more toward flexible work and a supportive supervisor. But one finding cut against 
assumptions: when EBRI sliced the data by self-reported financial concern, there were almost no 
statistically significant differences by income. Financial anxiety, in other words, doesn't respect 
income brackets the way people might expect. In terms of program utilization, the highest wage 
earners were more likely to say they simply didn't need the benefits offered, while lower earners 
more often cited cost, fees, or a lack of understanding about how the benefits worked.  

From Strategy to Practice: A Conversation with Two Employers 
The employer panel brought together Elizabeth Click, Medical Director and Associate Professor 
at Case Western Reserve University, and Josh Jessup, who leads global retirement and financial 
wellness for Delta Air Lines' more than 100,000 employees across 50-plus countries. Grossmeier 
moderated a wide-ranging fireside conversation before Click and Jessup presented their own 
programs in depth. 

Asked about the biggest barrier to doing more, both leaders landed in a similar place: not 
knowing what to prioritize, and low employee awareness of what already exists. “Regardless of 
how much we promote some of our programs,” Jessup said, “we still run into people who say, 
‘Oh, I had no idea you offered that.’” Click agreed, noting employees are often too stretched and 
busy to register everything that's available to them even when it's well-marketed. 

Both described their strategies as grounded in more than instinct. Click pointed to her earlier 
work building values-based financial wellness training at The Progressive Corporation, along 
with the Gallup research behind Rath and Harter's Five Essential Elements of Worksite 
Well-Being framework, which treats financial well-being as one of five interconnected pillars 
alongside physical, social, career, and community well-being.6 Jessup described Delta's approach 
as a mix of external benchmarking and continuous employee feedback loops used to test whether 
interventions are actually moving the needle. 

On measurement, both pushed past simple utilization tracking and satisfaction scores. Because 
employers don't have visibility into employees' full financial picture, Jessup's team tracks proxy 
behaviors instead: 401(k) contribution rates, hardship withdrawals, loan-taking, and how large a 
loan payment is relative to someone's paycheck. Click’s team tracks retirement plan engagement 
data from solution providers at TIAA and Vanguard but also weighs unsolicited feedback. 
Employees who report specific outcomes, like a particular tax savings, serve as anecdotal but 
meaningful evidence the programs are effective. 

Both acknowledged that integrating across multiple vendors and providers gets messy. Click has 
found value in keeping some intentional redundancy across programs, since different presenters 
resonate with different people, while working to centralize information in one place. Jessup 
emphasized simplicity and described Delta's push toward AI tools that let employees ask 
questions directly rather than search for answers themselves. Delta also provides access to 
confidential financial wellness coaches whose referrals to other benefit programs are tracked as a 
formal metric, a best practice HERO has been tracking for over two decades. Click noted this is 
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an area, formally tracking referrals between financial coaching and other benefits like the EAP, 
that Case Western hasn't yet built out. 

Employer Spotlight: Case Western Reserve University 
Click walked through Case Western's program in more depth. It began in 2014 as an 
incentive-based wellness program covering nutrition, physical activity, stress management, and 
tobacco cessation. In 2016, the university's wellness team began exploring financial topics, 
piloting two sessions that each drew more than 100 participants. The pilots were positively 
received and sparked the ongoing development of a robust initiative, with a peer-reviewed paper 
published in a scientific journal in 2020.7 They quickly pivoted to online sessions in the 
pandemic-era and have evolved efforts to a 14-week series aligned with the academic calendar. 
The two newest sessions, on coping with financial stress and understanding personal “money 
stories,” were added after one of the university's presenters became a certified financial therapist. 

The results, drawn from a 2026 survey of 470 program alumni were striking: 97% of respondents 
reported increased financial knowledge, along with greater confidence in financial decisions and 
more informed conversations with financial advisors. Respondents reported taking 366 distinct 
actions as a result of the program: saving and budgeting, retirement planning, debt reduction, and 
credit improvement. One standout resource, TIAA's “SAVI” student loan payment tool, helped 
participants renegotiate their monthly loan payments from an average of $745 down to $185 (a 
75% reduction) while unlocking an average of $48,000 in projected loan forgiveness. 

Case Western has also built out benefits beyond the education series:  

●​ tiered, salary-banded medical plan pricing 
●​ $2,000 annual childcare subsidy paid directly to eligible employees  
●​ 529 college savings contributions via direct deposit 
●​ tuition waiver program 
●​ free will-preparation tool 
●​ down payment assistance and up to one free month's rent for employees who buy or rent 

in the surrounding Cleveland neighborhood (through the university's Greater Circle 
Living Initiative) 

 
Even with those results, Click was candid about who the program hasn't fully reached. Financial 
wellness series participation has fluctuated, ranging from 8% to 13% of the eligible population, 
but non-exempt and hourly staff still engage less than faculty and exempt staff. Click noted that 
some housekeeping staff listen to session recordings while working; a workaround that speaks to 
real scheduling barriers rather than disinterest. Asked in Q&A whether an elder care subsidy 
might follow the childcare model, Click said that hasn't come up formally, though the university 
does run a well-attended elder care series – no surprise, given the average faculty age skews into 
the late 50s. 

Employer Spotlight: Delta Air Lines 
Jessup walked through Delta's approach, which started from a different foundation. Delta already 
offered strong compensation, an annual profit-sharing payout every February 14 (more than $9B 
since 2010), and a generous 401(k) match. But the pandemic reshaped the company's thinking: 
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nearly half of Delta's workforce took voluntary separation or retirement during that period, and 
rebuilding the workforce afterward pushed financial wellness into a formal strategic focus 
starting around 2021. 

After benchmarking existing point solutions and finding none fully convincing, Delta's team 
identified emergency savings as the clearest foundational gap, motivated in part by the familiar 
statistic that nearly 60% of Americans can't cover an unexpected $1,000 expense. Delta's 
Emergency Savings Program launched in January 2023. It encourages employees to open a 
savings account with payroll direct deposit, complete one of three short financial education 
courses, and meet with a coach, earning a $750 deposit. Once an employee's own contributions 
to the account reach $250, Delta matches another $250, for total earning potential of $1,000.8 

By the end of 2025, more than half of Delta's eligible population had participated; employees 
had logged over 6 million minutes of financial education video and completed 64,000 coaching 
sessions. More than 46,000 employees have completed the program and earned the full incentive. 
Just as important, the savings behavior appears to be sticking. Average ongoing contributions run 
about $87 per paycheck, and more than 82% of employees who completed the program and 
earned the incentive are still contributing. Jessup argued, this is evidence of genuine behavior 
change rather than incentive-chasing. 

Delta layers this into a broader framework with an eight-step, choose-your-own-path sequence 
that moves from a “financial physical” and budget-building, through emergency savings and the 
401(k) match, to eliminating high-interest debt, securing beneficiary designations and insurance, 
and eventually building three to six months of expenses in reserve. That beneficiary-designation 
push alone has significantly moved the share of 401(k) accounts with a beneficiary on file. 

Delta also built a proprietary Financial Behavior Score (an objective composite index) because 
subjective survey sentiment tends to sway with headlines about inflation or gas prices rather than 
actual financial behavior. The index rolls up 401(k) savings and investment allocation, loan 
activity, HSA funding relative to plan deductibles, emergency savings rates, and disability 
coverage into a single 1-to-100 score, tracked quarterly across two components: current finances 
and retirement readiness. It's already surfaced actionable patterns, including employees taking 
401(k) loans for medical expenses while sitting on unused HSA balances, which is informing a 
dedicated HSA engagement campaign later this year. 

Delta's auto-enrollment design deserves particular note: new hires are automatically enrolled in 
the 401(k) with a 6% employer match of the employee contribution after 45 days unless they opt 
out, and an automatic 1%-per-year escalation up to 10%. The result is extraordinarily high 
participation and a majority of employees receive the full match. This is a strong illustration of 
how default design can outperform education alone. No equivalent default exists yet for the 
HSA, which sits under a separate benefits team. 

The Evidence: Access Is Not Enough 
Matt Bahl, Vice President of Workplace Solutions and Innovation at the Financial Health 
Network (FHN), brought the research lens back to a fundamental question: which benefits 
actually move the needle on financial health, and which just look good on paper? He opened 
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with a pointed observation: a same-day search for “financial wellness” definitions returned 8.5 
million different results, evidence of just how loosely the field still defines success. 

FHN's own measure, the FinHealth Score, assesses a household's ability to spend, save, borrow, 
and plan, sorting people into Financially Healthy, Financially Coping, or Financially Vulnerable 
categories. National tracking since 2018 shows the financially healthy share has hovered 
between 28% and 34% the entire time, with roughly 14% to 17% financially vulnerable in any 
given year. These trends are essentially flat despite employers collectively spending $1.3 trillion 
on health benefits alone in 2024, before adding wages, voluntary benefits, and retirement 
contributions.9 About a quarter of the population moves between categories in any given year, 
but FHN has not observed a household move directly from financially vulnerable to financially 
healthy in a single year, underscoring financial health is a journey rather than a destination. 

The headline finding that informed the focus for this Think Tank concerns high-deductible health 
plans (HDHP). Workers enrolled in an HDHP who contribute nothing to their HSA, whether 
from their own paycheck or an employer contribution, have financial health scores statistically 
indistinguishable from workers who have no health insurance at all.9 Bahl called it a “Field of 
Dreams fallacy”: simply offering a benefit doesn't mean people can or will use it. Without a 
funded HSA, an HDHP provides no real financial protection, since the HSA is the actual 
payment mechanism for most people's health care costs under that plan design. 

FHN's broader research, based on survey data from more than 8,000 found that a living wage 
(defined as enough pay to support a family of four with two working adults) is more strongly 
associated with financial health than any other single factor tested. Three benefits function as a 
genuine foundation, without which additional programs deliver limited marginal value: 
retirement savings, health insurance (reframed here explicitly as a financial tool, not just a 
medical one), and PTO or caregiving leave. Emergency savings accounts and childcare subsidies 
showed strong evidence of impact; home-buying assistance looked promising but hasn't yet 
scaled widely enough to confirm. 

Design, not just existence, determined whether other benefits worked. For example, tuition 
reimbursement showed no significant relationship to financial health overall, and FHN suggests 
the culprit may be design: reimbursement models require employees to invest money many don't 
have, so the benefit may land better as a direct-pay model that covers costs upfront. Student loan 
debt carries a negative association with financial health on its own, but that effect disappears 
when refinancing options or income-driven repayment features are available. FHN is now 
tracking a newer plan design that lets 401(k) matching apply to student loan repayment 
contributions, letting employees build retirement savings while paying down debt 
simultaneously. Earned wage access products haven't been shown to cause direct harm, but 
heavy users tend to share two traits: below-living-wage pay and frequent financial shocks, 
suggesting these tools ease near-term pain without solving the underlying income problem. 

Bahl closed with a case study from Bangor Savings Bank in Maine, where FHN combined a year 
of wage data, a year of benefit usage data, and a custom survey to identify which programs to 
prioritize. The analysis helped the organization identify where to shift its strategies, keeping the 
investment but directing them towards a more impactful wage and benefit design changes. A 
follow-up survey is planned for 2027 to measure impact. 
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Where This Leaves Us: Synthesis and Reactions 
To close the Think Tank, Grossmeier pulled the threads together. The convening had opened with 
EBRI’s data showing the widening gap between what employers say they prioritize and what's 
truly reaching workers, moved through two employers doing genuinely thoughtful, evolving 
work, and closed with Financial Health Network evidence that access alone doesn't move 
financial health, design does. The $1.3 trillion employers collectively spend hasn't moved the 
national needle, but specific, well-designed choices like living wage thresholds, HSA 
contribution structures, and targeted emergency savings programs clearly do. 

The open discussion that followed reinforced how far the conversation has come. HERO Senior 
Policy Fellow, Vicki Shepard, praised HERO for putting sustained focus on the topic, noting the 
field hasn't devoted enough energy to it historically. Grossmeier recalled that when HERO first 
raised financial well-being at a Think Tank over a decade ago, the reaction in the room was 
closer to “why are we talking about this? Isn't that someone else's department?” Ron Goetzel, a 
longtime HERO contributor, put the throughline plainly: “If you can't pay the bills, you're not 
going to go to the gym and work out.” Financial stability, he argued, sits underneath, not 
alongside, every other well-being outcome employers care about. 

Another Senior Fellow, Paul Terry connected the conversation to HERO's past work on ESGs, 
suggesting financial well-being belongs in that broader accountability conversation about what 
organizations owe their people. And Bahl, closing the loop, offered a reminder that most 
business leaders aren't the villains of this story: the real opportunity for HR and benefits leaders 
is to understand how their business operates well enough to design and pitch solutions that speak 
that language. 

Karen Moseley closed the day and noted that when HERO first tackled this topic a decade ago, 
Delta was in the room then too -- a fitting reminder of how much wider, and more 
evidence-driven, this conversation has become. 

References 
1.​ Morgan Stanley at Work. State of Workplace Financial Benefits Study 2025. Morgan 

Stanley; 2025. 
2.​ PricewaterhouseCoopers. Employee Financial Wellness Survey 2026. PwC; April 2026. 
3.​ National Endowment for Financial Education. Poll: Americans Feeling Financial Stress 

to Begin 2026. NEFE; January 29, 2026. 
4.​ CNBC. Employers focusing more on employee financial well-being, study shows. 

January 16, 2026. 
5.​ Spiegel J, Bearden B. 2025 EBRI Financial Wellbeing Employer Survey: Focusing on the 

Bottom Line Continues. Employee Benefit Research Institute; December 2025. 
6.​ Rath T, Harter J. Wellbeing: The Five Essential Elements. Gallup Press; 2010. 
7.​ Click ER, Dobbins MA. Financial well-being program development. Building Healthy 

Academic Communities Journal. 2020;4(1). doi:10.18061/bhac.v4i1.7110 
8.​ Delta Air Lines. Delta's Emergency Savings Program. Delta News Hub; February 2024. 
9.​ Greene M, Bahl M, Celik N. Essential Benefits: A New North Star for Wage and Benefit 

Design. Financial Health Network; August 2025. 

©2026 Health Enhancement Research Organization. All rights reserved.  

HERO 2026 Summer Think Tank Proceedings  |  Page 7 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/vicki-shepard-67405a4/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/ron-goetzel-6508854/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/paul-terry-990a385/

	Executive Summary 
	Setting the Stage 
	Are We Designing for the Right Workers? Gaps, Misalignment, and Missed Signals 
	From Strategy to Practice: A Conversation with Two Employers 
	Employer Spotlight: Case Western Reserve University 
	Employer Spotlight: Delta Air Lines 
	The Evidence: Access Is Not Enough 
	Where This Leaves Us: Synthesis and Reactions 
	References 

