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I
n the dynamic and personalized world of mobile 
orders, plug-in cars, FaceTime, and Venmo, it’s not 
surprising that today’s workers want something more 
dynamic and personalized in return for their work. For 

some, it’s an increase in fair pay that reflects one’s value 
and contribution to the organization. For others, it’s the 
stability of health-care benefits and financial security — 
knowing that despite the ever-changing and uncertain 
world, their employer-sponsored benefit plans offer a 
sense of protection. For many, it’s increased flexibility to 
co-manage their work and personal lives. And for most, it’s 
the ability to choose where they invest their pre- and post-
tax dollars, what purpose these investments will serve, 
and how to assess the value they will receive in return.  

Collectively, today’s workforce is seeking a unique and 
differentiated experience that is reflected in people’s 
day-to-day work and demonstrated through the compa-
ny’s talent value proposition (TVP). An experience that 
feels tailored, sustainable, technologically enabled, and 
purpose-driven — much like the way a mobile-ordered 
coffee or custom-featured electric car is personalized to 
meet an individual’s preferences and priorities. As the 
workforce’s expectations grow regarding the experience 
they seek, the questions for companies become: 
 •  How do we deliver programs and develop a culture in a 
cost-effective and sustainable manner that drives engage-
ment, productivity and commitment to the organization?

 •  How do we connect business outcomes and social value 
to meet the needs and wants of the organization’s most 
valuable assets: its people?

With demographic shifts and skill shortages affecting 
organizations, today’s leaders are working to evolve their 
existing total rewards portfolio to not only serve as a com-
petitive differentiator in attracting and retaining talent, 
but also to engage existing talent and meet people where 
they are and where they want to be on their life journeys.  
This is fundamental in today’s talent experience.

As organizations shift their mindset away from traditional  
programs and toward more evolved benefits that place 
greater focus on employee purpose, they have an opportu-
nity to home in on what matters most to their employees 
in an intentional and meaningful way. Meeting employees 
where they are requires organizations to contemplate 
the employee’s needs and wants, and then determine 
how to optimize the investments — of both the company 
and the employee — in each respective program. Meeting 

employees where they want to be requires organizations 
to create a benefits experience that is rich in person-
alization and choice and also creates more meaningful 
impact. This is purpose-driven benefits. 

Purpose-Driven Benefits: The Center  
of the Talent Experience
Purpose-driven benefits are policies and programs that 
meet participants both where they are in terms of under-
standing their priorities and preferences, and where they 
want to be through personalization, choice and impact. 
Purpose-driven benefits put the employee at the center of 
the talent experience, and help optimize everyday living.

Purpose-driven benefits are most effective when offered 
in the context of purpose-driven total rewards, which are 
pay, benefits, career and well-being initiatives that:
 •  Align with and advance an organization’s purpose, 
values and culture

 •  Reflect attributes of a healthy company culture, including 
inclusion, diversity & equity (I, D & E) efforts

 •  Amplify the talent value proposition and differentiated 
talent experience

 •  Are user-centric, and meet talent where they are 
through personalization and choice

 •  Drive engagement, productivity, and financial performance
 •  Unleash workforce capability and enable inspirational 
leaders to flourish.  

The notion of purpose-driven benefits includes the 
following examples:  
 •  A spectrum of health-care plan offerings that provides the 
right coverage for most employees depending on where 
they are in their career and life stages; includes decision 
support to help employees choose a personalized plan; and 
provides tools and resources for finding high-quality health 
care and managing acute and chronic health conditions

 •  A family maternity benefit that manages a pregnancy and 
also supports the individual and/or family when deciding 
whether to pursue pregnancy; provides medical and phar-
macy fertility benefits if needed; covers preventive care 
and delivery of the baby and the mother; and supports the 
family with post-partum resources and applicable leave 
programs. This applies to same-gender parents as well.

 • Socially responsible initiatives such as corporate 
social responsibility, community service, time off and 
employee resource groups, as well as creation of an 
environment and culture that connects the individual PH
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to the community (employee population and beyond), 
as well as his or her individual purpose.

The correlation between purpose in life and the use of 
preventative health-care services suggests that having 
a purpose in life has been proven to reduce health-care 
costs, according to a 2014 National Academy of Sciences 
study. For example, adults with a stronger purpose in life 
were more likely to engage in preventative measures (e.g., 
obtaining a cholesterol test, colonoscopy, mammogram, 
Pap smear, or prostate examination) than those with a lower 
sense of purpose in life — thereby reducing the number of 
hospital night stays. Purpose-driven benefi ts help reinforce 
this virtuous cycle and can have a direct impact on health-
care costs for an organization and the individual.

No Longer Your Parents’ Benefi ts
94% of today’s employers are very confi dent that their orga-
nization will continue to sponsor health-care benefi ts  fi ve 
years from now, according to WTW’s 2018 “Best Practices in 
Health Care Employer Survey.” This suggests that organizations 
believe they are well-served by providing their employees 
with access to high-quality health care and, increasingly, 
the information necessary to help make informed decisions 
related to their health-care needs through decision support 
tools resulting in a sustainable health-care program.

Many programs of the past served a basic “purpose” in 
providing consistent health-care coverage and protect-
ing employees and their dependents from a catastrophic 
fi nancial event. Benefi ts (and their purpose) have come a 
long way since then — with some companies, for example, 
morphing from a single indemnity plan to multiple plans 
supported by a personalized shopping experience where 

today’s participants can choose the benefi ts that best 
meet the needs of their particular life situation and pro-
vide them with a sense of assurance and support.  

At a time when advancements in technology rapidly 
increased the capabilities of employees’ smartphones, par-
allel breakthroughs were advancing capabilities in medical 
discovery, delivery and care. Seemingly, with each new smart-
phone upgrade that hit the market, advancements in fertility 
treatments, biosimilars, genetic testing, and immunology 
came onto the scene. These medical breakthroughs changed 
the perception that health care was simply about preventa-
tive, diagnostic and managed care, and created a sense that 
health care was more about taking us forward in ways that 
were purpose-driven, life-enhancing, and dream-pursuing — 
fundamentally enabling today’s employee to achieve his or 
her portfolio of personal and professional goals. 

Today’s evolved benefi ts strategy articulates an approach 
and a portfolio that is aligned with business goals, accommo-
dates a changing workforce and delivers a high-performing 
and sustainable benefi ts program. Such strategies con-
tribute meaningfully to employee security, well-being, 
engagement and productivity — and refl ect the opportunity 
for a high degree of personalization and choice. While ben-
efi ts are valued by employees in all career stages, not all 
employees value every benefi t in the same way. In today’s 
world, preferences differ across demographic groups, as 
well as within them (i.e., not all employees of the same gen-
eration value benefi ts in the same way). 

To evolve, benefi ts and total rewards leaders must explore 
moving their programs beyond the status quo — aligning 
with the value proposition and workforce strategy — to 
what matters to employees and, again, meet employees
both where they are and where they want to be.

Some companies have morphed 
to multiple benefi ts plans 

supported by a personalized 
shopping experience.
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Bringing Our Authentic Selves to Work
Just as the sophistication and personalization of benefi ts 
evolved in parallel with the sophistication and person-
alization of technology, purpose-driven benefi ts have 
evolved with the focus of companies on organizational and 
individual purpose.   

Since their outset, benefi ts have served the basic pur-
pose of providing security. A broader purpose became 
prominent in corporate boardrooms in January 2018 when 
Larry Fink, CEO of BlackRock, articulated the importance 
of organizational purpose and alignment with human capi-
tal strategies in his annual letter to CEOs: 

“Without a sense of purpose, no company can achieve 
its full potential . . . companies must ask themselves, 
‘are we working to create a diverse workforce, are we 
adapting to technological change, are we providing the 
opportunities that our employees and our business will 
need to adjust in an increasingly automated world…are 
we using behavioral fi nance and other tools to prepare 
workers for retirement . . .?’

A sense of purpose is an understanding at every level of 
the company about its role in the world and in the commu-
nity. Purpose unifi es employees, helps companies see their 
customers’ needs more clearly, and drives better long-term 
decision-making. This is true whether you’re producing oil, 
making movies, or helping people plan for retirement.”

Larry Fink’s message pushed purpose onto the corporate 
agenda, and organizations quickly began to embrace the 
notion — and need for — both the well-being of their employ-
ees as well as healthy company cultures with a safe working 
environment, where individuals can bring their authentic 
selves to work without fear. This purpose is one purpose 
supported by HR, compliance, legal and ethics policies that 
protects against harassment, bullying, and other abuses of 
power. It is a purpose that encourages inclusion, diversity and 
equity at all levels of the organization and a purpose that is 
fully supported by the culture of total well-being. 

Research suggests that purpose and inclusion lead to a 
more engaged, productive and healthy workforce. According 
to the Conference Board’s 2018 Global Leadership Forecast, 
purpose-driven companies outperform the market by 
42%. Research from the Center for Talent Innovation 
reports that organizations that have high ratings for 
inclusion and diversity are 70% more likely to have suc-
cess in new markets and 45% more likely to improve their 
market share. 

This culture of purpose and total well-being drives the 
need for purpose-driven total rewards programs, includ-
ing benefi ts designed specifi cally to support these 
concepts. As such, today, the concept of purpose-driven 
benefi ts demonstrates how employees are embracing 
employer offerings more broadly to enhance their lives 
and support their individual purposes, suggesting: My 
benefi ts allow me to bring my full self to work; have a 
family; improve my well-being; and create greater under-
standing and connection between me and my employer.

This sense of purpose extends well beyond core health 
benefi ts and includes voluntary and lifestyle benefi ts 

Purpose-driven 
incentives forge 

a new path as the 
predominant change 
agent in infl uencing 
well-being choices.
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such as tuition and loan reimbursement, pet insurance, 
identity-theft protection, auto and home insurance, 
dependent care savings, and financial planning assis-
tance. This purpose-driven approach to benefits aligns 
policies, programs and environments that build cultures 
of well-being in an ecosystem where purpose matters.

Making Purpose-Driven Benefits 
Meaningful and Relevant 
Employers expect health-care costs to increase 5% in 2019, 
up from 4.7% in 2018 (after plan changes), according 
to the previously cited WTW survey. As employers look 
ahead at the rising costs today and toward increased 
costs in the future, they have adopted a laser focus on  
enhancing the overall health of the workforce to decrease 
employer health-care expenses and minimize employee 
out-of-pocket expense.

To accomplish this, employers are prioritizing ways to 
better manage clinical conditions, steering employees 
to high-quality doctors and health systems, investing 
in employee well-being, and evaluating innovative tech-
nology partners that enhance the employee experience. 
These actions, however, may not be adequate or swift 
enough. American workers face the reality of spending 
their salary increases solely on health care, according to 
the recent WTW article, “Health Care USA: A Cancer on the 
American Dream.” Employers are asking themselves, “Why 
not make employee benefits as meaningful and relevant 
to them as possible?”   

While today’s benefits have changed significantly since 
the full indemnity plan of the 1970s and 1980s, the need 
to maintain a healthy workforce on a daily operational 
basis is still central to many growth strategies — particularly  
those in industries such as airlines, grocery stores and 
retail organizations. In addition to health care itself, 
employers faced with absenteeism risks are providing  
incentives to influence and drive key behaviors to ensure 
employees are healthy enough to come to work, and 
when they do come, that their minds are present and 
engaged. However, these incentives often fall short in  
changing behaviors and driving the impact that was 
intended. In this new environment, purpose-driven incen-
tives forge a new path as the predominant change agent 
in influencing well-being choices, simply by bringing 
impact into the “give and get” equation.

To increase employee well-being and engagement, 
evolved organizations are putting the employee at the 

center of the equation. Consider the following:   
Data shows that one in eight women today will be 
diagnosed with breast cancer at some point in their 
lives. If employers want women in their 40s to take 
care of themselves, they use behavioral economics  
to drive engagement with purpose for the employee 
and the employer. They ask how they can do this, 
thinking about what matters to women in their 40s, 
and being aware that many women in this demo-
graphic also maintain responsibility to take care 
of dependents before addressing their own needs. 
Consider the following example: 
 •  A large retail employer achieves significantly 
improved preventive-care results by offering that  
all eligible women who received a mammography  
during a specific time would trigger the donation of a  
mammography to uninsured/underinsured women in  
their community. Some companies extend this con-
cept to additional employee cohorts, offering that  
for every five employees who are not either gender- 
or age-eligible to receive a mammography, instead  
could receive a flu shot in exchange for the donation  
of a mammography. As a result, the employer has seen 
an increase in the engagement of critical preventive-care 
actions: The employee is connecting to an action 
associated with both individual purpose and company 
purpose, and, together, they are having impact on a 
broader social cause, creating a win-win-win proposi-
tion in the process.  

As organizations contemplate ways to enhance their 
current policies and programs — staying focused on the 
needs and wants of their talent — they have a unique 
opportunity to not only demonstrate the purpose these 
benefits are intended to serve, but also highlight the 
impact that many of these existing benefits have on their 
employees. Examples include managing overall health 
conditions, and improving employee well-being and 
meaning, such as:
 •  Building and supporting families through fertility and 
maternity care, adoption benefits, and parental leave

 • Enhancing (and extending) lives through access to 
advancements in cancer care and other clinical care areas 

 •  Managing emotional health through resiliency and pur-
pose training

 •  Pursuing dreams through student-loan reimbursement, 
financial assistance and retirement planning.
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10 Ways to Infuse Purpose into 
Your Benefi ts Programs
Organizations today have a unique opportunity to use 
purpose-driven benefi ts to help their employees live 
full and meaningful lives, both through the experience 
they create within the work environment and how that 
experience cascades into their lives and families beyond 
the confi nes of work itself. So, where do employers 
get started?

•  Determine whether your organization understands the 
benefi ts wants and needs of its workforce; create 
opportunities for employees to share their voice and 
perceived value via crowdsourcing, conjoint analysis, 
and other feedback vehicles. This should refl ect I, D & E 
efforts and assessments as well.

•  Understand your employees and the personas 
(personae) or groupings of your population in order to 
understand their barriers and your opportunities.

• Assess your current total rewards and benefi ts strategies 
to determine whether they incorporate choice, person-
alization and an experience that meets employees where 
they are today and where they want to be tomorrow.

•  Assess your current benefi ts portfolio (including volun-
tary and lifestyle benefi ts as well as workplace perks) to 
determine whether the offerings refl ect the needs and 
wants of your workforce.

• Go beyond programs alone and align with the objectives of 
a healthy company culture that includes leadership commit-
ment to purpose (and purpose-driven leadership), well-being, 
I, D & E and anti-bullying/harassment/abuse of power.

• Ensure that employees’ needs and wants are at the center 
of all strategy and design decisions related to your 
well-being programs (physical, fi nancial, emotional, and 
social well-being).

•  Use behavioral economics to identify ways to design 
purpose-driven incentive programs that evoke behav-
ioral change and create a feeling of individual impact.

•  Consider the messages that your current total rewards 
and benefi ts strategies are sending; ensure that they 
are aligned with company strategy, the talent value 
proposition, and the desired talent experience.

•  Determine where there are opportunities to enhance 
existing policies and programs and how they are con-
veyed to demonstrate a stronger connection with 
purpose. Highlight employee stories and moments that 
matter (with permission, and where applicable).

•  Use multiple vehicles to demonstrate the employee at 
the center of your organization. This creates a sense of 
employee value and further validates that purpose-
driven benefi ts are designed to enhance the lives of 
employees and their dependents. 

Instilling a greater sense of purpose into this experience by 
placing the employee at the center will ensure that employ-
ees not only feel heard and valued, but that their employers 
are paying attention and care about their well-being. In today’s 
world of creating a differentiated talent experience and talent 
value proposition, this not only matters, it is essential.

Purpose-driven benefi ts optimize everyday living. Be it the 
birth of a child, the purchase of a new home, the confi dence 
to voice an opinion or walk into a room , or a day spent with 
co-workers volunteering for a common cause. Organizations 
that infuse purpose into their benefi t programs are bringing 
tangible meaning and impact to today’s employee experi-
ence, demonstrating “what matters to the employee matters 
to us” — and not just where employees are today, but where 
they want to go tomorrow. 

Amy DeVylder Levanat is senior consultant and director at Willis Towers 
Watson. Contact her at amy.devylder@towerswatson.com. 

Cara McNulty is the North American leader of well-being at Willis Towers 
Watson. Contact her at cara.mcnulty@towerswatson.com.

Catherine O’Neill  is senior director at Willis Towers Watson. Contact her at 
catherine.oneill@towerswatson.com.

Read the full, unabridged 
version of this article online 
at Workspan Digital.
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