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Over the past few years, employers in New Zealand have 
started on a journey to redefine and modernise their 
benefits. Previous Benefit Trends surveys in the region 
have seen a steady progression in how employers and 
employees view their benefits plans.

Today, employers understand that their benefit strategy 
can be instrumental in shaping the type of organisation 
they are, and the way their employees — and their 
peers — perceive them.

Our last survey showed a trend towards enhancing 
benefits to include non-core concepts such as wellbeing. 
Today, we see this trend go even further as employers 
embrace concepts such as inclusion and diversity, 
corporate social responsibility, and flexible work policies.

This year’s survey aims to pause and reflect: as benefits 
become broader, are they truly effective in what they 
have been designed to do? Are employers getting the 
full value from their benefits package, and are they truly 
equipped to address the needs of a changing, multi-
generational workforce?

Participation in the New Zealand survey has increased 
this year, resulting in even more valuable output for all 
participants. We found that employers in New Zealand 
are thinking more strategically about the importance of 
benefits in their organisations, with more attention shifting 
to financing, analytics and importantly talent or employee 
experience. Employers are clearly looking to the future 
and beyond the provision of Core Benefits, with this being 
supported by a clear movement towards gaining a better 
understanding of what is important to employees in New 
Zealand.

Introduction

From a transactional, “check 
the box” item, benefits have 
evolved into a true attraction 
and retention tool.
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The Willis Towers Watson 2019/2020 Benefits Trends survey takes the 
global pulse of current employer perspectives, strategies and practices. 

It explores the programs they have in place, their priorities and the key 
challenges they face over the coming years. It seeks to understand the 
strategic direction of companies’ employee benefits, revealing where 
organisations are today, and where they want to be as they look into the 
future.

This year’s survey was conducted between May and June 2019, and 
received responses from over 4,300 companies — globally employing 
over 22 million employees in 88 markets — ensuring that our findings 
have global insight, as well as regional and local depth. 

In New Zealand, we received responses from employers who 
collectively employ more than 30,000 employees. The figure below 
illustrates the New Zealand participants by industry type. The 
participants in the 2019/2020 Benefit Trends Survey cover a broad 
range of industry participants.

About the survey

Figure 1. New Zealand Participants by industry 

27%

Energy and utilities

Financial services

General services

Healthcare

IT and telecom

Manufacturing

Public sector
and education

Wholesale and retail

27%

20%

9%

13%

4%

16%

9%

9%

21% The 2019/2020 Benefit Trends survey 
includes responses from over 4,300 
companies in 88 markets around the 
world, covering over 22 million employees.
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Our approach

Willis Towers Watson’s 2019/2020 Benefits Trends survey 
was designed to provide a strategic overview of where 
employers are heading with their benefits programs. The 
survey is based around five dimensions of managing and 
optimising benefit programs around the world:

Use data-driven insights for 
informed decision making.

Benefits portfolio in line with 
organisation’s objectives, 

market norms and employee 
needs and values.

Optimise the financing cost 
of benefits by allocating 

costs and risks efficiently.

Engage employees in their 
benefits with the ability to make 
informed decisions to maximise 

value and appreciation.

Efficiently administer 
benefits by leveraging 
technology and allocating 
organisation resources.

Analytics,  
Insights and 
Reporting
Data-driven 
decisions

Admin and  
Operations: 
Operational  
efficiencies

Portfolio:
Optimal alignment  
of benefits

Financing:
Cost and risk 
efficiencies

Talent  
Experience: 
Employee  
engagement

Modernising Your 
Benefits Strategy

An operating model  
to make, execute and 

monitor “strategic” 
decisions related to 

benefit programs

In this survey, we seek to understand organisations’ 
objectives for these dimensions and the key trends 
emerging in each.
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Key challenges facing employers

Employers struggle with old challenges, as well as new:

Benefit strategy

Figure 2. Rising benefits costs is the primary challenge facing employers

AP ANZ NZ

Rising benefits costs 69% 64% 64%

Differing wants and needs of a  
multi-generational workforce 55% 55% 59%

Challenges communicating  
around benefits choices 39% 35% 30%

Impact of regulatory changes/ 
changes to statutory benefits 46% 33% 27%

Lack of budget to deliver effective 
communication strategy 36% 39% 36%

Lack of appropriate technology to effectively 
deliver company’s benefits programs 37% 34% 32%

Lack of data to measure plan outcomes  
or changes in employee behaviour 40% 42% 38%

Lack of employee engagement  
with benefits programs 34% 32% 25%

Fragmentation of vendors/providers  
and lack of integrated tools 32% 36% 27%

Unions/collective labour agreements 12% 9% 9%

�� The rising cost of employee benefits have long been 
cited in our survey as the leading challenge faced by 
New Zealand employers (and their global peers) — 
and this year is no different, with 64% citing this as a 
top challenge.

�� More than half of employers in New Zealand 
(59%) say that dealing with a diverse and multi-
generational workforce is a top challenge.

There are clearly operational challenges around a lack 
of data to measure plan outcomes (38%) and challenges 
in relation to the effective communication around benefit 
choices, with almost a third (30%) of employers noting this 
as challenge. This number is lower in New Zealand relative 
to the wider region given the relatively low number of benefit 
plans in the market that offer benefit choices. This challenge 
does go hand-in-hand with a noted lack of budget to deliver 
an effective communication strategy, with 36% citing this 
as a primary challenge. An interesting challenge for New 
Zealand employers is that the provision of most benefits is 
discretionary and often a focus can be on the pure cost of 
benefits spend, which may not consider the cost of delivering 
an effective message to employees.

Note: The table above includes numbers for Asia Pacific (AP), Australia and New Zealand 
combined (ANZ), and New Zealand (NZ). Please contact us for more country-specific data.
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Figure 3. Less than a third of employers believe their benefits package is tailored to their workforce

Less than two fifths said that flexibility and choice were a 
core part of the employment deal, compared to almost 60% in 
North America.

Most employers think they understand their 
employees’ wants and needs. But our data 
shows that few outside North America think 
they are effectively delivering flexibility and 
choice to their employees. 

In New Zealand, less than a third of 
employers believe their benefits package is 
tailored to meet the specific needs of their 
workforce.

We understand our employees’ needs 
as well as we understand our external 

customers’ needs

Flexibility and choice is a core part 
of the employment deal

Our benefits package is tailored 
to meet the specific needs of our 

workforce

Our benefits package is an important 
reason employees join the organisation

Our benefits package offers the 
appropriate amount of choice — 

not too much or too little

Note: Percentages indicate “Agree” or “Strongly agree”

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements 
about your company’s benefits package?

25%

39%

29%

27%

27%
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Benefits effectiveness

Currently, only a minority of New Zealand employers 
think their benefits are truly effective (Figure 4). 
For most, this means their benefits plans are adequate, 
but not maximising value and not delivering a truly modern 
benefits package.

Figure 4. Only a minority of employers think their benefits are truly effective

In New Zealand, those that do think they are 
highly effective are more likely to report:

�� Our benefits package is tailored to meet the 
specific needs of our workforce 

�� Flexibility and choice is a core part of our 
employment deal

�� Our benefits package is an important reason 
employees join our organisation

How effective* is your organisation at the following:

Note: Percentages indicate “To a great extent” or “To a very great extent” 
* The effectiveness score is based on employers self-reported effectiveness across each of the five dimensions. Portfolio and talent experience are based 
on a summary of three items. A respondent with low effectiveness for any of the three items are not regarded as highly effective. As such, effectiveness for 
portfolio and talent experience can be lower than the simple average of the three underlying items.

Portfolio 11%

Financing 16%

Talent 
experience

13%

Administration 
and operations

5%

Analytics, insights 
and reporting

14%
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An evolving role for employee benefits

In part, the reason for such relatively low scores on benefits 
effectiveness is that we are seeing a change in what benefits 
are being asked to do. Traditionally, benefits looked to address 
core health and retirement needs. Two years ago, in our first 
global Benefit Trends survey, we saw movement across the 
globe to a greater focus on addressing employee wellbeing.

Today, we see this trend continuing, but also expanding to 
include a broader notion of what employee benefits are — to 
now include workplace culture, inclusion and diversity (I&D), 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and flexible work policies.    

This may help to explain underperformance of benefits 
programs relative to organisational goals: benefits programs 
that were fit for purpose in the past are not addressing the 
changing needs employers see for the future.

Employee benefits are being challenged to do more: to better target a broader 
concept of employee wants and needs. 

Top priorities for benefits

The top four priorities for organisations’ benefit portfolios (Figure 5) are:

�� Incorporating wellbeing* into overall benefit strategy (60% in Asia Pacific; 70% in New Zealand)

�� Enhance work policies, e.g. flexible work, recognition, mentoring, training (61% in Asia Pacific; 64% in New Zealand)

�� Incorporate I&D into benefits programs design (50% in Asia Pacific; 55% in New Zealand) 

�� Enhance core benefits (61% in Asia Pacific; 41% in New Zealand)

This wider interpretation of employee benefits is fairly consistent internationally,although New Zealand employers  
are also still looking to enhance traditional, core benefits.

* Financial wellbeing, physical health and emotional wellbeing, stress

Figure 5. Top priorities for benefits portfolio by country

AP ANZ NZ

Align benefit provisions 
with market norms and 

employee wants & needs

Incorporate wellbeing into 
overall benefit strategy

Incorporate wellbeing into 
overall benefit strategy

Enhance work policies Enhance work policies Enhance work policies

Incorporate wellbeing into 
overall benefit strategy

Incorporate inclusion and 
diversity (I&D) into benefits 

program design

Incorporate inclusion and 
diversity (I&D) into benefits 

program design

Enhance core benefits
Align benefit provisions 
with market norms and 

employee wants & needs
Enhance core benefits

Incorporate inclusion and 
diversity (I&D) into benefits 

program design
Enhance core benefits

Align benefit provisions 
with market norms and 

employee wants & needs
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Figure 6. Benefits strategies shifting to focus on analytics and reporting

Note: Percentages indicate “To a great extent” or “To a very great extent”

 Over the past three years  Over the next three years

Future outlook 

Employers are certainly not standing still. In Figure 6 
we see:

�� Employers are looking to enhance focus on benefit 
programs across all dimensions.

�� In New Zealand, four in five employers are focusing on 
their talent experience, then looking at administration 
and operations, followed by benefits portfolio and 
analytics and reporting.

�� Looking ahead three years, employers are looking for 
more efficient forms for benefits management, planning 
to use new technology to deliver a more targeted 
benefits message and increasing their efforts around a 
value of investment approach to benefits.

�� Globally, employers are particularly focused on 
enhanced talent experience (to better address 
employees wants and needs) and analytics, insights 
and reporting (to assess current programs and to 
understand where best to deploy resources in the 
future).

To what extent has your organisation focused on the following areas …?

+24 +32 +44 +21 +33

32%

56%

14%

46%
36% 38%

23%

80%

59%
56%

Portfolio Financing
Talent 

experience
Administration 
and operations

Analytics, insights 
and reporting
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Benefit portfolio

The trends toward greater choice and a focus on 
wellbeing seen in 2017 continue, but now incorporate a 
broader notion of what benefits should deliver.

Broader and enhanced benefit portfolios
Most employers are focused on managing and 
maintaining core benefits.

In New Zealand, almost half of employers are prioritising 
broader core benefits (including flexibility, wellbeing, etc.), 
with over a fifth looking to enhance their core benefits.

Those organisations who report themselves the most 
effective are much more likely to focus on an enhanced 
benefits deal (focusing on both core and broader benefits 
in an integrated benefits approach).

Key trends
Figure 7. Employer attitudes to portfolio evolution

Employers are looking to supplement and 
enhance their portfolio by deepening their 
commitment to a broader, more flexible 
benefits deal. Note: Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding

Figure 8. Among highly effective employers, we see the following percentages focusing on enhanced benefits deal:

69%
Asia 

Pacific

57%
EMEA

75%
Latin  

America

43%
North  

America

Stable

Organisations that are not 
prioritising enhancing their 

benefits deal

31%
Core benefits

Organisations that prioritise 
enhancing core benefits, 

harmonising benefits across 
geographies/cohorts, and 
examining eligibility and 

coverage

0%
Broader benefits

Organisations that prioritise 
adding/enhancing flexibility 
and choice, incorporating 

wellbeing into overall benefit 
strategy, enhancing work 

policies, and incorporating 
inclusion and diversity into 
benefits program design

47%
Enhanced benefits

Organisations that prioritise 
both core benefits and 

broader benefits

22%

To what extent are the following a top priority for your organisation’s benefit programs?



12   New Zealand insights from the Willis Towers Watson’s 2019/20 Benefit Trends survey

Better use of choice
To date, in New Zealand “choice” has effectively been delivered by the addition of voluntary benefits and limited “opt-
ups”. While traditional flexible benefits plans (where employees are given a budget to spend across a few benefit plans 
and options) are not common in New Zealand, we do clearly see some signs of the demand for such structures growing 
(Figure 9). 

More globally such flexible benefit plans have worked effectively where the local market and taxation systems provide 
incentives to employees to engage with the programs. Such incentives do not currently exist in the New Zealand 
marketplace.  Feedback from other regions is often that such plans may not be fully meeting the needs of either 
employees (who can get overwhelmed by the extent of choice and complexity), or employers (who must meet the costs 
of administering these complex arrangements).

Figure 9. Employee choice is expanding 

 No actions  Actions planned  Actions taken   Ongoing actions 

Choice in the benefit level

Additional voluntary benefits

Flexible benefits

45% 32% 16% 7%

48% 27% 14% 11%

55% 39% 2%4%

Choice in benefit level: Where employees can buy a more generous or less generous option for a given benefit 

Flexible benefits: Where the employee chooses how to allocate money to benefits from a fund financed (in part) by the employer 

Voluntary benefits: Where employees opt to buy products facilitated by the employer but paid for solely by the employee
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A wider definition of employee wellbeing
Wellbeing continues to be a focus for employers. 
The definition of wellbeing has broadened, moving 
beyond the physical and emotional to include financial 
and social aspects (Figure 10). Interestingly in New 
Zealand, the survey results suggest that a large 
proportion of employers have not to date focused on 
the financial wellbeing (40%) or social wellbeing (36%), 

Figure 10. An evolving definition of employee wellbeing

 Not a focus  Emerging focus  Already in focus   Continuing focus

Physical wellbeing

Emotional wellbeing

Social wellbeing

20%

9%

39%

36%

25%

29%

36%

36%

36% 52%

18% 4%

4%

59%

Financial wellbeing

but that looking forward employers are expanding their 
focus to address all aspects of wellbeing. We also note 
that 40% of employers are looking to add or enhance 
programs which tackle stress and mental health related 
issues.



Talent experience

Communication stands out as the key priority for employers 
in relation to the experience of their employees in relation 
to their benefit plan delivery. 77% of employers note the 
enhancement of communication as a key priority. Almost 
half of all employers also are prioritising the improvement 
of their employees understanding of the cost of benefit 
programs. 

There is a continuing desire to deliver a technology-enabled 
benefits deal, but increasingly, the focus is moving to 
decision support plus simplification to enable choice. The 
challenges of delivering choice have long been recognised: 

the perils of choice overload, how to present an effective 
choice architecture, and overall, how to engage employees 
in making benefits decisions.

Across the world, we see attention shifting 
to technology as an enabler, with the focus 
turning to decision support tools.

14   Asia Pacific insights from the Willis Towers Watson’s 2019/2020 Benefit Trends survey

 
Figure 11. Talent experience priorities

Note: Percentages indicate “To a great extent” or “To a very great extent”. * Only for multi-national companies.

Communications

Enhanced tools 
and technology

Decision support

77%

65%

46%

45%

41%

34%

29%

16%

Enhancing communication of benefits to employees

Creating a consistent global brand for benefits*

Improving employee understanding of cost of programs

Increasing focus on online portals and mobile apps

Implementing and/or enhancing employee self-service

Expanding employees’ access to benefits

Increasing focus on decision making support

Enhancing participant support
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Figure 12. Cost management is focused on management of day-to-day operational costs

Financing

Cost control remains key, but are employers too narrowly 
focused on operational costs, rather than generating value 
from their plans?

Cost control remains a major issue around the world, 
and New Zealand is no exception. Over six in 10 said that 
managing operations costs are a top priority (Figure 12). 

While globally, a third of employers are sharing costs with 
employees, only 23% of employers in New Zealand said 
they are doing so. Requiring employees participate in the 
cost of their benefits does more than reduce the cost 
on the employer, it engages employees and can actually 
enhance appreciation for the benefits package. Done in the 
right way, cost-sharing would certainly be considered low-
hanging fruit to address.

In addition, while most employers want value from their 
plans — 55% said that a priority is to maximise the 
return on investment in terms of attraction, retention 
and engagement — only 9% are actively looking at their 
investment strategy for retirement plans – this is expected 
in New Zealand given the large prevalence of Kiwisaver and 
a hands-off approach from employers towards retirement 
savings as a distinct employee benefit.

 To what extent are the following a top priority for how your organisation finances benefit programs?

Note: Percentages indicate “To a great extent” or “To a very great extent”

Managing operating costs

Maximising return on investment from benefit spend 
(attraction, retention, engagement)

Creating value for employers and employees  
(tax optimisation, leveraging scale, global underwriting) 

Managing benefits costs and risks 
(monitor/manage employee behaviour, claims management) 

Sharing costs with employees

Transferring risk to insurers  
(pooling, re-insurance, captive strategy)

Investment strategy for retirement plans 
(review investment policy and funding, monitor performance)

Whilst cost concerns weigh heavily, how 
actively, and strategically, are they being 
addressed?

45%

63%

55%

38%

34%

23%

20%

9%
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55%

Figure 13. Legal and regulatory compliance is top of mind for benefits administration and operations

Administration and operations

Data management and security rising to the 
top of the agenda
In our 2017 survey, we saw companies focused on the 
enhanced use of technology to support the delivery of 
benefits programs. In 2019, this focus continues globally 
(particularly in North America, where 72% of employers 
said the automation of benefits administration was a 
priority), but other concerns are also coming to the fore.

In New Zealand, over half of employers (55%) are focused 
on issues of data management and security and a focus 
on technology and automation as well as legal and 
regulatory compliance have also risen to the top of the 
agenda. This is driven by concerns after GDPR and other 
global regulations tightening, and a broader concern 
about cyber security and data breaches.

As the concept of wellbeing becomes embedded in 
company mindsets and benefit programs evolve to 
support the diversity of employee needs, the benefits 
package increasingly is viewed through the lens of the 
broader employment deal.

Two in five (40%) of New Zealand 
organisations are focused on integrating 
benefits administration with other 
HR systems . 

Note: Percentages indicate “To a great extent” or “To a very great extent”

To what extent are the following a top priority for your organisation’s benefits administration and operations?

Data management and security

Focus on technology and automation in  
benefits administration

Legal and regulatory compliance

Integration of benefits administration with other 
HR systems

Formal documentation of operational policies 
and procedures

Vendor and advisor management

Benefits operations 
(shared service centre/centres of excellence, outsourced administration)

45%

41%

40%

39%

32%

21%
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Analytics, insights and reporting 

Employee sensing and Value on Investment 
approach coming to the fore
In our last survey, we reported a trend towards a more 
analytical and coordinated approach to benefits. This 
is reflected in Figure 14, where we see over half of 
organisations in our survey took steps in the past on:

�� Regular use of claims analytics

�� Audit employee benefits programs around the 
world and

�� Implement formal budget processes across 
employee benefit programs.

So, to date, organisations have principally taken steps 
around their understanding and oversight of current plans 
and employee behaviours.

By contrast, in the future we see an increased movement 
to expand their understanding of what employees think of 
their benefits , and how they use the tools, websites and 
material provided, as well as using other nontraditional 
metrics to evaluate the investment in their benefits 
programs using a value of investment approach.

�� Almost four in five employers are looking to survey 
employee views on benefits plans (including ongoing 
actions and actions planned) 

�� More than half of employers are looking to use a variety 
of financial and nonfinancial metrics to measure the 
value of their investment 

Figure 14. Over two fifths of employers are looking to adopt a value on investment approach (VOI)

Survey employees’ views  
of benefits plans

Audit benefit programs, policies  
and procedures globally

Implement formal budget  
process across benefits plans

Use a variety of financial and nonfinancial 
metrics to measure the value on investment

Regularly use claims reporting analytics

Review data on employees’ usage  
of key websites/materials

 No actions  Actions planned  Actions taken   Ongoing actions 

Has your organisation done any of the following in the last three years, or does it plan to do so in the future?

Note: Percentages may not add up due to rounding

18% 5% 25%

25%

21%

14%

29%

20%

7%

5%

4%

40%

30%

41%

20%

30%

35%

41%

45%

46%

46%

52%



So, what can companies do to deliver a 
modern benefits package?

Many companies are evidently already taking actions on 
a variety of fronts. However, this survey highlights the 
importance of taking a strategic view of what employers 
want their benefit plans to deliver. The vast majority of 
respondents to our survey are looking to make their 
benefits programs work a lot harder; how can this be 
achieved, given the cost constraints we know they face?

Modernising benefits
To that end, we suggest a systematic approach to  
build and implement a truly effective benefits strategy:

1.  Establish a broad-based philosophy to modernise 
benefits that reflect business strategy, and culture, 
employee values and preferences, and diversity and 
inclusion goals.

Break down the broad-based organisational benefit 
strategy into tactical goals under each of the five 
dimensions:

i. Define a market-aligned portfolio of benefits – aligned 
with organisational culture and brand – that offers 
core protection (in concert with social benefits) while 
maximising flexibility and choice to meet the needs and 
expectations of a diverse workforce, and inclusion and 
diversity objectives.

ii. Optimise financing of benefits commitments and 
benefits operations to ensure long-term sustainability.

iii. Treat employees like consumers to deliver a 
technology-enabled talent experience to engage 
employees in their own wellbeing, nudge them to 
make good decisions, and ensure positive, stress-free 
experience when they use their benefits.

iv. Implement process automation and technology 
to enable effective collaboration between group 
resources, local resources, and external partners.

v. Use data-driven analytics and insights to make 
informed decisions to manage costs and ensure 
ongoing relevance of programs.

2.  Review and update governance protocols and  
the operating model to execute the strategy

Review, align, and update the operating model and 
benefits governance to:

i. Allocate roles and responsibilities between group 
functions and local/regional stakeholders. 

ii. Identify data, information, and reporting requirements. 

iii. Establish communication, reporting and approval 
protocols for effective collaboration between group 
functions and local teams.

iv. Identify specific opportunities to align local country 
benefit programs with the modernisation objectives 
by measuring benefits against philosophy, principles 
and objectives while reflecting local best practices, 
local business considerations/rationales and employee 
values/preferences/expectations.

3.  Ensure ongoing oversight to stay on track as 
the business and workforce evolve, corporate 
transactions occur, laws and legislations change, 
and employee preferences and behaviours evolve.

i. Develop consistent and regularly updated dashboards 
to provide real-time business insights and enable timely 
decision making. 

ii. Ensure that senior leadership is involved and can 
provide regular guidance and oversight, particularly in 
light of organisational change. 

iii. When working with outside vendors, ensure there is a 
mutual understanding of the types of data to provide, 
and that there is a clear path to accessing this data. 
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Know your Benefits Strategy Assessment score

We combine employers’ own self-assessment of the 
effectiveness of their benefits programs (as shown in Figure 4, 
page 8) with the extent they are focusing on these five areas in 
the next three years to form a Benefits Strategy Assessment 
(BSA) Score (see sample scorecard).

Where an organisation reports themselves highly effective in 
an area and that area is a core focus for the future, the score is 
‘high’. Where the organisation reports they are ineffective in an 
area and are not prioritising the area for change, they are 
scored as ‘low’.

Scores are formed for each dimension and then aggregated 
to an overall score from 0 to 100.

In all regions the average BSA score is below 50, suggesting 
a number of opportunities for employers to enhance their 
benefits programs. 

Figure 15. Sample Scorecard
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If you would like to find out your organisation’s Benefit Strategy Assessment Score, you can still 
take our survey, and get a personalised scorecard that benchmarks you to your peers. 

You can take the survey at the following link: willistowerswatson.com/benefittrends 

For more information, please contact your Willis Towers Watson consultant, or our New Zealand 
survey lead: 

Niall Martin 
Head of Health & Benefits, New Zealand 
Niall.Martin@willistowerswatson.com

How to get a scorecard

mailto:Cedric.Luah@willistowerswatson.com
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