
TMPower Over Pay

Why financial wellbeing

belongs in the workplace



R e p o r t



Behavioural science has found a massive cognitive toll associated with the stress of financial pressure. 
So great is it that it produces a cognitive strain equivalent to a 13-point deficit in IQ or loss of a full 
night’s sleep. Multiply this by the 21% of adults who say they are drowning in debt and money worries 
(according to MoneyHelper.org.uk) and you get a picture of just how badly poor financial wellbeing is 
affecting individuals and organisations.



For the individual, the effects follow this path: financial anxiety causes stress, which causes a continual 
stream of the stress hormone cortisol in the brain. This ‘flight or fight’ response is the product of 
thousands of years of evolution, and it cannot be switched off over-night. Originally designed for 
acute, dangerous situations, financial stress keeps this response heightened constantly over time.



This can undermine the prefrontal cortex – the area of the brain responsible for coordinating 
decision-making and social interaction – to such an extent that the person can have difficulty 
maintaining working relationships and forming reasonable judgements, essentially inhibiting their ability 
to function as a human being.



This makes it difficult for them to function at work. In fact, financially-stressed employees are five times 
more likely to take time off to deal with personal issues, while 48% of people are distracted by their 
money worries at work (PDF). And interpersonal relationships with colleagues suffer: a Gallup study 
found that participants rated their social relationships more poorly as financial stress increased.



Research from the Dutch National Institute for Budgeting Advice suggests staff with financial stress are 
20% less focussed and productive at work, while they also take on average seven days extra sick leave 
a year compared to their non-stressed colleagues. Data from the CEBR (PDF) found that absenteeism 
and presenteeism related to poor financial wellbeing cost UK businesses a staggering £1.56bn a year.



This is sobering, but maybe the number of people affected is limited? Not so - 50% of UK households 
don’t have enough saved to cover an unexpected bill of £300, while a study from the Royal Society of 
Arts characterises 70% of the UK population as “chronically broke.” Financial pressure doesn’t only 
affect low earners - remember that expenses often rise with income. It is an issue that can affect 
everyone.

Financial stress is widespread and toxic to both 
employees and organisations
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https://review.chicagobooth.edu/behavioral-science/2018/article/how-poverty-changes-your-mind-set
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/assets/pwc-2019-employee-wellness-survey.pdf
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/assets/pwc-2019-employee-wellness-survey.pdf
https://news.gallup.com/poll/187616/financial-social-relationships-closely-linked.aspx
https://www.aegon.co.uk/content/dam/ukpaw/documents/financial-wellbeing-CEBR-condensed.pdf
http://docplayer.net/19660200-Improving-the-financial-capability-of-employees-nick-watkins-money-advice-service.html
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/jan/25/uk-workers-chronically-broke-study-economic-insecurity
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/jan/25/uk-workers-chronically-broke-study-economic-insecurity
https://wagestream.com/resources/wellbeing-briefing-high-earner-misconception/
http://www.wagestream.com


Investing in financial wellbeing delivers a 
higher ROI than competing choices
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Many of the wellbeing initiatives most commonly implemented - daily fresh fruit or yoga - do not 
deliver long-term, compound ROI. Why? They don’t meet the four conditions necessary to deliver ROI: 
broad appeal across the workforce, employee demand, a clear link between investing and better 
individual outcomes and a clear link between investing and better business outcomes.



When it comes to finding areas to invest in that meet all these criteria and therefore deliver ROI, you’d 
be hard pressed to beat financial wellbeing. Firstly, financial wellbeing has broad appeal across the 
entire workforce - people are financial animals their entire lives and have to make financial decisions 
from the minute they enter the workforce to the minute they leave.



Secondly, employees want it: a poll of 40,000 employees by Willis Towers Watson in 27 countries 
found a universal trend – that half (50%) wanted specific guidance around their financial situation [62% 
reported severe stress, anxiety or depression in the past two years due to financial problems].



Thirdly, there’s a clear link between investing and better individual outcomes. A US study found an 
improvement of average workforce financial wellness from 4.0 to 5.0 saw an 18% rise in pension 
contribution rates that knocked a year off projected retirement (PDF). A Wagestream survey of its users 
found 37% had avoided using their overdraft because of access to our financial wellbeing platform.



Finally, there’s a clear link to positive business outcomes: research from the CEBR found that poor 
financial wellbeing costs UK businesses £1.56bn each year through absenteeism and presenteeism. 
Reducing this by even a few percentage points will make a material difference. The same research 
found that 11% of employees suffered lower productivity due to financial stress.



PwC’s Annual Employee Financial Wellness Survey found that 78% of respondents were more likely to 
leave their employer for another company which cares more about their financial wellbeing. And 
Wagestream’s own analysis found that advertising in-demand financial wellbeing benefits on job 
adverts led to organisations filling roles 27% faster.



The best news is that organisations reap the benefits of these improved outcomes long into the future: 
when they invest in sustainable approaches to financial wellbeing (those that tackle the root causes, 
such as locked pay cycles and poor financial behaviours) there’s a compounding effect - employees 
positively affected are more productive and less absent year-after-year.
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https://www.willistowerswatson.com/
https://www.financialfinesse.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/2016-ROI-Special-Report.pdf
https://www.aegon.co.uk/content/dam/ukpaw/documents/financial-wellbeing-CEBR-condensed.pdf
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/assets/pwc-2019-employee-wellness-survey.pdf
http://www.wagestream.com
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Enjoying this report?


Try our Wellbeing Briefings

Keep scrolling to continue reading this report


Inform your wellbeing strategy in fewer than two minutes a week.




Click here to find out more.

Perfect for busy HR and benefits professionals.

https://www.wagestream.com/curated-series/wellbeing-briefings/
http://www.wagestream.com


Strong financial wellbeing tools increasingly 
define elite employers3.

According to MetLife research (PDF), 71% of employees now feel employers have a social responsibility 
to them and their wellbeing. Likewise, the Deloitte Global Millennial Survey 2020 (PDF) found that 
young workers particularly prize (and expect) employer values and actions that align with their own 
more than ever before. In a wellbeing-centred world, this is orienting the employer-employee contract 
away from transactional benefits and towards holistic experiences centered on thriving across the 
different wellbeing domains - such as financial and mental.



And when it comes to wellbeing, findings from Aon suggest that a holistic approach is likely to yield the 
best outcomes - and deliver the impact to employer brand. Its Rising Resilient study (PDF) showed that 
resilience triples when employers adopt a well-rounded health and wellbeing programme specifically 
supporting physical, social, emotional, financial and career needs. Wellbeing stratetgies must be 
nuanced, interconnected and genuinely support individuals to make positive behavioural change to 
attract the increasingly large pool of talent that expects support that bridges all the wellbeing domains.



This means that for every domain of wellbeing, organisations mustn’t just do it - they must do it well. 
When it comes to financial wellbeing, for example, static financial education is no longer enough to 
stand out against employers offering real-time financial coaching via app, on-demand pay, budgeting 
insight and more.  Best-in-class tools built to empower people to achieve better outcomes in the 
long-term will be on the job adverts of organisations that win the war for talent.



It’s also important to point out that employees will look increasingly for well-rounded holistic wellbeing 
benefits in the post-pandemic world of hybrid working. Office-based perks, which were historically 
cost-effective and therefore made up a large proportion of the overall benefits package, will no longer 
carry the same weight. With distributed workforces with different needs, focusing on wellbeing support 
that gives individuals power to create their own path will be a necessity - how else can you provide for 
such a diverse workforce? - but also an expectation from jobseekers.
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https://www.metlife.co.uk/content/dam/metlifecom/uk/ReMe/MetLife_ReMe_Report_2021.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/deloitte-2020-millennial-survey.pdf
https://www.aon.com/getmedia/b7aa30bd-6e94-47da-99e2-23fb4d36b739/aon-rising-resilient-report.aspx
https://wagestream.com/products/financial-coaching-for-employees/
http://www.wagestream.com


Research from the Institute of Employment Studies (PDF) found those with poor financial wellbeing are 
more likely to be younger, single, living in rented accommodation and on lower incomes.



For many organisations, this may well be the biggest talent pool they recruit from. Certainly for the 
majority of organisations, this cohort is critical to succession planning.



And it’s not only this demographic that’s affected. Research by Italian economist Annamaria Lusardi 
found patterns of vulnerability among specific population subgroups: for example, she found a gender 
gap in financial literacy that played out generally across the countries analysed. 



For organisations that want to go beyond diversity and focus on inclusion and equality of opportunity 
and environment, investing in financial wellbeing is logical. The negative effects of poor financial 
wellbeing (as described in part one of this report) significantly affect performance and ability to thrive, 
so any demographic with a vulnerability has an immediate disadvantage.



Aside from issues of specific vulnerabilities, financial wellbeing also unites every single member of the 
workforce - regardless of race, sex or religion. We make financial decisions throughout our lives. In 
fact, this has accelerated with the move away from defined benefit pension schemes and towards 
defined contribution schemes: financial planning starts much earlier.



This means that investing in financial wellbeing not only increases inclusion by tackling specific 
vulnerabilities, it also improves diversity and inclusion by reducing the negative effects of financial 
stress across the whole company - which puts people in a better position to collaborate and thrive 
regardless of their demographics.



The other important point to make here is that because financial wellbeing is universal, people have 
different needs based on a myriad of factors such as life stage or relationship status. That means you 
cannot take a blanket approach to financial wellbeing: best-in-class organisations invest in tools that 
empower people to tackle the root causes of poor financial wellbeing in their lives to enable long-term 
prospering. Education by itself is not enough.

Financial wellbeing tackles vulnerabilities in 
sub-groups to improve inclusion and equality4.
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https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/464.pdf
https://sjes.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41937-019-0027-5
http://www.wagestream.com
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Wagestream is on a mission to bring better financial health to people in 
work. Its market-leading financial wellbeing platform gives Power Over 
Pay™ to more than half a million workers - with an app to track, access, 
save and learn about managing their income, throughout the month.



By giving staff Power Over Pay™, Wagestream clients transform the employee experience and 
enjoy quicker recruitment, higher retention rates, better productivity and improved financial 
wellbeing throughout their workforce.



Wagestream was founded with a social charter and is the only financial wellbeing platform 
part-owned by the UK's leading financial charities and impact funds.



Find out more at www.wagestream.com

About Wagestream

https://www.wagestream.com
http://www.wagestream.com

