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The Covid-19 pandemic and the lockdown measures to curb its 
spread have had a significant impact on the economy. This 
environment has elevated real daily needs such as healthcare, 
provision for emergencies, housing and transporta�on needs, 
and educa�onal opportuni�es more than ever before.

The pressure to meet these needs affects how employees func�on from day to day. As a result, it is es�mated that up 
to 35% of payroll costs are wasted because of poor produc�vity due to high levels of absenteeism and presenteeism¹.

An integrated employee benefit programme

A holis�c employee benefit programme ensures easy access to re�rement, group risk and healthcare benefits, among 
other benefits. Such group arrangements fulfil an integral need for employees and their families. All of these benefits 
are inextricably interconnected and should be managed in one cohesive programme.

Advice and benefits in rela�on to re�rement, group risk and healthcare have historically been designed and managed 
in isola�on, leading to mismatches and gaps in the overall benefit offering for employees. However, recent events 
following the Covid-19 pandemic support the need for these areas to be managed in tandem. The decisions around 
suitable solu�ons and relief can only be made if one considers all the various benefits in an integrated advice 
framework.

TM¹ Sources: Alexander Forbes, LifeGauge Comprehensive, 2017; Alexander Forbes, Member Watch  Analysis, 2017
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Re�rement, health and financial well-being

Incorpora�ng the employer's integrated health strategy into the advice and solu�ons offered through the workplace 
and the re�rement fund is fundamental to suppor�ng employees' well-being.

Health solu�ons and interven�ons at employer level assist the re�rement fund trustees to:

• assess the appropriateness of the benefits provided through the fund
• manage the sustainability of the benefits and pricing
• ensure successful counselling and re�rement fund communica�on policies aligned to the wider benefits 

programme offered by the employer

As an example, the pressure of the lockdown and recent events has not only weighed heavily on finances but also on 
the mental well-being of members. Physical and mental well-being affects the claims experience and therefore the 
pricing of group risk benefits. Recently disability premiums have increased significantly, which reduce the net amount 
allocated towards re�rement savings. In order to reduce and manage these disability costs, specific health 
interven�ons are required.

Another example is in rela�on to re�rement contribu�ons. These are based on pensionable salary, which is o�en a 
percentage of a person's total income. A replacement ra�o calculated on pensionable salary does not reflect an 
employee's real income needs. In addi�on, medical aid infla�on and post-re�rement medical aid savings are not 
included in these calcula�ons. This leads to:

• insufficient income in re�rement
• switching from a benefit-rich medical aid in re�rement to an inferior but affordable offering – essen�ally reducing 

benefits when a more comprehensive offering is needed

Risk benefits and health

Group risk benefits are o�en the only benefits that employees have. Benefit design cannot be done in isola�on from 
the overall employee benefit programme.

Prior to the pandemic, socio-economic condi�ons, increasing lifestyle diseases, and the ability to rehabilitate disabled 
employees had already begun to affect claims experience and risk benefit pricing. These benefits have proven to be 
indispensable to employees and their families in the pandemic.

The second wave resulted in significant increases in the claims experience and the claim values. As a result, insurers 
levied higher premiums as is evident from 2021 policy renewals. The third wave has added even further pressure.

Health management solu�ons help iden�fy and manage the root causes of the group risk claims through the 
following interven�ons:

• Absenteeism management
• Incapacity and case management
• Disability claims management
• Employee assistance programmes (EAPs)

Including the above interven�ons in the review and management of the group risk arrangement means the claims 
experience can be analysed on an aggregated basis. This will assist the trustees and employer in assessing the design, 
expected trends, affordability and sustainability of the group risk offering.
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Demonstra�ng early interven�on and ac�ve management of claims may result in more favourable pricing from group 
risk insurers as future claims experience may improve.

Integrated communica�on and member support

Interven�ons should not only be triggered by a specific event. Instead, easy access to counselling, financial planning 
advice and solu�ons should be available on demand to empower employees throughout their life�me. Formal access 
should be facilitated through the workplace at least annually to encourage employees to review their benefits 
holis�cally.

A coordinated financial plan considers employees' re�rement, group risk and healthcare needs along with short and 
long term financial objec�ves. This ensures that employees derive the maximum value from the op�ons available to 
them across the benefit spectrum. Employees will now be�er understand the implica�ons of the choices they make 
today and begin to bridge their iden�fied gaps.

Re�rement funds need to provide access to re�rement benefit counselling on joining, resigna�on, retrenchment and 
re�rement. Including support in rela�on to healthcare decisions at the same �me makes it a lot easier for individuals 
to look at all their employee benefits and make trade-offs between them.

Individuals assess their medical aid op�ons annually when medical schemes announce their rate changes. This is an 
opportune �me to offer employees health and financial planning advice to empower them to make be�er-informed 
decisions. They can redirect any savings, for example, towards re�rement savings, emergency savings or debt 
repayments.

Combining these ac�vi�es can reduce cost, �me and effort spent by employers in managing these aspects separately.
This approach also ensures ease of access to all employee benefit informa�on and support and assistance from one 
place when needed.

Holis�c outcomes

Each employee has different needs and outcomes throughout their life�me. Providing access to benefits that offer 
meaningful value at any given point is cri�cal to the success of the employee benefit programme.

This requires healthcare, group risk benefits and re�rement provision to be integrated. There are significant benefits 
of doing so for trustees, employers and individuals.
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