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Benefits Trends in U.S. Organizations: 
An overview of the latest findings from the SHRM 
2011 Employee Benefits Research Report
■■ Uneven economic growth and related uncertainties about the nation’s fiscal 
health are having an impact on benefits offerings. There was a slight increase 
from 2010 to 2011 in the number of HR professionals who said employee 
benefits were negatively affected by the economy.

■■ The cost burden for employer-sponsored retirement packages continues to 
shift more from companies to employees as fewer employers offer defined 
benefit pension plans and more are using defined contribution and Roth 
401(k) savings plans.

■■ Other offerings that have experienced significant declines in the past five 
years include employee services, such as mentoring programs and professional 
development opportunities, and housing and relocation benefits.

In a slow-growth economy, benefits offerings  
decline in many categories ........................................................................

Sponsored by

As employers keep a closer eye on bottom lines, the benefits offerings landscape 
has changed accordingly during the nation’s slow-growth economic recovery. In 
2011, 77% of HR professionals (Figure 1) said their employee benefits offerings 
had been negatively affected in some way by the economy, according to the SHRM 
2011 Employee Benefits Research Report. That is a slight increase from 72% in 2010, 
and while many of the benefits mainstays—such as paid holidays, life insurance, 
prescription drug program coverage and dental insurance—were still offered at 
high rates in 2011, the prevalence of other offerings has dropped significantly in 
the past five years.
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Like other business expenses, benefits have become 
more costly in 2011: 24% of respondents said they are 
paying more this fiscal year for mandatory benefits, such 
as unemployment, workers’ compensation and Social 
Security, compared with a year ago. 

Overall, a total of 88% of HR professionals said 
they review their benefits at least once a year or more 
frequently, virtually unchanged from 89% in 2010.

Year-over-year trends in  
selected benefits ................................................

The SHRM 2011 Employee Benefits Research Report 
examines nearly 300 types of employee benefits. 
Below is an overview of changes in the percentage of 
organizations that have offered certain types of benefits 
over the last five years.

Health care and welfare benefits
In 2011, standard benefits such as prescription drug 
coverage and dental insurance remained prevalent, 
but other health-care-related offerings have declined 
substantially over the last five years. They include long-
term care insurance, health maintenance organization 
(HMO) plans and retiree health coverage (Figure 2).

Retirement savings and planning benefits
The majority of companies continued to offer 
retirement-related benefits in 2011, but the makeup 
of these offerings has changed significantly in the 
past five years. As traditional pension costs have risen, 
many employers have steered away from that retirement 
planning model and are using plans that rely more 
heavily on employees’ contributions (Figure 3). 
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Figure 1 | To what extent have benefits offerings been negatively 
affected by the economy?

To a large extent To some extent To no extent

n = 573   Note: Excludes respondents who answered “not sure.”

Source: 2011 Employee Benefits (SHRM, 2011)
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Figure 2 |  Changes in health care and welfare  
benefits in the past five years

  2011       2007

Source: 2011 Employee Benefits (SHRM, 2011)
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Figure 3 |  Changes in retirement savings and planning  
benefits in the past five years

  2011       2007

Source: 2011 Employee Benefits (SHRM, 2011)
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Figure 4 |  Changes in financial and compensation benefits  
in the past five years

  2011       2007

Source: 2011 Employee Benefits (SHRM, 2011)
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Financial and compensation benefits
Many of the offerings under financial and compensation 
benefits relate to “monetary convenience,” or benefits that 
provide reimbursement or added compensation for work-
related activities. Participation in many of these types of 
benefits has declined among companies in the past five years, 
and although most employers still offer life insurance, not as 
many offer it for employees’ dependents (Figure 4).

Flexible working benefits
Flexible work benefits, while not offered by the majority 
of employers, remained somewhat popular in 2011. 
Participation in many of these benefits, which include some 
forms of telecommuting and alternative work schedules, 
has declined slightly in the past five years (Figure 5). With 
technological advancements making flex work easier to 
implement, the flat numbers suggest that cultural changes in 
organizations will be needed if these benefits are to become 
more widespread in the workplace. 

Employee services benefits
Many types of benefits fall under the category of “employee 
services,” including professional development, career 
counseling and various types of personal service perks for 
employees. Given the decline in the economy in the past 
five years, many organizations have decided to drop various 
employee services benefits, most likely as cost-cutting 
measures (Figure 6).

Housing and relocation benefits
Although there were no significant changes in these 
benefits from 2010 to 2011, the prevalence of many 

housing and relocation offerings has dropped dramatically 
in the past five years (Figure 7). This is consistent with the 
country’s economic performance as well as the weakened 
state of the housing market during that time. Mobility 
in the job market has been hindered in recent years by 
the increased number of people who cannot sell their 
homes and perhaps owe more on their homes than fair 
market value, making it difficult for them to move to seek 
employment in other locations.

Figure 5 |  Changes in flexible working benefits in the past five years

  2011       2007

Source: 2011 Employee Benefits (SHRM, 2011)
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Figure 6 |  Changes in employee services  
benefits in the past five years

  2011       2007

Source: 2011 Employee Benefits (SHRM, 2011)
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Figure 7 |   Changes in housing and relocation  
benefits in the past five years

  2011       2007

Source: 2011 Employee Benefits (SHRM, 2011)
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Benefits as an element of  
job satisfaction ..................................................

In 2009 and 2010, 60% of respondents cited benefits 
as a very important factor when ranking elements 
that contribute to their job satisfaction, according to 
the SHRM 2011 Employee Job Satisfaction Research 
Report. Even more telling was that benefits were 
ranked second only to job security (63%) in both 
years. That trend changed in 2011: just 53% of 
respondents cited benefits as very important for job 
satisfaction, behind many other factors, including job 
security (62%), opportunities to use skills/abilities 
(60%), compensation/pay (59%) and relationship with 
immediate supervisor (55%). 

This change is perhaps not a surprise, considering 
the cutbacks that many organizations have made 
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to benefits during a period of limited economic 
growth. However, this does not mean that benefits 
are no longer important for the welfare of workers. 
Instead, it suggests that since employees are getting 
fewer offerings and/or paying more for certain 
benefits, they are valuing other aspects of their jobs 
more highly. It also suggests that the acceleration of 
economic growth could result in the reinstatement 
and/or improvement of benefits packages as revenues 
and profits improve for many employers.

References ...........................................................
 Society for Human Resource Management. (2011). 2011 employee 

benefits: A research report by SHRM. Alexandria, VA: SHRM.

 Society for Human Resource Management. (2011). 2011 employee 
job satisfaction: A research report by SHRM. Alexandria, VA: 
SHRM.


