
Life’s brighter under the sun

‘‘LIFE STAGE’’ TAKES 
 CENTRE STAGE WITH 
 GROUP BENEFIT PLANS



ABOUT OUR RESEARCH

In mid-2016, we engaged TNS Canada to conduct research into the insights of generations in the 

workforce and their attitude to the integration of health and wellness across the health spectrum 

(mental, physical, and financial) – as well as their attitudes to group benefits in general. 

The goal of the research was to see if there were key differences among the generations, with an 

assumed focus on what we would learn about Gen Z and Millennials – the two youngest groups  

in the workforce, but also the largest cohort at 40% of the workplace population, and will comprise 

75% of the global workforce by 2025.

The study was conducted online from June 28 – July 8 2016 among a total of 1,250 working 

Canadians, aged 18-65 years. Data were weighted to the age, gender, and region of Canadians 18+ 

using the most recent StatsCan data. A probability sample of 1,250 would yield results that are 

accurate to within 2.77 percentage points, 19 times out 20.



Millennials value benefits as 
much as older cohorts

(% that would not take a job 
without group benefits)

Total  41%
Gen Z  26%

Millennials  42%
Gen X  45%

Boomers  37%

Benefits positively  
influenced a job offer

Total  28%
Gen Z  19%

Millennials  34%
Gen X  32%

Boomers  20%

Gen Z least likely to report 
plan meets their needs

Plan is fully meeting needs 
Total  37%
Gen Z  26%

Millennials  39%
Gen X  42%

Boomers  32%

KEY FINDINGS

Value across generations
Previous studies suggested that Millennials didn’t value benefits as much as older generations. 

An unexpected finding in this recent research was that Millennials appear to value group 

benefits as much as Gen Xers – and even more than Boomers. 

The generation scoring lowest – in terms of valuing their plan and whether it met their needs 

– was Gen Z, the youngest generation in the survey. This generation is at the same life stage as 

Millennials several years ago, and like the Millennials at an earlier age and life stage, traditional 

benefits plans may not be that relevant to them at this point. That may change as they 

approach and move into their 30s – as it appears to have done with the Millennials.

When asked whether they would consider a job offer from an employer that didn’t provide a 

group benefits plan, Millennials and Gen X members had similar responses. They also had similar 

responses when asked if benefits had positively influenced a job offer. And Millennials and Gen X 

members were closely aligned in terms on whether their benefits plan was meeting their needs. 

Millennials may be seeing health benefits in a new light as they move into a different life stage 

(which may or may not include marriage, starting families, aging parents). As well, benefit plans 

may have “caught up” with Millennial sensibilities, as many have made strides with digital access 

and plan flexibility.

So it seems, in 2016, the industry may not be as poor at meeting Millennial needs – relative to 

older generations – than we might have thought. 
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The strong desire for flexibility
Previous research has emphasized the desire of younger generations for greater plan flexibility and choice. The 

current survey shows that this desire has spread across all generations. We asked plan members which, if any, of the 

following would provide a significant improvement to their current plan. They were given several options, including: 

• increased value of coverage (more money for benefits) 

• greater flexibility in choosing what to cover 

• more relevant coverage options, and  

• making the plan easier to understand.

Even when given the option of increased coverage (chosen by 46%), plan members gave equal weight to greater 

plan flexibility (chosen by 45%). 

The growing reality of a diverse workforce and consumer expectations of choice and personalization mean plan 

flexibility is needed to accommodate the differences in life stages and generations. This includes Boomers, who 

had low scores for whether a plan met their needs (32%, lower than all other generations except for Gen Z) 

and had a strong preference for flexibility. Due to age, Boomers are the group with the greatest physical health 

needs, and they may be finding less support than required for chronic illness, or may be feeling the effects of 

an erosion in coverage. Their support for flexibility shows a clear desire to better align their needs to what their 

plan provides. 

The other notable finding was the strong desire by Gen Z plan members over other generations for making their 

plan easier to understand (35%).

PLAN FLEXIBILITY IS A SIGNIFICANT IMPROVEMENT  
AREA ACROSS GENERATIONS

Greater flexibility to choose 
what’s covered and what is not More relevant options
Total Total45% 30%

Millennials Millennials49% 31%
Gen Z Gen Z47% 29%

Gen X Gen X46% 29%
Boomers Boomers40% 30%

Increased value in coverage Become easier to understand
Total Total46% 20%

Millennials Millennials48% 18%
Gen Z Gen Z35% 35%

Gen X Gen X47% 15%
Boomers Boomers46% 25%
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... Boomers have the 
greatest physical health 
needs, and they may be 
finding less support ... 



YOUNG CANADIANS MORE LIKELY TO SEE  
MENTAL HEALTH AS CENTRAL TO OVERALL HEALTH

% that see psychological as an element of overall health

MILLENIALS 76%

BOOMERS 54%GEN X 62%

GEN Z 78%

TOTAL 65%

Mental health – of most 
importance to  

younger generations
Gen Z and Millennials are more likely to acknowledge a psychological aspect to overall 

health than other generations – and Gen Z were most likely to rank mental health as the 

most important aspect of health. This finding appears to reflect a generational difference in 

awareness of mental health issues – and an associated lower level of stigma in these cohorts.

For these reasons, younger cohorts may be more receptive to use mental health  

resources offered by employers, whereas older cohorts may benefit more from awareness 

and anti-stigma programming.

[6]



Gen Z were most likely to rank 
mental health as the most 
important aspect of health



Gen Z and Millennials report 
being much more likely to use 
a mobile health app offered 
by their benefits provider. 

Communication channels
A clear generational difference was in the choice of health communication and information channels. The 

survey confirmed previous findings that Gen Z and Millennials are more likely to consult informal sources for 

health information (e.g., internet, friends, family), while Boomers seek professional advice. These tendencies 

hold true across physical, mental and financial health. 

Gen Z and Millennials also report being much more likely to use a mobile health app offered by their benefits 

provider. These communication channel differences are worth noting – and worth factoring in to any plan 

member engagement strategies.

In this digital age of course, communication goes both ways. A majority of plan members are comfortable 

sharing health data with their employer or health insurance provider, with Gen Z and Millennials more 

comfortable than older generations. There is an unspoken assumption, however, that this shared information 

will be used in a way that benefits them – with more communication, choices, tools or offers catered to their 

situation or need.

Total

Millennials

Gen Z

Gen X

Very likely Somewhat likely

Boomers

21%

33%

28%

17%

15%

38%

43%

44%

40%

29%

HEALTH APP SIGNIFICANTLY MORE APPEALING  
TO YOUNGER CANADIANS

(% likely to use a mobile health app offered by their benefits provider)
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Financial stress – and financial 
planning needs – to the forefront

Financial stress continues to top the charts for all generations except Gen Z – who listed career issues as their 

greatest source of stress.  

While plan members see themselves as being primarily responsible for their financial health, 70% believe that 

employers also have a responsibility in supporting financial health.

With finances playing such a large role in terms of stress and its potential to impact both physical and mental 

health, it’s significant that personal financial planning was cited as a key feature to make benefit plans more 

relevant – led by Generation Z and Millennials. This option was just as popular as “increased allowed visits to 

preferred practitioners.” 

With finances such a major source of concern, employers have a real opportunity to help employees help 

themselves when it comes to their financial health. 

Increase in allowed visits to preferred 
practitioner(s)

Increased psychological  
services coverage

Homeopathy coverage

Personal financial planning

Nutritionist coverage

Digital solutions to interact with 
coverage (e.g. app)

Total 32%

Millennials 31%
Gen Z 35%

Gen X 32%
Boomers 32%

Total 28%

Millennials 31%
Gen Z 31%

Gen X 27%
Boomers 27%

Total 18%

Millennials 14%
Gen Z 10%

Gen X 20%
Boomers 22%

Total 29%

Millennials 33%
Gen Z 34%

Gen X 26%
Boomers 27%

Total 24%

Millennials 27%
Gen Z 27%

Gen X 24%
Boomers 20%

Total 14%

Millennials 18%
Gen Z 20%

Gen X 12%
Boomers 13%

PERSONAL FINANCIAL PLANNING A POPULAR  
PLAN ENHANCEMENT

What respondents said could make their group benefit plans more relevant
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70% of employees believe 
that employers also have  
a responsibility in supporting 
financial health.



Future actions to meet needs 
With only 37% of plan members surveyed saying that their benefits plan fully met their needs, there is 

significant room for improvement in terms of increasing the value of benefit plans to employees. Possible shifts 

that can better align plan design and needs include:

• Greater plan flexibility, through flexible benefits plans, voluntary benefits and health spending accounts that 

can be used for lifestyle and wellness needs.

• Increased support for financial health, whether through one-on-one planning or workshop sessions to 

increase financial literacy

• Continued support for mental health in the workplace – and the development of a comprehensive mental 

health strategy that addresses the varying needs of the generations. 

• Creation of an organizational health strategy that includes all aspects of health – financial, physical and mental 

health and takes into account the specific benefits plans needed

While it’s clear that life stages are a strong driver of plan member benefit needs, the needs of your workforce  

as a whole will continue to evolve. The oldest generation in the 1970s-workplace had different needs than 

today’s oldest Boomer generation. For that reason, consider taking a fresh look at your plan at regular intervals, 

and help ensure your plan design stays aligned with these evolving needs. 

[12]

... the needs of 
your workforce 
as a whole will 
continue to evolve



HIGHLIGHTS OF THE 2016 SUN LIFE GENERATIONS 
HEALTH AND BENEFITS SURVEY

MILLENIALS
(25 – 35 years)

GEN Z
(24 years and under)

GEN X
(36 – 52 years)

BOOMERS
(53 – 71 years)

CURRENT PLAN 
IS MEETING 
YOUR NEEDS

#1 STRESSOR

FEEL STRESSED

MOST IMPORTANT 
ASPECT OF 
HEALTH

STRONG 
KNOWLEDGE 
OF HEALTH

PHYSICAL 

PSYCHOLOGICAL 

FINANCIAL

PHYSICALPHYSICALPHYSICALPSYCHOLOGICAL

FINANCIAL  
STABILITY

CAREER FINANCIAL  
STABILITY

FINANCIAL  
STABILITY

26% 39% 42% 32%

35% 37% 40% 42%

52% 53% 56% 49%

47% 54% 56%51%

44% 41% 42% 42%

27%29% 36% 31%



About Sun Life 
Financial

A market leader in group benefits, Sun Life Financial serves 

more than 1 in 6 Canadians, in over 16,000 corporate, 

association, affinity and creditor groups across Canada. 

Our core values – integrity, service excellence, customer 

focus and building value – are at the heart of who we are 

and how we do business. 

Sun Life Financial and its partners have operations in 22 key 

markets worldwide including Canada, the United States, 

the United Kingdom, Hong Kong, the Philippines, Japan, 

Indonesia, India, China and Bermuda. 
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