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Shaping the Employee Experience

The employee experience is shaped by many factors—work environment, programs and
policies, communication, leadership, and so much more. What characteristics of the
experience are most likely to be unique and compelling to employees? What will inspire
the hearts and minds of today’s workforce? What can we do to better deliver on and
communicate about meaningful aspects of the work experience?
Aon Hewitt’s Workforce Mindset™ Study set out to address these and other questions
by exploring employees’ perspectives and attitudes about the following:
•

Workplace characteristics and differentiators. What makes an employer stand
out? How have employee perceptions about differentiators changed?

•

Total rewards. What programs are most important to employees? How well do
rewards meet employee needs? How well do employees understand rewards
and how should we describe “total rewards”?

•

Performance. What do employees truly think about performance assessments,
their discussions with managers, and how the performance management
process works?

•

Pay. How do employees view pay? How well do employees see the connection
between pay and performance? Where do they go for information?

How Attractive Are You?
Optimism about the economy is on the rise and
employees are now more likely to seek new
employment. Of the 52% who would leave their
current company for another job, 44% are
actively looking.
Consider the impact that kind of turnover could
have on productivity and company culture—as
well as the cost to replace lost talent.

Have you done what you can to make yourself attractive
to potential candidates as well as to your own critical
talent? Do your employees know how much you value
them and why they should stay?
By shaping a compelling employee experience, you set
yourself apart and improve your chances of attracting
and engaging the people you need most—now and for
the future.

Aon Hewitt
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New Insights

In this year’s study, we went deeper into how employees think about the concept of total
rewards, examining perceptions of pay and performance management practices, and
looking at how high performers view the work experience. Here are some highlights:

Workplace Characteristics
and Differentiators

Total Rewards

Employees see these qualities as
workplace differentiators: aboveaverage rewards, fun, flexibility,
fit with values, stimulating work,
and innovation. And more than
anything, they expect effective
communication.

Pay and benefits are important to
employees, but employees want more
recognition, flexibility, and career
opportunities. We also found a strong
correlation between employees’
understanding of total rewards
programs and their perceptions
of program adequacy.

See page 4 for more.

See page 20 for more.

Performance

Pay

Employees really value learning
about how they’re doing through
assessments and conversations.
But many find that the performance
management process and its
results leave them wanting more.

Employees are asking employers
to differentiate pay based on personal
performance. However, they do not
see the correlation between their
performance and their pay. Despite
their importance, pay programs are
among the least well communicated.

See page 36 for more.

See page 48 for more.
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New Opportunities

Throughout this study, we highlight opportunities for employers to take action to address employee insights overall and by several
key segments identified here:

Segment Icon Key

Engagement
Level*

Gender

Generation

Performance

Job Category

Engaged

Men

High Performers

Not Engaged

Women

Boomers+
Born 1964 or Earlier

Individual
Contributors

Gen Xers
Born 1965–1978

All Other
Performers

Middle
Managers

Millennials
Born 1979–1996

Senior
Managers

To assess differences by individual performance, we asked a series of attitudinal questions in our survey intended to provide some
distinction between higher performers and others. The “High Performer Measures” chart below lists specific questions we asked to
distinguish between high performers and others. We then established the top 20% (n=393) of respondents along that scale as “high
performers,” which serves as the “high performers” segment of the results. Some items are reverse scored in establishing the top 20%.

High Performer Measures
Strongly Agree/Agree

At some point, the additional
pay or prestige is not worth the
responsibility and bother
that comes with it

41%

I think I could be a strong leader
for an organization

Slightly Agree

Slightly Disagree

25%

15%

58%

I’ve received above-average pay
raises over the past two years

32%

15%

57%

I honestly think I’ll be promoted at
least twice over the next five years

31%
0%

10%

40%

15%
60%

8%

34%

28%

21%
20%

19%

24%

20%

Once I achieve a goal, I move onto
the next without pause

Disagree/Strongly Disagree

9%

6%

34%
80%

100%

*Engagement level is calculated using Aon’s Employee Engagement model and methodology. For more on Aon’s Employee Engagement thought leadership,
go to aon.com/employeeengagement.
Aon Hewitt
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Workplace
Characteristics
and Differentiators
With historically low levels of unemployment and somewhat stagnant
wage gains, valuable talent is demanding increasingly more from
employers. If employers expect to attract new employees while retaining
critical talent, they must provide an experience that meets or exceeds
employees’ expectations and desires. Perhaps more importantly, they
need to distinguish their experience from that of other employers.
This section explores what differentiates the employment experience
and what cultural characteristics could truly attract and engage people.
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Workplace Characteristics and Differentiators

Top 6
Differentiators

1

Rewards

2

Fun

3

Flexibility

4

Fit with values

5

Stimulating work

6

Innovation

Better
Communication

=

Higher
Engagement

Those who say communication
is open and honest are nearly

15X more likely
to be engaged

(than those who do not say
it is open and honest).

Differentiators
on the Rise

Those who are encouraged
to share ideas and opinions

Recognition for
strong performance

are 11X more likely
to be engaged

25 points

(than those who do not
feel encouraged).

Communication

21 points
Strong managers

20 points

Strong leaders

20 points

Career and development opportunities

18 points

Opportunity

Both senior managers and
immediate managers are

more likely to
prefer internal
social networks
for communication.

Define what’s truly unique and compelling about
your employment experience and make it easier
for employees to find what they need.
Aon Hewitt
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“Tell me why I should work here.”

Above-average pay and benefits, a fun place to work, workplace flexibility, a strong fit
with individual values, stimulating work, and a spirit of innovation—employees most
often view these as the best opportunities to differentiate the employment experience.
Opinions about what makes an employer stand out from other companies are similar
across generations. Employees are more likely to expect things like communication,
work tools/resources, and collaboration/teamwork of all employers. So if you’re
not paying attention to these elements, you may not be addressing the core needs
of your employees.

What I Expect From All Employers and What Differentiates One Employer From Another* (Part 1 of 2)
Expectations

Provides better-than-average pay

38%

62%

Provides better-thanaverage benefits

39%

61%

Is a fun place to work

42%

58%

Has a flexible work environment

43%

57%

Is a strong fit with my values

44%

56%

Provides stimulating work

47%

53%

Is an innovative organization

48%

53%

Is financially successful or a market
leader in areas in which it competes

48%

51%

Encourages appropriate balance
between work and personal life

49%

51%

Is an organization that
empowers employees

49%

50%

Provides valuable career and/or
development opportunities

50%

50%

0%

20%

40%

60%

Differentiators

80%

100%

Both high performers and engaged employees are more likely to cite nearly every
attribute as a potential differentiator compared to other performers and employees
who are not engaged.

*Respondents could select each as more likely to be an expectation or more likely to differentiate along a 4-point scale where 1 is “I expect this from just about any employer”
and 4 is “This really differentiates one employer from another.” Within the chart, “Expectations” represents the percentage citing a 1 or 2 and “Differentiators” represents
the percentage citing a 3 or 4. Some figures do not equal 100% due to rounding.
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“Tell me why I should work here.” (Continued)

An expectation is a characteristic more employees want from all employers. A differentiator
is a characteristic more employees say distinguishes one employer from others.

What I Expect From All Employers and What Differentiates One Employer From Another* (Part 2 of 2)
Expectations

Has strong leaders

52%

Is environmentally and
socially responsible

52%

47%

Recognizes strong individual
achievement or performance

52%

48%

Has strong managers

52%

48%

49%

Has a very positive reputation
with clients/customers

53%

48%

Provides meaningful work

53%

47%

Has supportive and
capable employees

54%

46%

Encourages collaboration
and teamwork

56%

45%

Provides valuable tools and
resources including technology

56%

44%

59%

Communicates effectively
0%

20%

Senior managers are more likely to rank
“Has strong leaders” (63% vs. 47%) and
“Provides valuable tools and resources”
(60% vs. 43%) as differentiators.

Differentiators

42%
40%

60%

80%

100%

High performers are more likely to rank “Has a positive
reputation with clients/customers” (52% vs. 46% for
other performers) and “Recognition for individual
achievement” (54% vs. 47%) as differentiators.

Opportunity
Because every attribute is viewed as having at least some potential to differentiate, employers have
opportunities to highlight what truly sets them apart from other companies. If you are linking your
employer brand to characteristics often viewed as expectations, it may take greater effort.

*Respondents could select each as more likely to be an expectation or more likely to differentiate along a 4-point scale where 1 is “I expect this from just about any employer”
and 4 is “This really differentiates one employer from another.” Within the chart, “Expectations” represents the percentage citing a 1 or 2 and “Differentiators” represents
the percentage citing a 3 or 4. Some figures do not equal 100% due to rounding.

Aon Hewitt
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“Tell me why I should work here.” (Continued)

While it’s important to ensure you’re meeting employee expectations, focusing on what
differentiates the workplace can truly set you apart.

Expectations and Differentiators
(net difference between percentage citing each as differentiator and percentage citing each as an expectation)*
More Likely to be an Expectation

More Likely to be a Differentiator
24%

Provides better than average pay

22%

Provides better than average benefits

16%

Is a fun place to work

14%

Has a flexible work environment

12%

Is a strong fit with my values

6%

Provides stimulating work

5%

Is an innovative organization
Is financially successful or a market leader in
areas in which it competes
Encourages appropriate balance between
work and personal life commitments

3%
2%

Is an organization that empowers employees

1%

Provides valuable career and/or
development opportunities

0%
3%

Has strong leaders
Recognizes strong individual
achievement or performance

4%

Has strong managers

4%

Is environmentally and socially responsible

5%

Has a very positive reputation with
customers/clients

5%
6%

Provides meaningful work

8%

Has supportive and capable employees

11%

Encourages collaboration and teamwork
Provides valuable tools and resources
including technology

12%
17%

Communicates effectively
-20%

-15%

-10%

-5%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

*The bars to the right show the percentage citing the attribute as a differentiator minus those citing it as an expectation. The bars to the left show the percentage citing the
area as an expectation minus those citing it as a differentiator.
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“Tell me why I should work here.” (Continued)

Many of the attributes assessed as differentiators are similar to last year’s findings.
Interestingly, every attribute tested in 2016 is viewed by more employees as having
the potential to differentiate than it did last year.
“Good pay and benefits” resulted in moderate differentiation potential when measured
in 2015, but “above-average pay and benefits” resulted in a much more significant
opportunity for differentiation in 2016. Clearly, when people view pay and benefits
as “better” rather than just “good,” the impact is more significant.

Top 10 Differentiators in 2016

Top 10 Differentiators in 2015

1

Provides above-average pay*

1

Is a fun place to work

2

Provides above-average benefits*

2

Has a flexible work environment

3

Is a fun place to work

3

Is an innovative organization

4

Has a flexible work environment

4

Is a strong fit with my values

5

Is a strong fit with my values

5

Provides stimulating work

6

Provides stimulating work

6

Is financially successful/market leader

7

Is an innovative organization

7

Has great employees

8

Is financially successful/market leader

8

Provides meaningful work

9

Encourages appropriate work-life balance**

9

Provides good pay and benefits*

10

Empowers employees

10 Empowers employees

(tie) Provides valuable career/development opportunities

Attributes, not including pay and benefits, that increased the most as differentiators over 2015
results are:
•
•
•
•

Recognizes strong individual achievement or performance (up 25 points)
Communicates effectively (up 21 points)
Has strong managers (up 20 points) and strong leaders (up 20 points)
Provides valuable career and development opportunities (up 18 points)
Opportunity
These areas offer significant opportunity to differentiate in the near term. In particular, communication
that provides a stronger connection among employers, employees, and customers and reinforces honesty,
transparency, and respect can make a significant difference. (See page 32 for employee suggestions on
how to improve organizational communication.)

*The shift in pay and benefits may be impacted by how we described pay and benefits (in 2015, described as “good pay and benefits” vs. 2016 description of “aboveaverage pay and above-average benefits”).
**This item was not included in the 2015 Workforce Mindset™ Study.

Aon Hewitt
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“My work experience doesn’t match my aspirations.”

When describing their current workplaces, employees chose these employer
characteristics most often: customer satisfaction-driven, professional, competitive,
financially stable, profitable, and accountable. Yet employees most often desire
a workplace that’s loyal, recognition-oriented, and respectful, plus additional
characteristics like accountable, honest, trustworthy, fair, and balanced.
On the positive side, employees see five characteristics as both reasonably present
in their current environment and as top desirable characteristics in 2016 (up from
four in 2015). Accountable, efficient, professional, ethical, and teamwork focus
make the top 15 on both lists for 2016.

Words I Currently Use to Describe My Current Employment Experience		
Top 15 2016—Current Experience
Customer satisfaction-driven
High performers are more likely
than others to view their current
workplace as accountable,
efficient, being the best, and
trustworthy. They’re also more
likely than others to see the top
desired characteristics—such
as loyal, respectful, balanced,
recognition-oriented, fair,
honest, engagement-focused,
and compassionate—in their
current environment.

Senior managers are more
likely than others to view their
current workplace as efficient,
trustworthy, loyal, and open, but
less likely to view it as customer
satisfaction-focused, teamworkfocused, or growth-focused.

Up from 2015

Down from 2015

Top 15 2015—Current Experience
Teamwork-focused

Professional

Customer satisfaction-driven

Competitive

Profitable

Financially stable

Quality-focused

Profitable

Brand image-conscious

Accountable

Productive

Efficient
Teamwork-focused

Accountable
Cost reduction-oriented

Growth-focused

Financially stable

Achievement-oriented

Community involvement

Ethical

Making a difference

Being the best

Employee recognition-oriented

Goals-oriented

Bureaucratic

Trustworthy

Diverse

Sales-focused

Responsible

Millennials are somewhat more likely to view their current workplace more positively than others.
They are more likely to select words like efficient, loyal, respectful, recognition-oriented, honest,
adaptable, and engagement-focused than are other generations.
Boomers and Gen Xers are more likely than Millennials to cite negative descriptions about their current
employer, including long hours, cost reduction-oriented, bureaucratic, manipulative, controlling,
hierarchical, and job-insecure. Boomers also are more likely to select customer satisfaction, community
involvement, results orientation, diversity, and environmental awareness than the two younger generations.
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“My work experience doesn’t match my aspirations.” (Continued)

Words I Would Like to Use to Describe My Desired Employment Experience		
Top 15 2016—Desired Experience
High performers rank
openness as the #7 most desired
characteristic, while employees
overall rank openness #17.

Individual contributors
are more likely to want
recognition, honesty, and
wellbeing orientation,
while senior managers
are more likely to
seek profitability.

Down from 2015

Top 15 2015—Desired Experience

Loyal

Employee recognition-oriented

Employee recognition-oriented

Respectful

Respectful

Loyal

Accountable

Balance (home-work)

Honest

Teamwork-focused

Trustworthy

Open

Fair
Balance (home-work)

Fair
Honest

Efficient

Accountable

Professional

Trustworthy

Employee health-oriented
Ethical
Compared to others, Millennials
are more likely to seek
efficiency, while Boomers are
more likely to seek recognition,
accountability, and fairness.
Both Boomers and Gen Xers
are more likely to seek respect,
honesty, trustworthiness, and
teamwork than Millennials.

Up from 2015

Having a positive attitude
Employee health-oriented

Teamwork-focused

Employee engagement-focused

Employee engagement-focused

Professional growth-oriented

Compassionate

Financially stable

Engaged employees’ desired characteristics are closely aligned with those of the overall population,
though they place a bit more value on employers that are efficient, financially stable, and empowering.

Aon Hewitt
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“More than ever before, I want a more human
work experience.”
In looking at the characteristics where desired is much greater than current, employees
cite these characteristics: loyal, employee recognition-oriented, respectful, honest,
fair, balanced (home/work), compassionate, personal growth-oriented, trustworthy,
clear, and employee engagement-focused. That’s important, because almost all of those
descriptors are in the top 15 most desired (only personal growth-oriented and clear are
not in the top 15). As in 2015, these desired characteristics represent a more “human”
workplace—one that focuses on positive relationships and mutual respect and trust.
Characteristics much more likely to be experienced currently than desired include:
customer satisfaction-driven, competitive, sales focused, profitable, growth focused,
professional, goals oriented, financially stable, and achievement oriented.

Words That Describe My Current and Desired Experiences
Current-Desired Comparison

Current

Desired
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Current > Desired
Characteristics that Describe
Current Experience More
than Desired Experience
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Desired > Current
Characteristics that Describe
Desired Experience More
than Current Experience

“Rewards, recognition, communication, flexibility,
and career opportunities need improvement.”
Differentiating characteristics are also the ones employees rank highly as desired areas
for improvement to increase their overall engagement or satisfaction. Most notable
among these characteristics are pay and benefits, recognition, effective communication,
flexible work environment, and career and development opportunities.

What are the different generations looking for?
Millennials and Gen Xers are more likely to desire improvement in providing career
opportunities than Boomers, while Gen Xers and Boomers are more likely to seek
improvement in benefits than Millennials. Boomers are also more likely than others
to want improvements in pay and recognition. Compared to others, Gen Xers
want improvement in managers and leaders, while Millennials are more likely to look
for improvements in fun than Boomers.

Qualities I Would Like to See Improved to Increase My Overall Engagement and Satisfaction (Ranked 1, 2, or 3)
Significantly higher than other segments

Significantly lower than other segments

Top 15 Shown

All

Millennials

Gen Xers

Boomers+

Provides better-than-average pay

35%

32%

32%

42%

Provides better-than-average benefits

24%

19%

25%

28%

Recognizes strong individual achievement or performance

20%

18%

18%

24%

Communicates effectively

17%

16%

18%

17%

Has a flexible work environment

17%

17%

16%

18%

Provides valuable career and/or development opportunities

17%

20%

17%

13%

Encourages appropriate balance between work and personal life commitments

16%

16%

17%

15%

Is a fun place to work

15%

17%

15%

13%

Is an organization that empowers employees

14%

13%

14%

15%

Has strong leaders

13%

13%

15%

11%

Encourages collaboration and teamwork

12%

14%

11%

11%

Has a very positive reputation with customers/clients

12%

13%

10%

13%

Has strong managers

12%

10%

14%

12%

Provides valuable work tools and resources including technology

11%

12%

12%

11%

Has supportive and capable employees

11%

12%

11%

10%

Senior managers are more likely
than others to want their employers
to become more financially
successful, innovative, and
economically/socially responsible.

Engaged employees are more likely to desire even stronger leadership (ranked
#6 vs. #12 for not engaged). Not-engaged employees are more likely to want
improvement in providing valuable career opportunities (ranked #4 vs. #8 for
engaged) and empowerment (ranked #8 vs. #14 for engaged).
Emerging Millennials* are more likely to rank pay, fun, and valuable resources
compared to Established Millennials*. Established Millennials are more likely
to rank balance and empowerment compared to Emerging Millennials.

*Established Millennials: born 1979–1987; Emerging Millennials: born 1988–1996.

Aon Hewitt
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“Work is more than a paycheck.”

Of course, work can play a variety of roles in people’s lives beyond simple survival or
providing resources to live or achieve the lifestyle we desire. When asked to rank the
roles that work plays in their lives beyond getting paid, the responses vary widely,
with most citing “building skills.” Though the relative order has remained similar
to 2015, we see some decline in skill building, recognition, and meaningfulness, and
a slight uptick in being part of a team, collaborating with others, and managing/guiding
others. This may signal a rise in the importance of relationships and the need to pay
greater attention to the social aspects of the experience—both high touch and high tech.

This Best Describes the Role That Work Plays in My Life, Beyond Providing Desired Lifestyle (Ranked 1 or 2)
2016

Build my skills/abilities to become
better or more valuable

28%

35%
39%
37%
40%

Be challenged and stimulated
through a variety of experiences

27%
28%
29%
25%
27%

Contribute to society in a
meaningful way/provide service
and support to others

26%
30%
26%
25%
27%

Senior managers are
more likely to highly
rank “help and guide
others” (ranked #4
at 26%) and “express
my creativity” (ranked
#6 at 23%).

20%
14%
19%
20%
21%

Help and guide others
to be their best

Compared to other
generations, Millennials
are more likely to see
their ability to express
their creativity as
important.

13%
13%
15%
12%
11%

Express my creativity or
entrepreneurial/innovative spirit

0%

10%

20%

30%

Boomers+

Compared to other
generations, Boomers
are more likely to see
recognition as an expert
and collaboration
as important.

25%
21%
23%
22%
28%

Collaborate and interact with
people I enjoy and respect

Gen Xers

Compared to Boomers,
Millennials and Gen
Xers are more likely to
see building skills as an
important role of work.

26%
21%
24%
29%
26%

Be a valuable part of
a winning team

2016 Workforce Mindset™ Study

Millennials

29%
35%
27%
27%
33%

Do what I do best and be
recognized as an expert

14

2015

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90% 100%

“Communication is still important.”

How, when, on what, and from whom an organization communicates tells employees
a lot about the culture and overall employment experience. Perceptions of
communication also play a significant role in engagement—in fact, employees who
feel encouraged to share ideas and opinions are nearly 11 times more likely to
be engaged, and employees who say the communication they receive is open and
honest are nearly 15 times more likely to be engaged.
Unfortunately, when compared to 2015, perceptions of organizational communication
have declined on nearly every comparable survey item, particularly in areas related
to how easy it is to find information. (See page 33 for employee suggestions for
improvements.)

Communication Perceptions (Strongly Agree or Agree)
All 2016

All 2015

Engaged 2016

58%

It’s easy to communicate effectively
with other employees

81%

36%
56%

It’s easy for me to collaborate effectively
with other employees

79%

33%
47%

The communication I receive is
open and honest

Across all segments,
when compared to
other employees,
high performers,
senior managers,
and middle managers
are more likely to
view their organizations’
communication
positively.

73%

20%
18%
21%
16%

I often receive communication that
is not relevant to me*
Communication from corporate
(or business) communication department
or team is effective

40%

65%

15%

When I am seeking information about
something at my company, the experience is
often frustrating or confusing

Not Engaged 2016

38%
40%
36%

I feel like I’m one of the last to know
about changes or things going on
within the organization*

24%
16%

32%
58%
61%

I know where to go in my organization to find
the information I need to do my job

83%

34%
56%
60%

If I have a question about anything related to
work, I know how to get it answered

81%

30%
48%
49%

I feel well informed on matters that
are relevant to me

76%

21%
45%
47%

I feel encouraged to share my ideas
and opinions with others

73%

18%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90% 100%

*Reverse scored items to show percentage who Strongly Disagree or Disagree to better reflect the percent-positive result.
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“Communication is still important.” (Continued)

While perceptions of organizational communication have declined, the good news
is that most employees feel they are getting the right amount of information
on what’s happening in their organization (up slightly from 2015) and about
organizational goals and progress (similar to 2015), even though one-quarter
would like more.

Amount of Communication I Receive From My Employer
Too Little

2016

26%

2015

25%

The organization’s
goals, priorities,
performance, and
other related progress

2016

Just the Right Amount

65%

9%

65%

29%

Too Much

10%

61%

10%

What’s happening in
your organization
2015

33%

0%

Boomers (29%) are more likely than
Millennials (21%) to say they get too
little information on this topic; within
the Millennial generation, Established
Millennials* (24%) are more likely
than Emerging Millennials* (14%)
to say the information is not enough.

20%

2016 Workforce Mindset™ Study

40%

Those not engaged (38%) are more
likely to say they get too little
information about this topic than
engaged employees (13%).

*Established Millennials: born 1979–1987; Emerging Millennials: born 1988–1996.
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62%

60%

8%

80%

100%

Those not engaged (42%) and
Boomers (32%) are more likely to say
they’re getting too little information
about this topic, while engaged
employees (16%), Millennials (26%),
and even Gen Xers (29%) are less
likely to say the same.

“I prefer email.”

Similar to 2015, email continues to be the preferred channel for communication about
organization news, goals, priorities, performance, and related progress; this preference
declines with age and has declined consistently over time, perhaps indicating reduced
reliance on and desire for email communication. The rising popularity of messaging
apps and integrated collaboration platforms further reinforce this trend.

Channels and Sources From Which I Prefer to Receive Communication About This Topic

Email

1-on-1 meetings

Group meetings

Preferred Channel
Topic

#1

#2

Internal company website

Preferred Source
#3

#1

#2

#3

What’s happening
in the organization

Corporate
communication

Manager

Senior
leader

Organization’s
goals, priorities,
performance, and
related progress

Senior
leader

Corporate
communication

Manager

Senior managers and middle
managers are more likely
than individual contributors
to prefer internal social
networks, company-specific
Facebook or Twitter feeds,
and mobile applications.

High performers place a
higher preference on this source
for information about what’s
happening in the organization.

Aon Hewitt
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Ask Yourself

There are many ways to differentiate your employment experience, including how
you reward and how you authentically demonstrate differentiating characteristics like
flexibility, fit with values, and innovation. Organizations are still challenged with bringing
more of what employees desire into their current environment—specifically, attributes
like loyalty, recognition, respect, honesty, fairness, balance, and compassion. And
don’t forget that communication is a critical factor in engagement and the employment
experience. Employees who feel encouraged to share ideas and opinions and who say
the communication they receive is open and honest are significantly more engaged.
A few questions to consider as you think about building a compelling work experience
for employees:
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•

Have you defined your employment value proposition? If so, does it speak to those
characteristics with the strongest ability to differentiate, especially for your most
critical talent?

•

Are you spending your limited human capital resources in the areas employees feel
provide the greatest opportunities for differentiation?

•

How are you bringing the more “human” and relationship-oriented characteristics
to your environment—the elements that are growing even more important for the
largest segments of the workforce?

•

How do your communications and overall experience truly stand up in authenticity,
relevance, and enabling productivity across all touch points with employees
and candidates?

•

How well do your recruiting and onboarding experiences reflect your current and
desired work experience?

Aon Hewitt
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Total
Rewards
Companies are forced to make tough choices when designing a total
rewards package that balances business needs with the needs and
desires of employees and their families. Understanding employee
perspectives will enable companies to more effectively design, deliver,
and communicate total rewards packages that attract and retain desired
talent. In this section, we seek to understand what’s most important
to employees and which rewards best meet their needs today—potentially
providing foundational insights to a future “rewards exchange” concept.
We talk about the language of rewards, not just the rewards themselves.
And we explore the connection between employees’ understanding of
their rewards and their perceptions of the adequacy of those rewards.
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Total Rewards

1 in 3

Employees who view their overall
total rewards as meeting their needs

6X more
engaged

describe everything
their company
offers simply as

“pay and
benefits.”

1 in 2

69%

say Total Rewards meet
my/my families’ needs

Biggest improvement areas

have a good understanding of

their overall total rewards

Less likely
to understand their

overall total
rewards program

Opportunity

Recognition | Incentives | Career and development

M

Millennials

More likely
to value a

comprehensive
rewards package

Show people the value of everything you have to offer
and focus more on recognition, career development,
workplace flexibility, and pay.
Aon Hewitt
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“Keep it simple and relatable.”

When we asked employees to choose the phrase that best represents everything their
company has to offer, from compensation to workplace conveniences, the largest
number selected “pay and benefits” (35%). While many organizations are moving
to a total rewards approach (or are already there), the findings reveal that few
employees (7%) immediately relate to the phrase “total rewards.” When combined,
phrases using the word “total” (total rewards, total package, total compensation)
appeal to nearly two-fifths (39%) of respondents.

How I’d Describe Everything My Employer Offers Me (All Respondents)

Total The Deal
Rewards 3%

Other

2%

7%
Employee
Wellbeing

Pay &
Benefits

8%

35%

The
Experience

13%

Total
Compensation

13%

High performers (23%) are more
likely to choose “Total Package”
than all other performers (17%).
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Total Package

Millennials (10%) are less likely
to select “Total Compensation”
than other generations (14%).

19%

Senior managers chose “Total Package”
(23%) over “Pay & Benefits” (18%),
while both middle managers and
individual contributors chose
“Pay & Benefits” (36%) over
“Total Package” (18%).

“Keep it simple and relatable.” (Continued)

How I’d Describe Everything My Employer Offers Me (Engaged and Not Engaged)
Engaged

Not Engaged
Total
Rewards

9%

The Deal
The Deal

2%
Pay &
Benefits

Total
Rewards

26%
Employee
Wellbeing

4%

Other

6%

6%
Employee
Wellbeing

10%

7%

Pay &
Benefits

43%
The
Experience

The
Experience

12%

13%

Total
Compensation

Total Package

26%

12%

Engaged employees are more likely to indicate that “Total Package”
(26%) is the best way to describe what their employer offers.

Total
Compensation

13%

Total Package

11%

Employees who are not engaged tend to relate most to
“Pay & Benefits” (43%).

Aon Hewitt
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“I want to know my total rewards are focused
on my needs.”
To assess the overall effectiveness of total rewards terminology, we tested three sets of
messaging (with images and without images). Each employee saw a single concept that
illustrated how an organization might describe what it offers (statements like “We offer
a comprehensive array of programs…”) and how it might categorize different programs
and resources (such as “Pay” or “My Pay”). We then asked a series of questions to gauge
employees’ reactions.
Employee responses suggest that how companies package and communicate total
rewards matters.

Concept A
A-1
Concept A was viewed most positivelyOption
by employees
for its appeal and clarity, and also was most likely to represent the total rewards
employees desire.

We offer a comprehensive array of programs to meet your needs:

Pay

Concept B

Health

Retirement

Work/Life

Learning &
Development

Option B-1

Across all dimensions, Concept B was viewed least positively relative to the other concepts.
We offer a comprehensive array of programs that support your overall well-being:

My Pay

My Health &
Wellness

My Finances &
Savings

My Life

My Career &
Development

Concept C
Option
C-1
Concept C’s action orientation stood out
to employees
as most reflective of how they think about rewards, as a differentiator, and as
encouraging employees to take advantage of their rewards.

You are offered an array of programs to help you explore all the ways you can take control to be your best:

Grow Your Pay

Take Care
of Your Health

Build Your Future

Balance Your
Work & Life

Reach Your
Career Potential

Option A-2

When we added images, we found that employees were more likely to find each concept to be clear.

We offer a comprehensive array of programs to meet your needs:

Pay
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Health

Retirement

Work/Life

Learning &
Development

“I want to know my total rewards are focused
on my needs.” (Continued)
Concept Ratings (Strongly Agree or Agree)
Highest Result for Each Characteristic

Concept A

Concept B

Concept C

Is appealing to me

74%

64%

71%

Reflects how I’d like my total rewards to be

69%

59%

65%

Represents a comprehensive set of rewards

68%

59%

64%

Represents a compelling set of rewards

68%

55%

61%

Makes it clear what the company offers to employees

63%

59%

62%

Encourages me to take more advantage of what my company offers

62%

60%

63%

Reflects how I think about my current total rewards

58%

51%

64%

Is differentiating from other employers

51%

49%

53%

Opportunity
Employees want their employers to help them take advantage of total rewards. Employers have tremendous
opportunities to brand and communicate total rewards in a way that is simple, relevant, and specific to
their employees.

Aon Hewitt

25

“Pay, medical/prescription, and time off are
most important to me.”
We asked employees to rank a list of rewards in order of importance. As expected, base
pay stands out as the most important reward component, followed by medical/
prescription drug coverage and paid time off programs.
While base pay is the top reward across the generations, Millennials make it clear that it’s
not the only thing that matters to them. For the younger workforce, workplace flexibility,
incentives/bonus pay, work/life and wellbeing programs, and career and development
programs are more important.

Relative Importance of Rewards (Ranked 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5)
All

Medical & prescription drug
coverage/insurance

32%

44%

Incentives/bonus pay
Career and personal development
and training programs
Work/life and wellbeing programs

Vision coverage/insurance

Life and disability insurance

Long-term incentives

Recognition programs

0%

10%

20%

30%

Women are more
likely to view base
pay, medical,
prescription drug,
and dental as
important.

53%

39%

40%

50%

85%

71%

42%
43%
37%
45%
34%
32%
37%
41%
40%
29%
31%
39%
31%
24%
28%
40%
24%
20%
25%
25%
24%
26%
24%
26%
23%
24%
19%
25%
19%
14%
19%
22%
17%
17%

Workplace flexibility
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63%

43%

32%

Dental coverage/insurance

26

77%

55%
54%
56%
54%

Retirement savings plan(s)

Boomers+

61%

49%

Paid time off programs

Gen Xers

75%

63%

Base pay

Millennials

Just 40% of Millennials
rank base pay as their
most important reward,
and that percentage
is much lower than for
other generations (58%).

Men are more likely
to view bonus,
career development,
work/life, and
long-term incentives
as important.

High performers
are more likely to
rank these rewards
in their top 5.

60%

70%

80%

90% 100%

Senior managers
(46%) and engaged
employees (32%) are
more likely to rank
career development
as a top benefit, while
individual contributors
(22%) and those not
engaged (23%)
are less likely.

“My total rewards could do a better job at meeting
my needs.
About half (54%) of employees say their overall total rewards adequately meet their or
their family’s needs, down from 61% in 2015. But what specific rewards are working, and
which aren’t? Their perceptions of adequacy are highest for paid time off programs along
with other traditional benefits like medical/prescription drug, retirement, dental, and
vision coverage. Work/life and wellbeing programs, incentives (bonus and long-term),
development and training programs, and recognition programs are less likely to be
perceived as meeting needs.

This Reward Meets My/My Family’s Needs*…
Strongly Agree/Agree

Slightly Agree

54%

My total rewards overall

27%

65%

Paid time off programs

Slightly Disagree

10%
21%

9%

7% 7%

Medical & prescription drug
coverage/insurance

61%

22%

9%

Retirement savings plan(s)

60%

24%

9% 8%

Dental coverage/insurance

60%

23%

9%

8%

Vision coverage/insurance

60%

23%

9%

7%

58%

26%

9% 7%

Life and disability insurance

8%

Workplace flexibility

53%

23%

11%

12%

Base pay

52%

26%

10%

12%

13%

11%

50%

Work/life and wellbeing programs

26%

47%

Incentives/bonus pay
Career and personal development
and training programs

45%

Long-term incentives

45%

26%
28%
25%

42%

Recognition programs
0%

20%

27%
40%

60%

Disagree/Strongly Disagree

12%
15%

Boomers are more likely
to view these rewards
as adequate.

Women are less likely
to say these rewards
are adequate.

16%
13%

14%

16%

15%

16%

80%

Higher for engaged
employees (77%);
lower for individual
contributors (50%).

100%

*Among those to whom this program is available.
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“It’s not getting any easier to understand my rewards.”

Employees still report a fairly good understanding of most rewards, with paid time
off programs and base pay being the most understood. However, this year we
saw a decline in understanding of overall total rewards (down eight percentage points
from 2015). Declines were noticeable in the areas of paid time off, base pay, and
medical and prescription drug coverage.
Incentives/bonus pay, work/life and wellbeing, and career/personal development/
training programs are still among the least understood rewards, along with long-term
incentives and recognition programs.

At My Place of Employment, I Have a Good Understanding of*... (Strongly Agree or Agree)
2016
69%

My total rewards overall

77%
81%
84%

Paid time off programs

78%
83%

Base pay

76%
78%

Dental coverage/insurance
Medical & prescription drug
coverage/insurance

74%
77%
73%
n/a

Vision coverage/insurance

71%
70%

Life and disability insurance

66%
n/a

Workplace flexibility

63%
64%

Incentives/bonus pay

62%
60%

Work/life and wellbeing programs
Career and personal development
and training

58%
n/a
57%
n/a

Recognition programs

0%
*Among those to whom this program is available.

2016 Workforce Mindset™ Study

Women are less
likely to have a good
understanding
of these rewards.

59%
61%

Long-term incentives
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Individual contributors
(66%) and those not
engaged (52%) are less
likely to understand their
total rewards overall.

76%
80%

Retirement savings plan(s)

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

2015

80%

90% 100%

“The more I understand, the better I feel about
my total rewards.”
We continue to see a correlation between the understanding and perceived adequacy
of total rewards. With the exception of base pay, reward programs that are viewed
as less likely to meet employees’ needs are also the least understood.

Adequacy and Understanding of Rewards (Strongly Agree or Agree)
Recognition programs

Long-term incentives

Work/life and wellbeing programs

Base pay

Dental coverage/insurance

Retirement savings plan(s)

Career and personal development and training programs
Workplace flexibility

Life and disability insurance

Medical & prescription drug coverage/insurance

Incentives/bonus pay
Vision coverage/insurance
Paid time off programs

90%

80%

Understanding 70%

60%

50%
40%

50%

60%

70%

Adequacy

Opportunity
Employers can gain a better understanding of the reasons behind employees’ total rewards perceptions
through surveys, focus groups, or other employee listening opportunities. Recognizing the correlation
between understanding and appreciation, take advantage of employee desire for more information by
communicating the value of less understood programs.

Aon Hewitt
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“I want more communication about recognition, pay,
and career opportunities.”
Consistent with our 2015 findings, employees still want more information from their
employers on certain topics. Two-fifths of employees (43%) say their employer provides
too little information on recognition. And nearly as many say they don’t get enough
communication about pay (38%) or career and development (37%).

Amount of Communication I Receive From My Employer
2016 Too Little

2016 Just the Right Amount

2016 Too Much

2015 Too Little

43%

Recognition of employees’
efforts and achievements

53%

46%

Base pay

38%

58%

38%

60%

Career and learning/development
opportunities or planning

37%

Managing or balancing work and
personal life commitments

36%

4%
2%

57%

5%

58%

42%

4%

59%

5%

56%

36%

4%

59%

5%

n/a
34%

62%

38%

26%
22%

Company-provided benefits

65%

8%

67%

7%
5%

73%
20%

40%

60%

*Figures are based only on respondents to whom this reward is available from their current employer.
**Emerging Millennials: born 1988–1996.

Boomers are less likely
to say the amount
for recognition (47%),
incentives/bonus
pay (41%), and longterm incentives
(39%) is just right.

4%

73%

23%
0%

5%

58%

28%

Physical health and wellbeing

Across all topics,
engaged employees
are more likely to say
the amount is just
right than those not
engaged; individual
contributors are less
likely to say so than
all other employees.

6%

55%

40%

Financial health and wellbeing
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3%

n/a

Social and emotional wellbeing
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4%

57%

38%

Long-term incentives*

3%

57%

40%

2015 Too Much

4%

52%

39%

Incentive/bonus pay*

2015 Just the Right Amount

3%
80%

100%

Millennials (67%)
are less likely to say
they get the right
amount; this percentage
is significantly lower
for Emerging
Millennials (60%).**

“Managers matter, but their communication
could be better.”
A majority of employees say they know where to go to find information about pay,
benefits, and other employee-focused programs. But they’re less positive about the
information their managers provide. Less than one-half say their manager communicates
effectively about work/life balance or benefits/wellbeing. And while perceptions have
improved over last year (45% in 2016 vs. 37% in 2015), still fewer than half of today’s
employees feel they have appropriate discussions with their managers about career
and learning opportunities.

Total Rewards Communication (Strongly Agree or Agree)
2016

I know where to go to find
information on pay, benefits, or
other human resources topics

2015

71%
68%

Millennials (62%)
are less likely to know
where to go.

My manager communicates
effectively with me about
managing or balancing my work
commitments with my personal
commitments overall

47%
n/a

My manager discusses career
and learning opportunities
with me appropriately

45%
37%

My manager communicates
effectively with me about
benefits or other wellbeing
programs available to help
me and/or my family

Employees whose
managers appropriately
discuss career and
learning opportunities
are 5X more likely
to be engaged.

44%
n/a

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90% 100%
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“I still want information via email and
from my manager.”
Email and internal company websites continue to be preferred communication channels.
For topics like pay and performance that may require more dialogue, employees want
personal connections through one-on-one meetings. More employees today than in
2015 prefer to get information from their managers about work/life balance, benefits,
and what’s happening in the organization.

Channels and Sources From Which I Prefer to Receive Communication About This Topic

Email

1-on-1 meetings

Group meetings

Preferred Channel
Topic

#1

#2

Preferred Source
#3

#1

#2

#3

Recognition of
employees’ efforts
and achievements

Manager

Leader

HR

Career and
learning/
development
opportunities or
planning

Manager

HR

Corporate
communication

Managing or
balancing work
and personal life
commitments

Manager

HR

Corporate
communication

Pay

Manager

HR

Leader

Companyprovided
benefits

HR

Manager

Corporate
communication

Overall
employee
wellbeing

HR

Manager

Corporate
communication

Millennials prefer a one-on-one meeting
over the internal company website.
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Millennials’ multichannel communication preference:
One-quarter of Millennials show interest in posters/signs
(print or electronic) for all topics except pay and performance.
They also show a stronger preference for mobile and social
media than other generations.

What Employees Say About Communication

Seven of 10 employees surveyed took the time to answer this question: “If you could
have or experience something new, interesting, or unique in your organization’s
communication to make it more effective, what would it be?” Their #1 suggestion:
Strengthen the connections between the employer, employees, and customers.
Here’s what else we heard:
•

Consistent with 2015, employees are looking for open and honest communication.
They continue to request more dialogue with leaders and managers.

•

For those who don’t have access to company email, it’s strongly desired. Email
is clearly preferred, but there’s room for improvement. Employees want emails
that are timely, relevant, personalized, and to the point.

•

They want employers to adapt to current technologies. Text messaging alerts
appeal to all age groups, and instant messaging can make it easier to communicate
with coworkers.

New, Interesting, or Unique Ideas to Improve My Organization’s Communication*

Stronger connection among employer,
employees, and customers
It would be great to incorporate more
innovative ways to communicate
with customers. (Millennial)
Constantly changing and adapting
to the needs of the clients
we serve. (Gen Xer)

Honesty/transparency/respect

Well-designed email

Truthfulness, in a nutshell. It’s well known
that the information they give you is more than
likely false and manufactured to keep the
workers happy. Truthfulness and just plain
communication would be a breath of
fresh air. (Millennial)

Give all employees a company email address
and access to the intranet. (Boomer+)
Need a better filter in order for the right people
to get the right info. (Gen Xer)
A better email system where we can all get
emails on our smartphones would really help.
It would be instant communication. (Gen Xer)

Managers and leaders

Mobile and social

Live visits from top leaders. (Gen Xer)

Utilizing text message alerts. Most everyone in this day and age
uses a cellular phone. (Millennial)

More communication from top-level executives. Also more
live or open meetings with top-level management to express
concerns from entry-level employees. (Boomer+)
For the managers to just simply walk over to my desk
and talk to me. (Millennial)

Quick texts. I want a simple thing like a text that
would say, “Remember to update your 401(k) by (date);
see www.401k.com” and then I can go when I want.
Simple and sweet. (Boomer+)

*Summary of the most frequently mentioned topics.

Aon Hewitt

33

Ask Yourself

If you want employees to recognize and value the mix of rewards you offer, make sure
your program design, delivery, and communication align fully with your employee
value proposition. Amp up the communication! Show the full value. Provide a clear
and complete picture of how the company contributes to what’s most important
to employees.
A few questions to consider as you look at improving employees’ understanding
and appreciation of their total rewards:

34

2016 Workforce Mindset™ Study

•

Are you providing information frequently enough about all the rewards
you offer? How can it be more personalized?

•

What rewards are important to your employees? How do you know?

•

How do total rewards perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors differ by your key
employee segments?

•

How are you sharing information on what’s available to employees?
How easy is it to access and use the programs?

•

How prepared are your managers to talk about total rewards? How have you
prepared them with the knowledge and skills to lead effective conversations?

Aon Hewitt
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Performance
Performance management has been getting increased attention in the
last couple of years, with many questioning its return on invested
time and attention, and the effectiveness of the process. We wanted
to explore this further—especially with the recent buzz about eliminating
performance ratings. In this year’s study, we asked employees and
managers for their thoughts about performance and preferences
for performance management. The findings point to opportunities
for improvement each step of the way.
Most companies expect all their employees to engage in a performance
management process: assessing them against specific goals to drive
development and determine pay. Companies devote considerable time
and resources to ensure the assessment takes place.
It’s clear that performance management—in its many forms—is important
and valuable. It’s also clear that in many organizations, the process is not
truly delivering on its promise. Employers—and their employees—may
not be getting the value they expect from the effort they put in.
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Performance

Think companies
should provide
employees with
an assessment
and review of
performance

All Employees

High Performers

Millennials

64%

88%

67%

55%

82%

61%

Want to know
how they’re
doing relative
to their peers

1 in 3

1 in 2

want more communication
about performance
management

Opportunity

think the way their
company assesses
performance is
effective

Rethink your performance management experience
to engage managers and employees in more frequent,
higher-value conversations.
Aon Hewitt
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“Setting goals is important—but I want to be measured
on how I do my work, not just what I do.”
For most companies, motivating and measuring performance is done with three steps:
setting goals, checking progress, and assessing performance. These steps usually include
a cascading documentation process, frequently involving technology and scheduled
employee-manager communication.

Setting
Goals

Checking
Progress

Assessing
Performance

While goal setting is expected and valued, employees notice how they’re being measured—
and have a preference. Across all generations, a majority of employees say working
with their managers to set goals is valuable. Most employees indicated a preference for
qualitative (vs. just quantitative) measures when assessing individual performance.

Goal Setting with Manager (Strongly Agree or Agree)
All

Millennials

Gen Xers

Boomers+

61%
65%

Setting goals with my manager
to clarify my performance
expectations is valuable to me

64%
56%
0%

20%

40%

60%

89% of high performers
say it’s valuable
(compared to 59% of
other performers).

80%

100%

Measure Preferences
All or Mostly Quantitative

Individual employee performance
assessment should be based on
quantitative measures

A Bit More Quantitative Than Qualitative

9%

15%

29%

A Bit More Qualitative Than Quantitative

Individual employee
performance should be based
on qualitative measures

47%

0%

All or Mostly Qualitative

100%
High performers (56%) are even more likely
to prefer qualitative measures.

Opportunity
Employees want and need to know how they’re expected to work—even when your performance measures
are largely quantitative. Employers have an opportunity to define and reinforce mission, vision, and values
during the goal-setting process, and ensure the “how” is measured during the performance management
process and throughout the year.
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“I don’t always know how I’m doing compared to my peers
and against my goals—and I want to know.”

Setting
Goals

Checking
Progress

Assessing
Performance

Across all generations, employees want to know how they’re doing relative to defined
goals. And for many—especially high performers and Millennials—it’s important to
know how they’re doing relative to their peers. Companies are meeting that need
for some, but not for everyone. High performers say they have much greater clarity
around performance.

What I Think About Performance Evaluations (Strongly Agree or Agree)
All

It is important for me to know how
I’m doing relative to expectations
for my role and experience level

High Performers

69%
91%

I know how I’m doing relative
to expectations for my role
and experience level

64%
88%

I know how I’m doing
relative to my peers

55%

It is important for me to know how
I’m doing relative to my peers

55%

81%

82%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Millennials (61%)
are more likely to say
knowing how they’re
doing relative to peers
is important (52% for
other generations).

90% 100%

Opportunity
Information about role and experience-level expectations should be readily available for all employees—
not hidden in job descriptions accessible only to HR. Employees can gauge their performance against
those expectations through informal assessments and conversations throughout the year. Information
about performance relative to peers should come from conversations with managers and be built into the
performance review and assessment process.
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“Let’s talk more.”

It takes frequent conversations to engage employees, bring out what individual
employees value, gauge their performance, and provide them what they need to excel.
And employees want those conversations. Today’s employees express the desire to talk
more frequently about how they’re doing—not just get a review at the end of the year.
One-third of employees (34%) say they’re not getting enough information about the
performance management process.

Frequency of Formal Conversations with Manager

Current

Once a month
or more

Quarterly

Semi-annually

Once a year

Never

16%

16%

23%

31%

14%

Once a month
or more

Quarterly

Semi-annually

Once a year

Never

20%

27%

24%

20%

9%

Desired

Frequency of Informal Conversations with Manager

Employees who are
actively disengaged
report having fewer
informal conversations
about their performance
with their managers
and expressed the
desire for more.

Current

Often

Sometimes

Seldom

Never

17%

39%

30%

14%

Desired

Often

Sometimes

Seldom

Never

22%

47%

22%

9%

Amount of Communication I Receive From My Employer About Setting Goals, Performance Evaluation,
Coaching/Feedback, Annual Pay Adjustments
Too much

6%

Too little

34%
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Just the
right amount

60%

“Let’s talk more.” (Continued)

As with other topics, email is the most preferred channel for performance information.
Employees also want one-on-one and group conversations, mostly with their immediate
managers (sometimes HR or senior leaders).

Channels and Sources From Which I Prefer to Receive Communication About This Topic

1-on-1 meetings

Email

Group meetings

Preferred Channel
Topic
Setting goals,
performance
evaluation,
coaching/
feedback, annual
pay adjustments

#1

#2

Internal company website

Preferred Source
#3

#1

#2

#3

Manager

HR

Senior leader

Opportunity
Making time for one-on-one conversations requires ongoing communication to remind employees and
managers about the value and importance of managing performance. Making conversations a priority for
managers—as a business need and key part of their role—may mean a broader culture change.
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“Our conversations aren’t always as useful as
they should be.”
It’s not enough for conversations with managers to be more frequent—they need to
be valuable. Success rests on managers’ willingness to talk to their employees and
their ability to do it effectively, whether as part of the performance management
process or outside it.

Manager Perspective (Strongly Agree or Agree)

58%
I have the tools, resources, and information needed
to have valuable conversations with my direct report(s)
about what would improve their engagement level.

Employee Perspective (Strongly Agree or Agree)

47%
My manager communicates effectively
about what would help raise
my level of overall engagement.

Opportunity
Focus attention on measuring the effectiveness of performance conversations and take steps to ensure
managers are willing, capable, and held accountable.
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“Tell me how I’m doing.”

Setting
Goals

Checking
Progress

Assessing
Performance

Employees want an assessment and review of their performance—either through
a rating or other means. But they don’t find current performance assessments
effective or motivating. Just half (51%) say their last review made them want to
improve and under half (46%) think their company’s assessment process is effective.
Employees who say their company effectively assesses individual performance
are 6X more likely to be engaged.
Fifty-five percent say their last performance review was an accurate reflection of
their performance—leaving 45% who don’t believe the assessment was accurate.
When pay and engagement hinge on performance ratings, having only about
half of employees perceiving accuracy isn’t enough.

Performance Management Viewpoint (Strongly Agree or Agree)
All
64%

I think companies SHOULD provide an
assessment and review of my performance

64%

81%

46%

My last performance review is
an accurate reflection of my
performance throughout the year

55%

76%

36%

51%

My last performance review made me
want to improve

73%

29%

46%

The way my company assesses individual
employee performance is effective

69%

22%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Not Engaged

80%

48%

Receiving a review of my performance through
rating or other means is valuable to me

Engaged

60%

70%

80%

90% 100%
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“It’s not about the rating.”

Despite all the hype surrounding some prominent employers publicly ridding their
performance management process of ratings, employee views are split, with more
than half choosing to keep them.

I Think Companies Should Do Away With Performance Ratings

Disagree or
Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree
or Agree

29%

36%

High performers (46%)
and men (43%) are more
likely to say companies
should get rid of ratings,
while women (29%) and
other performers (34%)
are less likely to agree.

Slightly
Disagree

17%

Slightly Agree

18%

Linking Pay and Performance
Forty-nine percent of employees say they know how their performance impacts their
pay—they see the link. (See page 50 for more results on pay and performance link.)
Significantly, only 54% of middle managers—the very people we rely on to help
employees see the connection between performance and pay—say they see how
their performance impacts their pay. If they question the link, employee conversations
about the performance-pay connection may sound inauthentic, undermine managers’
credibility, and leave employees dissatisfied.
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What Employees Say About
Performance Management
Seven of 10 employees surveyed took the time to answer this question: “If you could
change one thing about how your company manages individual performance, what
would you suggest?” The most common suggestion is more frequent performance
and feedback conversations.
Here’s what else we heard:
•

Managers need to make the time to know their employees and understand the work
they do on a daily basis.

•

Current processes are said to be “one size fits all,” but shouldn’t be; ratings and
reviews should be more individualized.

•

Managers and employees are looking for a simple, streamlined performance
management process.

If I Could Change One Thing About How My Company Manages Individual Performance, I Would Suggest…*

Timing/frequency

Manager involvement

Standard process

Should be quarterly. If you need to improve,
you can start right away, not wait until
the end of the year. (Boomer+)

More hands-on involvement in daily operations.
And know more about my job if you are going
to tell me how to do my job. (Gen Xer)

More qualitative analysis. (Millennial)

Have more sit-down conversations
with employees throughout the year
to tell them how they’re doing and
what to improve on, instead of just
one a year. (Millennial)

Having a manager that puts the U back in
HUMAN. They don’t know what we do,
so they guess what they think it is we do
and then rate on that scale. (Boomer+)
Make the managers care more.
Care about how we’re doing other
than just money and numbers (which
are important, too). (Millennial)

Make the whole process less complicated
and easier to understand. (Millennial)
They need to change the process
completely—what they do is very disruptive
to the work day and takes up too
much time. (Boomer+)

*Summary of the most frequently mentioned topics. See page 56 for more suggestions related to pay for performance.
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Ask Yourself

With all the effort that goes into the performance management process and year-end
performance ratings, employers need to take active steps to improve the outcome.
Start with understanding the current state of performance management in your
organization—perhaps asking some of the same questions we asked in this study.
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•

What do managers and employees say about the mechanics of performance
management? Is it simple and intuitive? What steps are you willing to take
to improve the process?

•

How well do managers and employees know and accept their roles—for example,
who drives goal setting and regular check-ins? How are those individuals held
accountable?

•

What tools and training do you offer to help managers gain confidence and
credibility in discussions?

•

How often do managers and employees actually talk about performance—
formally and informally? Enough that employees know how they’re doing and
have the opportunity to improve? Enough that managers can give accurate
performance ratings?

•

How valuable are performance conversations at your organization? How do
you measure this value?

•

If managers and employees aren’t having enough performance conversations
or those conversations aren’t valuable, what’s getting in the way? Priorities?
Capabilities? Relationships? Accountability?

•

What qualitative measures best align with how employees work and would
encourage performance improvement?
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Pay
Pay is top of mind for most employees. It’s the most important reward,
and when perceived as above average, it can be a real differentiator.
Are pay practices accomplishing what they set out to do? In this section,
we explore employee perceptions on a variety of pay-related topics,
including adequacy, understanding, and level of transparency. New
this year, we also examine employee viewpoints on the link between
performance and pay.
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Pay
Differentiator
Improvement area
Most important total reward

1 out of 3

“My last pay
adjustment made
me want to
do better.”

“My bonus reflected
my actual
performance.”

Individual
contributors are
least satisfied:

38%
“I’m fairly paid.”

28%
2 out of 5

“My bonus reflected
my performance.”

High performers
More likely to
have access to

pay range
information

Opportunity

See greater
link between

pay and
performance

More likely
to look at

external job sites
for pay info

Be transparent about your pay practices and clear about
the link to company and individual performance.
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“I don’t always see a clear link between pay
and performance.”
Despite the efforts of many employers to promote a pay-for-performance culture,
employees aren’t seeing the connection. Only half of employees see a clear link
between their performance and their pay (49%) and know what they need to do
to make more money (48%). These findings suggest a need for companies to be
more clear about the criteria they use to make pay decisions and to provide more
explicit manager coaching on what employees can do to grow their pay.
Employees who know what they need to do to make more money are 8X more likely
to be engaged. Employees who see a clear link between performance and pay are
nearly 4X more likely to be engaged.
When it comes to bonuses, the level of understanding and the link between performance
and payouts are even weaker, with just over one-third of employees (38%) saying their
last bonus payout was an appropriate reflection of performance.

Perceptions About Pay (Strongly Agree or Agree)
Total
54%

I understand how my last pay
increase was determined

49%

48%

71%

26%

I feel comfortable asking my manager
about what my pay is and how I can
make more money in the future

48%

67%

28%
46%

I feel fairly paid for the contribution I make
to my organization’s success
10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Individual contributors
are less likely to feel
fairly paid for their
contributions (38%).

68%

24%

0%

Senior managers (74%)
and high performers
(78%) are more likely
than other employee
groups to see the
link between pay
and performance.

71%

27%

I know what I need to do to make more money/
get increases in pay at my company

Not Engaged

74%

34%

It is clear to me how my performance
impacts my pay

Engaged

60%

70%

80%

90% 100%

How I Feel About My Bonus Payout (Strongly Agree or Agree)*
Total
43%

I understand how my last bonus
payout was determined

26%
38%

My last bonus payout was an appropriate
reflection of my performance
0%
*Among those with bonus pay available.
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10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Not Engaged

Individual contributors are
less likely to understand (33%)
or feel that their last bonus
payout was an appropriate
reflection of performance (28%).

61%

56%

19%

Engaged

80%

90% 100%

“My pay increases are not inspiring me to perform
at a higher level.”
Even more disconcerting for employers striving for a pay-for-performance culture is
that employees are not motivated by the current level of base pay increases. Fewer
than two out of five employees (39%) say their last annual pay adjustment made
them want to do better.
Once again, we see a strong connection between perceptions of pay increases and
levels of engagement.

How I Feel About My Annual Pay Change (Strongly Agree or Agree)
All
42%

My last annual pay adjustment was an
appropriate reflection of my performance

39%

61%

18%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Not Engaged

65%

20%

The last annual pay adjustment
I received made me want to improve
my performance and contribution

Engaged

50%

60%

70%

80%

90% 100%

Senior managers (67%) and high performers (74%)
are more likely than other employee groups to have been
motivated by their last pay increase.

As employees get older, they are generally less
likely to be motivated by their last pay increase.

Employees who received a 5% or higher pay increase
were more likely to feel their last pay adjustment was
an appropriate reflection of performance.

Employees who feel their last pay adjustment
was an appropriate reflection of performance
are 4X more likely to be engaged.

Opportunity
Prepare managers to make decisions and conduct conversations that reinforce the pay-for-performance
link with employees.
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“What I do should matter most.”

Despite the current disconnect between pay and performance, employees do feel
strongly that their pay increases should be determined based on performance against
goals and expectations. More than three-quarters of employees (77%) want their pay
increases to be based on individual performance against set goals vs. market dynamics
or company performance. These findings are consistent across generations.

What Should Influence Annual Base Pay Changes (Ranked 1, 2, or 3)
My individual performance relative
to set goals and expectations
for my job and role
My individual performance relative
to other employees in my company

77%

When compared to
all other performers
(61%), high performers
(55%) are less likely to
rank “changes in the
cost of living or inflation”
in the top 3.

63%

Changes in the cost of
living or inflation

60%

Changes to pay levels for similar
jobs in other companies

57%

Overall performance of the
company or business unit

44%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Eighty-four percent of employees received an increase within the last 18 months, most
(63%) within the last 12. Most employees received an increase between 1% and 4%
during their last review.
•

Employees who receive a pay increase of 3% or more are more likely to say their
current base pay meets their needs; however, we do not see significant increases
in perceptions of pay when increases exceed 3% or 4%.

•

Employees who received no increase or an increase of 0%–2% are more likely to say
pay is the most important element of their total rewards.

•

Employees who received a 7% or higher increase were more likely to have “no plans
to leave within the next 12 months.”

Opportunity
It’s likely that organizations will continue to factor overall business performance into annual pay increases.
However, these findings suggest that employers have an opportunity to help employees see how their
personal contributions connect with and impact overall company results.

For more information on salary increase trends, refer to Aon’s Salary Increase Survey at www.globalcompensation.net.
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“I want to know my pay potential.”

Employees tell us they are looking for open, honest, and transparent communication
about pay opportunities. Yet, employers often grapple with finding the right level
of transparency when it comes to sharing pay information. While more than half of
employees (57%) are able to see the pay range for their current role, only 44% say their
employer shares or makes available the pay range for roles they may seek in the future.
Employees’ ability to see pay ranges also has a significant relationship to engagement.
Those with access to pay ranges for current or future jobs are more likely to be engaged.

My Employer Shares or Makes Available the Pay Range for My Current Job
All
57%

Yes

No

70%

34%

22%
9%
8%

I don’t know
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Engaged

70%

80%

90% 100%

High performers
report much greater
access to pay range
information than all
other performers—
both for their current
job (72% vs. 53%)
and future roles
(67% vs. 39%).

My Employer Shares or Makes Available the Pay Ranges for Roles I May Seek in the Future
All
44%

Yes

Engaged

58%

34%
29%

No

13%
13%

I don’t know
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90% 100%
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“I want to know how my pay compares.”

Regardless of whether employers share pay ranges, employees do use a variety
of available resources to learn about typical salary levels. Nearly one-third of
employees went to websites like PayScale, Glassdoor, or LinkedIn within the
last year to research pay information. And over one-quarter talk to friends,
family, or colleagues. In fact, these sources are among the most commonly used
by employees to learn about typical salaries and other rewards for roles.

Sources I’ve Used to Learn About Typical Salaries and Other Pay Information
Salary information and trends available through
employment-oriented websites

31%

Specific job listings (posted by current
and/or other employers)

31%

Talking to colleagues, friends, or family

Millennials are more
likely than other
generations to use all
sources to learn about
typical salaries and
rewards. The biggest
differences between
Millennials and other
generations: visiting
employment-oriented
websites (41% vs. 26%),
specific job listings (40%
vs. 27%), and talking to
colleagues, friends, or
family (36% vs. 22%).

26%

Online salary calculators and comparison tools

19%

Employment recruiters

16%

Government provided data such as Labor
Department, Bureau of Labor Statistics, etc.

14%

Job or occupation-specific online forums,
blogs, or other postings
Surveys or research published by specific
trade or occupational associations

12%
10%

Other nonemployment specific social networks
(Facebook, Google+, etc.)

7%

Have not used external resources to find pay
information in the last 12 months

36%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

High performers are most likely to search for information,
with 43% acknowledging they visited an employmentoriented website within the last year.

54

2016 Workforce Mindset™ Study

“I prefer to hear about pay from my manager.”

When asked about preferred communication channels, employees want to hear from
their immediate managers through one-on-one meetings.

Channels and Sources From Which I Prefer to Receive Communication About This Topic

1-on-1 meetings

Email

Group meetings

Preferred Channel
Topic

#1

Pay

Boomers (63%) are more likely than
Millennials (only 48%) to want to hear
about pay via 1:1 meetings.

#2

Internal company website

Preferred Source
#3

#1

#2

#3

Manager

HR

Leader

Only 56% of managers feel they have
the tools, resources, and information
needed to have valuable conversations
with direct reports about how the
company’s pay system works (e.g.,
pay levels, ranges, increases, market value).

Employees who receive just the right amount
of communication about incentive/bonus
pay are 2X more likely to be engaged
than those getting too little.
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What Employees Say About Pay

When asked what they’d change about their company’s performance management
process, employees also reinforced their desire for better pay and a stronger link
between pay and performance.

If I Could Change One Thing About How My Company Manages Individual Performance, I Would Suggest…*

Higher pay increases

Pay for performance

Give better salaries and bonuses.
(Millennial)

Stop making raises even across the board
to be politically correct. If you don’t earn a raise,
you shouldn’t get one. (Millennial)

There should be more incentives.
(Millennial)
Guaranteed short-term incentives.
(Gen Xer)
Increase salary to accommodate
the economic change recently—
more money on hourly wage and
adapt to the marketplace.
(Boomer+)

Performance reviews sometimes don’t come
into play. If you are well regarded and liked,
it ultimately means you’ll get a good raise. (Boomer+)
Merit-based raises. (Millennial)
I would give raises based on performance;
our company gives raises based on market
value. Everyone gets the same no matter
their performance. (Gen Xer)
I’d like everyone to be evaluated and
rewarded as individuals. (Gen Xer)

*Summary of the most frequently mentioned topics.
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Ask Yourself

Employees see a real lack of clarity when it comes to how their pay and bonuses are
determined, how compensation links to individual performance, and what’s required
to earn more. Given the significant portion of the budget devoted to pay—and its
role in attracting and retaining talent, driving specific behaviors and results, and
motivating high performance—this is a key issue for employers.
•

Do you have a clearly defined compensation philosophy? How does it help
employees understand how base pay and incentives are determined?

•

How easy is it for individuals to find information about your pay practices
(including pay ranges)?

•

How prepared are managers to make effective pay decisions and explain them
to employees? Do they recognize that they’re expected to be the primary source
of pay information for their employees?

•

In what way do you give managers the time to learn and the space for conversations
amid other work priorities?

•

How clear are your pay communications? Are they integrated with your total
rewards communication?

•

How do you keep employees informed of potential performance-based
bonus payouts?

Aon Hewitt
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Respondent
Profile
In November 2015, 2,009 U.S.-based employees working
in companies with at least 1,000 people completed the
online survey.
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Gender

Age

18–24

60+

5%

12%

25–39

31%
Female

Male

50–59

49%

51%

25%

40–49

27%

Generations

Employment
Employed part-time
(less than 30 hours per week)

11%

Millennials

Boomers

32%

35%

Employed full-time
(30 hours or more per week)
Gen Xers

33%
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89%

Company Size (Number of U.S.-Based Employees)

Industry
Media, entertainment,
and leisure
Utilities and
5%
telecommunications

1,000–1,999

9%

6%
25,000 or more

2,000–4,999

35%

17%

Manufacturing
and energy

18%

Business
services and
construction

13%
Retail and
wholesale
trade

16%

Public sector

13%

5,000–9,999
10,000–24,999

22%

Health care

17%

14%

Financial
services and
insurance

15%

Region

Union Status

West

20%

Union

Northeast

23%

20%

Midwest

25%
South

35%

Non-union

77%
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Primary Work Location

Pay Status

Other

8%

Your home/
home office

Main office/
large
office location

6%

50%

Client or
customer
location

Salaried

8%

46%

Field office/
satellite or
smaller
regional office

Hourly

54%

16%

Factory, production
facility, or
distribution center

12%

Household Income

Personal Income

$150,000
or more

<$25,000

$150,000
or more

4%

11%

<$25,000

5%

12%

$25,000–
$74,999

$100,000–
$149,999

$100,000–
$149,999

$25,000–
$74,999

23%

31%

25%

41%

$75,000–
$99,999

21%

62

2016 Workforce Mindset™ Study

$75,000–
$99,999

27%

Race

Household Status

Prefer not to say
American
1%
Other
Indian or Multiracial
8%
Alaska native 1%

Single, no
dependents

1%

Asian

26%

5%

Married/
domestic
partner with
dependents

Hispanic/
Latino(a)

12%

38%

AfricanAmerican

Single with
dependents

9%

9%
White

71%
Married/domestic
partner, no dependents

27%

Education

Employment Category

Advanced/
post-graduate
degree
Some
advanced/
post-graduate
education

Some or no
high school

16%

<1%

Senior
managers

High school
graduate

6%

13%

6%
Some
college

24%
Middle
managers

41%

Individual
contributors

53%

College graduate/
undergraduate degree

41%
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Aon Hewitt’s Mindset Research

The Workforce Mindset™ Study is one of three studies in Aon Hewitt’s Mindset research,
which also includes the Financial Mindset™ Study and Consumer Health Mindset™ Study.
Our suite of research provides a comprehensive view across health, financial, and
talent to help our clients understand the total employment experience.
aon.com/workforcemindset

Financial Mindset Study
This study examines U.S. employees’ financial and savings attitudes and behaviors,
including confidence, literacy and engagement, saving intentions, retirement benefits,
and communication preferences. Aon Hewitt conducts the study to provide insight
into what employers can do to educate employees and their families, drive engagement
in financial benefits, and facilitate smarter planning and actions.
aon.com/financialmindset

Consumer Health Mindset Study
Since 2010, this study has explored American health care consumers’ (employees and
dependents) perspectives, attitudes, and behaviors toward health and health care
as they interact with their employer-sponsored health plans and wellness programs.
aon.com/consumerhealthmindset
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Aon Hewitt empowers organizations and individuals to secure
a better future through innovative talent, retirement and
health solutions. We advise, design and execute a wide range
of solutions that enable clients to cultivate talent to drive
organizational and personal performance and growth, navigate
retirement risk while providing new levels of financial security,

and redefine health solutions for greater choice, affordability
and wellness. Aon Hewitt is a global leader in human resource
solutions, with over 35,000 professionals in 90 countries
serving more than 20,000 clients worldwide across 100+
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visit aonhewitt.com.
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