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Health care costs: Still breaking  
the bank
They say money makes the world go round, but if that’s so, the worlds of many workers 

have ground to a standstill. The results of the 2016 Aflac WorkForces Report are in, and 

they show that upticks in the U.S. economy have had minimal effects on employees’ 

bank accounts.

Just how real is the working man’s – and woman’s – struggle? Pretty real: A staggering 65 

percent of the 5,000 employees who participated in the WorkForces Report survey have 

less than $1,000 on hand to pay out-of-pocket expenses associated with an unexpected 

serious illness or accident. It’s not unrealistic to say that an overwhelming number of 

Americans are just one serious illness or injury from financial disaster. 

By the numbers
This is the sixth year Aflac has conducted its annual WorkForces Report, and – as the 

saying goes – the more things change, the more things stay the same. While it’s true that 

more Americans have access to major medical insurance due to health care reform and 

that the economy has incrementally improved, health care costs, including deductibles, 

copayments, premiums and out-of-pocket expenses, continue to rise. 
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The bottom line is that the average worker spent $132 more on health insurance benefits for 

their family in 2015 than in the previous year.1, 2 Fully 58 percent of the workers who participated 

in Aflac’s survey said that if they had that extra $132 to spend, they’d use it to pay bills or 

reduce debt instead of for family outings, date nights, clothes or shoes.

It’s clear, then, that Americans remain worried about their finances. In fact, a recent report 

by the International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans echoes the Aflac study. According 

to the study, employers say workers are taking their stress to the office. Their most common 

issues? Debt, saving for retirement, saving for their children’s education, covering basic living 

costs and paying for medical expenses.3

About those medical expenses
We’ve already established that the majority of workers don’t have much set aside to pay 

medical expenses, but let’s take a look at some other startling numbers:

59
The percentage of workers who agree they’d be unable to adjust to the large 

financial costs associated with a serious illness or injury.

52
The percentage of employees who agree they regularly underestimate the total 

cost of an injury or illness, including medical, household and out-of-pocket costs.

37

The percentage of employees who would use a credit card to pay out-of-

pocket expenses associated with an unexpected serious illness or accident that 

occurred today.

19

The percentage of workers who’d borrow or withdraw from their 401(k)s or other 

retirement accounts to pay costs stemming from an unexpected serious illness or 

accident that took place today. 

35

The percentage of employees who are not very or not at all prepared to pay out-

of-pocket expenses related to an unexpected serious illnesses or accidents that 

aren’t covered by major medical/health insurance.

25
The percentage of workers who have had difficulty paying a health care bill due 

to high medical costs.

15
The percentage of employees who’ve missed a credit card, rent or mortgage 

payment due to high medical costs.

17
The percentage of workers whose credit scores have been negatively affected by 

high medical costs.

8 The percentage of employees who’ve filed bankruptcy due to high medical costs.
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Trending now 
Now that we’ve established that workers are in a world of financial hurt – and that medical 

costs are putting serious strains on their budgets – let’s look at some of the benefits trends 

revealed by the 2016 Aflac WorkForces Report. For example: 

 » Concerns about medical costs are shared by every 

age group and income level: No one is immune from 

the inability to cope with unexpected medical expenses. 

The unpreparedness spreads across all generations, 

regions, incomes and business sizes. While employees 

with annual incomes of more than $100,000 are better 

prepared to pay costs than those earning less, many still 

report that they don’t have significant savings. 

 » Knowledge is power – and peace of mind: 

Employees who better understand the total annual cost 

of their health care are more likely to be satisfied with 

their benefits4 – and employees who are more satisfied 

with their benefits are more likely to believe those 

benefits provide adequate protection for their families. 

 » Millennials are less informed than other workers 

about health care costs but believe they’re 

better prepared to cope with them: Millennials in the workforce are more 

likely than workers of other generations to say they regularly underestimate the 

total cost of an injury or illness. That’s the bad news. The good news is that 

they’re also more likely to say they’re extremely or very prepared to pay the 

related, uncovered out-of-pocket expenses.

The voluntary solution
The International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans study mentioned earlier shows 

that companies need to find ways to help eliminate employee stress. One solution is by 

providing access to voluntary insurance products that can help offset the high cost of health 

care. Voluntary policies work hand in hand with major medical insurance by paying costs 

major medical insurance was never intended to cover. Because benefits are paid directly to 

policyholders, unless otherwise assigned, employees can use them to help pay deductibles 

and copayments, or even put them toward housing costs, utility bills, car payments and other 

bills that continue to roll in when they’re too sick or hurt to work.

Your workers depend on having the right benefits. Voluntary insurance lets you offer them more 

robust coverage at no direct cost to your company because premiums are paid by employees 

No one is immune 
from the inability 
to cope with 
unexpected medical 
expenses. The 
unpreparedness 
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all generations, 
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and business sizes.
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who elect to enroll. According to the 2016 Aflac WorkForces Report, when benefits meet 

workers’ needs, they’re more likely to be prepared for out-of-pocket expenses not covered by 

major medical insurance.

2016 Methodology Statement
The 2016 Aflac WorkForces Report is the sixth annual Aflac employee benefits study examining 

benefit trends and attitudes. The study captured responses from 1,500 benefits decision-

makers and 5,000 employees across the United States in various industries.

The Employer Survey was conducted online in the United States between Jan. 11 and Feb. 11, 

2016, among 1,500 benefits decision-makers at companies with at least three employees. Results 

were weighted to enable year-over-year trending. No estimates of theoretical sampling error can be 

calculated; a full methodology is available.

The Employee Survey was conducted online in the United States between Jan. 20 and Feb. 3, 

2016, among 5,000 adults ages 18 and older who are employed full or part time at a company 

with three or more employees. Results were weighted to match U.S. demographics. No 

theoretical sampling error can be calculated; a full methodology is available.

The 2016 Aflac WorkForces Report survey was conducted by Lightspeed/GMI on behalf of Aflac.
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