Transcript from the Interview with Society Insurance
Discussing Their Benefits:
Benefit education from “cradle to grave”
Renee
Hello, I am Renee Schaaf, vice president at the Principal Financial Group.  

Employee benefits play a vital role for both employees and employers. A solid employee benefit package can help employers attract—and keep—high-performing employees. Benefits are also critical for helping employees achieve financial security, both in the short term and the long term.

Most successful companies realize, however, that simply offering benefits isn’t enough. Educating employees on how they can get the most out of those benefits is crucial to the success of the program. Today we’re going to learn how one growing company has done just that.

My guest is Holly Lifke, vice president human resources of Society Insurance. Based in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, Society Insurance is a leader in workers compensation and innovative insurance products for businesses in Wisconsin, Illinois, Iowa and Indiana. The company was founded in 1915 and employs more than 250 people. 

We turned to Society Insurance because the company has been named by an independent panel of judges as one of The Principal 10 Best Companies for 2007. This is a national program sponsored by The Principal. The program recognizes growing companies for excellence in providing their employees with financial security through benefits and other programs.     
Thanks for joining us, Holly.

Holly 
Thank you, I’m glad to participate.

Renee  

Holly, as I said, our focus today is how growing companies—and their employees—can get the most out of an employee benefit program through employee education. Society Insurance is a great example of this, as you have a program that offers one-on-one retirement planning guidance to each of your 250-plus employees. But first, Holly, why don’t you tell us a little bit about Society Insurance and the benefits that you offer?

Holly 
I’d be happy to, Renee.  Society Insurance is a regional mutual insurance company. We focus exclusively on commercial products and customers and about 50percent of our base is in the workers compensation field.

In terms of our benefits, we’ve got some very robust benefits that have grown over time.
Currently between 80 and 82 percent of our medical premiums are picked up by the company.  We supplement that with great retirement plans, including a 401(k) plan that has had a discretionary employer match in the last 10 or so years where the first 6percent an employee puts in, is then matched at a rate of 125 percent.  If you think about that 6percent of the employees’ dollar becomes 7 ½ percent with that match.  We’ve also provided a Roth 401(k) as part of our 401(k) offerings.  

We continue to maintain a defined benefit pension plan.  And 100 percent of our employer-paid premiums are for, uh excuse me, 100 percent of the premiums for our short- and long-term disability insurance are paid by the employer.
Renee 
That’s really impressive. I understand that Society Insurance takes a “cradle to grave” approach to benefits. Can you tell me more about that?

Holly
Sure.  When I first arrived at Society, it was apparent that we had some very robust benefits, but they really met the needs of a specific employee.  What we have tried to do over the last 6-7 years, is broaden that out recognizing that people at different points in their career and different points in their family life have different needs.  So we have done things like supplement our tremendously generous life insurance product where 2.5 times an individual’s salary is provided in life insurance, but recognized that may not be sufficient for some of our lower income earners, so we offered supplemental insurance so people can meet those additional needs.  We’ve added short term disability, um flex spending account, tuition reimbursement, a Roth 401k and really tried to do a better job of getting information to all of our employees, but particularly to some of our earlier and younger employees that may not be as familiar with benefits of some of these offerings.

Renee 
Now let’s talk about some of the specific things Society Insurance does to educate employees about the benefit program.  Holly…take us through what you do when an employee becomes eligible for the retirement plan.   

Holly

Our employees are eligible for our plans the beginning of the quarter following their date of hire.  So they are waiting less than 3 months   to gain access to those plans.  What we do on a quarterly basis is bring all of those employees together that are newly eligible and sit down, have a small group meeting, if you will, become familiar what the process is for enrollment, what their investment options are, how the plans works and also guide them through the rollover process if necessary. 

Renee

I understand you also meet with employees who are not participating in the plan?
Holly

That’s correct.  We do this on a periodic basis.  I try to monitor how many individuals are not participating.  And then I’ll go out and approach them one-on-one in kind a safe way in which they are comfortable.  What we try to make sure they understand the value and benefits of the plan, but not be uh overly pushy.  In some cases there are personal situations that prevent people from participating.  We just try to reach out to make sure people have to take advantage of it, even if they start out at just a 2 percent deferral rate.
Renee
Considering the 96percent participation rate you have in your 401(k) plan, this approach must be working. What has the employee response been?
Holly

The employee response has been very good. We had a high participation rate for quite some time.  And I think that is to the credit of the education we have offered in past and also the ongoing high level of match.  When we have approached individuals not participating, they’ve largely appreciated that personal touch too.

Renee

Society Insurance educates employees uh in a variety of ways—group meetings, emails, printed materials, one-on-one discussions. Overall, which approach seems to work the best?

Holly

It’s interesting, because I don’t think we can identify a single approach.  Again if you think about the diversity in your employee base, each of them gets information in different ways and processes it differently. Likewise we are often trying to get information in the hands of perhaps a family member at home that’s involved in decision making so we find a combination of all of those options you’ve mentioned is most effective.

Renee
I understand that Society Insurance also gives employees a customized total compensation statement each year, showing what employees received in compensation and the dollar value of their benefits. Has that helped increase employee appreciation of those benefits? And why do you encourage employees to keep those statements?

Holly

I hope it has helped our employees to really understand their benefits and the total compensation package that Society makes available to them.  I do believe in fact it has in fact has helped increase the appreciation because there is a greater knowledge there.  What happens after awhile when you have rich benefits for an extended period of time, your employees start to take that as kind of the norm the same thing they’d get wherever they went.  But what we’ve found is reducing that information into a couple of pages of easily processed information people can go…Oh, I’ve forgotten.. Oh that’s right.  And they have that recognition that it’s not the same you’d get everywhere else.  

Your second question, about encouraging employee to keep those statements, we want our employees at any point of time to be able to look at what that total package is.  If we have an employee that happens to be recruited by another organization or chooses to go out and seek other opportunities, without having to go to HR or their supervisor, they have in 2 or 3 pages all the information they need to objectively compare their benefits with their current employer, employer Society Insurance with the respective employer.

We’ve had some really neat stories where people have come back and said, “You know what?  I was going to take that position, until I looked at all of this.”  So it’s been a good success for us.

Renee
That’s very encouraging.  what did you do to educate employees about the Roth 401k option that you added?

Holly
The Roth 401(k) option was probably some of the more interesting education we had to do.  It’s more difficult to communicate because whether it works for your situation or not, depends on a lot of complex factors.  So initially we put out e-mails, and hard copy communication And then did some small group meetings.  
Renee
What tips would you give to other growing companies who want to reap the rewards of a strong benefit program? 

Holly
I think a company that is growing and trying to determine where to put their benefit dollars needs to think about a couple different things. First try to focus on where to employee makeup is like.  What’s the different aspect of that employee base would value.  If you spend a lot of money on benefit you think is great, but your employee base does not, you will not see a return on investment in hard or soft dollars.

The other thing is really think through how the benefits you want to make available interact with the culture of organization.  They need to be consistent and support each other.  If you are going to be providing a retirement plan that is very generous you also need to be an organization that is encouraging people to be with you for an extended period of time.  So I think looking for that consistency is real important before you start throwing dollars at benefits.
Renee

That’s all the time we have. My guest has been Holly Lifke, vice president human resources of Society Insurance, one of The Principal 10 Best Companies for 2007.  Thank you, Holly, for joining us.  

Holly 

It’s been my pleasure, Renee. 
Renee

If you’d like more information on The Principal 10 Best program, visit our web site at www.principal.com/10.  (That’s the number 10) 

There you can get to know more about our winners, you can enter your company in the 2008 competition and you can download our Best Practices Guide. 

I’m Renee Schaaf. Thanks for joining us. 
