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Wake of COVID-19
How U.S. Employers Can Mitigate Manager Stress for
a More Productive and Resilient Workforce

2021 Employee Benefit Trends Study

2

WHAT YOU'LL LEARN

01
02
03
04

A New Reality for the Manager

p.3

Unpacking the Needs of Supportive Managers

p.7

Empowering Managers to Succeed

p.12

Putting It All Together

p.27

INTRODUCTION
As the working world in the U.S. adjusts to the ever-evolving state of the pandemic, organizations
are looking to meet the moment for all stakeholders. While employers have made progress to support
their workforce’s well-being, managerial stress remains high. People managers are critical to business
success and are feeling those pressures now more than ever. With return-to-work plans set against an
ongoing war for talent, leaders need to equip management with the right tools to build resilience, drive
productivity, and keep talent.

Visit metlife.com/managers
to explore additional insights.
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A New Reality
for the Manager

Visit metlife.com/managers
to explore additional insights.
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When the pandemic began, managers went straight
into action—supporting teams with a wide variety of
needs and new priorities, all while playing an even
greater role in the well-being of direct reports. As
a result, supportive managers were influential in
reducing workforce stress, which helped employees
weather significant challenges in 2020.
But that has come at a cost: While managers
have done an excellent job alleviating their teams’
stress—they themselves remain highly stressed. A
casualty to the very pressures imposed upon them,
these roles are now wedged in the middle of a
transforming work culture.
On the frontlines of people management, managers
stand to help organizations reach their recovery
goals—that is, as long as their own well-being gets
prioritized too. Analyzing employee sentiment from
Summer 2021 compared to prior months and years,
this report explores why and how to give managers
the support they need to thrive in their roles.
KEY
Wave 1: December 2020/January 2021
Wave 2: June/July 2021
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The World of Work Has
Changed—and Managers
are in the Middle
Many remote workers are returning to
workplaces with new expectations: Nearly half
of employees—and disproportionally women—
have concerns about returning, and they need
flexibility beyond what many employers say
they are willing to accommodate. With opposing
tensions from employees and employers,
managers are caught between these clashing
dynamics.
When employers can’t meet the changing
demands of their workforce, managers hear the
brunt of it—fielding employee concerns about
commuting, discrepancies between remote and
onsite workers, and the coronavirus. If managers
are perceived as being unsupportive of their
direct reports regarding these concerns, it can
evolve into increased stress, conflict or even
resignations.
Whether the work environment is a hybrid model
or a full return to onsite, employers who help
managers ease these difficult transitions will
make the most strides in employee retention,
acquisition, and productivity.
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Remote Work Before and During COVID-19
I n 2019, 43% of employees who could work
remotely were required to be fully onsite—
mostly in jobs like education and public
administration that had less of a work-fromhome culture pre-pandemic.
I n 2021, 17% of employees who work
remotely expect to be required to be
fully onsite this fall—mostly in jobs like
construction and education that weren’t
remote-capable pre-pandemic.
B
 y 2022 and beyond, 43% of employees
who work remotely expect to have some
flexibility in their work arrangements.
Even Hybrid Policies Designed to Provide
Flexibility Puts Pressure on Managers
 mong managers in charge of hybrid teams,
A
38% say there are divisions between remote
and onsite workers
1 8% of managers say remote workers are
feeling ignored or excluded
1 5% of managers say in-person workers
resent their remote colleagues’ flexibility
Loyalty and “The Great Resignation”
An estimated 4 million workers resigned in
April 2021 , highlighting ongoing struggles in
employee retention. Our survey comports with
those national trends, finding an overall 75%
loyalty rate compared to 80% in 2017. Managers
directly affect employee loyalty: Loyalty rates
drop by nearly half when employees feel their
manager is not supportive.
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Manager Stress Worsened as Employee Morale Improved
We know manager well-being has experienced detrimental impacts as a result of the expanding role people
leaders play in pandemic recovery. But this is not always apparent: Manager stress can go undetected
because the workforce overall seems to be doing better.

Why Workforce Sentiment May Not Tell
the Full Story

…But There Are Hidden Populations Who
Need Support

Overall, the Workforce is Feeling Better…
Employees are more likely to say they are
feeling more “holistically well” in July than
in the winter—meaning mentally, financially,
socially, and physically healthy. They also
report feeling less isolated and more
productive and successful.

Even if you see positive scores in employee
surveys, there may be hidden populations—
like managers—who need extra support given
increasing demands and the
changing environment.

How healthy do you feel when it comes to
the following aspects in your life?
January 2021

July 2021

When you are working, how often do you feel
the following?
Manager

Non-manager

Stress
37%
32%

Mental Health
68%
69%
Financial Health

Overwhelmed
32%
26%

61%
65%

Burned out

64%
67%

Isolated/disconnected

33%
30%

Social Health

Physical Health
66%
70%
Holistically well across all four areas
41%
46%

22%
21%
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Unpacking
the Needs
of Supportive
Managers

Visit metlife.com/managers
to explore additional insights.
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Improving the employee experience during
this transition moment has had unexpected
consequences. While employee stress is down,
manager stress rages on due to team leaders’
expanding responsibilities, competing pressures
of their own mental health struggles and that of
their teams, and overwhelming workloads. Despite
improved relationships with their managers, many
employees don’t recognize when their team
leaders struggle. Managers don’t believe senior
leadership recognizes their struggles either.
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Given the critical role managers play in bolstering
team morale, productivity, and loyalty, the stress
borne by managers jeopardizes all the gains
employers have made this past year. In this changing
world of work, organizations should acknowledge
the difficulties associated with modern-day
management and better support their team leaders.

The Increasing Importance of a Manager’s Role
With more than half of employees (55%) reporting that their manager is the person they trust most at their
organization and 72% describing their manager as supportive, managers have an expanding influence on
workers’ well-being, particularly mental health. Employees are starting to notice.

Wave 1

Wave 2

Do you feel like you can have difficult conversations
with your manager? Yes
50%
62%
Is your manager in more regular contact than before
the pandemic? Yes
44%
49%
Has your manager positively impacted your mental
health? Yes: 55%
52%
55%

Managers Carry the Torch in Workplace
Well-being
Compared to Wave 1, employees are less likely
to say they’ve received communications about
their well-being from their company (17% vs. 11%).
Managers, however, have assumed those roles in
this time: Employees are more likely to say they’ve
received communications about well-being from
their manager (27% vs. 32%).

9 in 10 managers (91%) feel that they manage
the well-being of direct reports, either through
formal programs or softer methods.

58%

of managers say they’re
currently involved
in implementing
well-being initiatives,
including:

43% Having regular one-on-one meetings about
personal well-being
28% Offering anonymous forums for well-being
24% Providing meditation or stress
management sessions
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Employees Need Supportive Managers
When workers feel supported, they feel more motivated, valued, engaged, and productive—and are more
likely to feel loyal to their organizations. Conversely, not having a supportive manager leads to higher stress
(56%), burnout (49%), and increased anxiety (47%).
Top 5 Advantages of Having a Supportive Manager

1
Being more
confident in the
role and loyal to the
organization (69%)

2
Feeling more
motivated, valued,
engaged, and
productive (65%)

3
Experiencing
less stress and
burnout (61%)

4
Having more
flexibility (54%)

5
Enjoying more
holistic wellbeing
(31%)

Managers Are Feeling the Stress From All Sides
As the world of work changes around them, managers struggle to keep up with the shifting demands of
both their direct reports and senior management. With 42% of employees reporting that their manager’s
role has evolved significantly since the pandemic began—and more than 1 in 2 employees (55%) saying
those new roles have added more responsibilities to their managers—the changing tides of management
are creating new stressors for people leaders.

41%

of managers say their business is
changing too quickly for them to adapt.

30%

of managers struggling with stress, burnout, or lower
mental health. Millennial and Gen Z managers are more
likely to feel this way (36% vs. 30%)

Managers’ Stress Hasn’t Recovered
In July 2020, managers and employees reported similar levels of stress and were as likely to feel
overwhelmed. In early 2021 (Wave 1), both of those rates increased. Since then, and with the emergence
of vaccines, employee stress has gone down while manager stress has gone up.
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Respondents reporting feeling stressed at
work more than half of the time
Individual contributors

Managerial experiences can vary by age,
gender, and race—with older white males the
most likely to feel positive.

Managers
38%
36%
34%
32%
30%
2021 Wave 1

July 2020

Certain Demographics Struggle More
Than Others

2021 Wave 2

Respondents reporting feeling overwhelmed
at work more than half of the time
Individual contributors

Age: Younger managers report higher
levels of stress and burnout and lower levels
of resilience.
S
 tress: 41% of Millennials and 50% of
Gen Z, compared with 37% across all ages
B
 urnout: 42% of Millennials and 34% of
Gen Z, compared with 33% across all ages
R
 esilience: 62% of Millennials and 58% of
Gen Z, compared with 68% across all ages

Managers
34%
32%

Gender: Female managers are less likely to
report feelings of success and appreciation in
their jobs than men.

30%
28%
26%
2021 Wave 1

July 2020

2021 Wave 2

They’re Burning More Midnight Oil
While nearly half of the total workforce reports
working more frequently outside normal hours than
they did pre-pandemic, managers are more likely to
do so.
Likelihood of working outside normal office hours:
Non-managers
39%

F
 eelings of Success: 79% of men report
feeling successful, compared with 71%
of women.
F
 eelings of Appreciation: 68% of men
report feeling valued and appreciated,
compared with 59% of women.
Race: Managers of color report feeling less
successful, engaged, resilient, and motivated
while at work.
F
 eelings of Success: 78% of white
managers report feeling successful,
compared with 69% of Black managers.
F
 eelings of Engagement: 75% of white
managers report feeling engaged,
compared with 66% of Black managers.

Total workforce
49%
Managers
59%

F
 eelings of Resilience: 72% of white
managers report feeling resilient, compared
with 64% of Black managers.
F
 eelings of Motivation: 73% of white
managers report feeling motivated,
compared with 63% of Black managers.
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The Squeezed Middle
While about a third of managers (32%) say they’re
often unable to meet both the demands of senior
management and direct reports, few people in
the organization understand this challenging
position as the “squeezed middle.” Roughly 4 in
10 managers feel that neither their team nor their
boss realizes the time it takes to manage the team.
This aligns with employee responses: Only 34%
said they thought their manager was struggling
more now than before the pandemic.
To what extent do managers agree with the
following?
46% I am not rewarded adequately for the
extra responsibilities I have as a manager.
44% I feel I do not get the recognition I
deserve for the extra responsibilities I have as
a manager.
42% My own boss does not understand how
much time I spend managing people.
41% My team does not understand how much
time I spend managing them.

Gaps in Workplace
Wellness Programs
Despite managers’ struggles, the very programs
designed to support them—the ones managers
themselves helped implement—are falling
short. More than 44% of managers feels as if
employee well-being initiatives overlook the
unique challenges of people management. And
compared to non-managers, managers are
significantly more likely to think their employer
does not offer resources to support their mental
health (38% vs. 31%).
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Empowering
Managers
to Succeed

Visit metlife.com/managers
to explore additional insights.
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Organizations that give managers the tools they
need to adapt to this new environment—and in
turn, support leaders’ well-being—stand to see
the most success. To do that, however, they first
need to recognize in which areas managers
struggle the most.
Managers are confronting a barrage of challenges,
but three in particular were notably difficult among
respondents:
1. Identifying and supporting direct reports’
mental health
2. Managing employees from diverse backgrounds
3. Meeting the flexibility needs of teams.
These areas should serve as a starting point for
organizations looking to support team leaders.

13

Being Able to Spot and Act on
Mental Health Warning Signs
While most employees feel well supported by their
manager, 26% of workers feel less supported by their
manager when it comes to their mental health than
before COVID-19. Nearly half (46%) of managers say
they only want to talk about work-related matters
with their employees—and as a result, actively avoid
personal conversations.
This suggests that some managers still worry about
engaging employees about potentially controversial
or difficult topics. Significant gaps between
managers’ and employees’ beliefs in this area
indicate an opportunity for managers to get better
at identifying poor mental health, particularly when
working remotely.

29%

of managers report
struggling with spotting
signs of stress, burnout,
or lower mental health
among reports
Millennial and Gen Z managers are more likely to
feel this way (34% vs. 29%)

2021 Employee Benefit Trends Study

14

How well
employees believe
managers are doing

How well
managers believe
they’re doing

Difference

Ability to spot signs of poor mental health
(ex. recognizing when team members are struggling/
need support)

42%

67%

-25%

Career mentorship
(ex. empowering reports with training and opportunities
to excel, giving career advice, providing feedback)

46%

68%

-22%

Benefits knowledge
(ex. helping reports understand/access employee
benefits, including new benefits)

45%

68%

-23%

Leading by example
(ex. achieving a high standard in their own work and
embodying organizational values)

55%

76%

-21%

Communication
(ex. communicating regularly, sensitively, and clearly
through the appropriate channels)

55%

75%

-20%

Resourcing
(ex. making sure the team has the right amount of work)

55%

72%

-19%

Agility
(ex. adapting to new systems, processes, and technology,
and helping teams understand them)

54%

72%

-18%

Inclusivity
(ex. treating team members/reports equally regardless of
personal background)

56%

72%

-16%

Professionalism
(ex. treating colleagues with respect and the appropriate
level of formality)

61%

76%

-15%

Safety and protection
(ex. complying with COVID-19 precautions to ensure
employees are safe and protected at work or home)

58%

73%

-15%

Empathy
(ex. being a good listener and understanding personal
circumstances/difficulties/mistakes)

59%

73%

-14%

Flexibility
(ex. providing the flexibility the team needs in work
arrangements and time off)

59%

73%

-14%

Manager Qualities
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“

I wish I had been
more supportive to my
directs having difficulty
with childcare."

Empowering Direct Reports With Flexibility While Navigating Flexible
Arrangements Themselves
More employees want flexibility to manage their work and home life, and they see this as a top benefit of
having a supportive manager. And yet, managers rate flexibility as one of the top challenges of their job,
with 56% of managers struggling in this area within the past 12 months. As with mental health concerns,
team leaders struggle to achieve flexibility for both themselves and their direct reports.
Managers’ Top Struggles With Flexibility
Juggling personal and work commitments
26%
Helping reports achieve the flexibility they need
23%

Managing the team’s leaves and absences
22%
Fitting in work around managerial responsibilities
18%
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Introducing The 7 Success Criteria for Managers
As employers assess how they can support management through these ongoing challenges, they should
consider tools and resources that feed into the following seven criteria. These are the top qualities of a
supportive manager as defined by Wave 2 data. Each area is valued by employees and can bolster success
and confidence among managers.

Why does it matter?

Treating
employees
equally
and being
understanding
of needs

Employees
who say their
manager has
become more
empathetic
during the
pandemic
are twice as
likely to be
holistically well.

What can managers do?

What is it?

Empathy &
Inclusivity

Offer forums
to discuss
diversity and
inclusions and
continue regular
communications,
including team
check-ins

Recognition
& Advocacy

Recognizing
hard work and
championing
team concerns.

Well-being,
Safety, &
Protection

Ensuring
employees
feel safe,
protected, and
emotionally
well.

Flexibility &
Work-Life
Management

Guidance &
Support

Personal
Development

Giving workers
the flexibility
they need.

Ensuring teams
understand
available
resources,
benefits,
and have
manageable
workloads.

Empowering
reports to
excel with
advice, training,
and feedback.

Nearly 8 in
10 managers
(79%) say
their employer
should provide
them with
training and
support
to upskill
employees.

Empower
reports to
make their
own decisions
and conduct
assessment
check-ins
between
performance
reviews

Employees say
recognition of
hard work is
the #1 factor
in determining
whether
managers are
supportive.

Spotting signs
of poor mental
health among
reports and
struggling
with their own
mental health
are the top
managerial
challenges.

Allowing
flexible
return-to-work
policies are
the top way to
reduce anxiety
around coming
back to work.

Employees
who say their
managers
have a good
knowledge
of their
organization’s
benefits are
1.8 times
more likely to
consider their
managers
supportive.

Recognize
great work
with incentives
and handle pay
& promotion
transparently

Continue to
encourage a
healthy worklife balance
and ensure
reports know
where to get
help if needed

Find
opportunities for
greater flexibility
(support team
requests through
inquiries to
leadership
and search for
opportunities
where possible)

Make the most
of one-onones (discuss
projects, goals
& wellbeing)
and encourage
drop-in
meetings
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#1 The Need for Empathy & Inclusivity
Empathy and inclusivity are key managerial
qualities that employees associate with feeling
supported—and in these times, it’s easy to see
why. As we slowly return to normalcy, the
pandemic will have long-lasting effects on the
workforce across four areas of health:
49% of employees reported a major mental
health difficulty over the past 12 months, like
burnout or insomnia.
41% of employees reported a major family or
social health difficulty over the past 12 months,
like the death or major illness of a loved one.
28% of employees reported a major financial
health difficulty over the past 12 months, like
ballooning debt or unexpected medical bills.
26% of employees reported a major physical
health complication over the past 12 months,
like a dental procedure or major illness.
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“

I wish my manager was
more empathetic to the
fact that everyone reacts to
adversity in different ways,
including the pandemic.
I feel that her leadership
during this time has been
very impersonal."

2021 Employee Benefit Trends Study
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#2 The Need for Advocacy & Recognition

#3 The Need for Well-being Support

As the top factor driving perceptions of support,
recognition of an employee’s hard work is critical.
But employees also value empowerment and the
advocacy of their managers—particularly when it
comes to pay and promotion.

With more than half of employees saying that their
managers impact their mental health well-being,
team leaders have an outsized influence on this key
driver of supportive management.

How important are the following factors
to you in defining whether your manager
is supportive?
77% Their recognition of my hard work
76% How they empower me to make my
own decisions
74% How they handle pay/promotion
74% How they handle any mistakes I make
74% How well they ensure my safety and
protection at work

This matters because although lower than six months
ago, levels of mental health concerns are still high
among employees—with roughly a third saying they
feel stressed more than half the time they’re working
and burned out, and others reporting feelings of
isolation/disconnection and depression.
The factors driving mental health concerns stem
from personal matters which disproportionally affect
women (affecting 70% of women with lower mental
health compared to 60% of men with lower mental
health). Roughly a third of employees report they
feel stressed from reasons outside work, balancing
home and work life, and financial concerns.
Mental Health and Resilience
Resilience—the ability to bounce back from
adversity—bolsters mental wellness, and
managers have a unique role to play in
helping employees build this positive trait:
61% of employees agree that their manager
has a significant impact on how resilient they
feel. Moreover, employees who describe their
manager as supportive are 71% more likely to
be resilient.
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#4 The Need for Flexibility Around
Return-to-Office Planning
Among employees who haven’t yet returned to
onsite work, 45% are concerned about the possibility
of going back into the office (51% women vs. 35%
men)—with top concerns including commuting
time and fear of COVID-19. However, employees
also have reasons to look forward to going back,
such as seeing colleagues and getting out of the
house. With 80% of those concerned saying their
manager can do something about it, leadership has
the opportunity to ease anxieties with flexibility,
empathy, and safety measures.
What are the top 3 concerns about
returning to the workplace?
1. Extra time spent commuting
2. Fear of contracting COVID-19
3. Cost of commuting
What are the top 3 ways managers can
help reduce anxiety about returning to
the workplace?
1. Being more flexible, such as a gradual
return to the office

“

I would have felt more
supported if manager was
more concerned about
our team's well-being as
opposed to just the bottom
line of performance.

2. Being more empathetic and inclusive,
such as understanding my home-life
commitments
3. Looking out for my well-being and
protection, such as ensuring safety
measures are in place

2021 Employee Benefit Trends Study
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An Employer’s and Manager’s Toolkit for the New World of Work
As the workforce adapts to a new normal, managers have many opportunities to improve the culture of
work for themselves and their direct reports. But as we’ve seen, they need help from their employers.
Working from each of the seven criteria for managerial success, here’s what both groups can do to improve
communications, employee experiences, benefits access, training, and more.
How to Strengthen Empathy & Inclusivity
What employers can do:
Create space and time for people management
and coaching skills. 3 in 4 managers want
management training from their employers to
help them be more empathetic and inclusive
in their leadership—up from 69% in Wave 1.
Providing guidance, templates, and ideas for
employee check-ins can fill gaps in training
support that managers currently don’t feel
they have—but it’s equally important to make
room for these training priorities given all
the responsibilities managers already juggle.
Consider reprioritizing workloads, meetings,
and other obligations to free up more time for
essential people leader training.


T
 rain managers to navigate sensitive
discussions. Stigmas around sensitive topics
such as mental health or social justice can steer
managers away from having these important
discussions. To help, employers can provide
training to initiate, navigate, and advance the
dialogue positively.

What managers can do:
Offer forums to discuss diversity and inclusion. Even though more than half of employees are
interested in having a forum to discuss diversity and inclusion topics and initiatives, only a third of
managers say they’re currently providing such a forum. Monthly feedback surveys or “questions of the
week” can help gather insights from reports. Managers can also consider ongoing dialogue among
willing team members to discuss feelings around the organization’s approach to diversity and inclusion.
How well
employees believe
managers are doing

How well
managers believe
they’re doing

Difference

A forum to discuss diversity & inclusion topics
and initiatives

58%

33%

24 pts

Anonymous forums for diversity & inclusion

54%

30%

23 pts

Out-of-hours team social events

55%

35%

20 pts
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How to Improve Recognition & Advocacy

How to Support Well-Being, Safety, & Protection

What employers can do:

What employers can do:

Create a culture of recognition. Ensure that
managers have the infrastructure they need
to celebrate reports’ work by creating an
organizational culture that promotes recognition.
Define policies around pay and promotions.
When managers have an institutional policy
around compensation and advancement, it
makes it much easier for them to manage the
expectations and demands of their direct reports
in those areas.
What managers can do:
Recognize great work with incentives.
Acknowledging hard work is the top quality that
employees associate with a supportive manager.
Offering personalized incentives—such as
vouchers toward hobbies or time off for personal
occasions—are all ways to recognize good work
and encourage reports to keep it up.
Transparently handle pay and promotion.
Direct reports need a measurable roadmap for
their professional advancement. Having such a
roadmap documented and widely available can
help minimize feelings of unfairness about pay
and promotion among reports. In addition to
promoting open discussions around advancement
year-round, managers should formally conduct
annual or biannual reviews that allow reports to
self-assess and address concerns.

S
 upport the safety and protection of
employees while at work. Managers can’t
do it all. Fundamentally, they need the
broader organization to promote a culture and
environment where employees feel safe and
protected, which is the top thing managers want
help with from their organizations.
P
 rovide guidance on how to spot the signs of
stress and burnout. It’s not easy to spot signs
of stress and burnout among reports, especially
when managers or employees work remotely.
However, taking a proactive approach fosters
employee perceptions of managerial support.
By training them on what to look for, when to
intervene, and how to manage the process,
employers can better equip managers to identify
and act on signs of mental health concerns.
D
 on’t forget the manager. Managers also
need support to help them address their own
stress. Circulating anonymous surveys targeted
to managers and holding regular management
meetings to review capacity and resourcing can
help organizations better monitor managerial
mental health concerns.
O
 ffer company meditation or stress
management sessions. While more than half
of reports are interested in their employers
offering mental health sessions, just over a
quarter say their organization provides such
initiatives. Consider booking external experts to
host sessions or promote “quiet hours” to allow
employees time to unwind.

2021 Employee Benefit Trends Study
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What managers can do:
Continue to encourage a healthy work-life
balance. While work-life management played
a critical role during the pandemic’s move to
remote work, it should remain a priority as
workplaces navigate their post-pandemic plans—
whether those plans result in fully onsite, fully
remote, or hybrid work. Encouraging employees
to set their own boundaries and make plans
outside of work can support this area, as can
leading by example by limiting your own emails
and requests outside of working hours.

E
 nsure reports know where to get help.
Communicate the company’s agenda for wellbeing support and point out who employees can
contact for specific needs. Hold regular one-onones about well-being to keep a pulse on reports’
mental status.

How well
employees believe
managers are doing

How well
managers believe
they’re doing

Difference

Meditation or stress management sessions

60%

28%

32 pts

Anonymous forums for well-being

59%

32%

28 pts

Regular one-on-one meetings with me about
my well-being

63%

46%

17 pts
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How to Promote Flexibility & Work-Life
Management
What employers can do:
Build a culture of a healthy work-life balance.
When asked about different options for
organizational support, managers ranked getting
tools to better manage reports’ work-life balance
in the top five. Employers can fulfill these needs
by ensuring clear communication of policies
about flexible working—and encouraging
managers to promote working boundaries and
downtime when possible.
Account for new demands during return-tooffice planning. Reconsider the expectation on
teams who are returning to the office to account
for changed demands on time for commuting,
lunch breaks, and more.
What managers can do:
Find opportunities for greater flexibility.
Flexibility matters most when it comes to
going back to the workplace. In this new
era, employees want more options, such as a
gradual return or scheduling to avoid rush hour
commutes. While flexibility approval is more
likely to be at the discretion of senior leadership,
managers can support their teams’ requests by
making inquiries or clarifications about policies if
the rules aren’t otherwise clear, and by searching
for flex opportunities where possible.
How to Provide Guidance & Support
What employers can do:
Provide training and knowledge around
benefits, solutions, and products. Offering
employee resource programs and comprehensive
benefits packages does little good if neither
employees nor managers know how to
access them or why they matter. As well as
knowing where to find resources, managers
need expertise around the specific solutions
themselves—particularly in financial and
pension planning, as that’s an area of increased
importance and concern among employees.
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Employees Want More Benefits Communication
Benefits communication is a key driver of an employee’s perception of supportive management:
More than half of employees want to hear from their manager about benefits options during open
enrollment and throughout the year—particularly younger generations.
Employees who want to hear from their
manager about benefits during open
enrollment:
All Employees
55%

Gen Z/Millennials
64%

Gen X/Boomers
48%

 mployees who want to hear from their
E
manager about benefits throughout the year:
All Employees
55%

Gen Z/Millennials
63%

Gen X/Boomers
49%

“

As a manager, I wish I had
more guidance about how
to run a team remotely."

Help managers navigate the virtual world
of management. 2 in 3 managers say that
receiving training on managing hybrid teams
would be helpful. Tsedal Neeley, a thought
leader and professor at Harvard Business
School, has conducted decades of research
to establish herself as one of the leading
experts on remote and hybrid work. One
of the most critical elements of her latest
study demonstrates that successful hybrid
or remote teams have leaders or managers
that “map out shared norms, how teams
will communicate, and how they will ensure
psychological safety is established and
maintained.”ii Ensuring managers know how
to approach a hybrid or remote team and the
type and frequency of support they should
provide is especially crucial to ensure all
reports feel part of productive community
and have fair access to the organization.
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What managers can do:
Make the most of one-on-ones. Despite the
importance of regular communication, unmet
needs remain. Regular one-on-one meetings to
discuss projects, goals, and general well-being
are a quick win to help employees feel more
supported. Additionally, consider starting all
meetings with a well-being check-in so that
wellness is seen as a priority—and not something
that can drop off the agenda when time runs
short.

E
 ncourage drop-in meetings. Maintaining
an open-door policy to discuss impromptu
challenges can also help employees feel
supported. Still, as with regular meetings,
there is a sizeable gap between the number of
employees interested in these policies and the
number of managers who offer them. Simple
communications to ensure reports know the best
way to reach you about different issues can go a
long way in narrowing these gaps.
How well
employees believe
managers are doing

How well
managers believe
they’re doing

Difference

Drop-in meeting slots to discuss issues
that arise during the week

69%

41%

28 pts

Internal presentations on best practices or to
share examples of work (ex. lunch & learns)

63%

39%

24 pts

Regular, one-on-one meetings with me about
my workload

74%

56%

19 pts

Guidance on our organization's vaccination policy

59%

42%

17 pts
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How to Promote Personal Development
What managers can do:

What managers can do:
Provide managers with guidance around
training and feedback. In the past 12 months, a
significant proportion of managers have found
training and onboarding new employees (24%)
and giving feedback to others about poor
performance (22%) challenging. Employers can
deliver on these needs with resources around
training, onboarding, and giving constructive
feedback.
Meet the changing expectations around
training and support. Direct reports look to their
manager for training and upskill opportunities,
and managers look to their employers for training
about training. Provide managers resources to
help support personal development, such as
templates, funding, and tools to expand their
leadership skillset.

 mpower reports to make their own decisions.
E
3 in 4 employees say that when their employer
provides them more decision-making agency,
they’re more likely to consider that leader
supportive. Providing reports more space to
make positive choices—such as when working
on a specific project—can help promote those
workers’ development.
C
 onduct assessment check-ins between
performance reviews. Managers are most
likely to overestimate their performance in
career mentorship. By providing regular reviews
of performance objectives in between formal
appraisals, managers can address the unmet
needs of their reports.

How well
employees believe
managers are doing
Regular reviews of my performance
objectives between appraisals

The Top 5 Types of Training and Support
Managers Want from Employers
1. Train/upskill employees
2. H
 elp my direct reports remain safe
and protected while working
3. B
 e able to direct employees to the
right solutions/programs that are
available to them

73%

How well
managers believe
they’re doing

51%

4. U
 nderstand the importance of/
successfully manage direct reports’
work-life balance
5. Improve people management/
development/coaching skills
(including conflict resolution)

Difference

22 pts
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04

Putting It
All Together
In these many months of working through the
pandemic, organizations have worked hard to
improve the employee experience. Looking at the
workforce at large, those efforts have seemingly
paid off as holistic health recovers and stress
levels stabilize.
Still, these gains have come at a cost. While
employers have strengthened their organizational
culture against a backdrop of rapidly changing
employee expectations, managers are bearing
the burden of expanding workloads and
responsibilities. This puts managers—arguably
the most influential figure in employee support
networks—at risk of being overwhelmed
themselves as they get caught in the middle of a
changing world of work.

Visit metlife.com/managers
to explore additional insights.

In this new era, managers need greater recognition
of their hard work, as well as training and support
to manage their changing roles. Guidance around
benefits, flexibility, and identifying and acting on
employee mental health concerns are all direly
needed. Furthermore, making sure managers
are not overlooked in well-being initiatives and
that they have access to the workplace benefits
they need to overcome stress and burnout will be
essential to creating a culture that survives the
current war for talent.

i https://www.cnbc.com/2021/06/09/4-million-people-quit-their-jobs-inapril-to-find-better-work.html
ii Tsedal Neeley: https://hbr.org/podcast/2021/07/building-successfulhybrid-teams
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MetLife’s 19th Annual U.S. Employee Benefits Trends Manager
Study was conducted in June-July 2021 and consists of two
distinct studies fielded by Rainmakers CSI – a global strategy,
insight and planning consultancy.

Employees
Gender
Male 
47%
Female52%
Other (including non-binary)
0.4%
Marital status
Married52%
Single, not living with partner 
26%
Single, living with partner 
11%
Divorced/Separated 
8%
Widowed 

2%

Ethnicity
Caucasian 
African-American 

66%
18%

Asian 
Other 

10%
2%

Hispanic 

14%

Non-Hispanic 

86%

Family status
Do not live with children under 18 
Live with children under 18 

62%
38%

Employer size (staff size)
2-9 
10-49 
50-199 

8%
16%
16%

Age
21-24 
25-34 

8%
19%

35-44 
45-54 

29%
17%

55-64 
65+ 

19%
7%

Personal income
Under $30,000 
$30,000-$49,999 

10%
21%

$50,000-$74,999 
$75,000-$99,999 

20%
18%

$100,000-$149,999 
$150,000 and over 

17%
12%

Prefer not to answer 

3%

Industry
Other Services 
Health Care and Social Assistance 
Educational Services 

12%
14%
11%

Information Technology 
Finance and Insurance 
Retail 

9%
8%
8%

Manufacturing 
Professional, Scientific & Technical Services 
Construction 

7%
4%
4%

200-499 

7%

500-999 

9%

Transportation and Warehousing
Public Administration 

5%
4%

1,000-4,999 
5,000-9,999 

11%
9%

Accommodation and Food Services 
Real Estate

3%
3%

24%

Arts, Entertainment and Recreation 

2%

Administration and Support and
Waste Management and Remediation

1%

10,000+ 
Geography
South 
West 

41%
19%

Northeast 
Midwest 

21%
20%

The employer survey includes 2,500 interviews with benefits
decision-makers and influencers at companies with at least two
employees. The employee survey consists of 2,651 interviews with
full-time employees, ages 21 and over, at companies with at least
two employees.

Energy & Utilities

1%

Wholesale Trade

1%

Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing 
Information 

1%
1%

Management of Companies and Enterprises
Mining, Quarrying, and Oil & Gas Extraction 

1%
0.1%
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Education
Some schooling completed/
No high school diploma

1%

High school graduate or the 
equivalent (i.e., GED)

12%

Some college credit, no degree

15%

Associate degree

11%

Bachelor’s degree 

36%

Master’s degree 

20%

Professional/Doctorate degree 

ABOUT METLIFE

5%

MetLife, Inc. (NYSE: MET), through its
subsidiaries and affiliates ("MetLife"),
is one of the world's leading financial
services companies, providing insurance,
annuities, employee benefits and asset
management to help its individual and
institutional customers navigate their
changing world. Founded in 1868, MetLife
has operations in more than 40 countries
and holds leading market positions in the
United States, Japan, Latin America, Asia,
Europe and the Middle East.
For more information visit
www.metlife.com

ABOUT RAINMAKERS CSI
Rainmakers CSI is a UK-based global
strategy, insight and planning consultancy
with a focus on delivering game-changing
commercial impact. Since our inception
in 2007, we’ve worked collaboratively
with leading companies to help define
opportunities for brands, categories and
businesses. Our expertise spans not only
Financial Services, but also Food and
Drink, Beauty, Healthcare, Telecoms,
Technology, Entertainment, and Travel.
Our programs and client relationships
span all continents, with 50% of our work
originating in the US.
For more information visit
www.rainmakerscsi.com
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