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Abstract

:

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused a loss of the sense of financial security among employees. The consequence is decreased productivity, affecting employers who also suffer related costs. Actions to support employees’ financial wellness are therefore important and necessary, especially in the case of those working in the strategic sector ensuring national energy security. The main aim of the article is to present, from the theoretical and practical point of view, the essence and role of Employee Financial Wellness Programs (EFWPs) in the creation of an effective incentive system in energy sector companies in Poland during the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The following research methods were used: critical analysis of source literature, comparative analysis of existing data and the descriptive method with elements of deductive reasoning. In order to collect primary data, the indirect survey method was used, namely, the CAWI Internet survey technique, which was addressed to the main energy generation sector entities in the country. The research has shown that financial wellness instruments are new to the Polish market, where they have been in limited operation since 2021. It was confirmed that some companies in the energy sector are using such innovative tools, but they also show the need and interest to implement more extensive and comprehensive Employee Financial Wellness Programs that will reduce the financial stress of employees while motivating them to work more efficiently during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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1. Introduction


The defining feature of the socio-economic crisis triggered by COVID-19 has been a an immediate slowdown or complete stoppage of production and consumption. This resulted in a complete reversal of the labour market situation. Many organisations embarked on cost-saving measures: staff reductions, salary cuts or incentive reductions.



The COVID-19 pandemic has also negatively affected the comfort of life and mental wellbeing of many employees, intensified employment concerns and reduced the sense of financial security. As a result, organisations were forced to revise their offerings towards employees to make their benefit budgets as effective as possible amidst the search for savings. To mitigate the negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, employers should consider implementing Employee Financial Wellness Programs (EFWPs) to support and enhance employee motivation. EFWPs program services such as short-term loans, debt management services and financial advisory services help staff cope with financial stress created by changes in the labour market [1,2].



The study presented herein contributes to better understanding the gap in the essence and role of Employee Financial Wellness Programs and, in particular, in the implementation and operation of this new instrument in companies in Poland, including energy sector entities. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, research in this area is still very limited, as revealed by a systematic literature review conducted between September and November 2021. Based on selected databases, namely, Scopus, Web of Science, Elsevier, Emerald, EBSCO and Wiley Online Library, a modest number of papers and a knowledge gap in the discussed area were demonstrated. The number of articles with the search terms “financial wellness program” or “employee financial wellness” is very low (ranging from three to eight in individual databases), while searching for the aforementioned phrases together with the word “energy sector” did not return any items, as shown in Table 1.



Employee Financial Wellness Programs are an example of a new strategy for dealing with the financial stress experienced by many employees. The tool is mainly applied in the USA and selected Western European countries. In Poland, no studies have been conducted on employers’ interest in EFWPs as a new type of incentive benefit, particularly useful in times of economic crisis. The literature lacks studies on the use of EFWPs in the specific area of the economy, which is the energy sector.




2. Materials and Methods


The subject area of Employee Financial Wellness Programs is a new research field undertaken in the literature on management, economics, finance and even health. The main aim of the paper is to present, from the theoretical and practical perspective, the essence and role of Employee Financial Wellness Programs (EFWPs) in creating an effective incentive system in enterprises of the energy sector in Poland during the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.



The paper raises the following main research question: “Is the application of an innovative instrument for motivating employees—Employee Financial Wellness Program—during the COVID-19 pandemic possible at enterprises of the energy sector in Poland?” and the following additional auxiliary questions:




	
Do EFWPs operate in Poland and in what form?



	
Which sectors of the Polish economy are predisposed to implement EFWP in all areas (payroll loans, financial education, financial coaching) in the context of their specific national conditions?








The aim of the study and the verification of the research questions was based on a critical analysis of source literature, comparative analysis of existing data and using the descriptive method with elements of deductive reasoning. In order to collect primary data, the indirect survey method was used, namely, the CAWI Internet survey technique, which was addressed to the main energy entities in Poland.



Selection of the energy sector for the study was based on a thorough analysis of the Polish economy sectors in terms of predestination to implement the concept of employee financial wellness programs. The energy sector was selected for the study. This was due to the fact that salaries are therein generally at a moderate level; however, one should point out that the average monthly salary is higher there than the average monthly salary in Poland. One of the factors determining selection for research is the fact that a significant percentage of people employed in this sector work in conditions involving exposure to factors which are harmful and hazardous to their health [3]. Hence, motivation with innovative tools is justified in the context of maintaining employment stability. In addition, this is a strategic sector of key importance to the national energy security, so its employees should be particularly well-motivated to work effectively. Moreover, surveys addressed to representatives of this sector’s enterprises indicated that they would be able to bear certain costs of introducing innovative incentive tools. Another argument was that the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic and the crisis it caused thereby forced entrepreneurs to modify their existing motivational systems in this sector as well.



In the course of addressing the research issues, it was first necessary to determine the structure of the sector under analysis. Poland’s energy sector consists of four business segments: generation, transmission (Polskie Sieci Elektroenergetyczne is responsible for transmission), distribution and retail sales. The energy market in Poland is dominated by four large energy groups: PGE, Tauron, Enea and Energa, which generate approximately 70% of the country’s energy. The four companies dominating the market (i.e., PGE, Tauron, Enea and Energa) employ a total of over 92,700 people. In addition, Innogy Polska, which manages the capital’s electricity network, operates in Warsaw. The survey was addressed to 5 leading power operators in Poland (i.e., Tauron, PGE, Energa, Enea and Innogy Polska). The sample selection was targeted. The survey was conducted in January 2022. Responses were received from 2 entities, which represents a response rate of 40%.



In pursuit of the research objective, the first part of the paper, which is based on a literature review, presents the essence of financial wellness and Employee Financial Wellness Programs. The following section indicates the need for changes in the method of motivating employees during the crisis (in energy sector companies), and the concept of EFWPs was considered feasible in energy sector entities during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study ends with conclusions. As the issue undertaken is extensive and multifaceted, the paper focuses on the presentation of the most important problems.




3. Literature Review


The importance of financial security for working individuals and their families has been increasing steadily nowadays due to economic uncertainty and, currently, the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, the term of financial wellness is often used to describe a person’s level of financial security. Joo [4] presents financial wellness as a universal, multidimensional concept, encompassing financial satisfaction, objective financial status, financial attitudes and behaviours that cannot be assessed by a single tool or measure. Consequently, there is no clear definition of how financial wellness should be understood from an individual’s point of view, as pointed out by Strumpel [5] in his considerations as early as 1976, followed in later years by Hayhoe [6], Wilhelm and Varcoe [7], George [8], Porter and Garman [9] and Baek and DeVaney [10]. Derived from the definition of general well-being, financial wellness may mean the state of being financially secure, happy and worry-free, which may be an important concept for both employees (workers) and employers.



Financial wellness research is relatively new. The concept of financial wellness became the focus of research in the last years of the 20th and early 21st century. Before that, many researchers tried to explain, predict or even define similar concepts such as financial well-being, financial satisfaction and economic well-being. These terms are usually used interchangeably with financial wellness, but they do not actually mean the same thing. Economic well-being and financial well-being are often mistakenly treated as equivalents of financial wellness. Given this, Hayhoe [11] observed that economic well-being is a broad definition and should be considered in relation to the perception of satisfaction with one’s material or financial situation to a composite perception of both the tangible and intangible aspects of an individual’s financial situation [5].



Joo and Garman [12] defined personal financial wellness as a comprehensive concept that includes financial satisfaction, objective status of financial position, financial perception and behaviour that cannot be assessed by a single tool. On the other hand, Fergusson, Horwood and Beautrais [13] described economic well-being through the level of financial inputs, such as income and assets. Other researchers treat economic well-being as monetary income, real or full income, subjective income or perceived income adequacy. Many researchers have attempted to develop a conceptual model for determinants of financial well-being using a variety of research methods [4,7,9,14], but determinants for good financial wellness have been found to be complex in nature, comprising an individual’s objective and subjective financial status, situational behavioural assessment of personal finances and satisfaction with personal financial situation, which cannot be assessed by a single measure [4]. Joo [4] also observed higher levels of financial wellness correlated with higher performance ratings, lower absenteeism and less time loss from work. In summary, financial wellness can be conceptualised as a level of financial health that includes satisfaction with material and non-material aspects of one’s financial situation, perception (or subjective assessment) of financial stability, including adequacy of financial resources.



It is noted that in practice, financial wellness is a tangible concept characterised by multidisciplinary character, as it does not only refer to financial aspects but also to social, sociological, health, legal and economic issues, among others. Therefore, according to [15], the concept of financial wellness must encompass a multidisciplinary approach, which is related to the concept of so-called well-being. Therefore, Zimmerman [16] explained the term “well-being” as the state of being healthy, happy and free from deprivation, i.e., the result of long-term processes of socialisation and development and concurrent environmental conditions and processes. He conceptualised it as a combination of satisfaction in the areas of both work and marriage, leisure, family and housing and as the degree to which basic needs are met. Importantly, individuals would primarily like to experience economic or financial well-being [17,18].



One should add that there are relatively few theoretical considerations based on empirical studies of the relationship between financial wellness and personal finance. For example, many researchers have tried to explain personal financial wellness in the context of consumer and family economics [5,7,9,14]. In conclusion, researchers argue that the conceptual model for the determinants of financial wellness is significant [19].



From the above investigations of the researchers on the topic, an important conclusion may be drawn: financial matters are certainly among the most important issues in daily life, as they affect not only an individual’s personal and family life, but also their professional life. Studies [20,21,22,23] have shown a link between workplace productivity and poor financial behaviour [24,25]. According to Brown [20], employees’ financial problems were one of the four major workplace problems and affected employee productivity and performance [21,22] in the context of employees’ financial difficulties [20,26]. In turn, Garman, Leech and Grable [21] also pointed out the negative impact of inadequate financial behaviour of employees on their families and employers. On the other hand, Williams, Lown, Haldeman, Garman, Fletcher and Cramer [23] considered the relationships (direct and indirect) between financial distress and workplace efficiency. In some cases, workplace anxiety caused by financial distress interferes with the performance of job duties. In addition to these direct relationships, indirect relationships are also formed as a result of financial stress. This type of stress affects family and marital relationships as well as physical and mental health [27].



This is why financial security is so important for employees as well as employers, since it is associated with absenteeism, increased stress, reduced actual working time but also reduced productivity and higher healthcare costs. Behaviours associated with financial distress include, for example, excessive borrowing, increased spending, unwise use of credit, poor spending decisions, poor money management and not enough money to survive until the next payday [21,28].



Another important aspect is financial education, which emphasises more than just saving and investing to secure one’ s retirement. However, innovative employers are taking a more comprehensive approach towards financial education in the workplace. They offer ongoing employee education programs that focus on saving and investing for retirement security, while also emphasising wise selection of employee benefits, making personal assessments of credit use and money management and understanding how to take advantage of consumer protection laws [29].



Organisations seek productive employees and fund a variety of health programmes to support a healthy and productive workforce and motivate them appropriately [30,31]. Several factors affect employee productivity, but financial security is one of the most significant, as financials are a major source of stress for low-rank employees [32]. Employee Financial Wellness Programs are the answer to the identified problems.



EFWPs aim to address overall financial health of employees [33] with personalised financial services. EFWPs are delivered through various channels in the workplace, including benefit brokers, employee assistance programs, retirement and insurance plan providers, local non-profit organisations and government agencies, mobile and online platforms as well as financial institutions [34,35].



EFWPs can therefore also be defined as schemes aimed at improving the financial stability of employees, independent of pension and insurance benefits [36]. EFWPs thus play a particular role in enhancing financial stability among employees, especially those with low and moderate income (LMI i.e., low- and moderate-income). A broader definition treats the concept under analysis as [33]:




	
Having control over day-to-day, month-to-month finances;



	
Having the capability to absorb a financial shock;



	
Being on track to meet financial goals;



	
Having the financial freedom to make choices that allow one to enjoy life.








Figure 1 illustrates the general concept of EFWPs. It presents the main areas of EFWPs: financial education in the workplace, financial coaching in the workplace and payroll loans and highlights examples of services offered by employers in financial wellness programs. They are all designed to achieve the objectives of improving financial security by, among other things, changing employees’ financial behaviour.



The primary factor affecting individuals’ security and well-being is their ability to control their day-to-day and month-to-month personal finances, as well as ability to absorb unpredictable financial shocks [33]. These factors are particularly relevant given the economic uncertainty created by COVID-19. Academic discourse points to the need for funding programs to improve individuals’ financial wellness.



Hampton, Wolter, Fox-Dichter and Frank-Miller [37] note that there are several types of employee financial wellness programs (EFWPs), including workplace financial advisory, workplace credit building and small loans offered by the employer. Devoting time to the employee and being able to tailor EFWPs to the individual is what motivates best, translating into physical and mental health, and additionally provides an opportunity for employers to build trust and deepen their relationship with the employee [36]. Jeff Tulloch [38] emphasises that the implementation of Employee Financial Wellness Programs is not a one-off activity but an ongoing process that will evolve with the needs of employees. Ultimately, for employers who prepare for this role and take the time to develop and customise a scheme for employees, these impacts increase employee engagement, satisfaction and loyalty. Pyron and Pettus [39] believe that forward-thinking companies recognise the link between providing comprehensive benefits and developing a more engaged workforce. To meet these different comfort levels and better align resources with individual needs, employers need to offer programs that are comprehensive, whether targeting employees beginning their career path or ending it (retirement). Employer-sponsored financial wellbeing programs can make a significant difference in helping employees find financial stability. Typically designed to complement existing benefits and compensation programs, these programs aim to appeal to employees throughout their careers.



Fox-Dichter, Zeng, Despard, Frank-Miller and Germain [40] argue that Employee Financial Wellness Programs aim to improve the financial well-being of employees through services such as financial coaching, salary advances and short-term instalment loans, credit advisory, debt management and online financial management tools. EFWPs can be thought of as tools to help employees in unexpected financial distress achieve stability, e.g., in connection with unexpected medical expenses or declining income [41], material hardship [42]—difficulty meeting basic living conditions or needs such as food, medical care and housing [43].



EFWPs are thought to have emerged as a distinct model of employee benefits, which marks a paradigm shift in both the purpose and substance of benefits. The traditional role of employee benefits is changing because organisations are taking an increasingly holistic approach to promoting employee financial security. A similar definition implies that financial well-being is “financial security for achieving life goals” [25]. Financial well-being is influenced by personal characteristics, financial literacy, financial behaviour, financial circumstances and financial stressors [44]. Hannon, Covington, Despard, Frank-Miller, and Grinstein-Weiss [45] note that the term EFWP is defined inconsistently in the field. It is often used to describe a range of financial products and services offered by employers, and these offerings may or may not support employees’ overall financial well-being. Typically, it refers exclusively to pension and insurance education for employees administered by large providers. In contrast, EFWP vendors and advocates of financial wellness benefits offer a more expansive definition of such programs. Unlike conventional financial education programs (e.g., financial workshops) and typical workplace benefits (e.g., education on retirement. insurance plans), EFWPs often combine elements in a way that “assesses and supports” employee financial wellness [33,46]. The programs do not offer a uniform array to all employees but are rather personalised, based on acquired information and aimed at changing employee behaviour [47]



At the core of most EFWPs is, therefore, investment in employees. Research by Boxall [48] and Lambert [49] provides theoretical evidence for the benefit of investing in human resources. Many studies document the benefits of investing in human resources of manufacturing sector firms, but Boxall [48] found that such investments in the service sector can provide even greater competitive advantage. In addition, Batt and Colvin [50] observe that turnover rates are lower among service sector workers whose employers provide long-term incentives, such as pensions, than among workers not offered with such incentives [12,33,51,52]. Lambert’s model [49] illustrates the link between employee benefit programs and improved perceptions of organisational support, i.e., high returns that can be achieved by organisations that implement competitive workplace benefit programs.



Many recent studies have linked employee financial well-being to better employer outcomes [25]. Financially healthy employees tended to be more willing to take risks, and employers used wellness programs as tools for recruitment, talent management and brand building [53], as well as for increasing shareholder equity [25]. Many employers have also implemented EFWPs to demonstrate corporate social responsibility [33].



Zellner [54] has shown that Employee Financial Wellness Programs are based on both existing and new methods of improving employee financial security.



In conclusion, one should note that the literature review conducted has shown that, in the future, EFWPs will continue to be an integral part of employee benefit packages. Organisations will increase employee engagement, offer more personalised financial education programs and experiences to meet the needs of each employee’s unique financial situation. In addition, employers will expand their financial benefits with new solutions that relate to specific employee programs. Through Employee Financial Wellness Programs, a company’s employees can achieve their financial goals with the tools offered by employers as support. At the same time, it is indicated that the effectiveness of these programs is contingent on economic stability [45].




4. Changes in the Field of Motivating during COVID-19


Motivating employees is an issue that is gaining increasing importance nowadays. It represents consciously influencing and affecting people’s behaviour [55,56]. It is the process of deliberately influencing people’s motives to behave in such a way that they achieve the goal set by the motivator [57,58]. Motivating focuses on the selection of incentives most effective in stimulating employees to act. The prerequisite for effectiveness of this selection is awareness of the employees’ real needs [59,60,61,62,63]. In creating an incentive system, it is necessary to take into account a number of factors affecting its functioning, especially the actual needs of employees [64,65,66,67]. Moreover, these needs change with age, family or economic situation [68,69,70]. This is particularly evident at the time of pandemic, where the sense of health and financial security becomes particularly important. At this time of crisis, triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic, employees’ financial insecurity increases and their stress levels rise. Most people do not have enough savings to secure their future due to stagnant wages, increasing job insecurity and rising costs of living. For example, 60% of the US workforce have insufficient savings to secure their future due to stagnant wages, increasing job insecurity and rising healthcare costs [71]. Employers note a significant impact of this negative phenomenon on the functioning and development of the entire company [72]. In this aspect, modern methods of motivating employees become even more important, while Employee Financial Wellness Programs can meet the financial challenges of employees and bring benefits to employers [36].



In terms of changes in motivating with the concept of Employee Financial Wellness Programs, the use of modern solutions such as webinars, online classes or game formats can be helpful [73]. In addition, employers can take advantage of existing programs and technology systems, offering employees with round-the-clock access to personalised financial tools. Advocates of EFWPs argue that workplaces are natural environments in which employees can learn and use financial skills [45]. Workplaces allow large numbers of employees to be reached through a single scheme, offering attractive opportunities to scale financial wellbeing efforts. Increased scale reduces the cost of financial products for employees, who would incur significantly higher costs if they purchased such services through the commercial retail market.



Implementation of EFWPs at energy sector companies is a multi-stage process (Figure 2). It consists of several interrelated stages. As can be seen from Figure 2, the final stage, i.e., possible modification, should take into account the sectoral conditions in which the company implementing EFWPs operates.



Changes in incentive systems taking into account the concept of Employee Financial Wellness Programs are mainly actions focused on [36]:




	
Offering an EFWP as an additional benefit within the incentive system to improve the quality of employees’ financial lives;



	
Designing incentive system services based on identified financial challenges of employees and their families, so that tailored services can be implemented within the EFWPs;



	
Assisting employees to manage so-called financial contingencies that arise in their daily financial lives;



	
Help with financial planning for the future. Support should be tailored to the employee’s age, financial situation and capabilities, as well as composition and expectations of their family.








Implementation of Employee Financial Wellness Programs will benefit both employees and employers. A detailed list of these is provided in Table 2.



The need for the use of Employee Financial Wellness Programs is strongly related to an employee’s financial situation. This is particularly important for low- and moderate-income (LMI) employees. LMI households experience higher levels of financial stress because they have less savings to cope with financial crises [74]. LMI households are also more likely than higher-income households to take advantage of more predatory credit products, such as instant loans [75]. Given this context, EFWPs that aim to mitigate wage volatility and provide alternatives to predatory lending may be appropriate for LMI employees [76].



Moreover, actively promoting thereof, as well as maintaining discretion, may determine the success of implementing this concept within the incentive system. In turn, the use of feedback can help to improve the performance of this innovation, allowing changes to be made on an ongoing basis and adapting the scheme to the needs of the employees of a particular organisation.




5. Results


Employee Financial Wellness Programs are new to the Polish market and have been in operation only since 2021. The introduction of these instruments was supported by earlier research (conducted in December 2020) [77], which shows that every third surveyed Pole feels the effects of economic slowdown in a negative way. Additionally, the financial situation is one of the three strongest sources of stress for Polish employees, right after health and family happiness.



In Poland, EFWPs are limited to one area only, i.e., payroll loans. PZU Cash was the first company to offer the Cash portal www.portalcash.pl; (accessed on 10 January 2022), an online service where employees can take advantage of the offer of these specific financial benefits. In Western Europe and the United States, such platforms are available, for example, at the following websites: salaryfinance.com or wagestream.com (accessed on 10 January 2022).



So far, the Cash portal is the only provider of this type of solution in Poland, changing the current approach of employers to issues related to building employees’ financial well-being towards an employer partnership in the area of managing employees’ personal finances. Employers who partner with PZU Cash are able to offer employees quick access to safe and ethical loans and credits on attractive terms. The portal is very simple to operate, and most importantly, the employer does not bear the cost of implementing or providing loans or credits to employees. Thus, the services are available to companies that cannot devote too many resources, both financial and organisational, to implementing the project. The benefit provider prepares a special website for each employer. Internet access to the Cash platform and an individual code allow all employees of a given company to use the services at any time and also on their personal mobile devices. Employees with an employment contract can take advantage of low-interest loans for any purpose. Employees do not need to provide proof of earnings, as this is taken care of by their employer, and instalments are automatically deducted from their salary. The entire process of taking advantage of the offer is handled remotely.



Currently, three standard services are offered under the Cash portal:



Mini Cash Loan—up to PLN 5000 (approx. EUR 1090), repayable in one instalment from one’s salary the following month after taking out the loan;



Cash Loan—these are loans granted for a period of 3 to 36 months with a maximum amount of up to PLN 50,000 (approx. EUR 10,900);



Cash consolidation loan—an offer to repay the employee’s loans and credits. A loan from PLN 500 to as much as PLN 200,000 (approx. EUR 850 to approx. EUR 43,500), which allows one to sort out finances and pay only one instalment.



Furthermore, the Cash platform is currently used by employees of large, medium and small enterprises in both the private and public sector. Among them are entities from the energy sector, as confirmed by an analysis of the Cash portal database. According to data provided by the PZU Group, at the end of 2021, nearly 3100 companies in total, employing a total of more than 388,000 employees, had access to the portal. Relatively broad access to this instrument, despite the relatively short period of its operation on the market, is a result of its simplicity and, above all, cost-free nature for employers. The introduction of EFWPs in the full version, i.e., including payroll loans, financial education and financial coaching is more difficult, requires the involvement of greater employer resources (also financial), and therefore, it seems that the number of potential users of this tool in Poland is limited.



When analysing the Polish market, one should emphasise that remuneration of employees in particular industries varies. According to the data for 2020, the lowest salaries were paid to employees working in sectors financed from the state budget, such as culture and art, science and education or health services (Figure 3). It seems that the conditions of functioning of these sectors (such as, among others, relatively low salaries, financing from the state budget, high level of underfunding), the necessity to incur costs of introducing financial wellness programs (financial or organisational), as well as the current socio-economic situation in the country (pandemic, high inflation, beginning of the great tax reform in January 2022) justify that the development and implementation of comprehensive EFWPs in these industries would be very difficult at present and, according to the authors, even unrealistic in many cases.



It may be assumed that employees of the analysed sectors with the lowest salaries would be interested in solutions offered under the concept of Employee Financial Wellness Programs; however, the indicated factors suggest that it is unlikely, at least in the short-term perspective. On the other hand, the highest salaries are earned in Poland by employees of the following sectors: information technologies, banking and telecommunication (Figure 3). These sectors were also excluded from the study due to the fact that it is originally assumed that the programs in question are targeted at low- and middle-income earners. Employees in the highest-earning industries are therefore not the target group for financial wellness, and their high level of salaries makes the services that are offered under EFMPs accessible to them on the market, as they do not represent a financial barrier and burden on the household budget. Thus, the level of income received by employees in the energy sector in Poland, in addition to the other arguments indicated in Materials and Methods, argues in favour of conducting survey research on EFWPs specifically at these companies.



Respondents from the energy sector were initially asked: Do they use the Employee Financial Wellness Programs solutions in the employee motivation process? It should be noted that as this issue is new, an auxiliary definition of EFWP was included in the survey. It was explained that it is a concept for improving the financial well-being of employees and mitigating the negative effects of financial stress on their performance at work, through activities such as financial advisory services and soft loans. Responses to this question were mixed. In one case, the answer was that the respondent did not use the indicated incentive instrument. In another answer, the respondent stated, “I don’t know, but maybe through some motivational activities we use elements of this strategy”. The employers’ database of the Cash portal includes enterprises from the energy sector, belonging to the surveyed capital groups; therefore, this answer should be considered reliable. Survey results confirm that this is certainly a new instrument on the Polish market, as well as in the energy sector, which has not been used so far in all surveyed entities. At the same time, one may conclude that financial wellness (FW) instruments may be confused with others. It should be pointed out at this point that the discussed instruments under the umbrella of EFWPs may seem similar to those operating in Poland under the framework of the so-called social benefits that companies are obliged to provide in accordance with applicable regulations. They include, e.g., employee loans, hence the need to indicate differences between these instruments (Table 3).



The Company Social Benefits Fund [79] is obligatory in Poland for employers with at least 50 FTEs. Other employers may create the Fund on a voluntary basis. Exceptions to this rule are employers conducting business in the form of budgetary units and local government budgetary institutions, which are required to create the Company Social Benefits Fund [ZFŚS] regardless of the number of employees. The Fund entails the obligation to calculate and pay a contribution, as well as to manage the funds. Details are provided in the regulations of individual entities.



The first difference between WF instruments and ZFŚS is, therefore, the basis for establishment. In the first case, it is voluntary for entrepreneurs, while in the second case it results from national legal regulations [79]. Another aspect is the nature of these instruments. In the case of the WF it is motivational, while in the case of the Company Social Benefits Fund, it is social, i.e., related to meeting material and living needs of the members of society—in this case, employees and their families, pensioners and retired individuals—former employees and their families. The beneficiaries in this case are not only currently employed employees, as is the case with WF. Therefore, this is another distinguishing feature of the analysed tool.



The forms of services that can be provided under the Company Social Benefits Fund are strictly defined by law (various forms of leisure, cultural and educational activities, sports and recreation, childcare, etc.). In the case of the WF, on the other hand, it is the employer who defines these forms. This is important in the case of, e.g., payroll loans, whose purpose is strictly defined under the Fund, which also limits the purposes of spending.



In Poland, employees may also receive payroll loans within the framework of the so-called savings and loan associations (KZP) [80]. Their functioning also results from legal regulations, and they can be established if 10 employees declare a willingness to join. Their purpose is primarily to support employees (including pensioners and retired individuals as former employees) by granting short- and long-term loans and assistance in cases of hardship experienced by members of the fund. The purpose of these loans, as well as their amount, are therefore strictly defined. The functioning of savings and loan associations is based on the fact that employees, by paying a certain amount into the association every month, accumulate their contribution, from which they can later receive a loan in case of need, and in case of resignation from the association, they can regain the money saved [81]. In conclusion, the essence and features of payroll loans under the Company Social Benefit Fund or the savings and loan associations are quite different from those offered under the EFWPs.



All respondents confirmed that the analysed concept of Employee Financial Wellness Programs could be applied at enterprises of the energy sector in Poland. This should be assessed positively in the context of the prospects for implementing this tool. It also proves that the necessity of modification of incentive systems in the surveyed companies is also acknowledged in the context of the negative effects caused by the coronavirus pandemic. All respondents answered unequivocally that applying the full concept of Employee Financial Wellness Programs could become an effective tool for motivating employees in the energy sector during the COVID-19 pandemic. It can therefore be assumed that they see potential in the presented incentive instrument.



Respondents were also asked whether financial coaching as an element of an incentive system could be perceived positively by employees of energy companies. In this case, the answers were varied. In one case, a confirmatory answer was given, while in another, “I don’t know” was marked. Thus, the indicated survey results can be interpreted, on the one hand, as a need to implement financial coaching and, on the other hand, as—perhaps—difficulties in understanding this new, innovative motivational tool operating within the EFWPs.




6. Conclusions


The paper focuses on a new and innovative employee motivation instrument called Employee Financial Wellness Programs, based on the strategy of improving the financial well-being of employees and mitigating the negative impact of financial stress on their performance at work in enterprises of the energy sector. The motivational instruments known so far were not directly aimed at taking care of employees’ health in the aspect of the so-called financial stress. It is known, however, that proper human capital management, including motivating employees, may contribute to increasing their productivity at work and, consequently, to achieving better economic and financial results for the enterprise and, in turn, to improving its market competitiveness. The application of an innovative instrument for motivating employees—Employee Financial Wellness Program—during the COVID-19 pandemic is possible at enterprises of the energy sector in Poland.



The considerations presented in the article have certain limitations. These include the small number of respondents surveyed, which limits the generalisability of findings. However, the analysis conducted in the article may serve as a basis for further academic discussion and future research on larger samples of entrepreneurs, which will enable a more complete diagnosis of the needs and opportunities for the implementation of EFWPs in company incentive systems. Another limitation was the use of the CAVI interview method in the research, where only closed-ended questions were used. An additional limitation was the small number of respondents, which does not ensure representativeness and does not always allow the results and conclusions to be extended to the entire population.



The research conducted allowed verifying existing knowledge in the area of Employee Financial Wellness Programs in the aspect of introducing these instruments to Polish enterprises. The study confirmed that the topic of EFWPs has been noticed by few Polish energy enterprises, including those from the energy sector. The introduction of payroll loans for employees in 2021 in Poland within the framework of the Cash portal allows the conclusion that, in the short term, there will be fairly rapid development of this instrument among Polish employers. It has been shown that there is a demand for new, innovative instruments of incentive systems in Poland in enterprises of the energy sector. Certainly, this has been contributed to by the crisis caused by the COVID-19 coronavirus, which caused the loss of motivational “power” of some incentive tools, thus forcing the modification of enterprise systems (including energy). Stress related to the financial situation of employees in Poland is also decisive.



The authors’ contribution to the literature is the analysis, assessment and identification of industries which, operating in Polish conditions, seem to be the most suited to implement financial wellness instruments. The literature so far does not contain research on the concept of EFWPs in relation to the situation and conditions on the Polish market. The research conducted by the authors in the energy sector should be treated as an introduction to further in-depth analyses in this regard. Another important contribution is the identification and characterisation of the first financial wellness tool in Poland—the Cash platform. Another important research contribution to the literature is identification and demonstration of differences between financial wellness instruments and instruments functioning in Poland in the social area (in the scope of Company Social Benefit Fund (ZFŚS) and savings and loan associations). It has been shown that the difference between payroll loans in these two instruments is significant.



On the basis of the literature, analysis of the operating conditions of enterprises in Poland and the author’s own research, it is possible to indicate two scenarios showing the prospects for development of Employee Financial Wellness Programs, also in the energy sector. In the optimistic scenario, it should be assumed that EFWPs will be implemented at Polish companies as an element of incentive systems; at the initial stage, they will be based on payroll loans, but gradually, they will be extended to other areas. On the other hand, in the pessimistic scenario, it should be assumed that Polish EWFPs will be dominated by payroll loans.



It seems that comprehensive Employee Financial Wellness Programs (including payroll loans, financial education and financial coaching) in Poland will first be introduced in industries with rather moderate and higher wage levels, including the energy industry. Companies where employees earn too little to bear the potential costs of market services related to broadly defined financial advisory/education/coaching are predestined to introduce these incentive instruments. Observations also indicate that in Poland, the programmes in question will be introduced at larger companies, which have quite extensive incentive systems with multiple benefits. It is important that these entities will also be able to bear the costs of developing and introducing such programs, both organisational and financial ones.



Research has shown that EFWPs are likely to be adapted to Polish realities and conditions. Market observation and information obtained from enterprises of the energy sector indicate that EFWPs constructed solely on the basis of payroll loans were introduced in Poland as a first step. The attempts to introduce the analysed programs, the involvement of companies in caring for the financial comfort of employees and the development of their incentive systems should be evaluated positively. From the point of view of the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic as well as high inflation and tax changes implemented in Poland, this area of EFWPs can certainly now be a priority when it comes to the needs of many employees.



It is worrying that the other areas of EFWPs, i.e., financial education in the workplace and financial coaching in the workplace, which are at the heart of the analysed programs, are omitted at least in companies’ initial analyses. EFWPs are likely to be introduced in stages. In case of their expansion, entrepreneurs will have to decide whether they are able to guarantee selected services within their own resources (e.g., human resources, including specialists in financial education and coaching, as well as financial resources for loans) or whether they will resort to external services (outsourcing).



The presented concept of EFWPs corresponds with the global 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development adopted by the UN in the area of ensuring quality education for all and promoting lifelong learning, as well as in the area of promoting stable, sustainable and inclusive economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all. On the European level, in turn, it is in line with the European Union’s cohesion policy for the development of human resources. The Cohesion Policy 2021–2027 aims, inter alia, at building a Europe with a stronger social dimension through the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights. The examined concept is also in line with the Europe 2030 project, where the EU should support the goal of good health of Europeans—a prime social and economic asset. Last but not least, the concept of EFWPs is in line with the Strategy of Human Capital Development in Poland by 2030, whose main goal is to increase human capital and social cohesion, including through ensuring better quality of human capital in as many areas as possible (e.g., health, education and competences).
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Figure 1. Elements of Employee Financial Wellness Programs structure. Source: Own study. 
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Figure 2. Stages of constructing an Employee Financial Wellness Program at an enterprise. Source: Own study. 
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Figure 3. Medians of monthly salaries of individuals employed in selected industries in Poland in 2020 (gross, in EUR). Source: [78]. According to the average currency exchange rates of NBP (National Bank of Poland) of 31 December 2020. 






Figure 3. Medians of monthly salaries of individuals employed in selected industries in Poland in 2020 (gross, in EUR). Source: [78]. According to the average currency exchange rates of NBP (National Bank of Poland) of 31 December 2020.



[image: Energies 15 02102 g003]







[image: Table] 





Table 1. Number of articles by search terms and databases.
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	Database
	“Emplyee Financial

Wellness Progam” or “Finnacial Wellness

Program”
	“Emplyee Financial Wellness

Progam” or “Finacial Wellness

Program” and “Energy Sector”





	Scopus
	8
	0



	Web of Science
	3
	0



	Elsevier
	5
	0



	Emerald
	3
	0



	EBSCO
	3
	0







Source: Own study.
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Table 2. Potential benefits of implementing EFWPs.
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	For Employers
	For Employees





	investment in employees;
	sense of financial security;



	element of an innovative incentive system;
	self-development in terms of finance;



	improved effectiveness of the incentive system;
	easy access to comprehensive financial services in the workplace;



	lower employee turnover;
	opportunities to improve personal/household financial management;



	enhancing a positive image of the organisation;
	making sound credit decisions;



	increase in productivity/effectiveness/engagement/of employees;
	sense of stability at work;



	improvement of economic and financial results of the enterprise;
	job satisfaction;



	strengthening the competitive edge of the company;
	reduction of financial debt;



	possibility to use EFWP as a tool for recruitment, talent management and brand building;
	reduced financial stress;



	element of corporate social responsibility.
	improved financial behaviour;



	
	increased awareness of saving;



	
	acquisition of ability to set financial goals and develop action plans to achieve them;



	
	acquiring the skills to deal with difficult/crisis situations in the financial area;



	
	awareness of the possibility to obtain support from specialists in the workplace;



	
	increased motivation to work;

awareness of being supported by the employer.







Source: Own study.













[image: Table] 





Table 3. Summary of differences between Employee Financial Wellness Programs and solutions applied by enterprises in Poland within social funds.






Table 3. Summary of differences between Employee Financial Wellness Programs and solutions applied by enterprises in Poland within social funds.





	
Criterion

	
Employee Financial Wellness Programs (EFWP)

	
Social Company Funds




	
Company Social Benefits Fund (ZFŚS)

	
Employee Saving and Loan Association (KZP)






	
Legal basis

	
None

	
Yes

	
Yes




	
Nature of the instrument for the enterprise

	
Voluntary

	
Mandatory or voluntary, depending on criteria established by law

	
Mandatory if at least 10 employees so wish (employee benefit)




	
Main objective

	
Sense of financial security and motivation of employees to work more productively

	
Satisfies material and subsistence needs of members

	
Material assistance




	
Beneficiaries

	
Employees

	
Employees and their families, pensioners and retired individuals—former employees and their families and other persons

to whom the employer has granted the entitlement under the rules

	
Employees and their families, pensioners and retired individuals




	
Availability

	
Condition for joining the program

	
No conditions

	
Condition of membership in KZP




	
Products

	
Depending on the needs of employees in the following areas: financial education in the workplace

financial coaching in the workplace,

payroll loans

	
- Support (including financial) for leisure activities, cultural and educational activities, sports and recreational activities, care of children at nurseries, children’s clubs, day care centres or nannies, in kindergartens and other forms of pre-school education,

- Granting material assistance—in kind or financially (loan, assistance), as well as repayable or non-repayable aid for housing purposes under the conditions specified in the agreement

	
Loan

Non-repayable assistance




	
Sources of financing

	
External—under a contract with a bank or other financial institution

Internal—with the use of the company’s financial resources

	
Annual basic contribution from the employer’s funds, calculated in relation to the average number of employees (the amount of contribution is regulated by law)

	
Members’ monthly contributions—usually deducted from salaries




	
Purpose of the loan

	
Any

	
Strictly defined

	
Strictly defined








Source: Own study.
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