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Protecting  
Those We Love 
The Role of Life Insurance 
in Financial Wellness  



9 in 10 working Americans think 
it’s important for a family’s primary 
wage earner to own life insurance.

Yet, more than 60% have either no 
life insurance or less than industry-
recommended coverage amounts.



Introduction
Most working Americans, especially those with dependent 
children, feel it is important to be financially prepared 
should they or their spouse/partner die unexpectedly from 
injury or illness. The need for financial protection in the 
event of premature death is tangible, especially given that 
35% of U.S. households would experience adverse financial 
impact within one month should their family’s primary 
wage earner die prematurely.1

Preparing for the worst

88%

Almost nine in ten 
U.S. workers say it is 
important that their 
family is protected 
financially in the event of 
their premature death.

Life insurance can be vital to ensuring financial security 
in the aftermath of a primary wage earner’s premature 
death. Life insurance offers both short-term financial 
support for end-of-life costs as well as long-term financial 
support for such things as paying off debt and funding a 
child’s education. 

Yet, life insurance ownership in the U.S. has been trending 
lower the past 40 years, and the average coverage amount 
is declining as well. In the 1990s, employer-based or group 
life insurance surpassed individual life insurance (purchased 
outside the workplace) as the primary distribution channel. 
This contributed to lower coverage levels because group 
plans tend to offer smaller face amounts compared to 
policies available outside the workplace.

U.S. life insurance ownership1

Group                     Individual                     Any Life Insurance

1975                         1998                         2010                         2016

83%
76%

70% 70%

46%

44%44%
50%46%

65%

52% 49%

So, why don’t more working Americans 
own life insurance?

People don’t think that they need it
For many Americans, life insurance is not a consideration 
because they are single and/or have no financial 
dependents. But waiting to buy comes at a price; the cost 
of life insurance increases with age. And even those who 
are single could leave relatives with debt should they die 
prematurely. 

Those with employer-provided life insurance often 
believe their group coverage is sufficient; however, the 
amounts available through the workplace are typically 
below industry-recommended levels.

People have competing financial 
priorities
For a majority of working adults, paying monthly bills, 
saving for retirement, saving for a health care emergency, 
paying off a mortgage and college loan debt, and taking 
a family vacation are higher priorities than buying life 
insurance. Furthermore, planning for one’s own premature 
death is a subject that most people choose to avoid.

Life insurance is complex & confusing
How does it work?
How much coverage do I need? 
What type of life insurance is right for me?

Like other forms of insurance, life insurance is not well 
understood by most working Americans, which often 
results in failure to make a purchase decision. Concern 
about affordability or confusion about the type of insurance 
or specific product to buy leads to inertia and a non 
decision. Even among those who own life insurance, their 
lack of understanding can result in being underinsured. 
They have coverage, but it may be insufficient to protect 
their family financially in the event of their premature death. 

This report examines trends in life insurance ownership, 
the financial impact of having coverage when tragedy 
strikes, and the role of life insurance in protecting a 
household’s  financial wellness.
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Multi-channel communication 
options are important, but 
digital is the channel of choice 
for most employees during a 
leave of absence.

One-third of 
single working 
parents in the 
U.S. have no life 
insurance at all. 



Approximately 45 million working Americans do 
not own life insurance, including nearly 10 million 
with dependent children
In the past eight years, life insurance ownership has 
remained steady, with roughly seven in ten working 
Americans owning either an individual policy, group 
insurance obtained through work or a combination of both.

Working Americans with life insurance

71%

1 in 4 working adults with dependent 
children do not own life insurance.

As expected, those who are married or have financial 
dependents living at home are more likely than single 
people without children to own life insurance. However, a 
significant proportion of working Americans with financially 
dependent children — more than one in four — lack any life 
insurance coverage. Single parents, who arguably need the 
financial protection of life insurance the most, are even more 
vulnerable — roughly one-third own no life insurance.

On average, men are somewhat more likely than women to 
own life insurance (75% vs. 71%), but this gap has narrowed 
considerably in the past twenty years, with more women 
working and having access to group life insurance benefits.

Life insurance ownership by 
household type

Life insurance ownership is closely tied to household 
income. Ownership declines considerably among those 
with annual household income below $75,000. These 
individuals are the most likely to feel they cannot afford 
individual life insurance, and/or they don’t have access to 
employer-provided coverage at their workplace. 

Higher-income households are 
more likely to own life insurance
$150K or more    86%

$100–$149K    80%
$75–$99K    75%
$50–$74K    68%
$25–$49K    64%

Ownership of life insurance is also highly correlated 
with age. Only 48% of younger millennials own any life 
insurance compared to 82% of baby boomers. 

Of course, millennials are more likely than other 
generations to forgo life insurance because the numbers 
are in their favor: Less than 1% of 30-year-old adults die 
before they reach age 40. Younger millennials are also less 
likely to own a house or to have children, two key triggers 
to purchasing life insurance. Additionally, over 70% say 
they have other financial priorities, such as cost-of-living 
expenses and student debt, etc.1 

Life insurance ownership  
by generation

Young 
millennials

48%

Older 
millennials

59%

Gen X
74%

Baby 
boomers

82%

Partnered 
with children

79%

Single with 
children

68%

Single, no 
children

60%
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44% of millennials believe that life 
insurance is at least five times more 
expensive than the actual cost.1 

People tend to overestimate the cost of life 
insurance. Most don’t realize that the average 
monthly premium is as affordable as other 
expenses, such as the cost of a daily latte. 
Choices … life insurance vs. other expenses
Approximate household costs

Life insurance policy*
$26/month

Netflix subscription
$15/month

Dinner for two
$50/meal

Daily lattes
$60/month

* Average cost for a healthy 30-year-old male/nonsmoker, 20-year term policy with $500,000 death benefit (https://www.policygenius.com/life-insurance/life-insurance-cost/).



At least six in ten life insurance owners are 
underinsured, but most believe they have 
enough coverage
The amount of life insurance coverage someone needs 
depends on a variety of factors, including marital status, 
financial dependents, household income, assets and debt. 
Conservative industry guidelines suggest persons should 
have enough life insurance to replace at least five to seven 
times their annual salary.2 Other organizations set the bar 
even higher. The nonprofit Life Happens, which uses the 
Human Life Value approach to calculate a person’s income 
potential, goes beyond the numbers to estimate the 
overall impact of losing a household’s breadwinner.3

But most working Americans have far less coverage than even 
the lowest recommended amounts. On average, 61% own 
coverage that is less than five times their annual salary, and 
22% have an amount equal to or less than their annual salary. 

How much coverage do  
Americans have?

Less than 2x salary    22%

2x–4x salary    39%

5x–7x salary    13%

8 x salary or more    9%

Yet, most working Americans are generally comfortable with 
their current life insurance coverage. Nearly seven in ten feel 
they have sufficient coverage for themselves and their family. 

Feelings about current  
coverage amount 

Not enough, 
32%

Just right, 
48%

More than enough, 
20%

Unfortunately, many who believe they have adequate 
coverage do not. More than half of those with life 
insurance equal to (or less than) their annual salary believe 
they have enough coverage. Depending on a household’s 
debt and ability to replace the income of the deceased 
wage earner, a single year’s salary in life insurance 
coverage could leave a family struggling financially for 
years or require major lifestyle changes. 

A false sense of security?
Perceived adequacy of coverage by amount owned

1x 17%          36%                     47%

2–4x 19%                  52%                     29%

5–7x     27%                     50%                22%

8+ x         36%                         52%             12%

  More than enough    Right amount    Not enough

Furthermore, workers who arguably have the greatest need 
for life insurance tend to overestimate the adequacy of their 
coverage. For example, roughly half of married/partnered 
workers and those with financially dependent children 
believe that coverage of one times their annual salary is 
enough. And one in four workers with outstanding college 
loans feel their coverage of one times salary is enough. 

Underestimating their need for 
coverage
Among those who own life insurance of 1x annual salary

Feel they have 
enough life insurance

Have dependent children 47%

Married/Partnered 50%

Have college debt 
(self, spouse or adult children)

23%

More than enough 
20% Not enough 

32%

Just right 
48%
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Most Americans obtain their life insurance 
through work, but less than half of small 
businesses offer it
Three in four working adults who currently own life 
insurance obtained their coverage through their place 
of work, while four in ten purchased an individual policy 
outside the workplace. The proportion of Americans who 
own employment-based life insurance has been rising and is 
up 10% since 2012. At the same time, fewer Americans own 
individual life insurance policies obtained outside of work.

Where do Americans obtain life 
insurance?
Percentage obtained through employer  
vs. outside the workplace 

Employer Outside of work

2019 74% 41%

2012 67% 52%
Six in ten U.S. employers offer life insurance benefits in 
2019, down slightly from 63% in 2012. More than 90% 
of very large companies (5,000 or more employees) still 
offer group life insurance to their workers. The downward 
trend is primarily among smaller firms with fewer than 50 
employees, many of whom indicate that they reevaluated  
and modified their benefits offerings following passage of 
the Affordable Care Act in 2010.

Employers offering life  
insurance benefits

All employers 60%

Large companies
(1,000+ employees) 87%

Small companies
(<50 employees) 55%  

A majority of employers offering group life insurance still 
pay 100% of the premium; however, the share of employers 
paying the full cost has been trending downward. In 2019, 
53% paid the entire cost of their employees’ life insurance 
benefits compared to 59% in 2014. Smaller firms are less 
likely to offer life insurance benefits, but those that do 
are more likely to offer it as a voluntary benefit, where the 
employee pays 100% of the premium. 

Employers still picking up the tab
How group life insurance premiums are paid

100% employer-paid                         53%

Contributory
(employer & employee)          29%

100% employee-paid   18%

Meanwhile, enrollment in voluntary life insurance plans 
has been trending up in the past three years. In 2019, 
employers report average participation of 38% in 
voluntary life insurance plans, with 27% experiencing 
an increase in participation since 2016. Employers in the 
health care, government and construction sectors are 
more likely than others to report increases.

Voluntary life insurance participation
Employer-reported three-year trend

Increase, 
27%

No change, 
65%

Decrease, 
8%

Decrease 
8%

Increase 
27%

No change 
65%
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Employers using a benefits broker are 
more likely to offer group life insurance 
(62% vs. 38% of those without a broker). 



Workers who own only group life insurance are 
more likely to be underinsured compared to 
those with individual coverage
Employer-sponsored life insurance benefits are typically 
offered to workers at no or low cost, making them very 
attractive. But in most cases, group life coverage is well 
below the amount most workers need to adequately 
protect their families. Among those who own limited 
group coverage through work and no individual insurance 
purchased outside the workplace, they are likely to be 
underinsured. 

Nearly two-thirds of employers offer group life insurance 
coverage of only two times annual salary or less. And 
one-third offer life insurance benefits that cover just one 
times an employee’s annual salary. Another one in five 
offer a flat amount of coverage, typically either $10,000 
or $20,000. 

Coverage amounts available at work 
Percentage of employers offering each coverage level

1x salary    35%

2x salary    28%

Flat amount for all    22%

Other multiple of salary    2%

As workers experience major life milestones (e.g., 
getting married, starting a family, buying a house), their 
need for additional life insurance increases. But many 
workers fail to periodically re-evaluate their group life 
insurance coverage, even just to keep up with inflation, 
which further contributes to lower coverage amounts 
for those with only employment-based insurance. In 
fact, 44% never change their coverage level after their 
initial enrollment in an employer-sponsored voluntary life 
insurance plan.3 

Workers who own individual life insurance are twice as likely 
to have recommended coverage levels compared to those 
with only employer-sponsored coverage. Among working 
adults with only group life insurance, one in four have 
coverage equal to one times their annual salary or less.

Group plans provide less coverage 
Coverage obtained through work vs. outside of work

1x salary or less    16%
   26%

2x salary    16%
   21%

3–4x salary    22%
   18%

5–7x salary    18%
   10%

8+ x salary    14%
   5%

  Outside of work   Through work

On average, just 15% of those with only group life 
insurance have the recommended level of coverage, 
compared to 32% of those who own individual policies 
purchased outside the workplace. 

Coverage levels: group vs. individual
Percentage with five times annual salary or more

32%    Have individual coverage 

15%    Have group coverage only
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Most households lack the financial means to deal 
with the premature death of a main wage earner
On average, working Americans have about $5,000 
in emergency savings, which could be used to cover 
monthly expenses. But that disappears quickly given 
that the U.S. median monthly cost for housing, food and 
transportation is roughly $3,000.4 This helps explain why 
more than a third of households would feel a financial 
impact within about a month if the primary wage earner 
were to die.1

Emergency savings are not enough 

Average emergency 
savings

Average  
monthly  

expenses

$5,000

$3,000

All workers U.S. average4

Two in five working Americans live paycheck to 
paycheck, and they are among the least likely to 
own adequate life insurance coverage.

Dealing with the financial strain of a premature death 
is challenging. Without the security of a main wage 
earner’s income, surviving spouses/partners are more 
likely to end up living paycheck to paycheck. Six in ten 
households report living paycheck to paycheck following 
the premature death of a main wage earner. And 75% of 
those who did not receive life insurance proceeds are 
living paycheck to paycheck.

More likely to live paycheck  
to paycheck
Percentage of surviving families living paycheck to paycheck

 
 62%

 
75%

Had life insurance Had no life insurance

Nearly half of working adults whose spouse or partner 
passed away prematurely indicate that they were not well 
prepared financially for the loss of their loved one, and one 
in five feel they were completely unprepared.

Many are financially unprepared
Among surviving spouses/partners 

Not at all prepared    19%

Not well prepared    5%

Somewhat prepared    25%

Well prepared                                                          51%

As expected, those who had no life insurance at the 
time of their spouse’s/partner’s death felt they were 
less financially prepared than those who received life 
insurance payments. 

No coverage = least financially 
prepared
Percentage not at all prepared 

25%    Spouse/partner did not have life insurance 
at time of premature death

12%     Spouse/partner had life insurance at time 
of premature death
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Workers who identify as LGBTQ 
are twice as likely to have 
experienced the premature death 
of a partner/spouse, and twice 
as likely to say the loss had a 
significant financial impact.



Life insurance helps to mitigate the negative 
financial impact of premature death of a 
household’s main wage earner
The tragic and untimely death of a household’s primary 
wage earner is heartbreaking and can leave a family in 
long-term financial ruin. For some, it can take many years 
to recover financially. 

Among households that experienced the premature 
death of a main wage earner, six in ten surviving spouses/
partners felt that the loss had a significant impact on their 
financial situation. 

Financial impact of a premature death

Devastating financial impact               20%

Major financial impact                                         40%

Minor financial impact                       26%

No financial impact     12%

More concerning is that seven in ten workers who lost 
their spouse or partner five or more years ago still feel 
their finances have not yet fully recovered. This finding 
underscores the fact that the road to financial recovery 
from the premature death of a primary wage earner can 
be long and difficult.

The long road to financial recovery 

69%

Workers who feel they have 
not completely recovered 
financially from the premature 
death event, regardless of 
how long ago it happened.

Of course, among those with no life insurance or too little 
coverage, the financial impact of a premature death is 
even greater. 

No insurance = longer road  
to recovery
Percentage who have not fully recovered financially

57%
With life 

insurance 

80%
Without life 

insurance 

Following the loss of a household’s primary wage 
earner, many families must make lifestyle changes, 
adjust spending and borrow money to cover daily 
living expenses. More than eight in ten families that 
experienced premature death made some sort of 
adjustments. 

Following are the most common adjustments made by 
surviving families to make ends meet: 

Making ends meet with one  
less income 
Percentage making an adjustment

Withdrew money from 
savings, investments  
or retirement accounts 

41%
Reduced discretionary 
spending (i.e., vacations, 
entertainment)

32%

Increased work hours  
for additional income 26%
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75% of households that 
experienced a premature death 
without having life insurance live 
paycheck to paycheck.



Awareness & Education  
• Explain that the primary purpose of life 

insurance is to provide “income replacement” 
in the event of a main wage earner’s 
premature death. Describe the specific 
reasons to own life insurance, including:

 – Final expenses (burial, etc.)
 – Retirement income planning
 – Estate planning
 – Tax planning
 – Debt repayment (mortgage, college)

• Give workers access to industry-developed/ 
approved online needs assessment 
calculators, worksheets and guides

• Provide simple descriptions of the major types 
of life insurance and the key benefits of each, 
(e.g., term vs. permanent insurance)

• Hold periodic group and/or one-on-one  
meetings with a financial professional to help 
workers reassess their life insurance needs 
and coverage as they experience life events 
like marriage, having a child, buying a home

Workplace Benefits Solutions
• In addition to employer-paid group term life 

insurance, consider adding:
 – Optional/buy-up group term life plan
 – Voluntary/employee-pay-all life plan
 – Individual life insurance options

• Periodically review current group life plan 
design and coverage adequacy given 
changing workforce composition/needs

• Consider offering riders to address workforce 
needs, such as an auto-increase option, which 
ensures that an employee’s coverage keeps 
pace with inflation

Helping Workers Protect Their Family’s 
Financial Future
Four areas of opportunity to address workforce life insurance coverage 

Communication Methods
• Offer digital channels and mobile applications 

for benefits communication and enrollment, 
especially to reach millennial workers

• Personalize communications as much as 
possible, or at least tailor messaging and 
benefit options to workforce segments by 
age, gender, life stage, income

• Avoid insurance jargon and use consumer-
friendly language to explain key benefits 
terminology (e.g., portability, evidence of 
insurability, guaranteed issue)

• Share stories of those who benefited 
from having life insurance following the 
premature death of a loved one who was a 
main wage earner

Individual Insurance Solutions
• Workers who understand the amount of 

life insurance they need still may require 
help determining how best to optimize 
their workplace benefits options. They also 
may want to consider supplementing their 
employer-sponsored coverage with individual 
insurance purchased outside the workplace

• Offer information about and/or access to 
individual insurance products — such as whole 
life, universal life or term life insurance — to 
give workers an opportunity to fill gaps in their 
coverage and better protect their families

The foundation of a smart financial plan often starts with an appropriate level of life insurance. Creating a "Financial 
Wellness" approach to your life insurance plan can change a common employee perception that life insurance is just 
for "final expenses", rather than its true purpose: financial protection for dependents. A consistent reminder about the 
value of life insurance and the affordable coverage available at work can help employees understand how to choose the 
coverage that’s right for their needs, and update that coverage as their personal situation changes.
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Methodology and Sample Characteristics
The 7th Annual Workplace Benefits Study was fielded in the spring of 2019 and consisted of two online surveys: one 
among benefits decision-makers (employers) and another among working Americans (employees), allowing us 
to explore benefits issues from both perspectives. The study was conducted for Guardian by Zeldis Research, an 
independent market research firm in Ewing, NJ.

Employer Survey
Employer results are based on a national online survey of 1,500 employee benefits decision-makers. Respondents 
include business executives, business owners, human resources professionals and financial management professionals. 
The survey covers all industries and is nationally representative of U.S. businesses with at least five full-time employees.

Data shown in this report have been weighted to reflect the actual proportion of U.S. businesses by company size based 
on data from the U.S. Census Bureau. The margin of error is +/- 2.3% at the 95% confidence level.

Employee Survey
Employee results are based on a survey conducted among 2,000 employees age 22 or older who work full time for a 
company with at least five employees. The survey sample is nationally representative of U.S. workers at companies of at 
least five full-time employees. 

Data shown in this report have been collected in a way to reflect the actual proportion of U.S. workers by gender, region, 
race, ethnicity, education level, household income, age and employer size, based on data from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics and the Census Bureau. The margin of error is +/- 2.3% at the 95% confidence level.

To obtain a larger sample of individuals experiencing a premature death, additional surveys were conducted among 223 
employees who experienced the premature death of a spouse/partner. 
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The Guardian Life Insurance 
Company of America, New York, N.Y.

guardianlife.com 

Automatic Increase Option: Covered person must be insured under the certificate for 12 consecutive months before the first adjustment is applied. 
Does not apply to disability, hospital confinement due to sickness, and wellness benefit. 

Unless otherwise noted, all information contained in this report is from the 7th Annual Workplace Benefits Study (2019). The Guardian Life Insurance 
Company of American (Guardian), its subsidiaries, agents and employees do not provide tax, legal or accounting advice. Consult your tax, legal or 
accounting professional regarding your individual situation. 
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