
Based on actual benefits enrollment election data from the 
BENEFITFOCUS® Platform, this report looks at key emerging trends 
in each of the top four industries represented in Benefitfocus’ State of 
Employee Benefits research: education, health care, manufacturing and retail.

You’ll see how these industries compare to each other—as well as to the Benefitfocus 
Platform at large—with respect to benefit plan offerings, participation and more.

For a full breakdown of the numbers referenced throughout the report, please consult 
the appending data tables at the end.
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HDHPs Becoming Less the 
Exception, More the Rule
Back in 2016, traditional health plans like PPOs and HMOs 

represented an overwhelming majority of health plan offerings 

and elections among employers in the education industry.* 

But just two short years later, things look completely different. 

In an industry known historically for its generous health 

insurance benefits, the high-deductible health plan (HDHP) 

has made remarkable gains in popularity.

Half of the industry now offers an HDHP.
The share of employers in education offering at least one 

HDHP has more than doubled since 2016—from 23 percent to 

50 percent. That rate remains well below the 70 percent of all 

employers on the Benefitfocus Platform offering an HDHP, but 

education is quickly catching up.

Employers have done a lot to make HDHPs more 
attractive to employees.
In education, the average employee premium contribution 

for a family-coverage HDHP has been cut in half since 2016. 

During that time, employers have gone from paying 67 

percent of the total premium to paying 87 percent of the total 

premium. These employers have also more than doubled their 

contributions to employees’ health savings accounts (HSAs) 

over the past two years.

Meanwhile, it appears that employers in education are trying to 

make traditional health plans less attractive to employees. For 

example, they’ve upped the average annual deductible for a 

family-coverage PPO plan from $1,400 in 2016 to over $2,500 

in 2018—an increase of approximately 80 percent.

Employees now favor HDHPs over traditional 
health plans.
The efforts that employers in education have recently made 

around HDHPs seem to be working well. When given the choice 

between an HDHP and a traditional health plan, 34 percent of 

employees selected an HDHP for 2018. That’s up from just 20 

percent two years ago. Moreover, HDHPs now have a higher 

election rate than both PPOs and HMOs.

HMOs have experienced essentially the inverse of what’s 

happened with HDHPs in the education industry. Since 2016, 

HMOs have gone from making up 44 percent of employee 

elections to a mere 21 percent.

*Includes school systems and districts both public and private, universities and colleges, 
as well as school boards
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Employers Encourage    
Consumer-Driven Health Care 
with Moderate Success
Over the past two years, employers in the health care industry 

have taken steps to shift more health insurance costs onto 

employees, while providing ways to help them manage 

the additional burden. But there remains a long runway of 

opportunity for these organizations to boost adoption of the 

consumer-driven health care model.

HDHP offerings in the health care industry   
have nearly doubled in two years.
Within the health care industry, 73 percent of employers 

offered at least one HDHP for the 2018 plan year. That’s up 

from 56 percent in 2017 and 41 percent in 2016—and it puts 

the health care industry slightly above the overall HDHP 

offering rate on the Benefitfocus Platform (70 percent).

Health care employers are also above average with respect 

to HSA contributions and voluntary benefit offerings, both of 

which can make HDHPs more manageable for employees from 

a financial risk perspective.

Employers have made traditional health plans     
a lot more expensive.
In what’s likely an attempt to drive more employees into HDHPs, 

health care employers have transferred a significant amount 

of premium for their PPO plans onto workers. The average 

employee premium contribution for a single-coverage PPO is 

up 24 percent from two years ago, while the average employer 

premium contribution for the same plan is down 11 percent.

Additionally, PPOs in the health care industry have deductibles 

that are well above the Benefitfocus Platform average for these 

plans. For instance, the 2018 average deductible for a single-

coverage PPO is $1,252 for a health care worker, while it’s only 

$1,012 for the Benefitfocus Platform at large. That’s a difference 

of 24 percent.

Employees haven’t committed to consumer-
driven health care.
Despite their employers’ efforts to steer them away from 

traditional plans, health care employees only selected an 

HDHP 27 percent of the time for 2018. While that represents 

a slight increase from two years ago, it still puts them below 

the Benefitfocus Platform’s overall mark of 35 percent                

HDHP participation.

When it comes to HSA contributions and voluntary benefits 

participation, employees have also shown a below-average 

willingness to buy in.

Health Care
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As HDHP Offerings Boom, More 
Employees Go with PPOs
Manufacturing employers have displayed a particularly strong 

and growing enthusiasm for HDHPs in recent years. But cost-

sharing dynamics appear to be driving employees away from 

these plans and back into traditional health plans. Meanwhile, 

voluntary benefits maintain above-average popularity among 

both employers and employees.

Nine in 10 manufacturers now offer an HDHP.
HDHP offerings in the manufacturing industry have exploded 

over the past two years. The share of employers offering at 

least one of these plans is up from 54 percent in 2016 to 88 

percent in 2018—well above the overall Benefitfocus Platform 

HDHP offering rate of 70 percent.

However, employee participation in HDHPs is going in the 

opposite direction. The percentage of employees electing an 

HDHP over a traditional health plan (e.g., PPO) has decreased 

each of the last two years—from 46 percent in 2016 to 41 

percent in 2017 to 29 percent in 2018. Over that same span, 

PPO participation has gone from 36 percent to 57 percent.

HDHP premiums are up significantly.
A possible explanation for the recent health plan participation 

trend is that manufacturing employees have seen their 

premium contributions for HDHPs climb sharply over the past 

two years. For example, the average annual employee premium 

contribution for a single-coverage HDHP is up from $902 in 

2016 to $1,197 in 2018—an increase of more than 30 percent.

Meanwhile, PPO plans in the manufacturing industry cost 

less on average than they do across the entire Benefitfocus 

Platform, which could be another reason more employees 

have gravitated back to these plans.

Voluntary benefits are a priority in manufacturing.
Nearly 60 percent of manufacturing employers offered at least 

one voluntary accident, critical illness and/or hospital indemnity 

plan for 2018. That’s up from 34 percent in 2016, and it puts 

manufacturing well above the current overall Benefitfocus 

Platform rate of 42 percent.

Manufacturing employees are also more likely than their 

peers to select one of these plans, which helps to supplement 

health insurance and protect income in case of an unexpected     

medical event.

Manufacturing
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Employees Bear Increasingly 
Heavy Health Care Burden
As employers in the retail industry look to keep benefit costs 

under control, health care is getting more expensive for their 

employees. And while voluntary benefits offer additional 

financial protection for the majority of these workers, there 

remains a long runway of opportunity for health spending 

accounts to help them manage their out-of-pocket liabilities.

HDHPs are getting more prevalent–and more 
expensive–in retail.
Since 2016, the share of retailers offering at least one HDHP 

has increased from 55 percent to 76 percent, which is slightly 

higher than the current overall HDHP offering rate on the 

Benefitfocus Platform (70 percent). Over that same span, 

HDHP participation among employees has increased from  

27 percent to 40 percent—also higher than the current    

overall rate on the Benefitfocus Platform (35 percent).

Meanwhile, the premiums that retail employees are having 

to pay for these plans (which of course already carry high 

out-of-pocket costs) have risen substantially. For example, the 

average annual employee premium contribution for a single-

coverage HDHP has increased nearly 20 percent since 2016.

Employees are saving relatively little                     
for health care.
HSAs offer a powerful way for workers to fund the out-of-

pocket responsibility of an HDHP using tax-free dollars. But in 

the retail industry, these accounts are getting  below- average 

contributions from both employers and employees. Retail 

employers contributed less than $350 to single-coverage HSAs 

for 2018—40 percent below the Benefitfocus Platform average. 

And employees in retail contributed approximately $1,140, which 

falls 20 percent shy of what their peers are doing.

The majority of employers offer voluntary  
benefits to supplement coverage.
For 2018, 56 percent of retail employers offered at least one 

voluntary accident, critical illness and/or hospital indemnity plan 

to help employees build a financial safety net. That’s up from 43 

percent in 2016, putting the retail industry ahead of the curve 

when it comes to these offerings. Retail employees are also 

slightly more likely than their peers to elect one of these products.

Retail
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About the Data
The State of Employee Benefits 2018, Industry Edition, was compiled from anonymous enrollment transactions aggregated across 

large employers (1,000+ full-time employees) representing four of the predominant industry categories within the Benefitfocus 

customer base: education, health care, manufacturing and retail. Enrollment records include both active and passive enrollments made 

by a variety of roles (employee, carrier representative, broker, benefits administrator, etc.) within the open enrollment period of Sept. 

1, 2017, to Dec. 15, 2017. These measurements are not meant to be a nationally representative sample, but rather to represent activity 

among large employers on the Benefitfocus Platform.

“Family coverage” is defined as employee plus at least one dependent, regardless of dependent type. The “other” health plan type 

participation category includes other non-HDHP health plans, as well as instances of no election. Percentage figures were rounded to 

the nearest whole percentage point. Dollar amounts were rounded to the nearest dollar. Data for insufficient sample sizes has been 

withheld.

For more on The State of Employee Benefits, including the full 2018 report on large employers, please visit 

www.benefitfocus.com/state-of-employee-benefits.

 About Benefitfocus
Benefitfocus (NASDAQ: BNFT) provides technology and services that improve the way employers of all sizes manage their benefits 

investment. Through a combination of powerful cloud-based software, data-driven insights and thoughtfully-designed services, we 

provide employers, their brokers and insurance carriers with a single partner to deliver a world-class benefits experience. Learn more 

at www.benefitfocus.com, LinkedIn and Twitter.
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Data Tables, 2016 - 2018
Note: “1-Year Change” refers to change from 2017 to 2018, while “2-Year Change” refers to change between 2016 and 2018. “0” indicates 
a change of less than 1 percent either positively or negatively. "All Industries" refers to the comprehensive results of Benefitfocus' 
analysis of 2018 benefit enrollment data from over 500 large employers on the Benefitfocus Platform.

Table 1: Employer Health Plan Offerings by Industry

Industry Offering Type 2018 2017 2016 1-Year Change 2-Year Change

Education

Traditional + HDHP 48% 44% 22% +4 +26

Traditional Only 50% 56% 77% -6 -27

HDHP Only 2% 0% 1% +2 +1

Health Care

Traditional + HDHP 70% 51% 37% +19 +33

Traditional Only 27% 44% 59% -17 -32

HDHP Only 3% 5% 4% -2 -1

Manufacturing

Traditional + HDHP 81% 61% 48% +20 +33

Traditional Only 12% 33% 46% -21 -34

HDHP Only 7% 6% 6% +1 +1

Retail

Traditional + HDHP 71% 54% 53% +17 +18

Traditional Only 24% 39% 45% -15 -21

HDHP Only 5% 7% 2% -2 +3

All Industries

Traditional + HDHP 65% 56% 52% +9 +13

Traditional Only 30% 40% 42% -10 -12

HDHP Only 5% 4% 6% +1 -1

Table 2: Employee Health Plan Participation by Industry, When Offered at Least One HDHP and One Traditional Plan

Industry Plan Type 2018 2017 2016 1-Year Change 2-Year Change

Education

PPO 30% 25% 23% +5 +7

HDHP 34% 18% 20% +16 +14

HMO 21% 37% 44% -16 -23

Other 15% 20% 13% -5 +2

Health Care

PPO 38% 46% 41% -8 -3

HDHP 27% 28% 23% -1 +4

HMO 10% 2% 2% +8 +8

Other 25% 24% 34% +1 -9

Manufacturing

PPO 57% 50% 36% +7 +21

HDHP 29% 41% 46% -12 -17

HMO 3% 3% 4% 0 -1

Other 11% 6% 14% +5 -3

Retail

PPO 45% 50% 48% -5 -3

HDHP 40% 35% 27% +5 +13

HMO 1% 3% 2% -2 -1

Other 14% 12% 23% +2 -9

All Industries

PPO 48% 44% 44% +4 +4

HDHP 35% 36% 40% -1 -5

HMO 7% 6% 4% +1 +3

Other 10% 14% 12% -4 -2
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Education

PPO
Single $5,561 $5,488 $5,070 +1% +10%

Family $11,191 $11,120 $11,226 +1% 0

HDHP
Single $6,030 $5,388 $4,937 +12% +22%

Family $14,070 $10,905 $8,354 +29% +68%

Health Care

PPO
Single $5,178 $5,197 $5,814 0 -11%

Family $11,345 $11,806 $12,454 -4% -9%

HDHP
Single $5,371 $5,588 $5,224 -4% +3%

Family $13,062 $13,301 $10,468 -2% +25%

Manufacturing

PPO
Single $5,309 $5,132 $4,779 +3% +11%

Family $13,544 $12,950 $12,303 +5% +10%

HDHP
Single $4,968 $4,817 $4,346 +3% +14%

Family $12,679 $12,369 $11,185 +3% +13%

Retail

PPO
Single $4,355 $4,690 $4,670 -7% -7%

Family $9,684 $9,822 $9,388 -1% +3%

HDHP
Single $3,801 $3,906 $3,665 -3% +4%

Family $9,777 $9,386 $8,599 +4% +14%

All Industries

PPO
Single $4,964 $4,964 $4,870 0 +2%

Family $12,121 $11,954 $11,436 +1% +6%

HDHP
Single $4,834 $4,750 $4,870 +2% -1%

Family $12,444 $11,879 $11,501 +5% +8%

Table 3: Average Annual Employee and Employer Health Plan Premium Contribution by Industry, Plan Type and Coverage Level

Industry Plan Type Coverage Level 2018 2017 2016 1-Year Change 2-Year Change

Education

PPO
Single $870 $925 $1,039 -6% -16%

Family $4,086 $4,312 $4,065 -5% +1%

HDHP
Single $424 $578 $696 -27% -39%

Family $2,162 $3,877 $4,076 -44% -47%

Health Care

PPO
Single $1,473 $1,387 $1,186 +6% +24%

Family $4,440 $4,366 $4,023 +2% +10%

HDHP
Single $1,059 $1,023 $860 +4% +23%

Family $3,578 $3,803 $3,470 -6% +3%

Manufacturing

PPO
Single $1,379 $1,251 $1,301 +10% +6%

Family $3,777 $3,498 $3,438 +8% +10%

HDHP
Single $1,197 $822 $902 +46% +33%

Family $2,958 $2,264 $2,295 +31% +29%

Retail

PPO
Single $1,885 $1,561 $1,531 +21% +23%

Family $5,103 $4,875 $4,751 +5% +7%

HDHP
Single $1,147 $958 $980 +20% +17%

Family $3,280 $3,001 $2,811 +9% +17%

All Industries

PPO
Single $1,544 $1,466 $1,457 +5% +6%

Family $4,375 $4,304 $4,262 +2% +3%

HDHP
Single $1,085 $1,040 $972 +4% +12%

Family $3,136 $3,156 $2,815 -1% +11%
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Table 4: Average Annual Health Plan Deductible by Industry, Plan Type and Coverage Level

Industry Plan Type Coverage Level 2018 2017 2016 1-Year Change 2-Year Change

Education

PPO
Single $1,056 $1,130 $600 -7% +76%

Family $2,531 $2,927 $1,400 -14% +81%

HDHP
Single $2,116 $2,157 $1,910 -2% +11%

Family $4,239 $4,183 $3,820 +1% +11%

Health Care

PPO
Single $1,252 $1,219 $1,314 +3% -5%

Family $2,604 $2,658 $2,597 -2% 0

HDHP
Single $2,179 $2,172 $2,000 0 +9%

Family $4,326 $4,408 $4,121 -2% +5%

Manufacturing

PPO
Single $879 $998 $949 -12% -7%

Family $1,877 $2,233 $2,245 -16% -16%

HDHP
Single $1,987 $2,094 $2,070 -5% -4%

Family $3,953 $4,199 $4,192 -6% -6%

Retail

PPO
Single $864 $1,402 $1,480 -38% -42%

Family $1,846 $2,853 $3,072 -35% -40%

HDHP
Single $2,297 $2,430 $2,531 -5% -9%

Family $4,562 $4,863 $4,987 -6% -9%

All Industries

PPO
Single $1,012 $1,088 $1,004 -7% +1%

Family $2,198 $2,421 $2,221 -9% -1%

HDHP
Single $2,166 $2,219 $2,178 -2% -1%

Family $4,331 $4,437 $4,409 -2% -2%

Table 5: Average Annual Employee FSA Contribution by Industry and Coverage Level

Industry Coverage Level 2018 2017 2016 1-Year Change 2-Year Change

Education
Single $802 $843 $867 -5% -7%

Family $1,195 $1,275 $1,219 -6% -2%

Health Care
Single $813 $894 $857 -9% -5%

Family $1,293 $1,412 $1,280 -8% +1%

Manufacturing
Single $772 $739 $781 +4% -1%

Family $1,215 $1,200 $1,077 +1% +13%

Retail
Single $561 $698 $634 -20% -12%

Family $1,056 $1,258 $1,220 -16% -13%

All Industries
Single $806 $856 $803 -6% 0

Family $1,334 $1,255 $1,186 +6% +13%
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Employer Contribution

Education
Single $795 $789 $377 +1% +111%

Family $1,305 $1,129 $635 +16% +106%

Health Care
Single $613 $447 $563 +37% +9%

Family $1,164 $750 $1,166 +55% 0

Manufacturing
Single $545 $653 $627 -17% -13%

Family $1,066 $1,365 $1,118 -22% -5%

Retail
Single $344 $188 $265 +83% +30%

Family $690 $409 $601 +69% +15%

All Industries
Single $578 $539 $551 +7% +5%

Family $1,126 $1,121 $1,162 0 -3%

Table 6: Average Annual Employee and Employer HSA Contribution by Industry and Coverage Level

Industry Coverage Level 2018 2017 2016 1-Year Change 2-Year Change

Employee Contribution

Education
Single $1,292 $1,199 $1,508 +8% -14%

Family $2,398 $2,440 $3,259 -2% -26%

Health Care
Single $1,393 $1,339 $1,198 +4% +16%

Family $2,845 $2,966 $2,832 -6% 0

Manufacturing
Single $1,372 $1,354 $1,192 +1% +15%

Family $2,489 $2,580 $2,207 -4% +13%

Retail
Single $1,142 $1,166 $1,065 -2% +7%

Family $2,387 $2,575 $2,427 -7% -2%

All Industries
Single $1,419 $1,360 $1,398 +4% +2%

Family $2,881 $2,791 $2,768 +3% +4%

Table 7: Percentage of Employers Offering Voluntary Accident, Critical Illness and/or Hospital Indemnity Plan(s), by Industry

Industry Number of Plans Offered 2018 2017 2016 1-Year Change 2-Year Change

Education

None 67% 66% 78% +1 -11

One 10% 10% 8% 0 +2

Two 11% 14% 7% -3 +4

All Three 12% 10% 7% +2 +5

Health Care

None 48% 43% 52% +5 -4

One 7% 7% 8% 0 -1

Two 24% 37% 31% -13 -7

All Three 21% 13% 9% +8 +12

Manufacturing

None 41% 45% 66% -4 -25

One 8% 7% 4% +1 +4

Two 17% 22% 20% -5 -3

All Three 34% 26% 10% +8 +24

Retail

None 44% 50% 57% -6 -13

One 7% 10% 15% -3 -8

Two 16% 18% 19% -2 -3

All Three 33% 22% 9% +11 +24

All Industries

None 58% 53% 64% +5 -6

One 8% 8% 8% 0 0

Two 16% 22% 19% -6 -3

All Three 18% 17% 9% +1 +9
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Table 8: Percentage of Employees Electing Voluntary Accident, Critical Illness and/or Hospital Indemnity Plan(s) When Given a Choice, by Industry

Industry Number of Plans Elected 2018 2017 2016 1-Year Change 2-Year Change

Education

None 79% 82% 74% -3 +5

One 16% 11% 16% +5 0

Two 4% 4% 5% 0 -1

All Three 1% 3% 5% -2 -4

Health Care

None 80% 71% 53% +9 +27

One 13% 18% 23% -5 -10

Two 6% 9% 13% -3 -7

All Three 1% 2% 11% -1 -10

Manufacturing

None 69% 65% 67% +4 +2

One 16% 19% 19% -3 -3

Two 10% 9% 10% +1 0

All Three 5% 7% 4% -2 +1

Retail

None 72% 61% 78% +11 -6

One 13% 17% 15% -4 -2

Two 10% 11% 6% -1 +4

All Three 5% 11% 1% -6 +4

All Industries

None 75% 71% 64% +4 +11

One 14% 16% 20% -2 -6

Two 8% 9% 10% -1 -2

All Three 3% 4% 6% -1 -3
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