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This toolkit is built off a strong foundation of other resources. The most helpful and comprehensive
sources of information that we have found thus far on this topic are:

1. The Aspen Institute Job Quality Tools Library
2. Good Companies/Good Jobs - The Aspen Institute
3. Good Jobs Institute - Help companies thrive by creating good jobs
4. The Job Quality Resource Center | National Fund for Workforce Solutions
5. Job Quality Series Archives - The Pinkerton Foundation
6. The Colorado Inclusive Economy Toolkit
7. Essential Care for Essential Workers Executive Brief | U.S. Chamber of Commerce

Foundation (uschamberfoundation.org)
8. Good Jobs, Good Business - A practical toolkit to help your small business create jobs that

boost the bottom line (pacificcommunityventures.org)

Further, the Aspen Family Prosperity Innovation Community has published a set of employer
principles for family-supportive policies and benefits, to help parent and caregiver employees thrive:

1. An equitable and fair workplace
2. Clarity that supports clear and comprehensive information about programs and policies
3. Integrated and connected approaches to supporting physical, emotional, and mental health
4. Co-design policies with partners and employees
5. Ensure effective implementation
6. Sufficient resources to support implementation and sustainability

These principles are woven into the ideas and best practices throughout this toolkit.
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Executive Summary
We are working with employers who want to provide good jobs, want their employees to thrive,
and are asking, “How do I do this? What’s next?” This toolkit provides an overview in answer to
the question, “What top things do I need to know to attract, hire, onboard, engage, retain,
and develop my frontline1 employees?” It is not comprehensive but is a primer on the
challenges that exist and the solutions available when any employer wants to:

1. Slow the churn-and-burn culture of their frontline workforce;
2. Improve the quality of frontline jobs, and help the families of those employees thrive;
3. Hire from the community or those who need a first opportunity or second chance; and/or
4. Improve diversity, equity, and inclusion practices pertaining to their frontline workforce.

Since COVID-19, the acute challenges facing frontline employees have become more clear.
Even prior to the pandemic, 30% of employees had negative household cash flow. Frontline
employee challenges are disproportionately faced by people of color and individuals with lower
wages. Many noble efforts are ongoing and underway to help support the livelihoods of these
employees. We highlight a few as a launching pad to engage real solutions.

COVID-19 has brought the need for employee stability front and center. Before we speak to
employee mobility (career, financial, or otherwise), employees need stability and employers who
set the right foundation, structure, and expectations of lower-wage work stand to win. Employee
needs are evolving rapidly and extremely involved employers are the quickest to adapt.

In this context, it is important for employers to acknowledge the many domains of employees’
lives that could be unstable. Instability in any of these domains can cause ripple effects that shift
the ability of a person to perform well in their job. The domains and keys for employers:

Domain Keys for Employers

Physical and Mental
Health

Emphasizing safety and holistic preventive health care rather than health
insurance alone, including internal resources, additional health protections,
and creative hybrid solutions for employees with lower incomes

Financial Wellness Compensation built on an employee value approach that emphasizes total
employee household financial wellness over base wage

Stress Management
and Relational Skills

Training supervisors to become coaches who identify, manage, and reduce
stress for themselves and their team members; promoting psychological
safety, authentic trusting relationships, a growth mindset culture, and
employee empowerment within and among teams

Housing /
Neighborhood

Connections to community partners to find existing and novel approaches for
affordable, safe housing

Child and Dependent
Care

Access to government benefits is imperative for employees with young
children or other dependents

Transportation Locating worksites near childcare centers and on public transportation
routes; providing alternatives when they aren’t

1 We define a frontline employee as any employee performing work that directly provides services to - or
creates the product for - the customer. These employees constitute the majority of lower-wage work.

5



Within each of these domains we have defined 5 “levels” of engagement for employers. We
have categorized them as follows:

1. Quick Wins: these are straightforward actions that can be addressed with minimal
investment of time and/or resources. These have largely become expectations (either
because of complying with laws and regulatory issues, or because of broad workplace
norms).

2. Somewhat Involved: these are next-steps that serve as the foundation for the stability
of your employees, above-and-beyond quick wins. The majority of employers have taken
at least some of these steps to help achieve a greater degree of employee stability.

3. Moderately Involved: these are actions and steps that many employers have taken to
go beyond stability toward the wellbeing of their employees.

4. Highly Involved: these are actions and steps that begin to differentiate the employer as
one taking innovative steps and toward long-term employee care and support.

5. Extremely Involved: these are exemplary solutions that demonstrate the strongest level
of family-supportive policies and benefits, to help parent and caregiver employees thrive.

Any job - and any employer - can either promote stability or provoke instability in these domains.
There are opportunities for employers to engage each of them in straightforward ways as they
consider their org charts, HR departments, management philosophies, employee interactions,
total compensation packages, and a host of other ways to promote stability. Employers who do,
will gain ground in their markets as they win the war for frontline talent - gaining a competitive
advantage as they attract, stabilize, and develop the best employees.

We prioritize high-trust, high-reward relationships in the workplace, directly leading to greater
retention, productivity, profitability, reinvestment, brand recognition, and community impact.

Please see the document “Employer Options for Top Employee Barriers” for a summary list of
the options in this document you can implement to help promote stability for your employees.
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Introduction: A Resource for Businesses to Do Good
Attention Small Businesses with Employees Earning $25 Per Hour or Less2:

This resource exists to provide practical solutions to help your employees thrive.

What do you do when your employee asks to return a $500 end-of-the-year bonus? Or a single
mother who works for you asks you to lower her hourly pay for fear of losing government benefits?
What happens when an applicant tells you their background check will be flagged? Or, perhaps, an
employee needs to take some time to care for a sick parent or child? These moments - and many
others like them - take hard-working individuals steps back from their goals. They call for an answer
to the question, “What do I really know about my employees and their lives, and how do I help them
break through these barriers that are holding them back?”

The families of employees with lower-incomes are usually not thriving. The challenges faced by
these employees on- and off-the-job lead to low engagement and high turnover. Some employers
accept this as “the cost of doing business” but it doesn’t have to be that way!

When we prioritize household-level stability for every employee, share that goal with our
employees, and back it up with clear action, we begin to restore something that’s been
broken in the employee-employer relationship: trust and commitment.

This toolkit highlights “Human-Centered Design” approaches that employers can take to
simultaneously improve the productivity and the overall wellbeing of their employees.

Some of the solutions are complex. But some of them are easy to tackle and we’re providing
many ideas and entry points. We believe these solutions elevate the level of support and
promote employee trust, engagement, and productivity - something we can all get behind.

The fact is, there are lots of reasons why it’s hard to keep employees with lower wages. Their jobs
are often some combination of high-stress, demanding, and monotonous. Frontline work can be a
grind. So, many employees tend to keep an eye out for a higher wage - even $0.25/hr more! But
job-hopping for extra quarters only goes so far, and employees are growing increasingly fatigued by
this treadmill approach. We’ve seen that great employees are looking to stick with an employer
that demonstrates they care, and one who sticks with them through thick and thin.

The good news is there are myriad cost-effective ways to support employees and demonstrate that
you care. You don’t have to become an expert in housing, transportation, or childcare, because there
are others in your community who are, and you can partner with them.

This resource exists to help you avoid the unintended consequences of decisions you and/or your
employees might make related to compensation, job fundamentals, job structure, training,
supervision, community resources, development, and engagement. It provides examples and
frameworks for decision-making in these areas, some of which may seem counter-intuitive.

Perhaps you’ve seen firsthand that your employees face challenges in their lives that lead to
difficulty in stabilizing and excelling in a career. Maybe something happened in your office or with
your employee and you are unsure how to help them know you care. Or maybe you realize that you
can use your company for good, not just for making money but you aren’t sure where to start.
Whatever the reason, when you utilize this resource you, and your company, will benefit. We know
this because we have seen it happen. Most often, an employee who is stabilized is retained, and
retention leads to further development and thriving.

2 According to Prosper Colorado, about 40% of jobs in metro Denver are in this category.
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DOMAIN 1: PHYSICAL & MENTAL HEALTH
The Most Essential Asset
Healthcare has been tied to employment for decades
because of the critical connection between health and
productivity. It’s also the most expensive benefit.
Employers are perplexed by the ever-increasing costs of providing healthcare to employees.
At the same time, employees are confused by the alphabet soup of healthcare options, costs,
and value, while they also pay significantly more for less coverage. Employees coming off
Medicaid are the most vulnerable to shocks from medical costs. Employees with little margin often
choose to opt out of healthcare coverage, choose the cheapest premium option, skip preventative
check-ups, and/or overuse emergency rooms and other high-cost care. This results in poor health
for the employee and their family, bad credit/bankruptcy, strained relationships, increased anxiety,
and low productivity or even an inability to work. This has tremendous consequences for employers.
The data:

#1 Medical bills are the top cause of personal bankruptcies in the United States

$22,221
The average cost of annual insurance premiums alone for employer-sponsored plans for
family coverage in 2021, up 47% in 10 years and far outpacing inflation (19%).
73% of that cost is paid by employers, leaving an avg of ~$500/mo paid by the employee.

>2X Growth in the deductible burden on employees over the last 11 years
64% Americans earning <$50,000/year who cited health insurance costs as a major life stressor
88% Job candidates who consider health insurance in a job offer, making it the #1 benefit
50% Small biz employees who say medical benefits are a primary reason they stay in their job

KEY POINT: Apart from wages, there is no other piece of your total compensation plan that’s
more important to get right for stabilizing and retaining employees with lower wages.
Physical and Mental Health: The top 5 actions you can take now:

1. Educate yourself and your employees on how medical plans and medical insurance
work. It’s easy to assume employees know how to select a plan, but many are new to it and
the complexity is overwhelming. The total cost may be split into insurance premiums,
copays, deductibles, per-occurrence deductibles, co-insurance, pharmacy costs, and
uncovered costs. Uncertainty equals avoidance. Clarify how to compare coverages and key
attributes of plans such as the out-of-pocket maximum, the plan network, and additional
costs for out-of-network care.

2. Find a broker who understands the law and the alphabet soup of healthcare options.
HRA, HSA, FSA, HDHP, QSEHRA, 125 Plan, etc. A short and sweet glossary from SHRM is
available here. There are many options and a creative and knowledgeable broker will go a
long way to customize a total healthcare plan for you, factoring in Affordable Care Act (ACA)
requirements.

3. If you have under 50 employees, consider not offering a small group plan. This allows
all your employees to access coverage via Connect for Health Colorado, and your
employees with lower wages can receive subsidies. The subsidies reduce monthly
insurance premium costs and can reduce out-of-pocket costs for using healthcare services,
prescriptions, etc.

4. Consider ICHRAs and QSEHRAs, which are tax-advantaged and allow reimbursing the
premiums employees pay for exchange-based plans (they can sometimes keep
subsidies). They help you meet the ACA affordability test. If you have under 50 employees,
it may be in your best interest to provide an ICHRA that does not meet the affordability
requirement.

5. Consider Direct Patient Care (DPC) for low-cost preventive, primary, and some urgent
care. DPC provides an affordable supplement to coverage (as low as $100/family/month).

The Bottom Line: A comprehensive prevention-first approach keeps employees happy, healthy, and
productive. It aids in recruitment and retention by removing confusion and anxiety related to health
choice, coverage, and cost.
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Physical and Mental Health: A Deeper Dive Into Employer Options:
The following provides additional detail, when needed, to the actions presented as Employer
Options in Levels 1-5 in the “Employer Options for Top Employee Barriers” document, Physical
and Mental Health domain. Generally, there are many other actions you can take to
address integrated employee health in a cost-effective way.  If it seems overwhelming,
just decide on one or two that are valuable to get started:

● Promote a culture of safety at all times in the workplace
● Ensure you comply with sick leave laws and promote a culture of staying home when sick
● Clarify that families eligible for CHP+ do not need to cover children on your employer plan
● Consider HSAs and Gap Insurance to ease the burden of high deductibles on your employees
● Partner with a low-cost loan provider for employees with significant medical events
● Consider wellness plans to reduce tax liabilities and claims data through a preventive approach
● Consider supporting employee mental health through an EAP, chaplains, or other supports
● Provide short-term and long-term disability benefits
● Cover as much of the monthly insurance premium cost as possible if you provide a health plan
● Consider offering low-cost dental and vision insurance
● Consider offering life insurance
● Switch to a partially self-insured plan if you have a relatively young and/or healthy workforce
● Implement a feedback mechanism to understand health benefits utilization and cost-effectiveness
● Connect with community health organizations and provide information on free clinics, etc.
● Provide integrated, preventive health benefits that address physical, emotional, and mental health

Quick Wins:
REQUIRED BY LAW:
-Follow local, state, and federal law regarding ACA, disability, family leave, sick leave, etc. If you
aren’t sure whether you are, contact your benefits broker or HR specialist. Create policies to
ensure compliance throughout your organization. Employers Council uses a membership model
and has an excellent reputation for helping small businesses.

● In particular, if you have more than 50 full-time employees, provide a group health
insurance plan and cover at least 50% of monthly employee premiums.

-Provide options for breastfeeding mothers to have breaks and space.
-Adequately train every employee, complying with OSHA and industry safety standards to
prevent accidents and work-related injuries and health problems.
-Ensure you have workers’ compensation insurance for accidents on-the-job and your
employees know the procedures for getting timely and appropriate care and filing a workers
compensation claim.

NOT REQUIRED BUT CRITICAL:
-Regardless of whether you offer health insurance to your employees:

● Understand the real cost of healthcare for your employees. Kaiser Family Foundation
produces a report every year detailing the cost of employer-sponsored health insurance.

● Help employees understand health insurance plans and how various plans fit with their
personal/family situation to help them select the right plan. Note: we are not advising
that you ask specific health questions of your employees. Rather, you can use a sample
“Summary of Benefits and Coverage” document (PDF) to promote self-efficacy in
comparing plan costs relevant to their household situation.

9

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Ayqxs6oMCxFmnxUG7uFEBwinD03SfmJm/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=108148098104596966930&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://www.employerscouncil.org/
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/report/2021-employer-health-benefits-survey/
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/report/2021-employer-health-benefits-survey/
https://www.cms.gov/CCIIO/Resources/Forms-Reports-and-Other-Resources/Downloads/SBC-Sample-Completed-MM-508-fixed-4-12-16.pdf
https://www.cms.gov/CCIIO/Resources/Forms-Reports-and-Other-Resources/Downloads/SBC-Sample-Completed-MM-508-fixed-4-12-16.pdf


● Utilize a low-cost health screening and telehealth provider such as 9Health 365
Comprehensive ($99/employee/year) for convenient health care apart from insurance.
These solutions are no- or low-cost ways to encourage your employees to use
preventive healthcare services that are proven to help with early diagnosis of disease.

● Make sure you know where the closest and most convenient safety-net health care
centers are. Sometimes employees and their household members choose not to be
insured and that can have a devastating effect on your business. Community Health
Centers (CHCs) provide quality low-cost care to uninsured or underinsured community
members. These centers sometimes have a special designation as a Federally Qualified
Health Center (FQHC). FQHCs always offer integrated behavioral health and dental
care. In the Denver metro area and the northern Front Range, Denver Health, Salud
Family Health Centers, and STRIDE Community Health Centers are all available. Go to
the Colorado Community Health Network to find centers throughout the state.

-If you do not offer health insurance to your employees:
● Refer your employees to Benefits in Action, a nonprofit that exists to improve

understanding, access, and utilization of healthcare in Colorado. They are passionate
about increasing healthcare benefit literacy among the public and increase self-efficacy
of individuals navigating the healthcare system. They are a Certified Application
Assistance Site (CAAS) in many counties and are a Consumer Assistance Center for
Connect for Health Colorado (C4HCO; the official Colorado Health Exchange).

Somewhat Involved:
-Develop a relationship with a broker who understands innovative solutions for small
businesses. The small business health care market is changing rapidly; if your broker is
only offering the same-old group plans with ever-increasing rates, they are being lazy. Find
another broker.
-Provide affordable health insurance options for your employees with lower incomes, taking
into consideration that some employees may be covered by Health First Colorado
(Colorado’s Medicaid program) and pregnant employees and children of employees with
above Medicaid-qualifying wages may still be covered by Child Health Plan Plus (CHP+).
-If you have fewer than 50 employees, contact a broker who understands how C4HCO
could work for you and your employees. You may discover your employees are eligible for
significant cost savings via C4HCO to shop for health insurance. C4HCO is the only place
in Colorado to find federally-funded advance premium tax credits and cost-sharing
reductions on health insurance. These subsidies can potentially save your employees
thousands of dollars a year on insurance premium costs, and also on out-of-pocket costs for
using healthcare.
-If you point employees to C4HCO, make sure they know Assisters are available for free to
help walk them through their plan options and enroll them in the right plan.
-Provide low-cost dental and vision insurance options (if they aren’t covered directly by a
plan through C4HCO, they can be added on).
-Provide short-term disability (including maternity leave) and long-term disability insurance
as an option
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-Partner with a low-interest loan provider for employees with significant medical events. See
the Financial Wellness section below for additional details.

Moderately Involved:
-To encourage more preventive healthcare utilization by your employees, cover the cost of a
paid Direct Primary Care (DPC) option (~$100/mo/ee) so your employees can receive
affordable primary and some urgent care without going through insurance. The Direct
Primary Care Coalition has a list of member DPC practices in the state. See also this
national map of DPC providers from DPC Frontier. Everside Health is headquartered in
Denver and operates Paladina Health DPC centers throughout the Front Range.
-Implement a feedback mechanism to understand utilization of health benefits offerings and
adjust accordingly.
-Confirm your healthcare options are being consistently and fairly implemented and are
achieving the results intended. If you have an Employee Survey, ask directly for this input. If
you don’t, organize a meeting with someone your employee trusts to gain insights directly.
-Contribute to an employee Health Savings Account (HSA, to cover costs from employees using
high-deductible group health plans) or Health Reimbursement Arrangement (HRA, e.g., ICHRA
or QSEHRA, to directly cover costs of an exchange-based plan in a tax-advantaged way
through FICA reductions for the employer and FICA and income-tax reductions for the
employee)
-Implement a more robust wellness program to incentivize healthy lifestyles and injury /
disease prevention. Low-cost health screening and telemedicine is one aspect of a wellness
program, but they can go much further and include everything from covering the cost of gym
memberships to mental health apps to health coaching to counseling.
-Provide gap insurance to cover the deductible-related expenses of high-cost medical
events for your employees with lower incomes. There are 3 key gap coverages to consider:
critical illness, hospital indemnity, and accident (often associated with AFLAC). Critical
illness policies pay out under certain schedules and can be just a couple of dollars per
month. Hospital indemnity insurance pays out for any hospital stay. Accident insurance
covers common occurrences such as a child breaking a bone.

Highly Involved:
-Ensure your short-term and long-term disability policies cover at least 60% of wages and
cover the premium costs of the policies. This income protection is especially critical for
employees with lower incomes.
-Provide life insurance of at least 2X annual earnings and cover the premium costs. Again,
this protection is critical for households with low wages.
-Provide accidental death and dismemberment (AD&D) insurance and cover the premium
costs.
-Provide onsite Direct Primary Care. Some DPC providers, including NuMed, offer onsite
primary care. This is especially helpful for employers with essential workers who are
required to be physically present to do their work. An employer can convert a small space
into an exam room suitable for private office visits where employees can be seen
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back-to-back. This convenience makes it more likely that employees will utilize the
preventive and treatment services of a DPC provider, and simultaneously reduces costs and
disruption to the employer. Some employers have partnered with other employers in their
proximity to operate standalone clinics.
-Provide onsite counselors / chaplains / navigators to engage employees in difficult
circumstances.
-Provide connections to other community health resources. This could include providers
with resources specific to populations in your workforce based on ethnicity, language, etc.

Extremely Involved:
-Focus on healthcare prevention that reduces healthcare utilization to the extent that
providing a level-funded plan, a wellness program, and integrated DPC-Wellness package
is a solution that further reduces costs.
-Integrate care programs to ensure that employees hit wellness incentives (such as a $100
gift card for doing labs) AND save employers money
-Provide further comprehensive, integrated health benefits that address physical, emotional,
and mental health.

Expected Outcomes and Impact for the employer
-Employees are no longer confused about healthcare options and their relative value.
-You save money on premium costs as physical, emotional, and mental healthcare
utilization decreases over the long term (especially when at least partially self-funded)
-Your profitability improves as physically, emotionally, and mentally healthy employees
perform better and more productively. This is referred to as the "service profit chain": a
happy and healthy employee makes a happy customer.
-Employee recruitment and retention improves.
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DOMAIN 2: FINANCIAL WELLNESS
Foundation: A cash bonus may be the last thing your
employee wants, if they are acting in their best interest. In
this section we advocate for total compensation strategies that maximize security and
stability for employees, which goes against the conventional wisdom that wage is king. If only it
were as simple as offering the highest wage you can! The reality is that total compensation for
employees with lower wages is complex because of the employee’s thin financial and personal
margins, the interaction between earnings and government benefits, and how costs are contained
and shared between the employee, the government, and the employer.

The data:
$25/hr Self-sufficiency wage for an employee to fully support a family of 2 in Denver county3

$34/hr Self-sufficiency wage for an employee to fully support a family of 3 in Denver county4

47% Percentage of Americans that would have trouble covering a $250 emergency5

$7,365 Estimated Earned Income Tax Credit for a family of 3 with two toddlers and a $12/hr
wage

$1,938 Estimated yearly deficit for a family of 3 with two toddlers and a $12/hr wage without a
housing subsidy (in Arapahoe County), including the Earned Income Tax Credit

$6,193 Estimated yearly surplus for a family of 3 with two toddlers and a $12/hr wage with a
housing subsidy (in Arapahoe County), including the Earned Income Tax Credit

77% % of people with lower incomes desiring financial stability more than income mobility6

KEY POINT: The interaction between wage, expenses, government programs, and tax
payments/ credits is complicated, but solutions exist to help your employees with lower
wages thrive without you having to understand the details of government programs.
Financial Wellness: The top 5 actions you can take now:

1. Ask about each employee’s situation and have a basic understanding of the solutions
that are available to help when there are issues. Have materials that explain things like
Tax Credits and how they impact filling out a W-4, what CHP+ is (for childrens’ healthcare)
and how that saves money with your benefits, and access to free tax preparation services.

2. Provide benefits that matter the most to your employees. Clearly communicate about
and help them understand your benefits. Retirement plans aren’t as valuable low-interest
loans and emergency savings accounts for households living paycheck-to-paycheck.

3. Partner with organizations that have little to no cost solutions that supplement your
benefits. There are several listed below and others available in your location.

4. Pay at least the local median wage for each of your jobs. Not only does this help your
current employees, it helps you attract and keep employees in the future.

5. Provide access to the tools/supports needed for the employee to learn about financial
independence and create a financial plan. This will help them stabilize in the short term,
understand what issues exist and how to address them in the medium term, and understand
and plan for a long-term future that could include filling higher-level jobs in your company.

The Bottom Line: Financial stability is complex, especially for employees with low wages. The cost
of wages and benefits to the employer does not necessarily translate to value to the employee.

6 http://www.thepinkertonfoundation.org/paper/make-bad-jobs-better-forging-a-better-jobs-strategy
5Marketplace-Edison Research Poll, October 2020

4 Colorado Center on Law and Policy’s (CCLP) Self-Sufficiency Standard,
https://cclponline.org/pub_library/self-sufficiency-standard-for-colorado-2018/

3 Colorado Center on Law and Policy’s (CCLP) Self-Sufficiency Standard,
https://cclponline.org/pub_library/self-sufficiency-standard-for-colorado-2018/
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Financial Wellness: A Deeper Dive Into Employer Options:
The following provides additional detail, when needed, to the actions presented as Employer
Options in Levels 1-5 in the “Employer Options for Top Employee Barriers” document, Financial
Wellness domain.

Quick Wins:
-Ask about each employee's situation to understand their financial needs and issues and which
benefits they value most. You have a limited amount of financial support you can provide. To
have the greatest impact, work with your employees to understand their overall financial
situation (are their finances creating stress, are they day-to-day cash flow positive, are they able
to build wealth, etc.) and create the most meaningful solutions for them. Some employees will
likely be reluctant to share sensitive information at first, but starting the conversation is a critical
part of letting your employees know you care about them and want to help. Please remember
that employees across a range of salaries and family situations will have a range of needs and
issues. You can’t meet them all perfectly, but if you understand them and you identify the
outcomes you seek for your support (is it the greatest good for the greatest number, help for the
most vulnerable, support for your most critical employees, or something else?), you will have the
opportunity to create a total compensation strategy that addresses your employees’ needs.
-Help employees understand tax credits and the W-4 process to eliminate withholdings when a
refund is expected. For employees with children, government tax credits are substantial,
particularly when they make around the minimum wage. That means they will already get a big
tax refund even though their expenses may exceed income on a monthly basis. Make sure your
employees have access to information/tools to estimate their tax situation, such as this Tax
Withholding Estimator from the IRS, and know how to fill out their W-4 so they don’t have
income taxes withheld each paycheck if they are going to get a significant refund at the end of
the year (and almost all will).
-Refer to VITA tax preparation service (free for those making less than $57,000/yr). Colorado
VITA (Volunteer Income Tax Assistance) provides free, confidential and secure preparation and
e-filing of Federal and State income taxes, for taxpayers who qualify. They help understand tax
credits and avoid tax preparers that charge high fees or a percentage of the refund. Just pass
on the information to your employees, remind them about VITA when W-2’s come out, and give
them the flexibility to go to a VITA site during work hours during tax season.
-During onboarding, provide clear information about (1) your benefits, (2) possibly qualifying for
government benefits at the job wage level, and (3) how to get assistance with selecting the right
benefits plans
-If you are in Boulder or Broomfield Counties, help your employees get 4:1 matched savings
through the PIE program. This program creates an Individual Development Accounts (IDA) to
help families to save, matching monthly savings of employees trying to buy their first home, pay
for post-secondary education, or start a small business.

Somewhat Involved:
-Pay at least the local median wage per job for each of your jobs for their location. You can find
the median wage for your area of Colorado for most jobs on My Colorado Journey. If you can’t
find your jobs there, you can find state-wide median wage information here.
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-Partner with a low-interest loan provider, backed by future earnings or a future tax refund
check. Provide access to earned pay prior to payday via tools such as those offered by PayActiv
with more information at PayActiv Video. In addition, The Community Impact Fund (CIF) will
work with you to provide no interest loans, providing the entire solution for only a small fee
to recover their costs.
-Provide opportunities for employees to gain financial wellness skills such as Financial Peace
University. Financial Peace University is very good, but does cost money. Other free options
are:

● A good introductory course is taught by the University of Illinois on Coursera.  While it is
labeled Financial Planning for Young Adults, it is appropriate for all adults.  People need
to register for the course, but it is free.

● Khan Academy provides a wide range of introductory financial courses such as Savings
and Budgeting, Interest and Debt, and Renting a Car Versus Leasing.  An added bonus
of this website is that it also connects to many other educational courses that support
students from Kindergarten through college, so parents may find other courses of
interest to them or their kids.

-Provide access to the tools/supports needed for the employee to create a financial plan that
includes a self-sufficiency and government benefits cliff plan (for employees with lower
incomes). We provide this tool for free and it is already being leveraged with employees that are
part of our programs. Contact Scott Fast at scott.fast.co@gmail.com if you would like to explore
leveraging this for all of your employees.
-Celebrate when an employee becomes self-sufficient. This is part of making sure employees
know you care; however, make sure you understand the type of celebration that would be
comfortable and valuable for your employee since this could be sensitive information.
-Implement a feedback mechanism to understand benefits uptake and adjust accordingly (such
as matching savings/debt reduction/college savings in addition to 401K). If you offer benefits
through a broker, have them report on the number of employees that are receiving those
benefits. Have all of your other benefits providers do the same. When uptake is lower than you
expect, gather feedback as to why from your employees and conduct a survey or have a
discussion with them to identify which benefits would benefit them more. They will appreciate it!

Moderately Involved:
-Conduct a pay and job analysis to redesign an operating model where every job pays a
self-sufficiency wage or is on an obtainable pathway for an employee to reach self-sufficiency,
and as many jobs as possible can be full-time, full-benefit. This requires understanding the skills
and activities for your jobs in total and arranging them into jobs that create a pathway from an
entry-level, lower-skilled, lower paid job to a middle skill job that pays a sustainable-living wage,
to a higher skill job that pays more.  Sometimes the entry-level job may be able to pay a
self-sufficient wage, but often you will be providing the support needed for success in an
entry-level job so it does lead to those higher skill jobs. This is a strategy that could lower your
costs if you don’t currently have many entry-level jobs or if you struggle to fill your mid-level jobs
and have to pay a wage premium to hire candidates. Examples of Career Pathways that you
can use as a starting point to create yours are in My Colorado Journey. Many employers create
part-time roles partly to avoid paying the benefits that a full-time employee receives. We
encourage you to avoid this approach, instead thinking of your total compensation package as a
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key part of the support you provide to all employees, and providing benefits to all employees
that want to work full-time.
-Provide an emergency savings payroll option through a provider (Sunny Day Fund overview,
with a more detailed presentation here) About ½ of American workers don’t have enough
savings to cover a $250 emergency, and this has tangible impacts to employers because of
reduced employee productivity and retention as well as increased health problems. Sunny Day
Fund provides a quick (less than 1 day to set up), affordable (2 months of ongoing fees), and
automated way for employees to set aside money from each paycheck into a savings account.
Employers can choose to offset the small monthly fee ($6 per enrolled employee) and can go
beyond that to add a small reward for saving.  Employees then access their savings through an
intuitive, accessible, and engaging web app and employers can manage the program through
an easy to use platform.
-Provide tuition reimbursement for training/credentials tied to career advancement at your
company. Guild Education provides a variety of online courses that could tie into your career
advancement options. You can also simply set a budget per employee, empower the supervisor
to approve the course as being related to one of your career pathways and an employee’s
career goals, and have an employee submit their tuition expense (including all fees and books)
for reimbursement. If you can’t afford the cost of some of the training courses (such as those for
expensive certifications), approach your local workforce board to see if they will cover
“upskilling” costs.
-Confirm your policies are being consistently and fairly implemented, achieving the results
intended. If you have an Employee Survey, ask directly for this input. If you don’t, organize a
meeting and have someone they trust ask them.

Highly Involved:
-Make a commitment to paying a living wage for all jobs, or supporting all employees along
career pathways to jobs that do. This goes beyond the first bullet in the “Moderately
Involved” section to structure your jobs so that even the entry-level jobs pay a
self-sufficiency wage and to make a commitment publicly to your employees to do this.
-Update total compensation strategy with a focus on employee value. This goes beyond the
benefits-related bullets in the “Somewhat Involved” and “Moderately Involved” sections to
understand the most important benefits based on employee input of the value to them and
then to adjust your benefits to those identified, even if it increases your overall cost or takes
more time to find the right benefit. Much more information and help is here.
-Provide tuition assistance tied to career advancement even if the job isn't at your company.
And pay that assistance when it is due for the employee, to keep them from having to use
their limited savings to cover the cost until they receive the reimbursement.

Extremely Involved:
-Offer a living-wage, full-time, fully-benefitted total compensation package to every
employee who wants it. You can find the self-sufficiency wage for your county on the
Colorado Center for Law and Policy website by scrolling down the page and clicking on your
county on the map of Colorado. The wage differs by family size.
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-Make emergency funding available to all employees (The Community Impact Fund (CIF)).
CIF will work with you to treat these as no interest loans or grants, as you prefer, providing
the entire solution for only a small fee to recover their costs.
-Share the company's financial success with your employees through financial success
bonuses or partial ownership options
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DOMAIN 3: STRESS MANAGEMENT & RELATIONAL SKILLS
The Invisible Barrier
Job success has more to do with soft skills and mindsets,
than academics, experience, and job skills combined.7
Gaps in social and emotional skills among employees,
coworkers, and their supervisors make it challenging to
have healthy and productive relationships at work.

A report by McKinsey shows that employers tend to overlook the relational elements that drive
employee engagement, productivity, and retention. They identify the most important elements as (1)
being valued by the organization, (2) being valued by their manager, (3) having a sense of
belonging, and (4) having work-life balance. In addition to those elements, employers also overlook
the relative importance of having caring and trusting teammates.8

The data:
$500B The value of productivity lost due to workplace stress.9
550M The number of workdays lost each year due to stress on the job.10

75% The proportion of long-term job success attributable to soft skills and mindsets
70% The proportion of team member engagement attributable to their manager11

64% The percentage of employees considering quitting “in the next 3-6 months” who would do
so even if they didn’t have another job in hand.12

54% The percentage of employees who leave their companies because they don’t feel valued
by their managers.13

40% The percentage of employees who are “very satisfied” with their relationship with their
boss.

KEY POINT: Strong, coaching-style leadership reduces work-related stress, improves
relationships with team members and leaders, promotes engagement, and leads to better
employee productivity, retention, development, and advancement.
Stress Management & Relational Skills: The top 5 actions you can take now:

1. Train bosses to be coaches. 58% of managers report having no management training14

and 75% of employees say their boss is the worst and most stressful part of their job.15

2. Develop a hiring, onboarding, and orientation experience that emphasizes relationship
instead of a transactional approach. Many candidates and employees feel pressure to get
things right and they are unsure how to choose from their benefits options. Creating space at
the beginning of the relationship builds trust that grows over time.

3. Implement weekly 1:1 stand-up meetings for supervisors and team members. Even 2
minutes goes a long way!

4. Notice when your employees are doing a good job, and let them know you noticed.
The golden feedback ratio is 3 positives for every negative. Most organizations fall way short.

5. Promote an equitable and fair workplace for all. Employees overwhelmingly want to work
for employers who consider gender, racial, and economic equity and access, and who also
pay special attention to populations that are disadvantaged.

The Bottom Line: Healthy relationships at work drive engagement, retention, and productivity.

15 The Real Productivity-Killer: Jerks | Inc.com
14 10 Shocking Workplace Stats You Need To Know (forbes.com)
13 Ibid.
12 Making the Great Attrition the Great Attraction | McKinsey
11 Managers Account for 70% of Variance in Employee Engagement (gallup.com)
10 Ibid.
9 Proof That Positive Work Cultures Are More Productive (hbr.org)
8 Making the Great Attrition the Great Attraction | McKinsey
7 According to Stanford Research Institute International and the Carnegie Mellon Foundation
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Stress Management & Relational Skills: A Deeper Dive Into Employer
Options:
Supervisors and employees who struggle through on-the-job conflict are much more likely to report
issues with work-life balance and quit their jobs. This involuntary turnover leads to more stress as
the workload increases for employees who remain, and as managers have to handle the fatigue and
costs related to rehiring and retraining. A popular recent HBR article states: “The American
Psychological Association estimates that more than $500 billion is siphoned off from the U.S.
economy because of workplace stress, and 550 million workdays are lost each year due to
stress on the job. 60% to 80% of workplace accidents are attributed to stress, and it’s estimated
that more than 80% of doctor visits are due to stress.”

The following provides additional detail, when needed, to the actions presented as Employer
Options in Levels 1-5 in the “Employer Options for Top Employee Barriers” document, Stress
Management and Relational Skills domain.

Quick Wins:
-Ensure that your workplace follows all anti-discrimination laws and best practices
-Identify key sources of stress and anxiety in your workplace. This can be done as simply as
through an anonymous survey. Boss relationships are usually near the top of the list.
-Develop a hiring, orientation, and onboarding experience that values relationships by:

● setting clear, accurate expectations of employees,
● providing new employees with critical contacts / internal relationships,
● providing a comprehensive overview of employee benefits options,
● providing appropriate training including safety,
● sharing company values and norms (how values translate to specific behaviors),
● providing help with onboarding paperwork, and
● providing time for answering questions

Employers Council can help you do this.
-Follow “open-door management” policies to allow employees to come to supervisors and
managers at their discretion, within defined and reasonable constraints.
-Create margin for direct supervisors to have weekly 1-on-1 retroactive meetings with each of
their team members (at least 2 minutes using “good, bad, ugly” or “stay, start, stop”), or you can
use the 1-minute manager goal-setting, praising, and reprimanding techniques (4 minute
summary).
-Create margin for direct supervisors to have a monthly check-in with each of their team
members (at least 30-minutes to highlight successes, review goals, problem-solve challenges,
and plan for the next month).

Somewhat Involved:
-Train hiring managers and supervisors on human-centered management practices such as:

● identifying specific skills and abilities relevant to actual job performance, covering all jobs
and all employees, in order to find qualified candidates who may otherwise be excluded.
One excellent tool is PAIRIN, a Colorado-based company using friendly science to help
individuals and companies develop social and emotional skills through measurement,
mapping, and professional development curriculum. Or utilize Korn Ferry’s For Your

19

https://hbr.org/2015/12/proof-that-positive-work-cultures-are-more-productive
http://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2014/stress-report.pdf
http://www.stress.org/americas-1-health-problem/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Ayqxs6oMCxFmnxUG7uFEBwinD03SfmJm/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=108148098104596966930&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://www.employerscouncil.org/
https://fourminutebooks.com/the-one-minute-manager-summary/
https://www.pairin.com/solutions/business/
https://www.kornferry.com/fyi-resources


Improvement (FYI) resources alongside their Leadership Architect global competency
framework and sort cards for professional skills development.

● identifying ways for individual team members and collective teams to have more
autonomy and decision making, knowing that this improves employee satisfaction and
engagement while also reducing supervision time. One excellent resource is Robinson’s
The Idea-Driven Organization.

● techniques for stress identification, stress management, and stress reduction for
themselves and employees, knowing that reducing stress significantly improves
engagement and productivity.

● conflict management and conflict resolution;
● using motivational interviewing to increase employee motivation and confidence:

○ “On a scale of 1 to 10, how motivated are you to change [or do X]?”
○ “On a scale of 1 to 10, how confident are you that you can make the change [or

do X]?”
○ For a low score: “what would it take to bring you to a [score +1 or 2]?” This is an

invitation to greater trust and cooperation.
● using appropriate management methods relating to both employee ability and employee

confidence, where the manager adapts their management style to the characteristics of
the employee;

● modelling and promoting practices centered on growth mindset / continuous
improvement / learning organization including:

○ providing regular feedback with both empathy and accountability to encourage
performance, and

○ helping employees set SMART goals for themselves
Reach out to Dan Kaskubar directly at dan@spur.llc for training on these topics.
-Implement a grievance procedure and whistleblower policy and communicate it to your
employees so they understand how to express concern about behaviors in the workplace.

Moderately Involved:
-Create margin for at least biweekly face-to-face 15-60 minute coaching sessions between each
supervisor and team member. These are separate from and in addition to monthly meetings that
highlight successes, review goals, problem-solve challenges, and plan for the next month. One
simple tool for leaders and supervisors is the GROW model of coaching. Another excellent
resource on coaching is The Coaching Habit (set of videos of the key concepts, > 1 hour) by
Michael Bungay Stanier.
-Provide regular “coach the coaches” training for key mid-level managers and key supervisors.
This strengthens emotional intelligence and provides a direct outlet for improving relationships,
brainstorming solutions for challenges with specific employees, and improving difficult situations
in the workplace. Spur LLC provides onsite 1:1 coaching to key leaders and supervisors. Reach
out to Dan Kaskubar directly at dan@spur.llc. Dan is a Pairinologist and uses PAIRIN in his
coaching engagements..
-Provide training on authentic relating and de-escalation techniques. Realness Project does this
throughout the state.
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Highly Involved:
-Provide unconscious bias training to encourage supervisors to name and challenge
assumptions they make about their team members. You can book the Pillsbury House Theater
for their “Breaking Ice” facilitation.
-Review and (re)design jobs with the whole person in-mind, especially taking into account
agency and autonomy in decision-making and idea generation.
-Take an agile, "supervision as a service" approach to managing all employees, where
supervisors are increasingly there to train, support, and monitor rather than direct. Emphasize
"results-oriented" management rather than "methods-oriented" management except during
training and when required for clear safety / policy reasons. This “Green and Clean” video from
FranklinCovey illustrates this principle well.
-Promote trauma-informed practices in the workplace. These are guiding principles that improve
communication, empower employees, and de-escalate conflicts:

● Safety, which includes both physical and psychological safety;
● Trustworthiness and Transparency, which includes open communication in operations

and decision-making to build and maintain trust;
● Peer support and mutual self-help, including supporting the formation of employee

resource groups that can provide informal support for underrepresented employees and
promote problem-solving;

● Collaboration and mutuality, which includes asking for a collective worker voice in
company decision-making;

● Empowerment, voice, and choice, which empowers employees to have autonomy in
their work and make decisions that have an impact on performance; and

● Cultural, historical, and gender issues, which includes diversity, inclusion, and equity
practices that contribute to moving past cultural stereotypes and biases.

Extremely Involved:
-Provide all employees with access to personal coaches who can help them work through
on-the-job relationships and interpersonal challenges.
-Implement a 360 review process for supervisors and managers that includes team member
input.
-Develop and measure metrics related to emotional intelligence and soft-skills in the workplace,
and require it as part of the performance review process and compensation model for all
supervisors.
-Assess and measure the efficacy of information that employers provide to employees, and
develop feedback loops to share information bidirectionally between employers and employees.
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DOMAIN 4: CHILDCARE
The Most Debilitating Barrier
Childcare is an issue that has seen increased attention
since the 2020 COVID-19 year when parents found
themselves at home simultaneously educating their children and working. This forced employers to
see childcare not simply as a parent’s problem, but as a company problem collectively moving
childcare to the national stage.  Nearly three million women exited the workforce between March
2020 and February 202116 due to the pandemic.  Even without that shift, according to a Workplace
Options study “U.S. businesses lose approximately $4.4 billion annually due to employee
absenteeism as a result of child care breakdowns.”17

At the same time, employers feel there is little they can do to remedy the situation.  Childcare is
complex and expensive.  Quality Childcare spots can be difficult to procure or have hours that don’t
work with a parent’s schedule.  In partnership with Epic Colorado,18 below are ideas for companies to
support their employees dealing with childcare barriers.

Key Point:  Childcare is a more difficult barrier for a company to tackle.  However, there are
simple things a company can do to support working parents.

Childcare: The top 5 actions you can take now:
1. Communicate. Ask your employee about their childcare situation and how it impacts work.

Let them know you care about working with them when you can.
2. Offer personal leave days for sick children.  Create a culture that is ok if someone has to

miss work or work from home on a day a child is sick.
3. Developing Family Friendly Policies and Procedures. Consider flexible scheduling,

allowing an employee to clock in and out in relation to their childcare option. Create a culture
that celebrates families and is understanding and takes into account the needs of parents
and their families helps retain employees in the long run.

4. Support Affordable Child Care. Consider giving the option in a cafeteria plan to use
towards childcare costs. Flex Spending Accounts (FSA’s) allow pre-tax dollars to go towards
childcare, Dependent Care Assistance Plans (DCAP) allow employees to reimburse
childcare expenses from monies taken from paychecks.  Employers can also make
contributions towards FSAs or offer a subsidy or allowance families can use towards
childcare.

5. Offer Education with Federal Tax Supports for Employees with Child Care Expenses.
Some employees with lower incomes are not aware of the child tax credit. Employers can
also receive a tax credit for monies used for childcare referral services or operating their own
childcare.

The Bottom Line:
Open communication and understanding the needs of employees in your organization is good
business.  While there may be limited options for a company to provide childcare, a company can
still be family friendly and help families reduce costs by offering different supports to their
employees.

18 See https://coloradoepic.org/resources/#employer-toolkit for their full information
17 https://www.workplaceoptions.com/polls/working-parents-are-struggling-with-child-care/
16 https://www.cbsnews.com/news/covid-crisis-3-million-women-labor-force/
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Childcare: A Deeper Dive Into Employer Options:
Other actions you can take to address childcare needs:

● Collaborate with other small businesses in your area to sponsor an off-site childcare
program.

● Create or sponsor a family childcare network or cooperative.
● Partner with a company that can provide emergency back up care when a child is sick.
● Partner with a local childcare provider who will offer a certain amount of spaces to your

company’s children.
● Consider job shares for parents.
● Offer paid volunteer days an employee can use at their child’s school.

The following provides additional detail, when needed, to the actions presented as Employer
Options in Levels 1-5 in the “Employer Options for Top Employee Barriers” document, Childcare
domain.

Quick Wins:
-Ask about each employee's situation to understand their childcare needs and how that impacts
their work.
-Partner with childcare providers near your work to provide CCCAP slots. Find out where close
childcare centers are located in relation to your office and work to build relationships and
partnerships that result in your employees having access to CCCAP slots at local high-quality
childcare centers.
-Provide stable/flexible work hours (and be understanding about childcare emergencies).
Stable hours provide the opportunity for employees to develop routines for home life. Involved
employers find ways to improve both the level of control and the predictability of scheduling,
which leads to decreased burnout, improvements in overall job satisfaction, and increases in
employee productivity.19

-Educate families on tax credits available for children. Find out more by following this link.  For
your employee, making sure they are aware of the $2000 per child per year (which was raised
to $3,000 or $3,600 during COVID-19) tax credit is something many employees with lower
incomes are not aware of.
-Provide clear ways for nursing mothers to pump at the workplace / worksite. Make this
something that is encouraged, not discouraged as a part of company culture.

Somewhat Involved:
-Offer personal leave days for parents when children are sick. As a part of offering family
friendly services, allow employees to use their own sick days or vacation days for the care of
sick children, and truly make it okay for employees to use them when needed without
repercussions.  Especially now with the age of COVID-19, even a simple cold requires a child to
stay home from school.  If the job allows, let parents work from home on those days for the time
they can be productive.
-Make emergency loans available to employees if families can't afford CCCAP co-pays. There
are often hidden fees within the childcare system.  Even though a parent has a childcare
subsidy it does not mean they won’t be thrown off or surprised by copays and additional fees

19 See, for example, A Find at Gap: Steady Hours Can Help Workers, and Profits - The New York Times
(nytimes.com)
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like field trips or supply fees.  We have mentioned the Community Impact Fund earlier in the
document. Those loans can be used to cover one-time childcare emergencies.
-Find out when employee’s childcare opens and offer flexibility for arrival and departure times to
work. Work with parents to create arrival and departure times that compliment their childcare
schedule.  This is one of the top stressors for parents and usually an easy solution can exist.

Moderately Involved:
-Work with an organization that connects parents to emergency childcare providers when
primary childcare isn't available. Think about a resource like There There Back Up Care.
Perhaps your company can even help pay some or all of the cost for this service.
-Empower your employees to create flexibility in their schedule. Scheduling Practices directly
impact employees’ ability to respond to unexpected events and responsibilities in their home
life. Allow employees who are similarly trained and paid to switch shifts with each other at their
own convenience, by agreeing and notifying their supervisor, without requiring an approval first.
-Create a culture that celebrates families and takes into account the needs of parents and all of
their employees. For example, not scheduling meetings at standard pick up and drop off times
for schools is a simple step that can go a long way.  Even giving resources and creating
parenting networks at your company can help employees in similar situations to troubleshoot
together and develop peer to peer resources, think tanks and support around this very important
issue.

Highly Involved:
-Offer two volunteer paid days and allow employees to volunteer at a child's school. Create a
situation where volunteering is a part of the company culture.  This offering does not have to
end with parents only but can spill over to others within the organization to volunteer for
nonprofits/events they feel passionate about.
-Consider job shares for parents. Some consider the stay at home parent the most underutilized
resource in our country.  If this is true, creating a job share can be a huge win for the company.
Employers get two highly skilled workers that can bounce ideas off of each other, cover for each
other when needs arise, and offer the flexibility desired for a parent.
-Offer extended family leave. Currently the state of Colorado offers extended Family Leave, but
that doesn’t mean employees take it.  Help employees know their rights and let them know
utilizing this opportunity is encouraged.  If able, a company could offer partial or full PTO while
the employee is taking their leave.
-Collaborate with other businesses in your area to create shared childcare programs. If there
are multiple companies in your building or area, working together to create childcare or partner
with childcares can help reduce individual cost to a company and provide a much needed
resource for families with young children. The Downtown Denver Partnership Task Force
created a report detailing scenarios in the Denver area and how companies can work together.
-Support affordable childcare by sponsoring FSA programs for pretax dollars. Working much like
an HSA account in healthcare, the Dependent Care FSA can utilize pretax dollars to pay for a
child’s care.  As a company, offering this as a benefit to your employee can help them more
easily take advantage of this deduction.20 There are also tax incentives for employers that
create DCAP or FSA accounts. Two options are:

20 https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/child-and-dependent-care-information
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● Giving the option in a cafeteria plan to use that money towards child care costs, Flex
Spending Accounts (FSA’s) allow pre-tax dollars to go towards dependent care.

● Dependent Care Assistance Plans (DCAP) allow employees to reimburse child care
expenses from monies taken from their paycheck.21

Extremely Involved:
-Offer an onsite child care solution. If your office has space, offering childcare can increase
employee productivity by 90%.22 If you have the space and the resources, this can be a win-win
for employer and employee. Employers can also receive a tax credit for monies used for
operating their own childcare.
-Offer a subsidy, allowance, or matching in an FSA childcare account. FSA accounts operate
much like HSA accounts. Take the offering of these accounts one step further by creating a
matching contribution.  You can also provide a subsidy or allowance to families for childcare that
works much like a phone credit or parking pass.

For a deeper dive into these resources, check out:
EPIC Colorado
Learn how the childcare issue is being discussed around the United States

22 https://www.downtowndenver.com/wp-content/uploads/Childcare-in-Downtown-Denver-1.pdf

21https://www.payrolldepartment.biz/is-a-dependent-care-fsa-dcap-flexible-spending-account-right-for-your
-employees-and-business
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DOMAIN 5: HOUSING
The Most Difficult-to-Solve Barrier
Especially in urban areas, the cost of housing has
become prohibitively expensive for households with lower incomes. Since 1960 median household
income has grown by 56% in Denver, whereas median home prices have grown by 239%.23

Instability in housing can cause families to uproot and move further from the workplace creating
increased barriers for working parents. Our work with self-sufficiency planning clearly shows that
receiving subsidized housing is a key stabilizer to getting out of poverty. The good news is, a
housing subsidy goes a long way to keeping household cash flow positive. The bad news is that
these subsidies are a lottery system and there are many who need the help to make ends meet, who
never get this benefit. Affordable housing is critical for families with lower incomes.

Expensive housing markets make it difficult for employees with lower incomes to live near their place
of work.24 There is a limit to what employers can do to fix this problem. Federal aid for housing has
not increased as housing costs have increased due to funding limitations.25 There are, however,
local options which may be available to your employees. Stabilized housing decreases anxiety and
gives your employee a better opportunity to succeed.

Data:

Key Point: When families receive a housing benefit they have a greater ability to thrive.
Unfortunately, around 3/4 of those needing housing assistance in Colorado do not receive it.

Housing: The top 5 actions you can take now:
1. Understand your employees' situation and their needs when it comes to housing. As an

employer you can support your employees' application each year towards housing subsidies.
2. Provide assistance to your employee to improve credit and prepare for homeownership.
3. Partner with a nonprofit that provides housing or support for obtaining affordable housing

or housing purchases.
4. Give your employee comp time during work hours to research and contact various housing

authorities. Often during the work day is the only time employees can contact key agencies.
5. Consider a bonus payment or prepaid wages to help with first and last month’s rent.

Sometimes the biggest barrier to housing is having the cash flow to pay double the rent for
one month or a downpayment. Whether set up in a bonus structure or a zero interest loan,
this type of help can go a long way towards stabilizing an employee.

The Bottom Line: Stable housing is a critical need, especially for employees with lower wages and
employees in urban areas. Housing instability and economic instability are deeply intertwined.

25 https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/federal-rental-assistance-fact-sheets#US
24 https://housingmatters.urban.org/articles/four-reasons-why-employers-should-care-about-housing
23 https://listwithclever.com/research/home-price-v-income-historical-study/
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Housing: A Deeper Dive Into Employer Options:
Understanding your employees’ needs is the first step in creating a work environment that cares
for the whole person, and employers who are able to provide housing or a housing benefit are
poised to both create a positive relational work environment and create new opportunities for
themselves in the labor market. This is especially true since only twenty five percent of those
who qualify for housing actually receive it.26 That said, housing help may be the most difficult
barrier for a company to assist with.

The following provides additional detail, when needed, to the actions presented as Employer
Options in Levels 1-5 in the “Employer Options for Top Employee Barriers” document, Housing
domain. Other actions you can take to address housing needs for your employees:

● Employer Assisted Housing programs (EAH)27 have been shown to increase loyalty and
productivity of employees.

● Create employee housing near the place of work and offer reduced rental rates.
● If your company is in a high housing market, consider paying higher wages.
● Collaborate with other businesses in your area to provide assisted housing for

employees.

Quick Wins:
-Ask about each employee's situation to understand their needs and issues. Employees with low
wages often have less flexibility in work schedules, less vacation time, and longer commute
times. These factors work against productivity in the workplace, especially when emergencies
arise and they are not able to quickly handle those situations. Hardships related to housing
including neighborhood safety, school zoning, etc., lead to additional stress on an employee.
Stress, in turn, reduces employee productivity. Understanding your employee’s situation will
help you respond in more constructive and helpful ways as challenges arise.
-Support employees' applications to housing subsidies each year. Applications for housing
subsidies and programs can be overwhelming. Plus, there is no one-stop shop. Each state,
county and program have different processes and requirements for eligibility into specific
housing programs. Assisting your employee or giving space during office hours for research and
follow up is a little time that can go a long way towards stabilizing your employee.
-If you are in Boulder or Broomfield Counties, help your employees get 4:1 matched savings
through the PIE program. This program creates an Individual Development Accounts (IDA) to
help families to save, matching monthly savings of employees trying to buy their first home, pay
for post-secondary education, or start a small business.

Somewhat Involved:
-Provide help on credit improvement to prepare for homeownership. Credit and debt reduction
are key steps for an employee in the process toward stable housing. This is especially true if
your employee is planning to purchase a home in the future. Giving your employee resources to
learn how to budget and begin paying off debt is a stepping stone to their financial future and
economic stability. The higher your debt ratio and lower your credit score, the more difficult for
an employee to buy or even rent a home.

27 https://www.fels.upenn.edu/recap/posts/1570
26 https://time.com/6103813/housing-voucher-problem/
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-Help your employee connect with local resources - both non-profit or government-run - that
provide support for obtaining affordable housing or housing purchases.

● One resource is Housing Colorado. Housing Colorado provides a hotline number for all
housing needs from discrimination issues, evictions, landlord / tenant issues, or even
help connecting your employee to organizations that will provide rental assistance.

● Another resource is Volunteers of America. Volunteers of America provides housing
subsidies as well as programs for employees with lower incomes and families to utilize a
portion of their rent to go towards a future downpayment for a home. The Brunetti Lofts
are one example of a location that provides this type of program.

Moderately Involved:
-Provide connections to innovative organizations that assist with owning an affordable home.
Love Thy Neighbor and Habitat for Humanity both provide housing help for employees with
lower incomes trying to reach their dream of getting into their own home. Mentoring or guiding
your employee through that process will go a long way in helping them attain their dream.
-Help connect your employee to their local Public Housing Authority (PHA). From there,
employee’s can determine what programs they are eligible for and find information on programs
such as the Federal Self-Sufficiency program (FSS). The FSS program allows families with
lower incomes to begin building an escrow account through their rental payments if they are
already connected to certain housing subsidies. This is one of many programs offered.
-Give employees the flexibility/time to research and make calls concerning housing during the
work week when housing agencies are open. Being flexible and allowing an employee to take
care of some of these important calls and meetings on lunch hours or even on company time is
a huge benefit to your employee.

Highly Involved:
-Consider a bonus or payment to help with first and last month's rent. There are times when
emergencies arise making it difficult for employees to pay for their rent, especially if they are
moving and need to cover first and last month’s rent.  This can be a large single sum of money
that an employee with a lower income simply does not have. Creating a system of giving a
bonus (be careful this doesn’t throw your employee over the cliff as far as benefits are
concerned) to an employee who is doing a great job is one way to reward hard work that directly
impacts their life and relieves stress. An employer can also make this payment directly to a
landlord or company, and an employee’s benefits, if they are on them, will not be impacted.

Extremely Involved:
-Offer employee housing, or support to find housing, near their place of work. If there is a
housing area close by and your company is able to purchase and own employee housing this is
a huge win for the employee and a benefit to the company. Affordable housing options not only
improve job opportunities, it also improves job performance. An employee commuting 30
minutes or more spends the equivalent of 7 days of work commuting per year.28

28 https://housingmatters.urban.org/articles/four-reasons-why-employers-should-care-about-housing
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DOMAIN 6: TRANSPORTATION
In Denver and most of Colorado public transportation is
not easily accessible, especially for working parents that utilize public transportation to drop children
at childcare centers. Getting to work on time can be very difficult if work, childcare and home aren’t
in accessible locations.  At the same time, a reliable vehicle, including maintenance and gas costs
and high insurance rates, can be unaffordable for many employees with lower incomes. This can
lead employees to find a cheap car, unsafe car, or uninsured vehicle, which can result in expensive
repair bills, loss of licence, inability to pay for gas, and breakdowns.  All scenarios directly affect an
employee’s ability to be productive at work. This clearly has direct consequences for employers who
rely on employees to show up for their jobs on time and ready to work.

Data:

$138-
242/mo

In Denver, taking the bus to work for a local route (one to two fare zones), costs $6/day.
To go outside of those zones costs $10.50/day. Assuming 23 workdays/month, your
employee on public transit pays $138-241.50 each month just to get to work and back.

$255/mo Average rate for monthly parking in downtown Denver in 201829

$379/mo
Average 2021 cost per month for insurance, gas, maintenance and registration for a
car.30 This assumes the employee already owns the car and drives 15,000 miles/year.

4.3X The average amount of total transportation spending for households that own
automobiles, vs. those rely on public transportation.31

1.8X Increased likelihood of an individual with a lower-income to walk, carpool, or ride public
transportation more often to get to work, vs. individuals with higher incomes.32

Key Point: Employees with low wages and their families struggle to obtain reliable, affordable
transportation. Long commutes snowball into childcare issues and an employee being
perceived as unreliable or unproductive.
Transportation: The top 5 actions you can take now:

1. Understand your employees' situation. It is also imperative that you, the employer, clearly
communicate your expectations and possible supports to the employee and understand
the employee’s ability to meet your expectations.

2. Create work policy around flexible start times so employees are not dinged when public or
personal transportation is unreliable.

3. Understand local transportation options and consider providing a public transportation
card to all employees.

4. Enable carpooling: Create carpool trees using a map, allowing employees to see the basic
route other coworkers drive and allowing an employee to mark themselves as “need a ride.”

5. Support remote work in case of an emergency.

The Bottom Line:
A little can go a long way. Both the employee and employer lose when an employee cannot make it
to work due to transportation issues. Creative thinking and problem solving is the starting point to
helping employees with lower incomes get to the office.

32 https://www.transit.dot.gov/sites/fta.dot.gov/files/FTA_Report_No._0030.pdf

31 https://www.philadelphiafed.org/-/media/frbp/assets/economy/articles/economic-insights/2020/q2/
eiq220.pdf?la=en&hash=D3D9BA91FEACA38D2318EA92A811B054

30 https://www.nerdwallet.com/article/loans/auto-loans/total-cost-owning-car

29 https://www.bizjournals.com/denver/news/2018/04/09/
denvers-average-parking-rates-are-high-but-not.html
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Transportation: A Deeper Dive Into Employer Options:
Transportation is often more of a barrier than employers realize. Take for instance “Mandy” who
by car lives 20 minutes from her job, but by bus an hour and half. This also does not include
time to take the bus to drop her child at pre-school, bus delays, weather delays, and walking to
and from the bus stop.  In addition, workplaces that are not on a bus route become out of the
question, limiting the ability of an employee with lower income to look for jobs outside a certain
distance from her home. Or perhaps “David” has a car, but often cars affordable to employees
with lower incomes are unreliable and, with limited discretionary income, impossible to fix well or
in a timely manner when they break down. How will David’s supervisor react when he is late to
work, or can’t show up at all, one day because his car broke down? Having a good
understanding of transportation options and issues for your employees is novel and important
for helping your employees to thrive.

Other actions you can take to address housing needs for your employees.
● Offer incentives for employee carpooling or pick ups from nearby bus stops.
● Support the attainment of a reliable and affordable car.
● When choosing a new office location, choose one near a primary light-rail/bus stop.
● Offer pick-up/drop-off service at the closest transportation locations.
● Provide low interest loans for vehicles.
● Provide emergency loans for car breakdowns and subsequent rental or uber usage.
● Develop relationships with local mechanics or car dealerships.  Offer discounts when

employees use the “company's mechanic” to get their car serviced.
● Provide gas cards or Uber/Lyft gift cards for employees when they have car issues or

gas prices make it hard to keep up.

The following provides additional detail, when needed, to the actions presented as Employer
Options in Levels 1-5 in the “Employer Options for Top Employee Barriers” document,
Transportation domain.

Quick Wins:
-Understand what your location and work hours impose on your employees for transportation,
ask about each employee's situation to understand their needs and issues, and clearly
communicate your requirements and supports available. Begin by understanding your needs
and requirements and clearly communicate them to all employees.  Then seek to understand
each of your employee’s ability to meet those expectations. Are you near a light rail or bus line?
Do your employees need to pay for parking? Public transportation or parking can be a
significant amount of a paycheck for employees with lower incomes. What are your employees’
commutes like? How hard is it for them to arrive at a specific time? What can you do to make
your employees’ time more productive?
-Support ride sharing options among employees. Organize and pass on information about
existing ride sharing options such as Way To Go. This is supported by the Denver Regional
Council of Governments. They will work with you to set this up and it can result in a tax break for
the business and employee if set up correctly. An alternative is to provide the support for your
employees, and perhaps other offices near you, to create a carpool option. Let employees fill
their estimated location on a Google map. They can be marked as “need a ride” and others who
are willing to offer rides can get on to see if there is anyone in their area whom they could help
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pick up. Even if the carpooler wants to charge a small fee or help with gas money, a direct ride
can save a lot of time, money and frustration when done right.
-Remain flexible/understanding with transportation emergencies. Do you have a firm start
(opening) time every day? If so, must all of your employees be there by then or is there flexibility
for those that have a lengthy commute that can be disrupted by things beyond their control?
Having a 1-2 hour start-time window can go a long way to reducing employee stress. If you can’t
be flexible, make sure you understand what time your employees are having to arrive at work to
make sure they are on-time every day and arrange for productive (and paid) ways for them to fill
the time when they arrive early.
-Identify transportation options if you have shifts that aren't supported by public transportation.
We know this can be a tough thing to address for jobs with shifts.  However, you can understand
local transportation schedules and how they align with shifts. If your employees have to
commute at off hours, how easy, safe, and reliable is it for them to access transportation? If you
are having trouble hiring and retaining people in certain shifts, this could be a part of the issue.
Arrange for safe and supportive options when they don’t exist.
-Arrange and provide alternative transportation options when employees need to work long
or unusual hours at your request. When you need extra support to get the work done,
showing your employees you understand that this impacts their transportation schedule will
show your appreciation and help with employee engagement.

Somewhat Involved:
-Explore options with your local transit authority and provide a public transit card or subsidize
one (EcoPass, LiVE Denver, etc.) and subsidize parking if it isn't free. Denver RTD provides an
EcoPass option, which allows an employer to pay for all or part of a monthly pass. This has the
added advantage of being a pre-tax benefit. Another option is the LiVE Denver Pass for
employees that have lower incomes or are disabled, elderly or under 19 years old. RTD works
with employers to set this type of program up. This can also be an effective recruiting and
retention tool.
-Provide partial subsidies for Uber and Lyft commutes when a car breaks down. You can obtain
prepaid cards for Uber, Lyft, etc. Both Uber and Lyft have ways to make this work immediately if
the employee already has the app loaded on their phone, so make sure those at risk for needing
this support have the app.
-Provide gas cards for emergencies and if employees must use their cars for business. Prepaid
gas cards can easily be obtained from a nearby gas station and are best if they can be used at
many locations. If Employees use their cars for business, this option (versus submitting an
expense report afterwards) should be available for all employees to keep your employees from
being stressed when they don’t have the funds to cover gas. You can also extend gas cards to
employees struggling to pay for gas in any circumstance.

Moderately Involved:
-Confirm your policies are being consistently and fairly implemented and are achieving the
results intended. If you have an Employee Survey, ask directly for this input. If you don’t,
organize a meeting with someone they can be honest with, to ask for feedback.
-Support obtainment of an affordable/reliable car (low interest loans, partner with local car
sales/mechanics). Do you have relationships with a local bank/credit union, car dealer, or
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mechanic?  If so, talk to them about the possibility of special pricing or products for your
employees.  Sometimes special opportunities exist that benefit them and your employees.
-Support remote work in an emergency. Emergencies are going to arise and they will keep your
employees from work. Could they be partially or fully productive from a remote location? What is
needed to make that work well? Some pre-planning and pre-positioning of solutions to enable
remote work can make this work effectively and increase your employee productivity. This is a
good article about preparing to enable remote work. If this isn’t possible, how can you and your
leadership team be supportive of someone taking paid time off without difficulties or
repercussions when an emergency arises?

Highly Involved:
-Locate near a primary light-rail/bus stop (or provide a shuttle link to them). We know that
moving involves significant expense and effort.  However, if you aren’t in a location near a
light-rail/bus stop and if this is important for your employees, develop a long-term plan for a
move the next time you make a location decision. An alternative for companies that have many
workers taking the light-rail or bus is to have a scheduled car or shuttle service to the primary
light-rail/bus stop once or twice at the beginning and end of a work day.

Extremely Involved:
-Develop relationships with car dealers and mechanics nearby to provide affordable cars, keep
them reliable, and fix breakdowns quickly with minimum disruption to work hours. Develop an
understanding for low-cost repair options near your office or be able to point your employee to a
non-profit or sympathetic mechanic. You can go beyond this to establish relationships with local
repair shops that are trustworthy and reasonably priced to be used when employees need their
car fixed when they are at work - though at least they are at work!
-Provide no or low-interest loans for cars. There are a number of financial institutions that can
set this up. See more from organizations like Made to Impact. Unfortunately in desperation to
have reliable transportation, we have seen many employees take out loans on cars with high
interest rates that put them underwater on the value of the car very quickly. The corresponding
high monthly payments strain the rest of their budget. Yet, obtaining financing for a reliable car
is a sensible decision and a strong stabilizing factor for employees. It also improves employee
reliability, and these collateralized loans tend to be lower-risk.
-Provide emergency loans for car breakdowns and full subsidies for Uber and Lyft commutes
when the car is being fixed. We mentioned the Community Impact Fund earlier in the document.
Those loans can be used for emergency car loans. The Uber/Lyft cards mentioned earlier can
also be extended to multiple days when needed.
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