
The Financial Wellness 
of Gen Z: The Good, the 
Bad, and the Ugly



It’s happening: Generation Z, the demographic group 
born from the mid-90s to early 2000s, is officially joining 
the workforce. And, unfortunately, they’re already 
experiencing financial issues, affecting their well-being 
from the moment they enter the workplace. 

In fact, a March 2018 study from LendEDU found that nearly 40 percent of Gen Zers say they either don’t 
believe they’ll be able to fully repay their student loan debt or they’re unsure they will.

While this new generation of employees faces an uphill battle when it comes to their personal finances, 
they’re eager to improve their situation.

In a survey of Gen Z employees in the U.S., Canada, and the UK, we found that Generation Z is largely 
interested in creating a high sense of financial wellness. A whopping 77 percent of respondents say they 
have a clear set of financial goals and know how to achieve them.

That being said, there are several obstacles keeping them from achieving those goals. 

What are their biggest concerns? How do they manage 
their financial obligations? How do they perceive the 
role employers have in boosting financial wellness? At 
LifeWorks, we aimed to find out.
 



Methodology

In February 2018, we conducted two surveys of Generation Z employees (between 14 and 22 years old) in 
Canada, totaling 251 respondents, and the U.S. and UK, totaling 500 respondents.

We combined the results from these two surveys to calculate the global totals. Of the global respondents, 
females represented 50.2 percent of respondents and males represented 49.8 percent. Canada, the UK, 
and the U.S. each made up 33 percent of global respondents.

Employed individuals accounted for 75 percent of respondents. The remaining consisted largely of students 
(14 percent), 68 percent of whom were employed part-time and 32 percent full-time. Other employment 
statuses included the following: self-employed (4 percent), other (3 percent), unemployed/unable to work (2 
percent), and military (1 percent). 

Those who were between 18 and 22 years of age made up 94 percent of respondents, while 14- to 17-year-
olds made up the remaining 6 percent. 

Education levels varied, with the majority of respondents having a high school level education (45 percent), 
followed by university (22 percent), vocational technical college (20 percent), middle school (8 percent), and 
postgraduate (6 percent). 

Key Findings

The Good

• Gen Zers’ top financial goals include building savings/emergency funds, establishing a budget 
and sticking to it, and tracking spending and changing habits. 

71%
of Gen Z employees say 
they’re moderately to very 
stressed about finances.

84%
of Gen Z employees say it’s 
important that employers 
offer financial wellness 
programs.

4/10
Gen Z employees can’t say 
their employer cares about 
their financial wellness and 
helps them manage it.

The millennial generation might be all about avocado toast, but Gen Z has very different financial 
priorities. The outlook for their financial wellness is high. While most of them experience financial stress, 
they also have clear goals, healthy habits, and confidence in their future.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/food/wp/2017/05/15/dont-mess-with-millennials-avocado-toast-the-internet-fires-back-at-a-millionaire/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.335970e642e4


Confidence

Nearly seven out of 10 respondents say they’re confident they will be more financially secure than their 
parents. This is a great indicator of their dedication to adopting good money habits and seeking out 
educational opportunities. 

In fact, 71 percent say they’re comfortable meeting their cost of living expenses. 

How they typically manage paying for living expenses:

Preparation

Generation Z is not only confident in their financial future, but also prepared. Respondents say the top 
ways they manage paying for unexpected expenses include withdrawing from an emergency fund (30 
percent) and paying with cash or debit card (24 percent). 

Also, tax refunds won’t be wasted on frivolous items. Most Gen Zers plan on using refunds to reduce 
debt, stockpile savings, or cover day-to-day expenses.

Plans for using tax refund:

26%

Pay down credit     

card debt

26% 22% 19% 19%
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Use it for everyday 
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gas, etc.)

Pay down student 
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Create a budget and stick to it
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Pay with cash or debit card
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35%
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The Next Step 

Generation Z’s habits are healthy, both for managing expected and unexpected expenses. They’re 
focused on paying down their debts and building a nest egg for a secure future. 

The Bad

While Gen Z brings ambitious goals and a healthy approach to money management, there are quite 
a few obstacles standing in their way. These financial issues hurt their overall well-being because they 
cause stress and might even force them to work more to earn extra income.

Gender Gap

The youngest generation in the workforce is inheriting the same issue passed down from their 
predecessors: gender inequality. Gen Z females are experiencing more financial hardships.

Battle of the Sexes

Top Concerns 

In general, Gen Zers face a number of financial concerns. These worries are centered on both short-
term (living paycheck to paycheck) and long-term (building savings and planning for retirement) 
financial wellness. 

Educate employees on how to maximize their savings and manage their debts through regular 
financial workshops. This is especially helpful for bigger debts, like student loans. 

Female employees

Male employees

81% 63%61% 79%

of employees globally that are 
moderately to very stressed 
about finances 

Purchasing a 
house 

Living paycheck 
to paycheck 

Building 
emergency fund 

and savings 

Starting 
retirement 
planning 

Managing 
student loan debt 

Creating an 
investment 

portfolio 

say they agree/strongly agree 
they feel comfortable meeting 
cost of living expenses

67% 66% 62% 55% 54% 51%



Their most pressing obstacles include:

Cost of living - 58%

Student loan debt - 41%

Taxes - 34%

Poor spending habits - 33%

Credit card debt - 29%

Savings and Emergencies

Sometimes, Gen Zers have no choice but to get into more debt. When they face unexpected expenses, 
31 percent resort to using credit cards. This implies they don’t have enough to cover the cost of 
emergencies.

They’re also struggling to save. Nearly one in five (19 percent) Gen Z employees aren’t putting anything 
into savings each month. One in four (23 percent) barely save anything, putting away less than $50.

Impact at Work

Most Gen Zers say financial stress impacts their performance in some way. They’re driven to earn 
more, but are experiencing distractions and hurting their well-being in order to get ahead.

Here’s a quick glimpse at the Gen Z employee experience:

With work performance suffering, employers are starting to see the direct impact poor financial health 
has on business outcomes. 

The Next Step  

Unfortunately: wages have stagnated in advanced economies. A 2016 study from McKinsey & 
Company found that about two-thirds of household incomes were flat or fell between 2005 and 2014. 

With Generation Z facing rising costs of living, stagnant incomes, and a mountain of student loan 
debt, it’s no wonder financial stress is prevalent. 

To attract and retain Gen Z talent, help them manage these financial stressors by offering competitive 
wages in your industry, with additional performance-based incentives, like bonuses. 

Also, invest in initiatives geared toward teaching Gen Z employees more about general financial 
literacy, managing debt, saving for retirement, and budgeting.

40% 25% 19%

say, “I’m distracted 
thinking about and 
handling financial 
matters at work.”

say, “I work 
longer hours and 
weekends for 
overtime pay.”

say, “I miss work 
because financial 
stress negatively  
affects my health.”

https://www.mckinsey.com/global-themes/employment-and-growth/poorer-than-their-parents-a-new-perspective-on-income-inequality


The Ugly

Unfortunately, many employers still fail to empower their staff when it comes to their financial 
wellness. Less than half (40 percent) of Gen Z respondents can’t say their employer cares about their 
financial wellness and helps them manage it.

The Employer’s Role

The majority (84 percent) of Gen Zers agree it’s important that employers offer financial wellness 
programs. They favor various methods of financial wellness support, including health insurance and 
discount programs. 

Financial Wellness Programs

Gen Zers are especially interested in financial wellness, so developing programs to help them succeed 
will have a positive impact on these employees.

Their level of participation in their employer’s financial wellness program is high: 41 percent are 
currently participating, with 11 percent saying they have previously participated. 

Those who participate enjoy various aspects of the program ranging from educational workshops to 
coaching services.

Health insurance 

Retirement savings 

Discount programs 

Financial management tools (for budgeting, 
spending tracking, etc.) 

Financial coaching and counseling services 

Financial education workshops and seminars 

Financial literacy program 

45%

37%

33%

17%

15%

11%

7%

Types of Support They Want the Most:



While many Gen Z employees are engaged in financial wellness initiatives, 20 percent of respondents 
say they stopped participating or have never participated. What’s more, 19 percent said they’re not 
aware whether or not a program exists, and 20 percent say their employer doesn’t offer one. 

Reasons for not participating:

The Next Step

These results show a lack of awareness and availability when it comes to financial assistance. But 
even when that assistance is available, employees feel intimidated and don’t trust that their financial 
matters will be kept confidential. 

What’s more, the importance of financial wellness is not yet clear to some. Those who don’t take the 
time to participate in a financial wellness program need to understand why making the time is a top 
priority. 

Host financial wellness awareness campaigns to highlight why managing money is vital to employee 
health and worker productivity. Build a culture that is supportive and focused on addressing well-
being. This way, employees feel comfortable speaking up about their financial issues. 

Most important aspect of the financial wellness program:

19% Financial management 
tools (for budgeting, 
spending tracking, etc.)

26% Financial coaching 
and counseling services

32% Financial 
education 
workshops and 
seminars

44% 22% 20% 16%

I don’t have time I don’t need help 
with my financial 
wellness 

I don’t trust that 
my financial 
matters will be 
kept private

I feel  
intimidated



visit www.lifeworks.com

Benefits

Offer benefits that attract and retain Gen Z talent. These benefits should align 
with their top financial concerns. For example, student loan assistance can help 
them chip away at their debt.

Personalization

Tailor your financial wellness initiatives to Gen Z employees. Examples of these 
activities include an introduction to budgeting course and access to online tools. 

Culture

Destroy the stigma surrounding financial wellness programs by promoting its 
confidentiality and building a culture that makes them feel comfortable seeking 
out financial wellness support.

Conclusion

Most Gen Zers understand the importance of healthy spending and have a clear set of financial goals 
-- they just need help overcoming their unique obstacles.

To improve individual and overall financial well-being within your organization, focus your financial 
wellness strategy on three pillars:


