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In October 2019, a White House press release shared an incredible piece of news: the national 

unemployment rate had fallen to 3.5 percent, its lowest point since May 1969. While some economic 

experts are predicting that a slowdown is just around the corner—if not another recession—the 

economy and the job market are remarkably robust. This booming economy has created one of the 

biggest job-seeker’s markets in recent American history, one in which talented candidates can 

essentially sell their skills to the highest bidder.  

While offering the highest-possible salary is one strategy that employers can use (and have used) to 

attract and retain talent, competitive pay is not a tool that all small businesses have in their arsenals. 

These businesses can’t always compete with bigger corporations in the wages that they pay. The 

good news is that money isn’t everything: today’s job seekers are looking for vibrant company 

cultures that make coming to work every day fun and appealing and innovative benefits that make 

taking a lower paycheck worthwhile. 

In this white paper, we examine ten non-salary strategies that small businesses can use to compete 

for the top talent in their industries. 

The Perks That Job Seekers Want 
The number-one question that small- or mid-sized businesses should be asking right now is, “What do our 

employees want?” Finding out which benefits, cultural shifts, or policy changes might move the needle for your 

existing staff will give you a good idea of what will draw new talent into the fold. In a job-seeker’s market in 

which top talent is hard to come by, it is just as vital to cater to the desires of your current workforce as it is to 

attract new candidates.  

Using survey tools can be an effective strategy to find out which perks are likely to make the most significant 

difference in your organization. As you collect this data from your workforce, consider these ten desirable perks 

that employers of all sizes and across all industries have implemented to stay competitive in today’s talent market: 

Top 10 Perks that Small Businesses can 
Offer to Attract and Retain Employees 
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1. Healthcare 

Health coverage is a priority for most job seekers, if only because paying for care out-of-pocket without an 

employer group plan is prohibitively expensive.  

According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, employers that offer a sponsored healthcare plan to their employees 

pay 82 percent of annual health insurance costs for single coverage and 71 percent for family coverage. These 

numbers mean that, in 2018, the average individual with a single coverage policy offered through an employer o 

paid $1,241 for a year’s worth of health coverage. The average employee with a family policy offered through 

an employer paid $5,689 per year. These numbers are based on the average costs of company-sponsored health 

insurance policies in 2018: $6,896 for single coverage policies and $19,616 for family policies. 

In contrast, 2018 statistics from eHealth indicate that the average monthly cost of an individual health insurance 

plan—a plan purchased through a private exchange or a government system rather than through an employer—

was $440 for single coverage and $1,168 for family coverage. Those figures add up to $5,280 a year for single 

coverage and $14,016 for a family plan. The average citizen with an individual health plan is paying 4.25 times 

more for single coverage and 2.46 times more for a family plan than they would through an employer. 

For job seekers, the figures speak for themselves. A job offer that comes with a robust employer-sponsored health 

plan is worth more than a significantly higher salary and most other benefits. As such, it is crucial for employers to 

offer this benefit to avoid taking themselves out of the competition for talent.  

2. Flexibility and work-life balance 

Millennial job seekers are drawn to jobs that offer flexibility and work-life balance. According to a 2016 Deloitte 

Millennial Survey, two of the three priorities that millennials said they considered when evaluating career 

opportunities related to these concepts. Work-life balance topped the priorities list, with 16.8 percent of survey 

respondents saying it was the first thing that they would consider when looking at a new job.  

Opportunities to progress or become leaders came in second place with 13.4 percent. Flexibility at work (including 

flexible work hours and opportunities to work remotely) was third with 11.0 percent of respondents claiming it as 

their priority. Lower on the list were factors such as getting a sense of meaning from the work at hand, 

opportunities for professional development, the impact of the job or organization on society, and the reputations of 

company leaders. 

It isn’t difficult to see why millennials hold work-life balance so dearly. The millennial generation is the first to come 

of age up in the “always-connected, always-on” era. While their parents may have been able to work a 

traditional 9-to-5 and then leave work behind for the evening, the only work environments that most millennial 

professionals have ever known are ones in which they are expected to monitor emails, respond to messages, or 

take phone calls related to work at all hours of the day. Now, millennials are fighting back against this new normal 

by demanding more balance and more time off the clock. 

This battle for greater work-life balance represents a massive opportunity for employers, and it is one of the best 

ways that SMBs can attract top talent. Offering more time off, the chance to telecommute, flexible work hours, 
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four-day weeks, summer Fridays, and other perks that eliminate some of the burden of work is a way to show that 

your business is committed to letting employees live their lives, take care of their families, and care for themselves.  

Some businesses have experimented with offering unlimited time off policies under which employees can make their 

own schedules if they are getting their work done. Others have gone to great lengths to establish boundaries 

between managers and employees and eliminate the demands of after-hours work or “on-call” job arrangements. 

Just as employees want a balance between work and life, your business will need to find the right balance 

between giving employees room to breathe and making sure that everyone is still working in a functional and 

productive fashion. 

3. Professional development and learning 

Why do employees leave for new jobs? Sometimes, it’s about salary; sometimes, it’s because they are unhappy in 

their current jobs; sometimes, they are relocating to a new geographic area. In many cases, they want to take their 

career to the next level or find a new challenge. Prospective employees may not value professional development 

opportunities as much as work-life balance or flexibility, but development opportunities still matter.  

One of the most commonly-cited reasons for leaving a job is a variation of, “I feel like I’ve gotten everything out of 

this position that I can.” A top challenge for employers regarding talented, engaged, innovative, and fast-learning 

professionals is that those individuals do sometimes outgrow their job responsibilities. An employee who is feeling 

restless or stagnant in their job will look for a new opportunity that will challenge them, allow them to learn new 

things, or give them a path toward greater responsibility or a higher salary. 

As an employer, you cannot afford to let your top talent stagnate. You risk not only losing bright employees to 

other companies but also not getting the full value or return-on-investment from your human capital. Employers that 

map out professional development plans for each employee, invest in training and educational opportunities, and 

discuss the potential for future investment help foster career growth in place rather than forcing top-tier 

professionals to look elsewhere for it. 

4. Strong company culture 
Today’s job seekers want to love what they do and who they work with—hallmarks of a welcoming company 

culture. Your organization’s workplace culture should emphasize engaged, upbeat, positive work environments; 

strong friendships and work relationships among employees; and terrific team morale.  

Part of building this culture is ensuring that each person you bring onboard is the right cultural fit, which means that 

the entire process starts with writing the right job posting and hiring the correct person to fill the position.  

It’s not just about finding someone who shares your company values or has a personality and work style that aligns 

with your existing team. Conducting thorough background checks and looking for potential red flags—such as a 

history of violence or sexual harassment, a record of lackluster performance at previous jobs, or a tendency to lie 

on a resume—can help your business identify issues that could quickly torpedo even the most well-structured 

company culture. Looking at criminal history, sex offender registries, work histories, and educational background 

and checking references can give you a fuller sense of someone’s character for cultural fit. 

Hiring all the right people doesn’t automatically produce a company culture. A huge component of the equation 

occurs post-hire with proper management and leadership.  
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Employers need to establish zero-tolerance policies for confrontational management or micromanagement. The 

leaders and managers at a business set the tone for company culture, and these two management styles can easily 

lead to hostile work environments or teams defined by stress, irritability, and rigidity. Positive, collaborative 

management styles help create the types of workplace bonds that drive strong company culture.  

Other strategies, such as regularly recognizing employees for quality work and accomplishments or holding social 

nights and meetups with your staff, can complement this team-driven management style and culture. 

5. Competitive benefits for new parents 
Finding talented workers at the beginning of their professional careers and helping them to hone their skills are 

ways for organizations to accomplish more with less. Hiring more experienced people means paying higher 

salaries; investing in young talent means getting high-quality work for a bargain starting price.  

To attract young people, you need to offer benefits to employees who are starting or thinking about starting their 

own families. For earlier-career professionals, paid maternity and paternity leave are vital—to the point at which 

an employer not offering these benefits could be a dealbreaker for job seekers in their 20s or 30s. 

A few weeks of paid family leave are a start, especially while there are still many employers not offering any 

form of paid parental leave. According to a 2018 survey conducted by Mercer, the world’s largest human 

resources consulting firm, only 40 percent of employers offer this type of benefit. Becoming one of those 

employers—and getting competitive with your family leave policies—is one of the biggest opportunities that your 

business will ever have to compete for valuable young professionals. 

What does a competitive parental leave policy look like? To start, offer paid leave for both mothers and fathers. 

Beyond that, offering more parental leave time is the biggest differentiator from one employer to the next. Netflix 

offers up to 52 weeks of paid parental leave. Microsoft’s policy is 20 weeks of paid leave for new mothers and 

12 weeks of paid leave for other new parents. Startups are getting in on the game, too: Outreach, a Seattle-

based software company, offers 12 weeks of paid leave for new mothers (two weeks before delivery and ten 

weeks after) and four weeks for new fathers. 

It’s not just about leave time. Outreach is an example of a company going the extra mile. The company covers the 

cost of a night nurse for eight weeks after parents return to work and even pays to have dinner delivered to new 

parents twice per week.  

If your business can’t afford to go without employees for long periods of leave time, work with them to put 

together flexible working arrangements. Offer more work-from-home days to new mothers and fathers, allow 

extra flexibility in their schedules, or establish a policy that allows new parents to bring their children to work—all 

practices that can help to reduce post-pregnancy turnover. Offering on-site daycare or partial daycare 

reimbursements can help keep new parents at your organization for longer. 

6. A pet-friendly environment 

Kids aren’t the only family members that today’s workers are hesitant to leave at home all day. Making your 

office pet-friendly can be a big draw for dog owners who can’t afford to pay for dog walkers, doggie daycare, 

and other care expenses but don’t want to leave their dogs at home.  
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Many workers cite additional benefits of bringing their pets to work, such as stress relief, improved workplace 

socialization, and increases in morale. Major employers such as Amazon, Salesforce, Google, Workday, and, of 

course, PetSmart have all marketed themselves as pet-friendly employers. 

7. Student loan paydowns 

Today’s graduates are joining the job market with record levels of student loan debt. According to Student Loan 

Hero, 69 percent of Class of 18 graduates have student loans of some sort. Of that group, the average student 

carried $29,800 in debt at the time of graduation. While many employers offer retirement benefits, these recent 

graduates aren’t thinking about retirement until they can make a plan to clear their student loan debt. Today’s 

employers can attract top talent in this younger age bracket by offering a helping hand. 

Student loan paydown benefits plans are becoming more common. These plans work similarly to employer-

sponsored retirement plans. During each pay period, a certain amount of the employee’s paycheck goes toward 

an account set up to make payments on their student loans. Just as in an employer retirement plan, the employer 

contributes matching dollars based on how much money the employee pays in each month. Gradifi is one example 

of a platform that employers can use to offer this benefit. 

8. A focus on wellness 

Modern employers are doubling down on wellness for two reasons. First, it is a benefit that most employees want. 

It can be difficult to keep up with a rigorous fitness routine when you are spending 40-plus hours a week at the 

office. Employers can help counteract this challenge by offering wellness options including on-site gyms or fitness 

rooms, complimentary gym memberships for all employees, complimentary entries into races or other athletic 

competitions, weekly yoga classes, or healthy food options.  

The second reason why many employers are jumping on board with wellness benefits is that they have a lot to gain 

by keeping their employees healthy. From increased productivity to reduced rates of absenteeism, healthy 

employees are more valuable to employers than unhealthy employees. 

9. Food! 

One of the quickest ways to a job seeker’s heart is through their stomach. Bringing lunch to work is cumbersome and 

eating out every day is a considerable expense. Both make it a challenge for employees to stick to healthy diets, 

which can negatively affect office wellness. Offering weekly office lunches or a fully-stocked kitchen with healthy 

snacks can positively impact your wellness initiatives while making life easier (and tastier) for employees.  

Beyond employee wellness and morale, offering free onsite meals or refreshments can be beneficial to employers. 

The regular lunch break at work is an hour long. Very few people need an hour to eat lunch, but they might require 

that extra time if they are leaving the office to eat. Keeping employees on the premises during lunchtime can 

encourage them to enjoy a more efficient lunch and get back to work sooner, which can increase productivity 

without negatively impacting employee satisfaction. Bigger companies can consider investing in an onsite cafeteria. 

If you want to encourage your employees to mingle and bond in a way that fosters stronger company culture, what 

better way than through shared mealtimes in common areas? 
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10. Mental health support 

In maintaining a healthy workplace, employers often focus on physical health and wellbeing and overlook mental 

health support. From managing common, day-to-day issues such as stress and fatigue to intervening with severe 

mental health struggles with anxiety, depression, and grief, lack of mental health support can impact productivity, 

hinder quality of work, and lead to burnout and turnover. In severe cases, employees with mental health issues may 

even pose a threat to themselves or others. 

According to a 2018  survey conducted by the London-based consulting company Peldon Rose, most employees 

(72 percent) believe that employers should champion and support mental health in the workplace. Especially in 

fast-paced or stressful work environments, mental health support can be a strong investment for businesses. It shows 

an organization’s compassion for employees and what they are dealing with—an attractive feature for job 

seekers who contend with issues such as anxiety, and a key tool for avoiding burnout. 

How employers offer mental health support in the workplace varies. One option is an “open door” HR policy in 

which employees in need of mental health support have the opportunity to seek it out without restrictions or 

judgment. With training, an HR manager can help decide the best course forward for that employee. Some 

businesses keep social workers or psychiatrists on the payroll to ensure that mental health support is always readily 

available. Others provide this service by contracting with (and covering the cost of) telephone counseling sessions 

for employees.  

All these services are beneficial for helping employees to navigate stress at work, deal with significant changes in 

their lives (including starting a family), and open up about depression and other serious mental health concerns 

before they interfere with work and wellness. 

Conclusion 
Not all these perks are things that every small business can offer, and none of them guarantees the ability to 

attract and retain top talent. Rather, these benefits are small pieces of a puzzle that must also include a 

reasonable salary, company values that job seekers believe in, and work that employees really want to do, among 

other things.  

In this job-seeker’s market, employers need to set themselves apart to find, hire, and retain talented, valuable 

professionals. For salary-challenged small businesses, offering innovative benefits is one of the most cost-effective 

ways to compete. These ten perks and policies reflect just a few ways that your organization might start enhancing 

its core recruitment draws. 


