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The Moneyball Approach to Employee Benefits: 
Using Wins Above Replacement to Maximize Value 
by Harrison Newman, Vice President, Senior Benefits Consultant 

 

In baseball’s analytics revolution, teams discovered that traditional statistics like home runs and batting 
averages told only part of the story. Introducing the concept of wins above replacement (WAR), a statistic 
that estimates a player's value by comparing them to a replacement-level player, transformed talent 
evaluation by measuring a player's total contribution compared to a replacement-level alternative. This 
shift to a comprehensive value assessment offers a compelling framework for reconsidering your 
employee benefits strategy. 

Changing the Game: Beyond Traditional Stats  

Just as baseball teams once fixated on home run hitters while overlooking equally valuable players with 
different skill sets, many organizations focus heavily on traditional big-ticket benefits like premium 
healthcare plans while missing opportunities to create greater value through strategically allocating their 
benefits budget. 

The concept of WAR in employee benefits asks a simple but powerful question: How much additional 
value does a specific benefit provide compared to standard market offerings? This framework helps 
organizations move beyond the traditional emphasis on actuarial value to consider the total impact of 
their benefits strategy on employee attraction, retention and satisfaction. 

The Actuarial vs. Perceived Value Game 

Understanding the distinction between actuarial value and perceived value is crucial. While actuarial 
value represents the mathematical worth of a benefit, perceived value reflects how employees value and 
use these offerings.  

Recent data from the 2024 KFF Employer Health Benefits Survey show that high-deductible health plans 
(HDHPs) with health savings accounts (HSAs) have significantly lower premiums ($8,275 for single 
coverage) compared to traditional PPO plans ($9,383), yet they often deliver higher perceived value 
through tax advantages and flexibility. Offering an HDHP with an HSA might create more employee 
satisfaction than a traditional plan with richer benefits but higher costs. 

Playing Within the Salary Cap 

SHRM's 2024 Employee Benefits Survey reveals how employers prioritize different benefits categories, 
with health-related benefits (88%), retirement savings (81%) and leave benefits (81%) rated as most 
important. However, emerging categories like flexible working benefits (70%) and family-friendly benefits 
(67%) are gaining significance. 

Just as baseball teams operate under salary caps, HR leaders must strategically decide where to invest 
their resources. The temptation to implement flashy, headline-grabbing benefits can be strong, but 
sustainability is key. Netflix's much-publicized parental leave policy cautions that offering unsustainable 
benefits, regardless of their initial appeal, can create more harm than good when they need to be scaled 
back. Instead, employers must focus on building a strategic benefits portfolio that aligns with budget 
constraints and their workforce's diverse needs. 
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Scoring More Wins: Optimizing Your Benefits Strategy  

To maximize your benefits, start by understanding your workforce demographics and preferences. A 
young, tech-savvy workforce might place higher value on flexibility and lifestyle accounts, while an 
established workforce often prioritizes robust healthcare coverage, retirement planning tools and long-
term care insurance options.  

Consider how a mid-career professional with a family might value comprehensive dependent care 
coverage and college savings plans, while late-career employees might place greater emphasis on 
retirement transition support and enhanced medical coverage. Even within these groups, perceived value 
varies based on individual circumstances, which is why offering a strategically diverse benefits portfolio 
often yields the best results. 

Even the most carefully selected benefits package can fail to deliver value if employees do not 
understand or cannot easily access their benefits. Effective communication and straightforward 
administration are crucial multipliers of perceived value.  

The Implementation Playbook 

Support services play a crucial role in maximizing benefit value. Just as baseball teams invest in coaching 
and training staff to help players perform at their best, organizations should ensure they have robust 
benefits administration and advocacy services in place. These resources help employees navigate 
complex benefits decisions and resolve issues, enhancing the perceived value of their entire benefits 
package. 

Building Your Championship Team 

The WAR framework offers a valuable perspective for HR leaders looking to optimize their benefits 
strategy. Instead of chasing the latest benefits trends or trying to match your competitor's flashiest 
offerings, focus on creating a balanced benefits portfolio that consistently supports your workforce. 
Consider implementing lifestyle accounts that offer flexibility, investing in mental health resources or 
enhancing work flexibility options—benefits that might not grab headlines but could deliver significant 
long-term impact. 

As employee expectations continue to evolve, success lies not in offering the most expensive or trendy 
benefits but in strategically investing in a mix of offerings that provide sustainable, meaningful value to 
your unique population. The future of employee benefits belongs to organizations that can look beyond 
conventional wisdom to find value where others might miss it..  

 

 

 
Follow the conversation with us on LinkedIn. 
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