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About This Study
This custom research was conducted in November and December, 2021. It is based on survey
responses from 1,000 employees working full-time at firms that offer an accrued paid time off
(PTO) vacation policy. Respondents were US-based and worked at organizations with less than 50
to over 10,000 employees, spanning a wide variety of industries and professions. Demographics
include representation by gender, age, and ethnicity and represent the view of the entire working
population statistically with a 99% confidence level +/- 4% margin of error. Full details on the
survey sample size can be found at the end of this report.
PTOExchange is the first benefits platform that allows employees to self-direct the value of
their unused paid time off (PTO) for other needs and causes, including retirement, student loan
repayment, cash, discounted travel, charitable donations and more.

Statement of Ethics: as an independent analyst firm, our research and reporting provide unbiased,
neutral views of the HR trends and technologies impacting work today. While this specific research was
vendor-funded, it does not impact how we share the data with employers and practitioners. If you have
any questions, please contact us.
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PAID TIME OFF IS READY FOR A REFRESH
INTRODUCTION

One of the most consistent employee benef its offered by employers is paid time off (PTO),
and it’s often left on autopilot. However, as the data below indicate, it’s time for employers to
take a new look at paid leave, because it can be stressful and diff icult for employees to get the
full value of the benef it. To make things worse, employers are also carrying increasingly large
balances of paid leave, increasing organizational risk. It’s time to rethink paid time off.

4 in 10 workers use all of their leave each year.

In a study of 1,000 workers
representing the North
American workforce, we saw
some sobering statistics.

The other 60% have trouble using it all.

3 out of 4

workers report taking an “unneeded”
vacation in order to avoid losing accrued time

For a long time, we’ve
assumed that offering a PTO
benefit was enough. But as
the data show, it’s not meeting
the needs of the workforce in
many cases.

1 in 3

workers say they can’t take their vacation
time because their job is too demanding

RETHINKING PAID TIME OFF

83%

of workers would be very
or extremely interested in
converting paid time off into
other financial resources

Choices for conversion range broadly, giving employees
control, choice, and flexibility like never before.

4 5
OUT
OF

employees would donate
vacation hours to a coworker
in the event of an emergency

REAL NEED MEETS
REAL IMPACT
Workplace flexibility is
more than just flextime
or working from home.
Meeting the needs of a
diverse workforce with a
benefit like this enables
powerful outcomes.

CONCLUSION

MORE STABILITY IN
PERSONAL FINANCES
STRONGER FEELINGS
OF LOYALTY

EMERGENCY CASH
CHARITABLE DONATIONS
HEALTH SAVINGS ACCOUNTS
TRAVEL
STUDENT LOAN REPAYMENT
RETIREMENT CONTRIBUTIONS

9 10

that this type of
benefit would make
OUT
them more likely
OF
to stay with their
EMPLOYEES AGREE employer

A SENSE OF
APPRECIATION

The foundational truth of this research is that every employee is unique, and offering them all
the same benef it may not serve their needs in the same manner. Flexibility when it comes to
managing, leveraging, and/or converting PTO is a way to address the needs of an increasingly
diverse workforce, driving powerful employee retention and engagement.

THE GENIE IS OUT
OF THE BOTTLE
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The Genie is Out of the Bottle:
The Workforce Demands Flexibility
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In the last few years, work has changed dramatically

Flexibility, and the Workforce Study, which was

for many. From where they work to how they work, the

sponsored by PTO Exchange and gathered inputs

dynamic change has brought about new challenges,

from 1,000 North American workers to understand

sure, but also new opportunities for their employers

their

to connect, engage, and support them. This has led to

when it comes to paid leave. For clarity, we only

changes in a wide variety of standard offerings, from

gathered responses from those individuals with

training and compensation to career mobility and

jobs that offered benefits including paid leave.

benefits.

The demographics covered men, women, a wide

One of the most common benefits offered today is

variety of industries, and a broad range of ages and

preferences,

priorities,

and

concerns

professions. Full details of the survey sample size

paid leave. Employers set up accrued leave plans so
that workers can save up time to use for personal

can be found at the end of this report.

needs, both planned and unplanned. However, it is

As Figure 1 below indicates, it’s time to rethink how

time to rethink paid leave, based on inputs from the

we offer leave, how we allow employees to use it,

workforce.

and what value it can unlock for employers and the

This report is going to explore new findings from the

workforce in the modern work environment.

Lighthouse Research & Advisory 2021 Paid Leave,
Figure 1: Workforce Perceptions of Paid Leave Today
Describe your feelings about your company’s paid leave policy
I would prefer more flexibility in how I can use the value
of the vacation I have earned
I would prefer to receive additional
vacation days each year
I have trouble taking the vacation days
I earn because work is too busy
All of the above
None of the above
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Source: Lighthouse Research & Advisory 2021 Paid Leave, Flexibility, and the Workforce Study (n=1,000)
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According to the research, more than half of the

of reasons. Therefore, being able to use the

workforce craves additional flexibility in how they

accrued time off in other flexible ways can lead

can use their accrued time off. Within the scope

to reduced stress as well.

of this report, we will also examine some options
for how leave can be converted into other benefits
that employees desire based on their own personal
priorities.
It’s important to note that paid time off (PTO) is not
static. When someone earns an hour of paid leave,
it’s set aside at their current pay rate. However, if
they don’t take it for a year and a half and end up

Within the context of this report, we’ll explore
the following key concepts as they relate to
this topic:
• The current state of employee paid time
off: how people use leave, why they
don’t, and why that matters.
• Rethinking paid time off in today’s

getting a 20% pay raise in that time, the leave is

dynamic workplace: what it takes to

paid out at the 20% higher rate. Therefore, getting

support a modern worker with flexible

employees to take the leave or use it in other ways

benefits.

is not only beneficial to the company, but it’s also
valuable and helpful for the employee as well.

• The impact of flexible benefit choices:
how benefit options and choice can

To put it another way, high PTO balances are an

impact recruiting, worker retention, and

organizational risk not just because of a large

employee engagement.

amount of dollars sitting on the balance sheet
waiting to be cashed in, but also because of the
increased risk of stress and ultimately departure if
employees don’t get some relief.
While paid leave programs are designed to ensure
people take time away from work, the data shows
us over and over that most employees do not
take all of their vacation each year, for a variety

© 2022 Lighthouse Research & Advisory.

The goal here isn’t just to talk about another
trend or guess at future talent priorities. We’re
going to use real data that represent the North
American workforce to indicate just how big
of a priority this should be within your own
organization and how to solve for it.

THE STATE OF EMPLOYEE
PAID TIME OFF
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The State of Employee Paid Time Off
According to the study, only four in 10 employees use their leave every year.
The other 60% have trouble taking it all within the calendar year when it’s
earned, due to a number of factors.
First of all, the pandemic shifted how much leave people take and how they
take it, as Figure 2 below indicates.
Figure 2: Amount of Employee Leave Taken in a Normal Year Versus Pandemic Year

30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
0%

More than 20 days

Normal Year

2020

20 days

15 days

10 days

(4 weeks)

(3 weeks)

(2 weeks)

Less than 10 days

Source: Lighthouse Research & Advisory 2021 Paid Leave, Flexibility, and the Workforce Study (n=1,000)

Due in large part to the pandemic and its travel limitations, approximately 80%
of workers took less time than they did in a normal year. Further, those taking
fewer than 10 days off jumped by 55% compared to a non-pandemic year.

ONLY

4 10

OUT
OF
EMPLOYEES USE THEIR
LEAVE EVERY YEAR

© 2022 Lighthouse Research & Advisory.
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But that’s not all. Other key finding revealed in the study:
• Income gaps: 56% of workers making less than $49,000 a year use all their
vacation time, but 72% of those making over $125,000 do. Lower income
workers are less likely to be able to take advantage of this benefit to its full
extent, citing too much work followed by concerns about job security and
manager perceptions.
• Gender gaps: in the study we found that women were 43% less likely than men
to say that they use all their leave every year, citing hesitancy around how they
would be perceived at work, job worries, or lack of ability to afford a vacation.
• Racial gaps: Nonwhite employees are 19% less likely to take all their leave
every year compared to white workers, with the ability to afford a vacation
showing slightly higher for this group.
Any one of these factors would be a cause for concern, but taken as a whole, it paints
a picture of a system that is too inflexible to support the evolving needs of an increasingly diverse workforce.
To take a different approach, let’s visit the aggregated amount of vacation that has
been earned but not yet exercised, as shown in Figure 3.
Figure 3: Amount of Employee Leave Earned but Unused

30%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
0%

More than 25 days

20-25 days

15-20 days

10-15 days

Less than 10 days

Source: Lighthouse Research & Advisory 2021 Paid Leave, Flexibility, and the Workforce Study (n=1,000)
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While about one in three workers have less than 10 unused days, the other twothirds have anywhere from two to five-plus weeks of leave that they haven’t
utilized. Again, this isn’t just a cost to the employers in terms of a liability on the
books–it’s a cost to the workforce when they do not use or get access to that
earned time and compensation.
It’s time to rethink how we approach paid leave, and the workers themselves
have some ideas about how we can do it in a meaningful way.

© 2022 Lighthouse Research & Advisory.
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RETHINKING
PAID TIME OFF
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Rethinking Paid Time Off
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Have you ever had that moment when you realized

While those policies are not inherently “bad,”

that your vacation balance was about to hit the

they are built around the idea that we must:

maximum accrual amount, meaning you would lose
any time you continued to accumulate? It’s a strange
feeling knowing that you absolutely must take
time off just to avoid losing it. If you have, you’re in
good company: three in four workers have taken an
unneeded or unnecessary vacation in order to avoid
losing their accrued vacation time.

2. Try to encourage employees to use a
benefit in a constrained, companydefined timeframe.
Remember, this is supposed to be a benefit we’re

The phrase “use it or lose it” applies to paid leave
in multiple respects. In the example above, workers
can only accumulate so much before they max out
their leave balance. However, other companies have
policies that dictate workers must use their paid
leave in the calendar year or forfeit any balance.

1. Manage or remove business liability to
employees when it comes to paid leave;
and

offering for their sake.
Speaking of benefits we offer for the sake of
our employees, it’s worth calling out unlimited
PTO or uncapped leave programs briefly. Some
companies see these as the solution to remove
ongoing liability from the books and give some
measure of flexibility back to the workforce.

3 4
OUT
OF
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workers report taking an unneeded
vacation in order to avoid losing time
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But workers are the ones who end up losing in

But what if there were other options, like being

these scenarios. Different studies show downsides

able to convert paid leave into other resources

of unlimited PTO options ranging from employees

that are more flexible and personalized? Would

working more often when on leave to employees

the workforce be interested in that?

taking less time off overall34.

You better believe it.

Figure 4: Employee Interest in Converting Paid Leave to Other Financial Resources
60%
50%

83%

40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Not at
all interested

Slightly
interested

Moderately interested

Very
interested

Extremely
interested

Source: Lighthouse Research & Advisory 2021 Paid Leave, Flexibility, and the Workforce Study (n=1,000)

3. https://www.insider.com/people-with-unlimited-pto-policies-spend-every-vacation-working-2019-6
4. https://workforce.com/news/unlimited-paid-time-off-is-a-deceptive-ploy-in-todays-workplace
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83% of the workers in North America are very or
extremely interested in using their paid leave to support
their various personal financial needs.
To aggregate the numbers featured above, 83% of

quietly serve and support each other without

the workers in North America are very or extremely

expecting any payback. In a personal experience

interested in using their paid leave to support their

years ago when I served as an HR Director, one

various personal financial needs. Only 3% report no

of our employees started with us on a Monday.

interest at all.

On Tuesday, a tornado ripped through town,

But how? What would they do with that time if they

destroying his home completely. On Wednesday,
seven of his coworkers anonymously donated

had some options beyond “use it or lose it?”

enough leave for him to take two weeks off to

For starters, 80% of workers say that they would

spend time with his family grieving the loss of their

donate time to a coworker in the event of an

home and working with his insurance company

emergency. This is more than just a safety net–it

and a builder to begin the process of rebuilding.

demonstrates a willingness to commit to each other

However, there are other uses as well that tap

and a culture of care that most business leaders can

into the deeply personal needs of every worker. In

only dream of.

addition to leave-sharing, there are other ways to

This kind of thing happens every day, and people

Figure 5: Specific Priorities for Converting Leave into Other Resources
Interest in Converting Vacation into Specific Resources
Cash/Emegency Funds
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Source: Lighthouse Research & Advisory 2021 Paid Leave, Flexibility, and the Workforce Study (n=1,000)
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Further, there are some interesting demographic breakdowns that show just
how important this could be for different workers:
• Low income: 40% of workers making under $49,000 a year would like
cash for emergencies.
• High income: those earning more than $125,000 a year would be most
interested in health savings account contributions.
• Gender: women were 33% more likely to want emergency funds for
unexpected expenses than men.
• Older workers: 30% of those workers age 54+ want to use it for
retirement contributions, which is four times more likely than someone
ages 18 to 24.
• Younger workers: One in five workers ages 18 to 24 want to use the
funds for student loan repayments.
Clearly there is demand for this flexibility, and the varying choices allow workers
of all different walks of life to exercise the benefit in a way that matters most
to them in their personal situation. In a workforce that is becoming increasingly
multigenerational, HR leaders know it is difficult to find benefits that are
meaningful to the entire spectrum of their employee population.
The good news is tht the ability to convert PTO into other uses is not only
possible, but increasingly easy to implement, thanks to companies like PTO
Exchange, this report’s sponsor.
Taking a more flexible approach and rethinking paid leave and its purpose could
change how employers support the workforce forever, but is it just another
thing to offer?
Is it just one more benefit? Or does it really leave a demonstrable, visible impact
in terms of retention, engagement, and satisfaction?
Next, we’ll share our findings from the study that definitively answer those
questions.

© 2022 Lighthouse Research & Advisory.
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THE IMPACT OF FLEXIBLE
AND CONVERTIBLE PTO
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Convertible PTO
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Earlier in this report, we made the case that the

with something they can’t fully leverage or receive

current system and benefits are too rigid to meet

the full value.

the needs of the diverse set of workers employed

However, flexibility and choice can solve this

today.

problem by putting more power into the hands of

To put it another way, one of our studies a few

workers themselves. The study clearly shows the

years back found that when we build a solution

intense interest from the workforce in having a

for the average person, we ignore any employees

more flexible, personalized option to convert paid

who aren’t “average.” The rigid, historical way that

leave into other financial resources. But the impact

leave benefits have historically been offered and

and value goes so far beyond simply using leave for

managed is exactly that. It serves an average use

other purposes, as Figure 6 indicates.

case, but workers who don’t fit that mold are left
Figure 6: Employee Perception of Benefit Value

How would these benefits make you feel?
I would feel like my company
values and appreciates me
I would feel more loyalty to my employer
I would feel like I had more
control over my life and money
None of the above
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Source: Lighthouse Research & Advisory 2021 Paid Leave, Flexibility, and the Workforce Study (n=1,000)

7 10
OUT
OF

say that having a flexible leave benefit would make them feel
like
their& Advisory.
company values and appreciates them.
© 2022 Lighthouse
Research
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In a world where engagement scores and trust are at all time lows, this is
an incredible statistic. Seven out of 10 employees say that having a flexible
leave benefit would make them feel like their company values and appreciates
them.
But the most powerful statistic in the study went even further, asking workers
about their intent to stay with their company. With unprecedented levels of
voluntary turnover and resignations in the employment landscape in the last
two years, anything that supports employee retention is a major component
in business and talent strategy today.
Nine out of 10 North American workers say that having access to these
benefits would make them more likely to stay in their job.
For some of you, that might be enough. But as a research organization,
it’s our job to understand the “why” behind these decisions and concepts
whenever we can. The final question in our study looked at flexibility and
how employees define it. Many employers think flexibility is just about where
someone works, but the workforce doesn’t see it that way.

9 10

OUT
OF
EMPLOYEES AGREE
that this type of benefit would make them more
likely to stay with their employer

© 2022 Lighthouse Research & Advisory.
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Figure 7: How the Workforce Defines Flexibility

What does flexibility mean to you when it comes to work?
Having choices about
how my work gets done
Having choices about
how/when I get paid
Having choices about the
benefits my company offers
Having choices about I
share new ideas with my company
Having choices about where I work
None of the above
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30%

40%
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70%

Source: Lighthouse Research & Advisory 2021 Paid Leave, Flexibility, and the Workforce Study (n=1,000)

What’s incredible is that, unprompted, workers put

we interact with systems, organizations, and

“choices about where I work” at the bottom of the

people in our personal lives, but when we get to

list. At the top? Choices about how work gets done.

work that often falls to the wayside. Employers

Autonomy. Empowerment. Options. That’s what

often say they want to embrace flexibility, but

matters to people more than anything else.

they aren’t sure where to start. This report has

And yes, other options exist here around pay, benefits,

outlined a clear, effective starting point for

and more, but the overwhelming theme is the power
of choice.
In the modern workplace, workers demand and
crave choices. Personalization is a key part of how

© 2022 Lighthouse Research & Advisory.

increasing flexibility within the workplace, and
it has also highlighted the clear value as well in
terms of employee retention and engagement.
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22

Many healthcare organizations and hospitals offer valuable paid time off
benefits, but in times of short staff, high demand, and unprecedented health
concerns, it can be incredibly difficult to find time to take off from work.
For one regional health system with six acute care hospitals, outpatient
surgery centers, a cancer care network, and other healthcare operations,
this set of circumstances led to more than $40 million in accrued PTO on
the balance sheet. In order to manage the risk associated with this, the
organization planned to place a cap on PTO but worried about the impact it
would have on those staff with a high balance.
To not only address that potential challenge but also support the needs
of a diverse workforce with more than 10,000 staff, the healthcare
organization implemented PTO Exchange in late 2021. The response
was incredible: more than $3.5 million in PTO was converted by
employees to other resources in the first five weeks after going live.

RESULTS

• Standing out as an employer of choice for skilled talent during a tight
labor market.

• $3.5 million in
leave converted
in first five
weeks

• Flexible options for employees to leverage earned leave based on their
personal priorities.

• Average hours
exchanged: 120

Beyond reducing the financial liability, other benefits included:

• Paying out leave at pre-merit increase pay rates, reducing overall
company spend.

With more than 71,000 hours exchanged by the firm’s workforce, it
became immediately clear that it was serving a real need, enabling
staff members to feel appreciated and supported in a way that other
companies often struggle to match.

© 2022 Lighthouse Research & Advisory.

• 85% of
exchanges were
for $1,000 or
more
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CASE STUDY: Unused PTO to Change
a Child’s Life
In an era where companies struggle to create strong ties with their
community, STRATACACHE used something as seemingly simple as
paid leave to demonstrate a culture of care and community.
STRATACACHE is a technology firm supporting retail experiences
and customer journeys for global organizations. The business has
supported more than three million software activations for clients,
demonstrating leadership in its area of focus.
The company’s goal was to raise money for a young girl with a
rare disease, enabling the family to purchase a much-needed
wheelchair-accessible van in order to facilitate medical treatment
visits. STRATACACHE leaders began the campaign by offering to
match employee funds dollar-for-dollar. Staff across the company
immediately jumped in, offering a portion of their paid leave balance
in support of this important cause.
In less than 48 hours, the company was able to raise the $45,000 to
cover the purchase of the vehicle.
Beyond the initial focus, employees have continued to use their
PTO Exchange benefits for financial wellness, additional donations,
and more.

© 2022 Lighthouse Research & Advisory.
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RESULTS
• 50% of
employees
have used the
benefit to date
• Nearly
4,000 hours
exchanged
across the
company
• Average
transaction
value: $2,100

ABOUT THE RESEARCH
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These findings come from a survey of 1,000 full time workers with benefits
located in North America. Data were collected in November 2021 via a blind survey and represent
the view of the entire working population statistically with a 99% confidence level +/- 4% margin
of error.
Company Size/Headcount

Respondent Age

30%

50%

25%

40%

20%

30%

15%

20%

10%

10%

0%

1-100

101-500

501-1,000

1,001-5,000

0%

5,000+

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

>54

Respondent Gender
41%

59%

Male

Female

Statement of Ethics: as an independent analyst firm, our research and reporting provide unbiased,
neutral views of the HR trends and technologies impacting work today. While this specific research was
vendor-funded, it does not impact how we share the data with employers and practitioners. If you have
any questions, please contact us.
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About PTO Exchange
PTOExchange is the first benefits platform that allows employees to self-direct the value of their unused paid
time off (PTO) for other needs and causes, including retirement, student loan repayment, cash, discounted
travel, charitable donations and more. PTO Exchange helps companies engage employees and retain staff
in a tight job market, strengthen culture and community, and reduce balance sheet liabilities. PTO Exchange
also supports flexible benefits through Life Planning Accounts. PTO Exchange is SOC 2-certified and trusted
by STRATACACHE, UCare, 4 Wall Entertainment, Generac, Howard Brown Health and others. Learn more
at www.ptoexchange.com
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About Us
Lighthouse Research & Advisory is a modern analyst firm dedicated to setting the standard for excellence
in talent, learning, and HR. By providing compelling research and actionable insights for business leaders,
our team’s mission is to navigate the rapidly changing field of human capital management to support today’s
talent and learning functions.
Our advisory, research, content, events, HR Awards Program, and other offerings serve tens of thousands of
employers across the globe every year.
Put simply: our goal is to chart a new course for talent. We do this with compelling research, innovative
ideas, and a strong grasp of the current state of talent and technology at work. We have supported hundreds
of organizations with our research, advisory, and insights since our beginning in 2016. In addition, our data
also inform key product and strategy decisions at the industry’s leading technology and service providers.
Ben Eubanks is the Chief Research Officer at Lighthouse, providing trusted advice for today’s modern talent
leaders. Prior to joining Lighthouse, Ben worked as a research analyst and an executive practitioner. His
analyst work focused on learning, talent acquisition, and talent management. During his career, he has
published more than 100 pieces of research and provided advisory services to executives from some of the
largest and most respected organizations in the world.
Unlike most analysts, he also has hands-on experience working as an HR executive, leading both strategic
and tactical talent practices. Ben is the host of We’re Only Human, a podcast focused on the intersection
of people, technology, and the workplace. In addition, he runs upstartHR.com, a website serving HR leaders
that has reached more than 1,000,000 readers since its inception.
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