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As many as 85 per cent of Australians lack the skills they need to make informed choices about financial issues such as investment and superannuation.

A survey of 800 employees, by the financial planning and education company Money Solutions, also found that 60 per cent of employees lacked the confidence to make financial decisions and 46 per cent were anxious about making financial decisions.

The apparent low level of financial literacy among Australian workers has prompted Money Solutions to introduce a way to measure employees' financial wellbeing.

The Australia Financial Wellbeing Scale has been created in conjunction with Thomas Garman, professor emeritus at Virginia Tech University's National Institute of Personal Financial Employee Education, and the University of Melbourne.

Employees are required to answer 10 questions, on a scale from one to 10. The first workplace survey has been completed, with responses collected from almost 1000 employees, and the data is being analysed before the scale is published for the first time.

The scale is designed to help employers gauge the level of employee financial wellbeing and tailor workplace education programs to address any problems found.

A major improvement is needed in workplace financial literacy standards, with choice of superannuation fund legislation due to come into effect in July next year, Dr Garman said.

He said employees could be asked to make quite complex financial decisions but it would be severely counterproductive for employers to provide choice of fund without first ensuring that employees could cope.

Dr Garman said there was compelling evidence in the US that poor financial wellbeing was directly linked to higher absenteeism, workplace accidents and other disruptions.

On the other hand, employees with higher levels of financial wellbeing exhibited lower absenteeism, greater pay satisfaction and better job performance.

Dr Garman said tracking changes in things like absenteeism and workforce turnover had shown that for every $100 invested by the employer in financial education programs there was a $450 return.

He said earlier workplace studies had found employees spent a lot of their time at work dealing with and worrying about financial issues, and there were potential benefits for all companies in improving their employees' ability to make financial decisions.

"Improvements in workers' financial wellbeing shows up in positive job outcomes," he said.

"The research in the US has shown that financial wellbeing isn't related to one's income or education or socio-economic status."

Financial wellbeing is a step beyond financial literacy, although the two are closely linked. Financial literacy may be defined as "the ability to read, analyse, manage and communicate about the personal financial conditions [to ensure] a person has the ability to make confident decisions and to use financial services and products effectively.

Financial wellbeing comes as a result of being financially literate.  Virginia Dowd, chief executive of Money Solutions, said she wanted as many employers as possible to be involved.

