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The False Reset

In the corporate world, January is treated as a
"clean slate." New budgets are finalized, OKRs
are reset, and leadership expects a surge of
fresh energy to kick off Q1. It is the month of
renewal.

But the calendar resets. Employees and their
money problems don't.

While leadership teams enter January expecting
focus and momentum, many employees are still
carrying the financial and emotional weight of
December: holiday spending, debt, bonus
uncertainty, performance reviews and in some
organizations, layoffs or restructures.

This is the Q1 Financial Hangover: the
delayed impact of December’s financial and
emotional load showing up at work weeks later.

For HR leaders and people managers, this
creates a dangerous blind spot. While the
business is gearing up for a new quarter, the
workforce is often quietly managing a
‘hangover” from financial decisions made just
weeks prior.

Because financial stress is largely invisible, its
cost often goes unrecognized until it shows up
as disengagement, mistakes, or missed goals
later in the quarter.

To understand why Q1 performance is at risk,

we need to start with what actually happened in
December.
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What Happens

in December

December is not just busy. It is the most
financially, emotionally, and cognitively loaded
month of the year for both employees and the
teams that support them.

Our recent survey data* shows a clear pattern:
financial stress peaks in December, with 80%

of emp[oyggs reporting higher  stress
compared to a neutral month like June.

The dominant emotions are heavy: 72.3% of
employees report feeling  "anxious" or
"overwhelmed" about money, while only 20%
associate the month with positive feelings like
happiness and gratitude.

How employees feel about money in

December
Anxious 31.3%
Grateful 13.3%
Happy 7.3%
Guilty 4%
Hopeless 4%
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Employees reported multiple overlapping
stressors in December:
« Increased spending on gifts, travel, and end-
of-year obligations
« Uncertainty around annual bonuses
« Annual performance reviews
» Increased workload as colleague’s take PTO

Many also admitted to something more telling:
avoidance.

Nearly 50% of employees admit they avoid or
postpone necessary financial tasks (like
checking balances or paying bills) because the
mere thought makes them feel overwhelmed. A
self-reinforcing loop that quietly drains employee
mental resources throughout the workday.

At the same time, 38% of employees report a
second pressure stacking on top of money
stress in December: increased workload as
colleagues take time off.

Employees aren’t just navigating money stress.
They’re doing it while covering shifts, meeting
deadlines, and trying not to fall behind.

The result shows up at work as disengagement,
lower productivity, mistakes, and conflict, even
when leaders don’t fully recognize what'’s driving
it.



When employee stress becomes HR'S problem

HR teams already know that December is hard.
What'’s less visible is how much of December’s
financial stress lands directly on their desks.

In December, HR leaders are not just managing
benefits and culture.

They become the front line absorbing the
increased operational burden and emotional labor
of a strained system:

« PTO eligibility and holiday pay questions

» Bonus timing & compensation questions

« Payroll edge cases multiply

« PTO coverage becomes more complex

At the same time, there’s the “Santa”
expectation. HR is expected to deliver something
meaningful at the end of the year: holiday events,
recognition programs, and gifts, all while operating
with limited capacity.

December is also when some of the hardest
conversations happen: performance reviews,
compensation decisions, bonus outcomes, layoffs,
and restructures.

These decisions don’t land in a neutral emotional

environment. They land when employees are
already stressed and financially vulnerable.
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HR is often tasked with delivering high-stakes news at
the exact moment employees are least equipped to
process it.

And afterwards, the burden continues. HR teams
need to manage administrative details, provide
guidance to people leaders, boost employee morale
stabilization, and keep the team focused and
engaged.

December isn’t just expensive; it is destabilizing. It is
a month where we expect the “final push” at the exact
moment when individual cognitive bandwidth is at its
lowest. And none of this resets on December 31.

Employees turn to
HR first

Our data aligns with what HR already
knows: employees turn to them first when
money-related uncertainty shows up at
work.

e 27% leaned on HR for PTO/time-off
confusion

e /9% leaned on HR for bonus uncertainty
e /9% leaned on HR for holiday pay issues

e 40% leaned on HR for help navigating
workload during colleagues’ PTO



January's reality:

the financial hangover

The most important findings of our
research isn’t just what happens in
December. It's what carries into Q1.

Nearly 50% of respondents report taking
on debt to cover holiday expenses.

« Credit cards

« Buy Now, Pay Later (BNPL)

« Short-term borrowing

This isn’t confined to a single age group.
Holiday-related debt shows up at both
ends of the career spectrum.

Holiday debt by age group

18-24 60%

oo* 50%

25-34 46%

45-54

58%

And the consequences roll over to the
following year. January is consistently
cited as one of the most stressful
months of the year, immediately
following the peak of December.
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Among those who took on debt, over
kalf report repayment feels stressful in
January and February. With nearly 25%
of them describing that stress as “very”
or “extremely” intense.
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The cognitive cost of stress

The word stress is used so casually that
it's easy to dismiss it as something
vague, personal, or outside the scope of
business impact.

In reality, chronic stress directly affects
the brain systems employees rely on to
focus, plan, make decisions, and
collaborate.



When stress becomes chronic, the brain adapts in
ways that are protective in the short term but costly
over time. Researchers describe this as cumulative
“‘wear and tear” on the brain and body.

Chronic stress doesn’t break the brain, but it
reshapes how it operates, shifting resources away
from higher-order thinking and toward constant
threat management.

How Financial Stress Affects the Brain at Work
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Chronic financial stress shifts the brain from strategic thinking to survival mode.

Financial stress is particularly damaging at work
because:

1.1t is recurring and persistent. Bills, debt, and
financial instability don’t resolve after a single
event. They linger in the background,
continuously pulling attention.

2.1t is cognitively “sticky.” Money is closely tied
to safety, status, and future security, so financial
concerns are difficult for the brain to ignore,
even during work hours.
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Research shows that financial strain consumes
cognitive bandwidth.

The part of the brain responsible for strategic
thinking is constantly worrying on the background.
And that extra mental load leaves fewer resources
available for planning, patience, self-control, and
complex problem-solving at work.

This isn’t about motivation or effort. Simply put, the
mental resources required for focused thinking
are already partially depleted.

What financial stress looks like
at work

« Inappropriate emotional reactions

« Irritability / emotional volatility

» “Quick wins only” behavior

« Withdrawal, lower collaboration

» Procrastination masked as busyness

« Indecision followed by impulsive decisions

« Avoidance of complex work

While leadership expects a fresh start, employees
are starting the year depleted and distracted
because of financial decisions made under
December pressure.




For leaders who believe employee financial
stress is not their responsibility, the data
suggests otherwise.

Employees are spending multiple hours per
week at work distracted by money issues:
checking balances, comparing prices, or
simply worrying about debt.

How much focus employees lose to financial stress
dlh 4 4 4 4
v Y __r v

M 2 hours/week [l 3-5 hours/week B 0 hoursiweek

Nearly 1 in 5 employees lose almost a full workday
every two weeks.

A conservative illustration: for a 500-person
company where all employees earn
$66,622/year (US average), productivity
issues arising from financial stress alone
represent a $300,000 loss in the first
quarter of the year.
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And that’s
absenteeism, mistakes and rework, weak

before we account for
communication, poor leadership, and
personal factors like health and burn out.

Disengagement is often framed as a
motivation problem, but the data suggests it
often stems from a financial stress problem.

For employees carrying holiday debt,
repayment stress remains high just as
organizations expect renewed energy and
momentum. Only 29 of employees with
holiday debt reported not feeling stressed
about money in January and December.

This is not just an HR problem.

HR teams often become the first line of
defense when financial stress shows up at
work, but the burden doesn’t stop with HR.

Managers are expected to hit targets and
sustain high performance while their teams
are cognitively depleted. Executives see the
impact in slower-than-expected Q1 progress.

The cost isn’t always visible on a dashboard.
But it shows up in performance, engagement,
and turnover over time.



Moving beyond

“financial literacy”

People don’t struggle with money because they lack knowledge.
They struggle because money is emotional and stress
overrides math.

Different employees respond to financial pressure in different
ways because money means different things to different people:
safety, status, freedom, or care.

At Ozzie, we refer to these different response patterns as Money
Personality Types — a proprietary financial psychology model
built with data from 8,000+ individuals across the US, UK, and

Mexico.
SAFETY VALIDATION
The Stockpiler ™ The Hotshot ™
Money protects against Money reflects worth
uncertainty. and competence.

Stress shows up as:

Stress shows up as:

* Anxiety * Comparison
* Overcontrol . * Pressure
* Avoidance Mone}' IS * Overextension
emotional.
Stress doesn't change the math—
it changes how people respand
CARE i %7 AUTONOMY
The Giver ™ The Independent™
Money expresses Money preserves freedom
responsibility and love. and choice.
Stress shows up as: Stress shows up as:
* Guilt * Frustration
* Over-giving * Withdrawal
* Self-neglect * Resentment
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That’'s why “more information” rarely fixes the 2.Offer support that works in real life

problem.

When asked about what kind of financial support
Two employees can hear the same advice and from their employer would be most helpful during
respond in completely different ways because high-stress periods like December, employees
they’re not responding to the math. They’re consistently asked for:

responding to what money represents to them
according to their Money Personality Type.

For employers, this has a clear implication: What benefits employees say would help

financial support has to help employees act in during financial stress
moments of stress, not just educate them in calm @ Paycheck advances 1:1 personalized guidance
ones.

Clear next financial steps Automated financial tools

1.Support action, not just education:

27%

Generic budgeting webinars and one-size-fits-all
advice don’t help when employees are actively
stressed about money. 24%

We asked employees whether their current
employer benefits include financial support that

o
actually feels helpful in those moments: 18%

Helpful Not sure support exists
13.3% 20.7%

People in a feedback loop of financial stress don't
need to be told how to budget or a workshop on
credit card debt interest. They need support that
helps them prioritize, decide, and follow through
under pressure.

Not helpful
66%
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A Final Note

December stress is predictable, which
means it is manageable.

Organizations that recognize how financial
stress works don’t expect employees to
“snap back” in January. They design
employee engagement strategies for the
moments when stress predictably peaks
and lingers.

Supporting employees through the January
financial hangover isn’t about coddling.

It's about acknowledging reality: money is
emotional, timing matters, and stress
doesn’t stay neatly contained in employees
personal lives. It objectively affects the
company’s bottom line.

Organizations that address financial
stress proactively don’t just survive Q1.
They start the year stronger.

Ozzie partners with employers to show their
employees what to do with their money
based on how they actually think and feel,
and to automatically handle the tasks
they’re most likely to avoid.

Think of Ozzie as the financial partner once
reserved for the ultra-wealthy, now
redesigned for the 99%, powered by
behavioral science, and built to take weight
off employees’ shoulders and off HR'’s.

* Data referenced throughout this white paper comes from Ozzie’s
December 2025 independent survey of 200 full-time employees, ages 18-
65, across the United States.
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Contact

Is your team ready for Q1? Let’s build
an engaged workforce that is financially WWW.0zzieapp.com
resilient, not just financially reactive. hello@ozzieapp.com



