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“The greatest factor determining   
  health is the level of formal  
  education. If every American had  
  a college education, it would save  
  554,525 lives a year.”

Research by New York University and University of North Carolina (2015)1
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Introduction

Few financial topics have been as well-publicized lately as 
the American college debt crisis. New, headline-grabbing 
statistics appear in the media with increasing regularity. 

Among the many compelling stats are:2  

• The cost of college in the U.S. has risen nearly 400% 
since 1990; 

• U.S. student loan debt totals over $1.5 trillion; and

• Approximately 44 million Americans, or 29% of the 
working population, are saddled with some form of 
college debt.

The crippling level of college debt for many working 
Americans is negatively impacting their financial 
wellness. For those burdened with college debt, seven 
in ten say money and personal finances are the primary 
sources of stress in their life. And fewer workers are 
feeling good about the progress they are making in 
funding their children’s college education or paying off 
their college loans. Nearly a third feel that they are losing 
ground compared to two years ago.   

Cumulative Price Changes Since 19903

The millennial generation has been most widely affected, 
with 75% carrying some form of college debt; however, 
baby boomers age 60 or older are the fastest-growing 
category of student-loan debtors. Boomers also are most 
likely to feel that college-related debt is a significant 
impediment to meeting their financial goals. Their loan 
balances have ballooned more than 70% in the past five 
years — the largest increase of any demographic group.4 

Employers are increasingly aware of the financial 
pressures on their workers — young and old — who are 
faced with college costs or debt. In response, savvy 
employers are introducing benefits such as tuition 
assistance programs, college savings plans and student 
loan repayment plans. Helping employees with college 
costs not only will improve workforce well-being but 
could increase productivity, improve employee retention 
and lower health care costs.

Pending federal legislation and recent Internal Revenue 
Service (IRS) rulings may bode well for the future 
tax-favored treatment of college tuition and loan 
repayment plans. Favorable legislation will accelerate 
the introduction of new solutions in the market and 
increase adoption of college tuition-related benefits at 
the workplace. That is good news given the forecasted 
growth of U.S. college debt over the next ten years.
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75% of college students graduate 
with debt — 1 in 5 are well behind 
in paying off their loans.
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College debt is negatively impacting 
workforce well-being

Naturally, the impact of college debt is worse in the first 
few years after graduation, when many struggle to find 
well-paying jobs that can cover the cost of monthly living 
expenses plus loan payments. The more years remaining 
on a loan and the larger the dollar amount, the worse 
one’s financial situation. Self-reported financial health 
scores are lowest among those with ten or more years 
remaining on their college loans and those with at least 
$50,000 of debt. 

For most people, college is still a relatively good bet. 
About half of the people who went to college own a home 
by the age of 33, compared to about a quarter of people 
who didn’t go to college.5 Higher levels of education not 
only improve one’s career opportunities and financial 
situation, but also contribute to better overall health. 
A recent study found a correlation between education 
and well-being, and estimates that half a million lives 
a year would be saved if every American had a college 
education.1

Excellent/Very 
Good

Fair/PoorGood

Working Americans with outstanding college loans are 
less likely to rate their personal financial situation as 
“excellent” or “very good“ (33% vs. 49% of those with no 
college debt). Nearly twice as many with college debt rate 
their financial health as “fair” or “poor” compared to those 
who are debt-free. 

Self-Assessment of Personal Financial Health

2016

6.2

2018

6.6 Up  6%

33%

35%

32%

49%

33%

18%

Have 
College 

Debt

No 
College 

Debt

Financial Health — % “Excellent/Very Good”

Years Remaining to Pay Off College Loans 

< 5 Years

43%

5-9 Years

37%

10+ Years

22%

Amount Remaining on College Loans

< $5 K

38%

$5K - $49K

27%

$50 K+

20%

Single parents with college debt for 
themselves or their children are among the 
most financially stressed working adults.

Guardian’s latest Workforce Well-being IndexSM — a 
measure of self-reported physical, emotional and 
financial health among working Americans — shows 
modest improvement in the past two years, reflecting 
in part, a stronger economy, lower unemployment and 
higher consumer confidence. Yet, among adults with 
outstanding college loans, their Well-being Index  
scores are essentially flat or even lower compared to two 
years ago. 

Guardian Workforce Well-being IndexSM 
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Money is a major source of stress, 
especially for those with college debt

And fewer workers feel they are making good progress 
toward paying off their college debt or saving for their 
children’s college education compared to two years ago, 
which is adding further stress. Roughly three in ten feel 
like they’re losing ground on these financial goals. 

Percent of Working Americans Reporting “Good 
Progress” Toward  Financial Goals

2018 v 2016

Paying off college debt -31%

Saving for children’s 
college education

-27%

Replacing income if ill or 
injured

-24%

Saving for retirement -20%

Working Americans 
citing money or 
personal finances 
as a major source of 
stress in their life...

Have College Debt — 69%
No College Debt — 43%

About one-third of working Americans believe their 
personal financial situation is “excellent” or “very 
good”, and more than one-third indicate they are living 
“paycheck to paycheck”. Despite improving economic 
conditions the past two years, both of these financial 
wellness metrics are trending lower, suggesting that 
many workers are still struggling financially.

Top financial goals for most working adults are “making 
ends meet”, “having affordable health insurance” and 
“saving enough to live comfortably in retirement”. But a 
lack of progress against these and other financial goals is 
causing stress.

Nearly half of all workers cite “money” and “personal 
finances” as the top sources of stress in their life. But 
among working adults with college debt, seven in ten  
rate money and personal finances as the major sources 
of their stress, compared to four in ten of those with no 
college debt. 
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Women represent 
56% of university 
students 
nationwide, but 
they hold nearly 
two-thirds of all  
college debt.  

Not only are women 
more likely than 
men to borrow 
money for college, 
but they tend to 
have larger loans 
and pay them back 
more slowly, which 
negatively affects 
their financial  
well-being.5 
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Paying off college loans is a growing 
concern among working Americans

Student loans certainly have the greatest financial impact 
on middle-class and lower income households, in terms of 
outstanding debt relative to income. Yet, 50% of affluent 
households (i.e., $150,000 or more in annual income) 
are concerned about college debt; paying it off is a top 
financial goal.

Couples with children are the most concerned about 
college debt — including millennial parents paying off 
their own debt while starting a family, or Generation X  
and baby boomer parents paying off their children’s 
college debt.

Women and African Americans also account for a 
disproportionate share of U.S. college debt  and they 
are among the most concerned about the impact of 
outstanding loans on their personal financial situation.

Pennsylvania, New York and Michigan are among the 
states with the highest student loan debt per capita 
 in the nation.7

35%

Percent of All Working Americans

Percent Rating “Very Important”

Millennials 
(25-29)

Millennials 
(30-37)

Gen X Baby 
Boomers

57% 57% 41% 25%

Household Income
$25k-$50k $50k-99k $100k- $149k $150k+

51% 42% 39% 51%
Married / 
Partners 
with Kids

Married  / 
Partners 
No Kids

Single with 
Kids

Single No 
Kids

54% 32% 43% 49%

2016 2018

Up 29%

45%

Almost half of all working adults say that paying off 
college loans is a very important financial goal, up 
29% since 2014. Nearly six in ten millennials are highly 
concerned, yet four in ten Generation X and 25% of baby 
boomers are also highly concerned.  

“Paying Off College Debt” is  an Important  
Financial Goal

30% of those with college debt use credit 
cards or home equity lines of credit vs. 
student loans.6

The nation’s student loan bill has soared to more than 
$1.5 trillion, surpassing automobile loans and credit cards 
to become the largest source of personal debt aside from 
mortgages.6 The average amount of outstanding college 
debt for an individual college graduate is $37,000. But 
for a household — including loans for either a spouse or 
partner and/or children — the total is more than $50,000, 
with an average of more than nine years remaining to pay 
off the debt.
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Millennials bear the brunt of skyrocketing 
college tuition costs

Student debt is a primary reason that so many millennials 
have stopped buying homes. Those who graduate with 
debt are less likely to own a home by age 33 than those 
without college loans. And thirty-somethings with  
more than $25,000 in debt fare worse than those with 
smaller bills.

Millennials also save less than previous generations: 
Roughly 25% have no personal savings, and two-thirds 
say they would have difficulty paying an unexpected  
bill of $1,000.  

Debt has caused millennials to put off …

Buying a  
home   
36%

Saving for 
retirement 

30%

Having 
children  

16%

74% of millennial college 
graduates have debt for 
themselves, a spouse/partner 
or both.

The millennial generation has taken the hardest hit. Half 
of all working millennials — or about three-fourths of 
millennial college graduates — are carrying student  
loan debt — either for themselves, for a spouse/partner 
or both.  

Consequently, many millennials are essentially putting 
their lives on hold while they work to pay off their loans. 
They are delaying major life events and transitions 
like getting married, buying a home and having a baby 
because of their heavy debt. They don’t want to be 
a financial burden on a spouse or the added stress of 
making monthly mortgage payments or starting a family.  

Home ownership among Americans in their 20s and 
30s is hovering near a three-decade low. Just 35% of 
households headed by someone younger than age 35 
owned a home in 2017, down from 41% in 1982. Today, 
millennials are much more likely to be living at home with 
their parents or elders.8
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Among people 
ages 22 to 
35 who have 
student debt 
and have not 
yet bought a 
house, more 
than 80% 
blame their 
college loans.9
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Many baby boomer parents have over-extended 
themselves financially to fund their children’s 
college education

The percentage of parents borrowing to pay for their 
children’s college education has declined slightly, but 
those who are borrowing are taking on significantly  
more debt.10

Later Boomers (54-60) 52%

Gen X (38-53) 30%

Early Millenials (30-37) 38%

Later Millenials (23-29) 32%

More than 50% of baby boomers say that college debt 
is negatively impacting their ability to meet financial 
goals, such as maintaining their lifestyle in retirement, 
or being able to afford adequate health insurance. Early 
millennials, or those in their 30s, are also feeling the 
pinch, with 38% saying they are having difficulty meeting 
their financial goals thanks to their college debt — goals 
such as buying a home and saving for retirement.

Baby boomers are more likely than 
millennials or Generation X to feel that 
college debt is impeding progress on 
their financial goals.  

Media attention on the nation’s college debt crisis has 
focused mainly on millennials, and rightly so. On a dollar 
basis, the highest increase in student loan debt is among 
30 to 39-year-olds, who as a group now hold over $460 
billion in student loans.2 

However, in the past five years, student loan debt 
balances have grown across each generation. On a 
percentage basis, the largest increase in student loan 
debt is among 60 to 69-year-olds, who have experienced 
a 72% increase in college debt. More retirees are having 
their Social Security payments garnished, mostly to pay 
for student loans they took out for their children.4

Baby boomer parents, in trying to fulfill their children’s 
dreams of a college education, have too often tapped 
their retirement savings, drained emergency funds and 
stretched the limits of their own financial resources.  
Many of these sexagenarians are unable to retire when 
planned, and those who are retired often struggle to 
maintain their standard of living or afford adequate  
health insurance. 

Percent Stating That College Debt is a Major Barrier to 
Meeting Their Financial Goals
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7 in 10 
parents plan 
to use some 
retirement 
savings and 
investments 
to pay for their 
children’s 
college 
education.
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Parents are increasingly concerned about 
their ability to save for their children’s 
college education

Helping children with college education costs is a concern 
regardless of household income. In fact, nearly two-thirds 
of affluent households place high importance on saving 
for their children’s college education.  

Many middle-income and low-income households are 
simply unable to assist their children with college costs. 
Consequently, families feeling financially squeezed 
appear to be taking a more practical approach. More 
students are opting for lower-cost public colleges and 
enrolling in associate degree and certificate programs 
instead of bachelor’s degree programs.10

45%

Percentage of Working Americans

Saving for Children’s College —  
Percent Highly Important

Millennials 
(25-29)

Millennials 
(30-37)

Gen X Baby 
Boomers

54% 63% 52% 34%

Household Income
$25k-$50k $50k-99k $100k- $149k $150k+

50% 50% 54% 65%
Married / 
Partners 
with Kids

Married  / 
Partners 
No Kids

Single with 
Kids

Single No 
Kids

60% 34% 68% 40%

2016 2018

Up 16%

52%

Concern About Saving for Children’s College Education

Percent Rating “Highly Important”

2 in 3 single parents are very concerned 
about saving enough for their children’s 
college education.

Soaring tuition costs have caused parents to place even 
greater priority on saving for their children’s college 
education. In the past four years, the percent rating 
“saving for their children’s college education” as “highly 
important” increased 16%, which is the sharpest increase 
among all financial goals during that period of time.  

Earmarking savings for their children’s college education 
is most important among older millennials — those 
in their 30’s — many of whom are still paying off their 
own college debt. Older, thirty-something millennials 
are feeling pressure on both ends of the college tuition 
spectrum: Paying off their own college debt while trying 
save for their children’s future education.
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Workplace benefits to help with college costs 
and debt are quickly gaining popularity

Even among baby boomers, nearly one in four would be 
interested in a student loan repayment plan or a college 
savings plan offered at the workplace.

A recent study reports that only 52% of millennials opt-in 
to their employer-sponsored 401(k)/403(b) plans. High 
student debt likely contributes to low retirement plan 
participation rates among young people. However, 92% 
say they would take advantage of an employer match 
for student loan repayments, similar to a 401(k) match. 
Not only would a student loan repayment benefit reduce 
financial stress for many millennials, but 86% say they 
would commit to a company for at least five years if the 
employer helped pay back their student loans.11

The ability to tie a 401(k)-like match to student loans 
clearly would be welcomed by many debt-burdened 
millennials.

Tuition Assistance 9%

529 Savings Plan 7%

Loan Repayment 3%

Workers with College-Related Benefits

Tuition Assistance

529 Savings Plan

Loan Repayment 47%

Workers Interested in College-Related Benefits

Among those without access to them

51%

49%

8 in 10 millennials are interested 
in having access to a student loan 
repayment plan through work.  

A majority of Americans acknowledge that they rely 
on their benefits for financial security and they would 
face financial hardship without them. Given that higher 
education costs are weighing heavily on many workers, 
college savings and debt-related benefits are becoming 
valuable differentiators for attracting young talent.

Today, less than 10% of all workers have access to college 
savings or debt-related benefits plans through their 
employer. Yet, roughly half of workers are interested in 
having a student loan repayment plan, a 529 plan or other 
college savings plan.  

Not surprisingly, millennials are the most interested 
in these benefits, especially those age 23 to 30, who 
have the greatest debt. Among millennials who do not 
currently have access to these benefits, 79% would like 
their employer to offer a student loan repayment plan and 
64% are interested in a college tuition savings plan. 
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“Student loan assistance is the top 
benefit being talked about at job and 
recruiting fairs.”    
 
Erin Smith, Vice President — Total Rewards Options Clearing Corp .12 

“Student loan repayment benefits are 
as meaningful to recent graduates  
as a 401(k).”
 
Meera Oliva, Chief Marketing Officer — Gradifi12
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Employee demand and federal legislation 
should accelerate adoption of college 
education benefits

A recent private letter by the IRS allowed an unnamed 
employer to tie 401(k) contributions to a student loan 
repayment plan. The ruling, which enables employees 
to re-direct 401(k) matching dollars to help pay down 
college loans, is a positive sign for employers interested in 
offering similar benefits to attract and retain millennials.   

In addition, several pending Congressional bills could 
extend Section 127, which gives more favorable tax 
treatment to tuition assistance programs and to student 
loan repayment plans. The Student Loan Repayment 
Assistance Act of 2017 would permit employees to 
exclude up to $5,250 a year in employer-provided 
assistance and allow employers to deduct the subsidies.  
The Upward Mobility Enhancement Act, introduced in 
2017, would increase allowable tax-free tuition assistance  
to $11,500 for workers pursuing undergraduate or 
graduate degrees.

The trend is clear — more employers are showing interest 
in helping their workforce with college savings and 
student debt. More favorable tax treatment of such plans 
will certainly enhance their appeal, as it did for 401(k) 
plans in the 1980s. Student loan repayment plans could 
easily become one of the hottest employee benefits of 
the next decade.

Tuition Assistance 15%

529 Savings Plan 7%

Loan Repayment 5%

Employers Offering College-Related Benefits
Employers Most Likely to Offer Student  
Loan-Repayment Benefits

Large companies 
(1,000+ employees)

Younger firms 
(Less than 10 years in business)

Professional Sectors  
(i.e., high tech, financial services, 
healthcare, education)

College tuition costs have been rising faster than wages 
and inflation for decades, and employers are increasingly 
aware of the potential impact on their workforce. 

7 in 10 employers say improving their workers’ 
financial wellness is a top benefits objective —  
up 15% since 2014.  
Yet, less than 10% of employers currently offer college 
savings or debt-related benefits, like 529 savings plans 
and student loan repayment plans. These benefits are 
more likely to be found in larger companies (i.e., 1,000 or 
more employees) and professional sectors like high tech, 
financial services, healthcare and education. Start-ups 
and firms in business less than ten years also are more 
likely to offer college savings and debt-related benefits to 
attract and retain talent, especially in competitive labor 
markets.

Unfavorable tax treatment of student loan repayment 
plans have been an obstacle to employer adoption.  
Today, companies receive no tax incentive for such 
contributions while employees must report payments as 
income to the IRS.
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Paying Down College 
Debt

Student Loan Repayment Plans: A growing number of 
employers offer student loan assistance plans. Pending 
legislation would give employers a tax credit for making 
contributions toward student loans, and make it a non-
taxable benefit  for employees. Eventually, with the 
passage of more favorable tax laws, employers could tie 
a student loan repayment plan to their 401(k) and allow 
workers with college debt to re-direct contributions to 
help them pay down their loan. 

Debt Management Resources: Most employers do not 
offer a student loan repayment plan, but more offer 
access to third-party firms who can assist workers with 
loan refinancing, guidance on loan consolidation, income-
driven repayment plans and loan forgiveness options.

Saving for Children’s 
College Education

529 College Savings Accounts: Programs that allow 
automatic payroll deductions into 529 plans can be 
convenient and advantageous for employees with 
college-bound children.  

College Tuition Rewards: Enrolled employees receive 
discounts off of tuition at participating private colleges 
and universities. Guardian has an exclusive arrangement 
with College Tuition Benefits13 and the Sage Scholars 
Network to offer this benefit to group insurance clients.  
Accounts are owned by the plan members and are 
portable. 

Planning Resources: Education, calculators and online 
tools can help workers and their families plan, save and 
pay for college.

Continuing Education

Tuition Reimbursement: More millennial workers are 
seeking tuition assistance from employers in completing 
their bachelor’s or obtaining an advanced degree. Section 
127 of the IRS tax code allows for favorable tax treatment 
for both employers and employees.

Professional Development: Technology and automation 
are redefining jobs and new skills are required to perform 
them. Support for continuing education helps workers 
stay current with the latest advancements in their field 
and allows them to upgrade their skills for the jobs of 
tomorrow. 

Education benefits: meeting the needs 
of a 21st century workforce

It seems overdue, but finally a new wave of college 
education benefits has arrived. We appear to be on 
the precipice of significant change in how employers 
assist workers and their families with saving for their 
children’s education or with paying off their student loans. 
Workplace solutions are expanding and evolving to meet 
shifting workforce needs. 
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Appendix

Methodology and Sample 
Characteristics
The 6th Annual Workplace Benefits Study was fielded in 
the Spring of 2018 and consisted of two online surveys: 
one among benefits decision-makers (employers) and 
another among working Americans (employees), allowing 
us to explore benefits issues from both perspectives. The 
study was conducted for Guardian by Zeldis Research, an 
independent market research firm located in Ewing, NJ.

  

Employer Survey Overview
Employer results are based on a national online survey of 
1,700 employee benefits decision-makers. Respondents 
include business executives, business owners, human 
resources professionals and financial management 
professionals. The survey covers all industries and is 
nationally representative of U.S. businesses with at least 
five full-time employees.

Data shown in this report have been weighted to reflect 
the actual proportion of U.S. businesses by company size 
based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau. The margin 
of error at the 95% confidence level is +/- 2.3%.

Employee Survey Overview
Employee results are based on a survey conducted 
among 1,800 employees age 22 or older, who work 
full-time for a company with at least five employees. 
The survey sample is nationally representative of U.S. 
workers at companies of at least five full-time employees.  
Additional surveys were conducted among a sample of 
300 part-time and contract workers; those results are not 
reflected in the national average. 

Data shown in this report has been collected and 
weighted in order to reflect the actual proportion of U.S 
workers by gender, region, race, ethnicity, education 
level, household income, age, and employer-size, based 
on data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the 
Census Bureau. The margin of error is +/- 2.3% at the 95% 
confidence level.
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