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When I first started cov-
ering the benefits industry 
in 2011, there was plenty to 
write about, but much of 
the focus involved the 
newly enacted Affordable 
Care Act. Fears ran amok: 
Skyrocketing costs! Com-
pliance nightmares! Em-

ployers dropping coverage!
On top of that, the unemployment rate was hov-

ering around 9%, so employers weren’t creative or 
generous with their benefit offerings. Heck, even 
health insurance wasn’t a given. In 2011, employ-
er-sponsored health insurance dropped to about 
58%, marking the 11th straight year of decline.

How times have changed.
After declining steadily since 2008, the percent-

age of businesses offering health insurance saw its 

first increase between 2016 and 2017. And the latest 
Labor Department statistics show that the unem-
ployment rate has dropped to 3.7%, a 48-year-low. 
It’s officially an employees’ job  market — and it’s 
showing in terms of what employers are offering to 
recruit and retain workers.

The historically low unemployment rate, aided 
by the GOP tax overhaul, which led some employ-
ers to reinvest tax savings, have led to a plethora of 
new (and enviable) offerings in recent months from 
big-name employers, including Walmart, Disney, 
Discover, and Noodles and Company. The perks 
keep on coming. They’ve gone far beyond health 
and retirement coverage into generous paid leave 
policies, student debt repayment benefits and edu-
cation benefits. I researched one of the latest ben-
efit trends — free college tuition — for this month’s 
feature story.

It’s clear that employers are sweetening benefits 

packages to woo workers, but by addressing em-
ployee pain points, they also get to hold on to more 
talent. 

“I think some of these employers — from the ed-
ucational assistance programs they’re offering, or 
additional leave or so on — they really have the 
best interest of their employees at heart. And they 
are trying to help them and make their lives better,” 
Julie Stich of the International Foundation of Em-
ployee Benefit Plans recently told me.

It’s a nice change of pace from the themes that 
dominated the industry eight years ago.

Editor’s Desk

A golden era for benefits

The red hot job market has introduced new perks that go far beyond health and retirement coverage. 
Employers are expanding to generous paid leave, student debt repayment and even free college tuition.

Readers are welcome to connect with me at   
kathryn.mayer@sourcemedia.com.
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Healthcare 
IN THIS SECTION: EMPLOYEE HEALTH

Blizzard employees, and that, Ezzard said, was a 
“huge failure.”

As a result, Activision Blizzard quickly terminat-
ed the contracts and started picking individual 
technology solutions to manage health conditions 
including obesity and diabetes, which has paid off 
for the firm. “For a lot less money, we can get re-
sources that tell us about engagement, like how 
often [employees] go to the doctor.”

Employers need to stop waiting for the consul-
tants and insurers and start driving the improve-
ments themselves, added John Rankin, president of 
the North Carolina Business Group on Health, a 
trade association of employers in the state.

“As employers, large and small, we need to be 
willing to seek out that technology and drive it 
without knowing what that ROI is, without knowing 
there is a return on investment,” he added.

But he cautioned that with the plethora of tech-
nologies and providers out there, it still is going to 
be a challenge to integrate all the options.

“What you’ve seen is employers try to do these 
Band-Aid solutions for disease conditions,” said 
Rajaie Batniji, co-founder and chief health officer 
at Collective Health. “It solves a problem, but it cre-
ates another. Now, instead of going to one place, 
you might be going to 25 places and have 25 pass-
words. You’ve suddenly created more complexity in 
your benefits plan.”

The reason employers are going out and looking 
for these best-in- class platforms is that large car-
riers haven’t done a very good job of connecting 
with people, he said. “They haven’t made it a good 
job to navigate through care.”

Many employers are keeping their eyes on a 
number of employer-led initiatives, such as the 
still-unfolding Amazon, Berkshire Hathaway and 
JPMorgan Chase health venture.

Though Rankin said “none of us know what 
they’re going to do,” Amazon has the potential to 
remove some of the middlemen, and that’s why 
companies like Cigna and Aetna are worried.

“I think [Amazon] will work with their employ-
ees, alongside Berkshire and JP Morgan, to get it 
right,” Rankin said. “That’s a good thing. Whatev-
er they do will be a large-term effort that will al-
low them to roll that methodology out to other 
employers.” EBN

The healthcare system is “about to combust.”
That’s according to Renya Spak, a partner at 

consulting firm Mercer, who explained that’s be-
cause legislative complexities and unpredictability 
— not to mention soaring healthcare costs and in-
effective care — are wreaking havoc on the sys-
tem.

“If we put everything in a pot together, voila, we 
have a system that is about to combust,” she said 
last month at the Benefits Forum & Expo in New 
Orleans.

To avoid that problem, experts explained during 
a panel at the conference, one group needs to step 
up: Employers.

“We’re paying the lion’s share for the care of 
most Americans in the U.S.,” said Milt Ezzard, vice 
president of global benefits at Activision Blizzard, 
the video game publisher of Candy Crush and Call 
of Duty. “In order for that to work, employers need 

to band together with each other and with good 
health carriers who can help leverage what an em-
ployer needs to have happen.

“An employer health-driven economy means 
employers collectively bear the burden of health-
care in our country,” he said at the conference, 
which was sponsored by Employee Benefit News and 
Employee Benefit Adviser. Ezzard is also one of EBN’s 
2018 Benny Award recipients.

In fact, he said, “the bar for healthcare is so low 
that there is so much [employers] can do to make a 
difference.”

For example, Ezzard explained that Activision 
Blizzard used to partner with traditional carriers 
that offered conventional programs with 
third-party administration tools to process claims. 
But engagement between the insurers and em-
ployees was low, he said. In fact, within a year, the 
carrier made only a total of 17 “connections” with A
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“The bar for healthcare is so low that there 
is so much [employers] can do to make a 
difference.” 

Milt Ezzard, vice president of global benefits, 
Activision Blizzard

Employers take the reins 
on healthcare delivery

By Nick Otto

Frustrated by high costs and legislative uncertainty, companies are 
cutting out traditional carriers and taking on employee care themselves.

Employee health

Nick Otto is senior editor of Employee Benefit News. Follow him on Twitter @EBN_Otto.
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travel for work if they need to ship breastmilk.
Earlier this year, Amy Cohen, director of benefits 

and compensation at Noodles & Company, told 
EBN that the company wants to offer a benefits 
package that recognizes the importance of work-
life balance, especially because female employees 
make up about 54% of the company’s workforce.

“Having great benefits is not [about] the benefit 
itself, but what it represents about the company,” 
Cohen said. “When you have locations across the 
country with 20 employees per location, it’s really 
hard to make sure our culture is being lived and 
embodied in all of our restaurants.”

Fast food restaurants and other retailers are be-
ginning to beef up benefits — including leave offer-
ings — in a tight labor market.

Italian marketplace and food hall chain Eataly 
also said last month it now offers eight weeks of 
paid parental leave to mothers and fathers follow-
ing the birth or adoption of a child. Eataly’s policy 
went into effect in January, and all employees who 
have been working at the company for at least a 
year are eligible, regardless of hours worked per 
week. Employees will be paid 100% of their gross 
weekly wages for their first four weeks of leave and 
the second four weeks will be paid at 60% of their 
gross weekly wages.

Starbucks announced in January that it would 
add six weeks of paid leave for hourly employees 
who become new dads. All benefits-eligible birth 
mothers who work at least 20 hours a week in store 
or non-store positions for Starbucks are eligible for 
six weeks of leave at 100% of their average pay, 
and new adoptive and foster parents are eligible 
for benefits as well.

Walmart also expanded its paid maternity leave 
policy in January to give full-time hourly employees 
10 weeks and expanded its parental leave to six 
weeks. Dollar General introduced a new paid pa-
rental leave benefit in March, offering two weeks of 
paid time off for all eligible full-time and part-time 
employees, and eight weeks of paid time off for 
birth mothers. EBN

Noodles & Company will begin a rare leave ben-
efit for new moms to help them ease in and out of 
maternity leave.

Effective Jan. 1, qualifying expecting and post-
partum mothers who work at the pasta restaurant 
chain will be able to phase-out and phase-in to 
their maternity leave, working an 80% schedule 
the four weeks before and the four weeks after ma-
ternity leave while receiving 100% pay.

The new perk, meant to be a buffer to help with 
the transition from pregnancy to motherhood, is in 
addition to six weeks of paid maternity leave. It’s 
available to employees with the titles of assistant 
general manager and above, the company says.

“Phasing out of maternity leave allows mothers 
time to balance their work and personal lives and 
creates a work environment where employees can 
thrive,” the company says.

Paid leave is seen as a differentiator among 
fast-casual restaurants and other retailers — data 

from the Bureau of Labor Statistics indicates that 
only 7% of retail workers had access to paid family 
leave in 2017 — but the phase-in, phase-out perk is 
unique to most employers. Noodles CEO Dave 
Boennighausen said the new offering is unavail-
able elsewhere in the fast-casual industry.

“Our team members work hard for us, and we 
want to express our gratitude by offering top-of-
the-line benefits that support them in and out of 
the workplace,” he says. Noodles & Company has 
just fewer than 10,000 employees across 475 loca-
tions around the country.

The announcement further expands the Broom-
field, Colorado-based chain’s new family-friendly 
initiatives. Back in March, Noodles added six full 
weeks of fully paid maternity leave and two weeks 
of paternity leave for eligible employees. It also 
added $10,000 in adoption assistance, flexible time 
off for corporate team members and a breast milk 
shipment benefit that reimburses employees who A
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“Having great benefits is not [about] the 
benefit itself, but what it represents about 
the company. When you have locations 
across the country with 20 employees per 
location, it’s really hard to make sure our 
culture is being lived and embodied in all of 
our restaurants.”

Amy Cohen, director of benefits and 
compensation, Noodles & Company

Noodles & Company to offer 
rare maternity program

By Kathryn Mayer

New moms at the chain can work an 80% schedule at 100% pay for four 
weeks before and after maternity leave, in addition to getting six weeks 
of paid leave.

Parental leave

Strategy Session Strategy Session
IN THIS SECTION: PARENTAL LEAVE / EMPLOYEE WAGES 
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Kathryn Mayer is editor-in-chief of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @mayereditor.
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More than 250,000 Walmart employees — just 
under 20% of its workforce — are using its advance 
payday partnership with financial app Even, the re-
tailer said last month at the Benefits Forum & Expo 
in New Orleans.

That’s a 212% growth in participation from 
March, when 80,000 employees were enrolled in 
the program.

Walmart added the benefit in December, allow-
ing 1.4 million of its employees to receive wages be-
fore their next payday. Instead of waiting two 
weeks between paychecks, Walmart employees 
can use Even to access a portion of wages for hours 
they already have worked. Financial tech company 
PayActiv also collaborates with Walmart on the 
service, which aims to help workers avoid expensive 

payday loans and avoid late fees.
“We’ve seen stunning growth beyond our expec-

tations,” Scott Pullen, Walmart’s senior benefits 
manager, said during the conference, hosted by 
Employee Benefit News and Employee Benefit Adviser.

“A few years ago, we saw that 76% of Americans 
are living paycheck to paycheck. That just shocked 
us, and it continues today. And it stretches across 
all payrolls: It doesn’t matter if you’re making 
$20,000 a year or $200,000 a year,” Pullen said.

Walmart covers the entire cost of Even’s auto-
mated financial management tool for both hourly 
and salaried associates. Employees may access 
wages early, via a feature called Instapay, up to 
eight times per year for free. After that, employees 
pay $3 per pay period for access to Even Plus, a 

premium version of the app that offers additional 
financial services; the $3 also covers transaction 
fees.

“One of the biggest problems employees have 
[with money] is timing, when income and expenses 
don’t always add up,” Pullen said. “You get paid ev-
ery two weeks, but your bills are every month. And 
because sometimes those timings are off, just even 
by a day or two, it can drive late fees.”

When Walmart began talking to its employees 
about financial help, they weren’t sure workers 
would want to discuss such private matters. “But we 
heard that they wanted our help. They were looking 
for help when it came to managing their money,” 
he said, adding that during his conversations with 
employees, it became clear they were overspend-
ing and not putting enough money into savings.

Even, which connects to workers’ bank accounts, 
aims to help with this problem by allowing employ-
ees to meet savings goals and create a budget by 
pinpointing exactly how much they can safely 
spend before their next paycheck.

Still, Pullen acknowledged that there can be 
some flaws to implementing a program like theirs, 
citing a recent opinion piece on EBN that dug into 
some of the risks of on-demand pay apps, includ-
ing hidden fees.

“We’re not naïve,” Pullen said. “We know there 
are some negatives associated with this.”

To avoid potential pitfalls, he said the company 
put in place a number of “guiderails” around the 
product “to make sure [getting advance pay] didn’t 
become a habit.”

“We want to make sure it’s used in moderation,” 
he said. “[So employees] can only access wages 
early one time per pay period. [They] can only ac-
cess up to 50% of the net wages that they’ve 
earned so they can never have a zero-dollar pay-
check at the end of the cycle.”

Jon Schlossberg, Even’s CEO and co-founder, 
said although there’s no silver bullet for employees’ 
financial problems, the app is helping people get 
more control over their situation.

“It’s not a loan,” he said. “It’s an advance; you’ve 
already earned this money. There’s no fees, there’s 
no interest.” EBN

Strategy Session Strategy Session
IN THIS SECTION: PARENTAL LEAVE / EMPLOYEE WAGES 
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“We’re not naïve. We know there are some 
negatives associated with this. We want 
to make sure it’s used in moderation so 
[employees] can only access wages early 
one time per pay period.”

Scott Pullen, senior benefits manager, Walmart

Usage of advance pay app sees 
‘stunning growth’ at Walmart

By Kathryn Mayer

The retailer’s benefits director says that about 20% of its workers are    
using Even, which allows employees to receive wages before their next 
pay period.

Employee wages

Kathryn Mayer is editor-in-chief of Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @mayereditor.
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Communication & Engagement
IN THIS SECTION: TRANSPORTATION BENEFITS

Hugh Thomas knows firsthand the issue many 
employers are facing: longer and more expensive 
commutes for employees.

Thomas, managing partner of Onin Staffing, a 
Birmingham, Alabama-based industrial staffing 
company, heard  his employees’ concerns about 
the increasing cost of transportation and worried 
about them showing up for work in different loca-
tions. That’s why, three months ago, Onin turned to 
Hytch — a smart phone app that allows employers 
to allocate funds to pay employees a few cents ev-
ery time they carpool — to workers at a Nissan 
manufacturing plant in Smyrna, Tennessee. 

“I’m hoping that it will open up a world for peo-
ple who are on the outskirts of where my clients 
have locations, so they can better justify the price 
value of the travel versus their pay rate,” Thomas 
says.

As more employers struggle with similar prob-

lems and see commuting costs rise, a growing 
number are turning to new transportation apps 
that aim to address those issues. 

These platforms incentivize employees to com-
mute via Uber- or Lyft-style ride requesting or or-
ganized carpools, while others reward employees 
who drive in groups or take public transportation. 

David Straus, executive director of the Associa-
tion for Commuter Transportation, says employers 
that are implementing cloud-based technologies 
and smartphone apps are benefitting by appealing 
themselves to younger workers. They’re also mar-
keting themselves as environmentally-friendly, 
touting carpooling as a method for limiting carbon 
emissions.

“A lot of these new companies that are coming 
into the fold are putting a new spin on it,” he says. 
“They’re bringing in a kind of innovative, cool feel, 
which makes it a bit more attractive to individuals.” A
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Employers turn to carpooling 
apps to ‘lyft’ commuting burdens

By Caroline Hroncich

A surge of new transportation tools, such as Hytch and RideAmigos, 
aim to save both companies and employees money and time. 

Transportation benefits

Rob Sadow, chief executive and co-founder of 
Scoop, a Bay Area company that organizes car-
pools for employers, says its average user travels 
around 18 miles to work. The company currently 
works with employers including LinkedIn and Expe-
dia. Usually, he says, commuters are coming from 
places that do not have solid public transportation.

“They don’t have the ability to take the train and 
are stuck,” Sadow says.

Cloud-based commuter management platform 
RideAmigos allows employees to organize carpools 
and earn rewards for ride sharing, teleworking or 
taking public transportation. The company also 
helps employees plan their trips and provides op-
portunities for alternative commute options, like 
van pools, biking or walking. Kathryn Hagerman, 
director of marketing at RideAmigos, says these re-
wards span anywhere from small amounts of cash 
to gift cards to big-name retailers. People with lon-
ger commutes typically earn more points, Hager-
man says. Patagonia and Google are among the 
companies using RideAmigos.

Luum is another commuter management plat-
form that customizes such benefits for employers. 
Kelly Hostetler, customer success manager at 
Luum, says the company works with employers to 
help manage their benefits in a way that is both 
flexible and meets employees’ needs.

Employees can sign in to the Luum web portal or 
their mobile app to apply for transit cards and 
parking, locate rideshares, earn rewards and log 
how they got to work. Then, she says, Luum uses 
enterprise and third party integrations to aggre-
gate data from the platform and provide it to the 
company, so they can better understand how their 
commuter benefits are working.

“It’s giving them that flexibility in their daily 
commute,” she says. “[Commuting] is something we 
do every day, twice a day; it’s a big impact on our 
life,” Hostetler says. “Having an employer that in-
cludes that in their benefits package, and includes 
an easy tool like Luum that aggregates all of that 
for you, is a really powerful message the employer 
can send.”

But it’s not just about attracting employees. 
Outsourcing commuter benefits also can save 
companies money, experts say. For example, an 
employer would have to hire several full-time staff 
members to organize carpools, but using an out-
side service saves time and makes it more likely 
that employees will actually use the benefit. Many 
ride shares match individuals across a geographic 
area, instead of just within a single company, mak-
ing it more likely that employees will find a carpool 
and return to the app next time, Straus says.  EBN

Caroline Hroncich is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @chroncich1.
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War for workers sets off 
emerging benefit trend: 

Free college tuition
Bright Horizons, Discover, U.S. Xpress and Disney are among a growing list of employers 

that are footing the bill for employees’ college degrees.

By Kathryn Mayer

Sara Vanderhoof teaches preschool kids every day. But when it came to her 
own education, she always felt she was missing one important asset: Her college 
degree.

The 46-year-old teacher in Flanders, New Jersey, who works for Bright Hori-
zons — a company with 20,000 employees that serves more than 100,000 chil-
dren across the country — had wanted to go back to school for years, yet she 
didn’t think it was possible because of financial constraints. That changed re-
cently when her employer announced it would pay for its employees’ associate’s 
or bachelor’s degrees.

“I will actually be able to pursue my bachelor’s degree, which not only allows 
me to fulfill a dream of mine, but will also make me a better teacher for my stu-
dents,” she says.

Vanderhoof is one of the growing number of employees taking advantage of 
an emerging benefits trend: free college tuition. 

Bright Horizons, Disney, Discover, MGM Resorts, U.S. Xpress and Walmart are 
among the employers that have announced they will foot the bill for employees 
to get college degrees as the war for talent heats up and employers see the ef-
fects student debt is wreaking on the American workforce.

Free tuition benefits “are pretty amazing when you think about it,” says Julie 
Stich of the International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans, a group that 
counts more than 8,200 organizations and 32,000 individuals as members. “It’s 

reflective of the times we’re in right now where we’re all scrambling to find the 
key, perfect person to fill job openings.”

With the unemployment rate dropping to 3.7%, a 48-year low, according to 
the latest Labor Department statistics, a number of employers are beefing up 
their education benefits to entice and retain workers. Roughly half of companies 
now offer some sort of tuition reimbursement program, according to the latest 
statistics from the Society for Human Resource Management.

Free college tuition is a powerful next step.
Starbucks blazed the trail by implementing a free tuition benefit for its work-

ers back in 2014 — employees without a bachelor’s degree who work at least 20 
hours a week in any U.S. company store can participate in Starbucks’ partner-
ship with Arizona State University’s online program. Since then, a handful of 
major companies have followed suit in the last few months, pointing to an 
emerging trend.

“It used to be that health insurance, life insurance and a retirement plan was 
enough — that got you retention, and that got people in the door,” Stich says, 
adding that there are no available statistics on the prevalence of free tuition 
benefits from her group or SHRM. “But now there are more and more things em-
ployers have to offer. Sometimes we see these ‘wow’ benefits crop up, and right 
now, it looks like [free tuition] is the next one.”

Rachel Carlson, CEO of Guild Education, a Denver-based company that ad-
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ministers tuition benefits for employers and part-
ners with Disney, Discover and Walmart on their 
programs, says the emerging offering signifies a 
priority shift among benefits departments.

“HR leaders have historically thought of benefits 
as a cost center,” she says. “But when companies 
do the math, it’s cheaper to invest in the college 
education of a current employee than to watch 
that employee walk out the door.”

Jon Kaplan, vice president of training and devel-
opment at Discover, which earlier this summer an-
nounced it is offering its 16,500 employees the 
chance to get full-ride tuition, agrees. “In order to be 
competitive in the job market, we need to step up 
and provide benefits that are distinctive,” he says.

Employees of the credit card giant can earn a 
bachelor’s degree online from three different uni-
versities: the University of Florida, Wilmington Uni-
versity and Brandman University. Dubbed the Dis-
cover College Commitment, the benefit covers 
tuition and required fees, books and supplies.

About 99% of the company’s employees will 
qualify for the benefit, including full-time and part-
time workers who work at least 30 hours a week, 
Kaplan says. Discover expects a number of its cus-
tomer call center employees, many of whom do not 
have a college degree, to take advantage of the 
benefit.

“We want to invest and develop our employees,” 
he says. “We feel that providing a no-cost college 
education to employees will not only help each 
employee who takes part, but the company over-
all.”

Doing the right thing is a sentiment echoed by 
other employers that are implementing the benefit. 
Jayne Parker, senior executive vice president and 
chief HR officer of Disney, says the entertainment 
giant’s new offering was born of its desire to “em-
power and support employees in their professional 
and personal lives.”

“We are constantly looking at ways to help peo-
ple realize their ambitions and fulfill their dreams,” 
she says. “This program is the latest in that effort.”

Disney’s Aspire program, announced in August, 
is designed for the 80,000-plus hourly wage earn-
ers who work at Disney’s studio, theme parks and 
stores. Its program through Guild Education offers 
Disney employees “maximum choice and flexibility 
with their studies, regardless of whether the program 
and classes they choose are tied to their current role 
at Disney,” the company says. A network of schools 
and a range of degrees and disciplines — including 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees, high school equiva-
lency, English-language learning and vocational 
training — will be available.

Companies like Disney are paying the costs up-

front — averting a cost barrier that often deters 
lower-income workers.

Recruiting hard-to-reach workers
Part of the motive behind offering free tuition as 

a benefit is recruiting hard-to-reach workers in in-
dustries that are struggling.

Walmart, for instance, is catering its tuition ben-
efit to its employees in retail — an industry in which 
it’s increasingly difficult to hire and keep employ-
ees, especially as potential workers seek positions 
with more flexible hours and higher pay. According 
to data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, job 
openings within the retail trade sector have risen 

each year since 2010 to reach a record monthly av-
erage high of 651,000.

Walmart’s program, which debuted in May, isn’t 
totally free, but it’s close, allowing eligible employ-
ees to pay just $1 a day to earn a degree. All 
Walmart and Sam’s Club workers in the U.S. will be 
eligible as soon as they’ve been with the company 
for 90 days. It applies to all part-time, full-time and 
salaried employees.

It’s the latest in a string of wage and benefits 
enhancements for the nation’s largest private em-
ployer, which in the last year alone has raised hour-
ly wages, expanded parental leave and added an 
adoption benefit. It’s part of an effort by Walmart 
to keep and woo workers, while possibly shedding 
its image as a less-than-progressive employer. As 
many as 68,000 employees might sign up for the 
tuition benefit, Walmart executives estimate. 

Trucking company U.S. Xpress Enterprises, which 
employs more than 7,000 drivers across the coun-
try, in September announced free tuition in a bid to 
lure and keep more drivers behind the wheel —  
historically a huge problem. Like most trucking 
companies, U.S. Xpress has a nearly 100% annual 
turnover rate among its drivers, requiring the com-
pany to recruit, hire and train about 7,500 drivers 
every year.

“We believe the [tuition] program will attract 
people to our industry who may have not previous-

“HR leaders have historically 
thought of benefits as a cost 
center,” says Rachel Carlson, 
CEO of Guild Education. “But 
when companies do the math, 
it’s cheaper to invest in the 
college education of a current 
employee than to watch that 
employee walk out the door.” 
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The Walt Disney Company is offering to pay full tuition for its hourly workers who want to earn a 
college degree, finish a high school diploma or learn a new skill.
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ly thought about driving a truck,” 
says CEO Eric Fuller, adding that it 
typically costs the company more 
than $5,000 to recruit and train a 
new driver.

U.S. Xpress partnered directly with 
Ashford University to allow its em-
ployees — as well as their children — 
the opportunity to earn an associ-
ate’s, bachelor’s or master’s degree in 
the field of their choice at no cost 
through online courses offered by the 
school.

Similarly, MGM Resorts, which said 
it will begin to offer its U.S. employees 
a free online college education pro-
gram this fall, is partnering directly 
with the Nevada System of Higher 
Education for its benefit. 

Bright Horizons is offering the perk 
as a volley to attract people working 
in education — an effort made espe-
cially vital by a decline in students 
seeking degrees in education. 

According to the U.S. Census Bu-
reau, the number of people pursuing 
education degrees has declined to 
7.6% in 2018 from 21.6% in 1975. That 
number is even lower for those spe-
cializing in early childhood educa-
tion: According to the National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics, early 
education accounts for less than 3% 
of degrees.

“Fewer and fewer people are 
studying early childhood education 
and joining the field,” says Bright 
Horizons CEO Stephen Kramer. “To 
be successful, we needed to think 
about how to get people to join the 
field and be interested in early child-
hood education.”

Bright Horizons’ new benefit al-
lows all of its full-time workers — in-
cluding teachers, assistant teachers 
and other staff — to earn a full-ride 
degree in early childhood education 
at one of four online schools: Ashford 
University, Northampton Community 
College, Rasmussen College and 
Walden University.

“Our teachers are our greatest as-
set,” Kramer says. “We did some dig-
ging to find out what they thought 
about the tuition assistance benefit 
we were previously offering. It turns 

out that program had fairly low utili-
zation because even though the tui-
tion program was helpful, there were 
still barriers to financing a degree 
when the large majority [of costs] 
needed to be paid out of pocket.”

In addition to tuition and expens-
es, individuals who sign up for the 
benefit will have the support of an 
education adviser who will help them 
determine the right program to meet 
their career goals and fit their per-
sonal lives. The Early Education De-
gree Achievement Plan will be ad-
ministered through EdAssist, provider 
of tuition assistance and student loan 
repayment benefits and a division of 
Bright Horizons.

Changing workers’ lives
The companies offering the bene-

fit say it’s paying substantial divi-
dends.

Maribeth Bearfield, Bright Hori-
zon’s chief human resources officer, 
says though the program just 
launched recently, it’s already a hit, 
noting “strong interest in participa-
tion” and “incredibly positive” em-
ployee reaction. 

“In the first week the program was 
live, we received almost 1,000 inqui-
ries from center employees and 
signed up over 700 employees for in-
troductory advising sessions,” she 
says. “The numbers have continued 
to grow since then.”

Free tuition benefits also are a way 
to take aim at student debt, a grow-
ing pain point for employees and 
their employers. There are now 
44   million Americans who owe a total 
of $1.5 trillion in student loan debt, 
exceeding both credit card debt and 
auto loan debt, according to the Fed-
eral Reserve. That debt, experts con-
tend, is also taking an enormous 
emotional toll on employees — and 
harming productivity and presentism 
in the workplace. 

“As employers investigate the ways 
student debt affects their workers — 
and how they can help — I think 
some of them are thinking, ‘Hey, let’s 
go back a bit and see if we can help 
people from incurring the debt to be-

gin with,’ ” Stich says.
Of course, the benefit is a big bet 

for employers — and a costly one at 
that. While they are averting higher 
costs by partnering with online 
schools — which cost thousands less 
than traditional school settings – 
there’s also the real chance that once 
employees get a degree through their 
employers, they may go leave to use 
that degree to its fullest potential, 
Stich notes.

Those concerns will likely temper 
employer fervor to offer the benefit, 
but the trend might make a differ-

ence in other ways, including by rais-
ing the prevalence of other tuition 
benefits.

“Employers may not dive in full 
force and pay for everything,” Stich 
says. “But I think they’ll look at what 
they’re offering — maybe increase 
the dollar amount, cover more things, 
open it up or reduce some of the lim-
its they have had. It’s something to 
watch.” 

Kathryn Mayer is editor-in-chief of 
Employee Benefit News. Follow her on 
Twitter at @mayereditor.
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With human resources managers across the 
country finalizing their 2019 benefits packages, 
many are asking themselves: How can we add 
more value for our talent and help the company 
grow? For many employers, the answer is helping 
employees manage their student loan debt.

Student loan debt has reached an astronomical 
sum: There are now 44 million Americans who owe 
a total of $1.5 trillion in student loan debt, exceed-
ing both credit card debt and auto loan debt, ac-
cording to the Federal Reserve. Not only is this an 
extreme amount of debt, but it’s taking an enor-
mous emotional toll on employees, who are worry-
ing more than ever about their finances.

With Americans quitting their jobs at the fastest 
rate since 2001, keeping employees happy is imper-
ative. And part of keeping millennials happy is to 
provide practical benefits, not just the fun perks. 
Employees are looking to foster meaningful rela-
tionships with their employers — so looping in stu-

dent loan repayment benefits can pay off for both 
the employer and the employee. 

So what’s to gain for employers? Here are five of 
the top payoffs of offering a student loan repay-
ment benefit.

1. Recruit, retain and stand out. In a competitive 
talent landscape, student loan debt relief is a mod-
ern benefit that any company can offer to incentiv-
ize the younger generation to join their team. In a 
recent survey conducted by Laurel Road, we found 
that 58% of millennials would trade an additional 
vacation day for student loan repayment assis-
tance, showing how valuable meaningful benefits 
are to this generation. This benefit can be a decid-
ing factor for talent, and a way for employers to 
attract top-performing talent by offering to sup-
port their financial futures.

2. It’s flexible and free. As an employer, you have 
options to create a student loan program that 
works for your team’s needs and the company’s A

D
O

B
E 

ST
O

C
K

5 reasons to offer a student loan 
repayment benefit in 2019

By Alyssa Schaefer 

Sure, offering the perk will help employers recruit and retain top talent. 
But there’s even more advantages to consider.

Voluntary benefits

Commentary
IN THIS SECTION: VOLUNTARY BENEFITS

bottom line. A lot of this comes from choosing the 
right lending or refinancing partner that can pro-
vide savings to employees. Lenders can offer com-
panies the option to contribute or not, and work to 
tailor the program to the specific needs and inter-
ests of the company’s workforce — with some op-
tions coming in at no cost to the employer.

3. Eliminate the student loan vs. retirement 
conflict. Employees with student debt often feel 
deeply conflicted about whether or not to save for 
retirement first or pay off their student loan debt. A 
recent study from Boston College’s Center for Re-
tirement Research found that college graduates 
with student debt accumulate 50% less retirement 
wealth in their 401(k) by age 30 than those without. 
Employees shouldn’t have to choose between con-
tributing to retirement and paying off their student 
loan debt, as both are necessary to financial health. 
The student loan relief benefit allows employees to 
make a dent in both, reducing financial stress.

4. Help employees save. One of the reasons why 
the student loan benefit is attractive for employees 
is the significant savings it can lead to. If refinanc-
ing is an option, employees have the potential to 
save thousands of dollars over the life of their loan 
through a lower loan interest rate and lower month-
ly payments. In the long run, the cumulative sav-
ings can add up to several thousand dollars or 
more. Employers should keep in mind that the sav-
ings amount will change depending on the financ-
ing company you choose to work with. Many can 
offer employer customers exclusive rates, which 
leads to even greater savings.

5. Boost morale and productivity. According to 
consulting firm Willis Towers Watson, 31% of em-
ployees surveyed say their money concerns affect 
their work. Meanwhile, 74% of people feel stress 
daily about their student loan debt and spend time 
at work thinking about it, impacting their overall 
productivity in the workplace. So in addition to the 
hard savings employees are earning through these 
programs, they also are rewarded with the soft 
benefits of reduced stress and anxiety at work.

With student loan debt reaching record highs in 
recent years, employers have recognized that 
there’s a crucial need to provide employees with 
options to help them pay down their student loan 
debt. And when options like refinancing come at no 
cost to them, this benefit will likely become more 
popular. In the future, we can expect more employ-
ers to pave the way for student loan repayment 
programs. Will you be one of the trailblazers?  EBN

Alyssa Schaefer is an executive at Laurel Road, an 
online lender and FDIC-regulated bank.
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Ted Benna, widely regarded as the co-creator of the 401(k), has published a vol- 
ume that’s part history book, part how-to manual for plan participants. The book 
also sounds an alarm about some predicted economic perils. The title, “401k — 
Forty Years Later,” is a clear reminder of just how long 401(k)s have been the dom-
inant retirement savings vehicle. Employee Benefit News asked Benna what’s on the 
horizon and what benefits professionals should be focused on. Excerpts follow.

In your book, you expressed serious concern over the level of diligence that many 
plan sponsors exercise in the oversight of their 401(k) plans, particularly in re-
gard to plan costs. Hasn’t highly publicized litigation changed things?

I certainly hope so, because some of the legal settlements have been big 
enough that it ought to get their attention. But the examples I have cited in the 
book are real historical events, and I think it’s important for people to be aware 
of them, as a cautionary tale.

And it’s not just about plan expenses, right?
That’s right. For example, say you only had five fund choices, and each was 

presented to participants with simple asset allocation pie charts and clear ex-
planations of what they mean. Then you start adding more and more funds to 
expand to 10, then 15, then 20 and beyond, just to respond to demands from 
participants. It’s getting so that even socially responsible funds are getting sub-
divided into very narrow categories. Sponsors aren’t necessarily fulfilling their 
fiduciary duties when they keep adding more and more options. 

Well, isn’t there is a way sponsors can provide more choices, without overwhelm-

Next financial crisis may 
be worse, says co-creator 
of the 401(k)
By Richard Stolz

MORGAN STANLEY 
REVAMPS FINANCIAL 
WELLNESS PROGRAM

The bank has expanded its 
program from C-suite execs to 

employees.
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Employers with great retirement 
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profit margins.
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 Ted Benna’s new book pulls no punches in retirement plan assessment.
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Have enough savings to last 
through retirement

Ensure that I can pay for my 
future healthcare needs

Keep up with current expenses

Maintain my current lifestyle 
when I retire

Build up an emergency 
savings account

75%

73%

72%

69%

65%

ing participants?
A long time ago, I helped a plan supplement its 

qualified default investment alternatives with a 
mutual fund brokerage window that gives partici-
pants the opportunity to pick just about any mutual 
fund they might want. The sponsor is not responsi-
ble for the choices the participants make. But the 
way it worked out, over 90% of participants stayed 
in the default target maturity series, and less than 
10% went out and said, well, “We want to try and 
run on our own.”

Is it fair to say you’re not a big fan of target date 
funds?

What concerns me about them is a change in 
the way people perceive risk. Bonds are viewed by 
many people as a safe place to be relative to stocks 
in bad times. But over the next five and maybe 10 
years, I don’t see bonds being a safe haven be-
cause, as you know, when interest rates rise, bond 
prices drop.

Are you suggesting that the asset allocations of tar-
get date funds should be adjusted more often, or 
that you don’t like the typical glide path?

When you’re in the accumulation stage, this is 
not an issue. But for, say, a 63-year-old, or anyone 
older, I don’t think most can afford the downside to 
risk that lies within the typical target date fund. I 
did a historical look-back and ran the numbers to 
see what would happen. Suppose you were in the 
drawdown stage ten years ago in 2008, and you’re 

drawing out what’s supposed to be a conservative 
rate of 4% a year Then you get hit with a 20% drop 
in your supposedly conservative target maturity 
fund you’re in. Man, that’s ugly. Bonds got ham-
mered as well as stocks, and that’s not supposed to 
happen.

What happens over time to that target fund investor 
in that circumstance? What’s the message?

The problem is when you’re drawing down, by 
definition you’re not putting new money in and ac-
quiring discounted shares. If your game plan is to 
withdraw $15,000 a year, let’s say it’s 4% of your 
next egg, and you take a 20% loss, then you have to 
sell more shares. So it’s the reverse of buying dis-
count shares. Instead you’re having to sell discount-
ed shares to raise the cash you need to live on, and 
you can’t catch up. My point isn’t anti-target matu-
rity funds in general; it’s the fact that most retirees 
right now in this market can’t afford what they’re in 
— unless we magically skip another 2008. But I’m 
not counting on that.

In fact you write that we shouldn’t think of 2008 as a 
once-in-a-lifetime occurrence.

2008 was pretty nasty, but I’m expecting the 
next one to be worse because individuals, munici-
palities and the federal government are in much 
worse shape financially today in terms of their debt 
loads, than they were going into 2008. So they 
won’t be as well-equipped to step in and provide 
assistance. EBN

Morgan Stanley’s wealth management unit has 
upgraded its financial wellness program in a move 
designed to help employees meet their financial 
goals.

About 53% of U.S. workers are stressed about 
their personal finances, according to accounting 
and consulting firm PwC, and around 48% of those 
employees considered financial stress to be a ma-
jor work distraction. Morgan Stanley’s revamped 
platform aims to take aim at this problem. 

Prior to the upgrade, Morgan Stanley’s financial 
wellness programs were only available to client ex-
ecutives, whose workforce can now enjoy the bene-
fit. The program, called Morgan Stanley Financial 
Wellness, currently serves 42 mid- to large-sized 
companies. Morgan Stanley anticipates its other 
corporate customers will be interested in the pro-
gram as well.

Users will be able to navigate a digital library of 
more than 80 financial advice articles and videos, 
covering topics such as retirement, investing, col-
lege planning, estate planning and taxes. To assess 
an individual’s financial situation, the online portal 
offers a 12-question financial wellness survey that 
can identify areas of improvement. The survey re-
sults may help Morgan Stanley craft customized 
webinars or on-site seminars for their clients’ em-
ployees. 

“People are not saving enough,” says Edward 
O’Connor, head of Morgan Stanley financial well-
ness and corporate retirement. “We’re in a position 
to help educate and form a plan for success.” EBN

Kayla Webster is an associate editor at Employee 
Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @KaylaAnnWebster.

HEALTHIER ON THE JOB

Morgan Stanley 
revamps financial 
wellness program

EMPLOYEES’ TOP FINANCIAL GOALS

By Kayla Webster

New data from Prudential Financial finds that about one-third of American employees don’t have 
a clear picture of their finances and retirement planning. Yet many still are optimistic for the future 
and identified their top financial goals. They are:

Source: Prudential Financial, 2018
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As the HR technology market reinvents itself, companies are looking to new software to 
transform the way they are doing business including workforce automation, employee 
engagement and retention, performance evaluation and much more. 

From the publishers of 

DISCOVER AND EXPLORE:  
www.benefitnews.com/dig-hr

The DIG|HR content channel and weekly newsletter includes analysis, insight, 
commentary and research including: 

• This evolving technology set

• Implementation challenges

• The need to justify the cost of deployment of these technologies
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Delivering content around the digital transformation of HR 
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Employers must do much more to help their em-
ployees prepare for retirement beyond offering a 
401(k) plan.

For one, they can step up their game by pro-
viding employees with personalized retirement 
readiness scores, said Jerry Yen, vice president of 
strategic partnerships at GuidedChoice, during a 
panel last month at the Benefits Forum & Expo.

What employees need to know is not what 
their 401(k) account balance is but rather “what 
it’s worth to them on a monthly income basis,” 
he said at the conference in New Orleans, host-
ed by Employee Benefit News and Employee Benefit 
Adviser.

Yen encouraged employers to provide em-
ployees with “specific assessments about what 
they need to do now to be able to retire” and to 
“get deep into the analytics” of their 401(k) plans 
to determine metrics, such as retirement income 
ratios, for each employee. These ratios help 
workers determine whether they can match their 
current living standards in retirement.

Armed with these metrics employees would 
then be able to make choices that will help them 
get on track, Yen said.

Employers would supply 401(k) plan data from 
their record-keepers to vendors to run personal-
ized metrics for each employee.

HR professionals especially have an import-
ant role to play in advancing measures to ensure 
employee retirement readiness, according to 
Jackie Ward, chief human resource officer at 
Newport Group, an independent retirement and 
benefits provider.

When talking to senior management, HR pro-
fessionals need to be “an advocate” for employ-
ees. They need to make sure retirement readi-
ness is on the agenda and that it’s talked about 
“not just during open enrollment but throughout 
the year,” she said.

She noted that companies often think that 
once they’ve put a 401(k) in place, their efforts 
and responsibilities are over. An employee 401(k) 
plan, she said she reminds clients, is “just the ic-
ing on the cake.” EBN

Employers now have even more reason to beef up
the quality of their 401(k) plans.

New research from T. Rowe Price finds that 
companies with strong 401(k)s had significantly 
better financial performance — regardless of their 
industry or the size of their retirement plans.

Companies with robust 401(k) plans — as mea-
sured by BrightScope ratings, which looks at mea-
sures including the size of the employer’s match-
ing contributions, the rate at which employees 
participate in the retirement plan and the per-
centage of salary they save — were shown to have 
higher margins and revenue per employee than 
those with weaker plans.

Employers with 401(k) plans rated great, for ex-
ample, were more likely to have net income per 
employee that was 40% to 80% higher than com-
panies with plans rated average. They were also 
more likely to produce revenue per employee that 
was 20% to 60% higher, according to the study.

“It supports the notion that an investment in 
human capital bears a return on investment,” says 
Joshua Dietch, head of T. Rowe Price’s retirement 
and financial education team.

Companies with weak plans, in contrast, had 
significantly lower profitability and productivity 
levels. Plans rated poor were strongly associated 
with companies that had profitability measures 
up to 80% lower than companies with 401(k)s rat-

ed average. And those with below average or 
poor plans had up to 80% lower revenue per em-
ployee.

“If you invest in your employees, you stand to 
benefit,” Dietch notes. “If you don’t invest in your 
employees, you stand to lag behind those that do.”

While Dietch stressed that correlations do not 
prove causality, he believed that they were signifi-
cant enough in this case to be meaningful and 
valuable to employers.

“If you see smoke coming from a building, you 
don’t really know for sure there’s a fire there — but 
it’s not an unreasonable assumption,” he says by 
way of analogy to explain the strong relationship 
between 401(k)s and company performance.

Dietch argues that the higher costs of a strong 
401(k) plan are outweighed by the potential profit-
ability gains. “It’s not purely an expense line. It en-
courages behaviors that are ultimately beneficial 
to the company that has made the investment,” 
he says.

The findings also may help to bring together HR 
and benefits “extolling the virtues of offering a 
good retirement plan” and the CFO looking at it as 
an expense. “They see that they both have a com-
mon vested interest in the outcome,” Dietch says.

The study evaluated 485 plans with more than 
$50 million in assets at 332 U.S. publicly traded 
companies. EBN

EMPLOYER STRATEGY HEALTHY RETIREMENT

To avoid stalling, 
retirement readiness 
initiatives need boost

Strong 401(k)s linked to strong 
company performance
By Margarida Correia

By Margarida Correia

Margarida Correia is an associate editor at Employee Benefit News. Follow her on Twitter @MCorreia101.
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BY THE
NUMB3RS:

Source: Willis Towers Watson, 2018

HSA: A savings account  
without the saving?

 benefitnews.com26 Employee Benefit News October 2018

Many employees who have health savings accounts are using them as spending accounts rather  
than as tax-free long-term savings accounts, according to new research from Willis Towers Watson. 
About one-in-four employees who could enroll in an HSA opted not to enroll, according to the 
consulting firm’s survey of more than 2,100 employees.

Why aren’t employees enrolling in HSAs? Employees said:

65% 
of workers  
are tapping 
their HSAs 
to pay for 
immediate 
healthcare 
expenses

Don’t see the 
advantages

Don’t have 
enough 

money to 
contribute

Employer 
doesn’t 

contribute to 
the account

Simply didn’t 
take the time 

to do it

Don’t 
understand 

HSAs

45% 
have more 
than $5,000 
saved in 
their HSA

27% 
use the money 
only when 
necessary and  
save the rest

24% 
of employees 
are not  
enrolled  
in an 
employer- 
sponsored 
HSA

8%
are saving 
the money 
for the  
future

57% 24% 10% 8% 5% 
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Simply put, we make Health Savings Accounts easier. 

Employees get a simple app to manage everything and one 

card to pay for it all—without bank-style fees. Plus, it’s all on 

one platform, so it’s easy for you to manage. And because 

we help shape the future of benefits legislation, you’ll always 

know what’s next. 

Get a free guide to choosing the right HSA vendor:  

visit wageworks.com/5Tips

We won’t tell you which 
HSA provider to pick. 
We’ll just tell you why  
it should be us.

©2018 WageWorks, Inc. All rights reserved.
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As the #1 not-for-profit retirement market provider,* 
TIAA also offers endowment management, 
retirement healthcare savings programs and more.
Learn more at TIAA.org/RetirementAndMore

* Based on data from 55 providers in PLANSPONSOR magazine’s 2017 DC Recordkeeping Survey, combined 457, 403(b) and money purchase plan data as of 12/31/16. Certain products and services 
are only available to eligible individuals. Investment, insurance and annuity products are not FDIC insured, are not bank guaranteed, are not bank deposits, are not insured by any federal government 
agency, are not a condition to any banking service or activity, and may lose value. TIAA-CREF Individual & Institutional Services, LLC, Teachers Personal Investors Services, Inc., and Nuveen Securities, LLC, 
Members FINRA and SIPC, distribute securities products. Annuity contracts and certifi cates are issued by Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association of America (TIAA) and College Retirement Equities 
Fund (CREF), New York, NY. Each is solely responsible for its own fi nancial condition and contractual obligations. ©2018 Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association of America, 730 Third Avenue, 
New York, NY 10017. 491525

RETIREMENT 
AND MORE.

EMPHASIS 
ON MORE.

CREATED TO SERVE. 

BUILT TO PERFORM.

5021A0226 491525_B2B Retirment More ICON_10.5x12.5_EBN_1

78905

028_EBN1018   28 10/11/2018   10:29:51 AM


	001_EBN1018
	002_EBN1018_Gradifi_0518
	003_EBN1018
	004_EBN1018
	005_EBN1018_Lincoln Financial Group_0918
	006_EBN1018
	007_EBN1018
	008_EBN1018
	009_EBN1018_Swiss_1018
	010_EBN1018
	011_EBN1018
	012_EBN1018
	013_EBN1018_Guardian_1018
	014_EBN1018
	015_EBN1018
	016_EBN1018
	017_EBN1018
	018_EBN1018
	019_EBN1018_Further_1018
	020a_EBN1018_Aetna_1018
	020b_EBN1018_Mhealth_1018
	020c_EBN1018_EBN_ Website Ad_040517
	021_EBN1018
	022_EBN1018
	023_EBN1018_d35147_DIGHR_FP
	024_EBN1018
	025_EBN1018_EBN_SUBSCRIBE Ad_0917
	026_EBN1018
	027_EBN1018_Wageworks_1018
	028_EBN1018_TIAA_0618

