
Past Decisions, Future Goals
How personal debt, educational debt and retirement 
hopes affect employees’ financial well-being today.
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Whether they get paid once a week or once a month, most 
employees are financing more than their current living expenses with 
each paycheck. 

From a financial perspective, employees are living in the past, present 
and future all at the same time. 

• They’re paying for decisions they made months or even years 
ago. This includes car loans, mortgages and educational debt. 

• They’re funding current obligations like rent, utilities, food and 
healthcare costs. 

• They’re trying to save for the future, whether it’s for unforeseen 
emergencies, a child’s college or a well-deserved retirement. 

Most of the workforce starts each day behind a financial  
eight-ball. More than six out of 10 (62%) are paying off existing 
debt. So it’s not surprising that more than half (64%) of 
employees report being stressed about their finances. 

Employees are funding 
a mix of competing 
financial obligations 
simultaneously. 

https://www.transamericacenter.org/retirement-research/21st-annual-retirement-survey
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/nearly-two-thirds-of-americans-feel-anxious-about-their-finances-in-2022-301464963.html#:~:text=Those%20feeling%20anxious%20about%20their%202022%20finances%20also,expenses%20%2810%25%29%2C%20and%20debt%20%2810%25%29%20leading%20the%20pack.
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Some debt isn’t always a bad thing. Having a mortgage on a home 
means the potential to own a valuable asset. Borrowing to pay for 
your own or a family member’s education is an investment in  
future earnings. 

However, consumer debt is significant and it’s impacting employees’ 
state of mind and their life at work.* 

Employees are on 
“borrowed” time.

*Experian
**Aflac

Too much debt can undermine employees’ ability to be prepared for 
the unexpected. For example, those paying down other debt may  
not have enough savings to foot the costs of healthcare not covered 
by their insurance. This is important because for those experiencing 
a medical event, a significant percentage are faced with unforeseen 
costs they may struggle to fund.**

49%
Hospital  

bills

24%
Out-of-

network fees

40%
Prescription 

costs

42%
Doctor  

bills

$96,371 

Average total 
consumer debt

$5,221

Average credit 
card debt

$39,487

Average student 
loan debt

https://www.experian.com/blogs/ask-experian/research/consumer-debt-study/
https://www.aflac.com/docs/awr/pdf/2021-overview/2021-aflac-awr-health-wellness-power-benefits.pdf


©2022 Elevate, Inc. All rights reserved.
4

41%

Employees are bringing their financial woes to work. Employees who 
are stressed about money are less engaged, and they are also more 
likely to be looking for another job. The stress is also undermining 
employees’ emotional well-being. 

34% of employees say financial  
pressures have impacted their  
mental health. 

Of this group:* 

Financial stress is 
negatively impacting 
productivity and 
retention issues. 

*PWC

69% 76%38%

And it doesn’t always take much to entice an employee to take 
another job. Even a relatively modest 5% increase is enough for 
more than 40% of the workforce. 

Report it’s 
impacted their 

productivity

Say it’s 
impacted their 
engagement

Are looking for 
a new job

Would be attracted 
to another company 

that cares more 
about their financial 

well-being

34%

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/consulting/business-transformation/library/employee-financial-wellness-survey.html
https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2022/03/17/2405430/0/en/Majority-of-U-S-employees-are-open-to-leaving-their-employers-WTW-survey-finds.html
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Student loan debt in particular has been hitting the workforce hard 
over recent years and contributing to financial stress.   

Stories about Millennials and student loan debt were pervasive even 
before the pandemic. Back in 2015, one emblematic article summed 
up the burden of educational debt on young employees with these 
sobering statistics. 

Educational debt 
isn’t just for younger 
employees. 

But student loans aren’t only for 
Millennials...or Gen Z for that matter. 
In this multi-generational workforce, 
everyone is represented, with the 
oldest generations actually carrying 
the most educational debt. 

 $393 Average monthly payment**  

 $222 Median monthly payment** 

57% 33%+

*Experian
**Federal Reserve (most recent available statistics)

Average student loan debt 
by generation*

Gen Z $18,878

Millennials $40,247

Gen X $46,317

Boomers $42,351

Regret how 
much they 
borrowed

Wouldn’t 
have gone to 
college had 
they realized 
the cost

https://www.forbes.com/sites/jmaureenhenderson/2016/04/07/the-scary-truth-about-millennials-and-student-loan-debt/?sh=6b0bb50665fa
https://www.experian.com/blogs/ask-experian/research/consumer-debt-study/
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2017-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2016-education-debt-loans.htm
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Paying a monthly student loan obviously takes money away from 
other current expenses, but it also affects some longer-term life 
transitions. How much major life and financial decisions are delayed 
is related to the amount of the initial loan. 

Educational debt 
impacts the timing of 
major life decisions...
including preparing for 
retirement. 

26%
Not saving for 

retirement

Employees with educational debt are delaying saving for retirement. 
In a pre-pandemic survey, student loan debt was a major deterrent 
to starting or maximizing a retirement nest egg.*

*TIAA and MIT

Say student loans 
negatively impact 

how much they 
are able to save 

for retirement

Indicate they plan 
to begin or increase 
retirement savings 

when their education 
debt is paid off

Blame the need to 
pay off student loan 
debt as the reason

73%
With student 

loans 

84%
Of Adults

For older employees carrying educational debt and also trying to 
fund an imminent retirement, the impact of this debt may be much 
harder if not impossible to overcome. More than one-quarter (26%) 
of employees have no retirement savings at all. 

Loan less than $25k* Loan greater than $150k*

Getting married 13% delayed 37% delayed

Having children 19% delayed 51% delayed

Buying a house 36% delayed 74% delayed

https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2021-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2020-retirement.htm#xfigure39-formsofretirementsavingsam-b311230d


©2022 Elevate, Inc. All rights reserved.
7

Whether it’s credit card debt, a car loan, a mortgage, a student 
loan or a combination of all of these, employees are faced with 
competing demands on their paycheck. Most are struggling to cover 
their living expenses while paying down debt and saving for their 
future. This means employees are trying to balance the past, present 
and future all at the same time.

This is fueling a workforce reshuffle as employees are looking for and 
accepting jobs that offer more money and benefits that will help 
them get on a better financial footing. 

In this environment, employers need to understand the financial 
challenges employees are dealing with and offer options that 
address employees’ pain points. If they don’t, they face losing  
high-performing employees while simultaneously suffering a 
decrease in productivity and engagement from a significant 
percentage of the employees that remain. 

Financial well-being benefits sweeten the pot.  
While more money is attractive to employees, it isn’t their only 
consideration. 

As we’ve seen, more than three-quarters are attracted to employers 
they perceive care about their financial well-being. Employees are 
looking at the bigger picture and considering a potential employer’s 
overall values and approach to financial well-being including their 
benefits package. 

In fact, employees satisfied with their benefits are twice as likely 
to be satisfied with their job and 70% more likely to be loyal to 
their employer. 

Past decisions and 
future goals collide, and 
employees are acting on 
their stressors. 

https://www.metlife.com/employee-benefit-trends/2022-employee-benefit-trends/?cid=cquvh&utm_id=cquvh&utm_source=bing&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=g_ebts_2q22_MetLife&utm_content=all_taken+from+adwords&utm_term=General&promoid=cquvh&&msclkid=cc722ffa436b13655bca4d70741dc92a&gclid=cc722ffa436b13655bca4d70741dc92a&gclsrc=3p.ds
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Student loans affect employees of all ages, and they have a significant 
impact on their financial situation. The burden of educational debt is felt 
as people go about living their lives today and as they try to plan for the 
future. It affects major life transitions such as getting married and having 
kids and can seriously undermine retirement preparedness. 

While the breadth of the financial impact of educational debt has been 
the focus of numerous industry articles and the mainstream media, 
relatively few employers have added student loan programs to their 
benefits offering. As a result, employees continue to be stressed about 
their educational debt and it continues to impact how their lives unfold 
including how well they are coping with financial challenges today while 
trying to prepare for the future..

This disconnect presents a singular opportunity for employers to step up. 

In the face of historic employee turnover, decreased productivity and 
lower engagement, addressing student loan debt is a smart move for 
employers looking to both retain and recruit great employees. 

Helping employees  
with educational debt 
can kick-start their 
financial wellness.

Would consider 
switching companies 
to gain a student loan 
relief employee benefit

Say finding a 
company that offers 

a student loan 
benefit is important

Finding an employer with 
a student debt employee 

benefit is important

64%
With student 

loans*

Let’s look at three ways employers can effectively support 
employees’ overall financial well-being by targeting student 
loan debt.

62%
With student 

loans*

70%
Black*

76%
Hispanic*

*YouGov Abbott Student Loan Impact Survey

https://www.abbott.com/corpnewsroom/strategy-and-strength/company-student-loan-perk.html
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1 Create an educational loan repayment program. As part of the 
CARES Act, until 2025 employers can fund up to $5,250 annually for 
employees’ student loans. Employer payments are not taxable to 
employees, so this is a highly valuable tax-advantaged benefit. Even 
if you fund $50 or $100 monthly into a loan repayment account, that 
will take some pressure off each month, help employees pay down 
their debt and allow them to avoid interest costs over time. While 
educational debt impacts a good part of the workforce, less than 
10% of employers offer a loan repayment plan so having one can 
translate into a vital recruitment and retention tool. 

Offer a 529 educational saving plan. These programs allow 
employees to make pre-tax payroll deductions to fund upcoming 
educational costs. These plans have been around for a while, but 
they were always future-facing. However, as part of the 2019 SECURE 
Act, employees can now use up to $10,000 annually from a 529 
account for qualified educational loan repayments. Again, this is 
something few employers offer so implementing a 529 plan could 
represent a significant advantage when competing for employees. 

Make it count with modern technology. Educational debt is front-
and-center for many employees, so the benefits you offer to address 
this financial reality also have to be visible...and highly usable. Don’t 
assume employees don’t care about delivery-they do. Employees 
of all generations expect their benefits to be innovative and take 
advantage of digital technology. Find a solution with the best, most 
user-friendly platform to maximize your investment. 

Here are three 
student-loan-busting 
suggestions. 

2 

3

https://shrm-res.cloudinary.com/image/upload/v1629481767/2020%20Employee%20Benefits/Benefits_Report_-_Overall.pdf
https://shrm-res.cloudinary.com/image/upload/v1629481767/2020%20Employee%20Benefits/Benefits_Report_-_Overall.pdf
https://www.aflac.com/business/resources/aflac-workforces-report/default.aspx
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This is where Elevate 
comes in. 

We brought together industry veterans to reimagine and build a 
people-centric benefits platform to help employees address their 
financial needs. We focus on employee- and employer-funded 
accounts like student loan repayment and 529 plans that build the 
financial safety nets that underpin well-being. 

Want to learn more about how Elevate can help you effectively 
address the financial well-being of your employees by addressing 
educational debt? Check out our website or request a demo to  
see how our solution works. 

https://www.elevate.inc/
https://www.elevate.inc/request-a-demo


Modern, consumer-directed benefits delivery—for everyone.

https://www.elevate.inc/
https://twitter.com/elevatedotinc
https://www.linkedin.com/company/elevatedotinc/

