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Student loan debt is a growing monster for college graduates. According to stats published by 
LendingTree, 69 percent of the Class of 2019 graduated with student loan debt. And, of those 
graduates, the average student left their college campus with $29,000 in debt. 
 
Yet, it’s almost impossible to obtain a professional job without a degree. 85-90 percent of 
positions in companies require -- or at least prefer -- a bachelor’s degree or equivalent degree. 
 
Many graduates spend years, if not decades, trying to pay off student loan debt well after 
walking across the stage. Because of how much this has become an issue for young 
professionals entering the workforce, many companies are considering the opportunity to 
integrate debt relief into their Total Rewards (TR) programs. 
 
Why Consider a Debt Relief Program? 
 
For a young graduate coming out of school, student loan debt can be a heavy burden. In many 
cases, they may be living paycheck to paycheck on their entry-level salary. How are they ever 
going to start paying down thousands of dollars of student loan debt? 
 
These individuals are seeking a path forward to expedite the process of paying off their debt. A 
few years sounds much more manageable than a decade of debt. As an employer, you can 
present a debt relief program as part of an overall message to prospective talent that your 
company cares about employees, cares about each employee’s overall health and well-being, 
and your company especially cares about their financial wellness. This takes the whole person 
into consideration. 
 
Plus, it’s worth keeping in mind that traditional TR offerings of financial planning, budgeting, and 
retirement programs such as a 401(k) may not be as attractive to this group of professionals 
coming into the workforce. They can’t focus on long-term retirement planning when their student 
loan debt is a much bigger burden in front of them. It’s an opportunity to meet young 
professionals exactly where they are by offering a different type of employee benefit. 
 
When structured properly and communicated effectively, a debt relief program can serve as a 
valuable acquisition and retention tool to help your company stand out from the crowd as you 
strive to attract and retain top young talent. It can also serve as a long-term retention tool if 
designed similar to a 401(k) plan where company contributions can vest over time. 
 
Is Debt Relief the Right Fit For Your Company? 
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Before taking the time to implement a debt relief program, it’s important to think through whether 
this is the right fit -- it’s not for every company. There is a temptation to implement this offering 
to keep up with the competition. But, just because it’s trendy doesn’t mean it’s the best fit. 
 
Do your due diligence to make sure this type of employee benefit checks the following boxes for 
your company, as a whole, and for HR, specifically. 
 
- Needs to make sense financially. 
- Needs to align with your company’s purposes and objectives. 
- Needs to support the company culture. 
- Needs to support the HR strategy. 
- Needs to align with your company’s TR philosophy. 
 
If you have confidence in the program’s viability after performing this review, then it may be time 
to build a strong business case to sell this program internally to management. They will need a 
business case to see the value in implementing this new type of employee benefit as part of 
your company’s larger TR offering. 
 
The business case for a health and wellness program -- including financial wellness such as 
student loan relief -- is simple. If your employees are happy and healthy, then they will be more 
loyal, more productive, and more engaged. Your company will benefit financially by not 
spending as much money on health and insurance claims costs and achieve a higher level of 
production. Plus, you can reduce costs and risks associated with absenteeism, theft, and lost 
production time. 
 
How to Design a Student Debt Relief Program 
 
Once you have internal support to implement a student debt relief program, the next most 
important step is to think through how to structure this plan. Below, we will go over four viable 
options. Remember that every company is unique, so one option -- or a hybrid option -- may be 
a better fit for you compared to another company. 
 
- Think about this type of program as the equivalent to a 401(k) plan. In this set-up, you can 
structure the program like a retirement contribution plan where your company contributes 
certain amounts to a debt relief fund for each employee that vest over time. 
 
- Another viable option is setting aside funds as part of an educational reimbursement program. 
This will help offset any additional costs associated with implementing student loan repayment 
assistance.  
 
- Consider another idea to use equity to fund the program. In this scenario, your company would 
offer a stock grant that vests over time or has a “cliff vesting.” In other words, if the value of the 
stock appreciates over time, the money could be used towards a student loan repayment. 



 

 
- Student debt relief can also be included in a recognition and rewards program where the 
money is added to a “bucket” for the employee to pay down student loan debt if they choose to 
participate in the program. However, in this case, the income they receive would be considered 
taxable. 
 
When thinking through these options or similar options, it would be prudent to involve other 
teams in the decision-making process. I recommend exploring options and engaging with 
departments such as Legal, Accounting and Tax, and Payroll to provide input and counsel 
before implementing the program. 
 
You can also conduct surveys of current talent who are recent graduates. Ask this employee 
population if a debt relief program would be attractive to them (to support retention) and then 
use their feedback to influence how you structure the implementation of the program (to support 
acquisition). In your communication, it’s important to be transparent about how the program 
would work and why their feedback is valuable to get a sense of interest in this type of benefit to 
young professionals in their age group. 
 
Leveraging Your Research on a Student Loan Relief Program 
 
As with all new HR programs and initiatives, it’s important to do your homework and enlist the 
right expertise to provide insight and advice. I recommend continually going back to your 
company’s purposes and objectives to ensure alignment before implementation. This will also 
help position you to measure the effectiveness of the program ongoing. 
 
As you continuously review performance, you can use the KPIs to make adjustments at needs. 
 
- Look at program participation rates and utilization. 
- Review your company’s ROI on the program. 
- Continue to gather feedback from participants and non-participants. 
- Conduct additional surveys on whether the program is helping (or not). 
 
Keep in mind that the main purpose of introducing a student debt relief program is to tie back to 
your talent acquisition, rewards, recognition, and retention strategy to build the optimal 
workforce. If you believe the program no longer supports the mission, then consider making 
adjustments or introducing other employee benefit programs. 
 
Regardless of whether you implement a student debt relief program, you can still use all of the 
information you gathered to support the overall TR offering. Employee surveys, input from 
stakeholders, and market research can be used to strengthen other aspects of Total Rewards to 
support acquisition and retention. That’s why it’s a good idea to at least investigate student debt 
relief to help you gather great information that can be used for a variety of valuable purposes! 
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