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Among the students who have settled 
back into classrooms this fall are em-
ployees whose employers offer educa-

tional assistance benefits to enhance employee 
skill sets while increasing loyalty and retention.

In June, the International Foundation of 
Employee Benefit Plans surveyed U.S. mem-
bers to evaluate the educational benefit offer-
ings of these organizations. Educational As-
sistance Benefits: 2015 Survey Results evaluates 
the most prevalent types of assistance/tuition 
reimbursement programs, characteristics of 
offerings, program requirements and limita-
tions, and strategies and implications. Re-
sponses were received from 338 corporate and 
public employer members of the International 
Foundation.

Program Offerings and Characteristics
About five in six respondents offer some 

sort of educational assistance or tuition re-
imbursement benefit to their employees. Of 
those offering benefits, organizations most 
commonly offer general education tuition 
reimbursement and formal educational as-
sistance plan benefits under Internal Revenue 
Code Section 127. 

Respondents overwhelmingly offer benefits 
to their full-time salaried and hourly workers. 
More than one in three respondents also pro-
vide these benefits to their part-time salaried 
and hourly workers.

Organizations most commonly cover un-
dergraduate-level courses, covered by 88% of 
those that offer benefits. Master’s degree-level, 
associate degree, online/distance learning and 
professional certification courses are also cov-
ered by over one-half of respondents.

Two in three respondents offer in-house 

training seminars, while less than half provide 
reimbursement for attendance at continuing 
education courses, educational conferences 
and personal development courses. Two in five 
responding organizations offer job-related li-
censing courses and exams. 

More than 70% of respondents that of-
fer programs have done so for more than ten 
years, while nearly two in five have been offer-
ing benefits for over 20 years.

A majority of organizations cover tuition, 
expenses for books and administrative fees, 
covered by 52% of organizations. Less often, 
respondents reimburse lab and technology and 
examination fees. 

Respondents rarely offer time off as part of 
their educational benefits. The most frequently 
offered approved types of leave include time for 
examinations, classes and educational leaves of 
absence/sabbaticals. 

More than one in five responding organi-
zations have formed formal partnerships with 
educational institutions, a practice more com-
mon among public sector respondents.

Organizations are using a variety of avenues 
for communicating their educational benefits. 
Respondents most often communicate their 
benefits through employee handbooks, orien-
tations and specific areas of an organizational 
website or intranet. About two in three orga-
nizations use each of these communication 
methods. 

Requirements and Limitations
The most common limitation on educa-

tional benefits is a fixed annual dollar amount 
for employees, cited by 71% of respondents. 
Those that place fixed annual dollar limits on 
their benefits most often reimburse $5,000 to 
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$6,999 annually for salaried and hourly employees. Orga-
nizations frequently require that education must be limited 
to job-, work- or business-related courses, require direct 
supervisor approval, use length-of-service requirements 
or require that education be received from an accredited 
institution. 

About four in five organizations require a minimum 
grade for course reimbursement (e.g., C or better), while 
two in five use full pass/fail reimbursement strategies. One 
in ten requires the completion of nongraded courses for re-
imbursement. 

Some employers require employees to pay back any edu-
cational funding when they leave employment. Overall, less 
than half of responding organizations have this requirement. 
Eighty-eight percent of those that require payback of funds 
do so if the employee does not stay at least one year after 
completion of coursework.

Five in six organizations reimburse covered expenses af-
ter the end of study, upon evidence of meeting academic re-
quirements. The remaining 17% provide financial assistance 
for covered expenses prior to the start of the academic term. 
One in four organizations requires reimbursement materials 
be submitted within 30 days of course completion.

Strategies and Implications
Respondents most frequently offer educational benefits 

to retain their current employees, cited by 52% of respon-
dents. They also offer these benefits to maintain or increase 
employee satisfaction and loyalty, keep employees current on 
evolving skill sets and attract future talent. When asked top 
organizational results of their educational benefits, employ-

ers reported similar findings. The top outcomes were the re-
tention of current employees, keeping employees current on 
evolving skill sets, maintaining or increasing satisfaction and 
loyalty and attracting future talent.

Almost three in four respondents stated that their pro-
grams are either very or somewhat successful. Conversely, 
only 3% stated that their programs are unsuccessful. Public 
employer respondents were slightly less likely to state that 
their programs were successful. 

The most common barriers and challenges of offering 
educational benefits include a lack of employee interest, too 
much cost, little management support, a lack of applicabil-
ity to job duties, an expected negative return on investment 
and a short-tenured employee population. More than one 
in three respondents currently do not face barriers or chal-
lenges when offering educational benefits.

Organizations most commonly stated that their programs 
are used by 3% to 5% of their employees. One in ten respon-
dents stated that benefits are used by more than 20% of ap-
plicable employee groups. More than one in three organiza-
tions noted an increase in use in the past five years, while 6% 
noticed a slight decrease in use.

About one in three respondents noted an increased em-
phasis on educational benefits in the past five years, while 
just over 5% reported a decrease in emphasis during this pe-
riod. Looking forward, about three in ten respondents cited 
an expected increased emphasis on educational benefits in 
the next five years, while only 2% of responding organiza-
tions are looking to decrease their emphasis.
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