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Executive Summary

Key Findings

The number of people in the United States who have 
earned a four-year college degree is higher than at any 
other time in history; however, getting a degree is also 
more expensive than ever before. Despite the cost, the 
upside is significant—those with a four-year college 
education experience higher lifetime earnings and more 
opportunities to build long-term wealth. But the rising 
cost of attendance also leaves too many Americans 
who are living on low to moderate incomes (LMI)1 with 
substantial burdens when furthering their education. 

Families earning LMI must navigate a complicated 
landscape of financial products and services when 
managing both short-term needs and long-term wealth-
building goals: emergency savings tools, debt paydown 
initiatives, and retirement savings products are just a few. 

One piece of this confusing financial puzzle is a 529 
college savings plan, a tax-advantaged investment 
account designed to encourage saving for post-secondary 

education costs. 529 college savings plans are significantly 
underutilized by families earning LMI—disproportionately 
Black and Latino/Hispanic families—due to a lack of 
awareness, the overwhelming number of options for 
529 plans, complicated opening processes, minimum 
deposits, fees, and a lack of liquid funds for emergencies. 

Commonwealth’s mission is to build financial security 
and opportunity for people earning low and moderate 
incomes. We identified the cost of post-secondary 
education as a significant barrier to wealth building and 
also identified employers as partners in providing varying 
levels of 529 college savings plan support to workers 
earning LMI. Commonwealth conducted a national 
survey, in-depth interviews, and focus groups to better 
understand the experience of preparing for a child’s 
post-secondary education costs while earning LMI, and 
to explore pathways to increase access to 529s for these 
families.

Commonwealth’s research found that workers earning LMI feel that if their employers provided them with college 
savings support, specifically the education and offering of 529 savings plans, their ability to utilize college education as a 
wealth building strategy would improve significantly. Furthermore, Commonwealth’s national survey found that workers 
who were offered employer-sponsored child savings accounts such as 529 plans had significantly higher job satisfaction.

Employers and workers benefit when 529 college savings plans are offered in the workplace:

HEALTHIER COMPANIES

Supporting employees 
with 529 plans reduces 
stress for workers, which 
leads to increased job 
satisfaction, lower turnover 
rates, and increased worker 
productivity.

TAX BENEFITS

Employers may receive tax 
benefits for contributing to 
worker 529 plans in some 
states, and workers can grow 
their 529 investments and 
withdraw the money to pay 
for qualified educational 
expenses tax free.

SOCIAL IMPACT

Investing in the education of 
workers earning LMI will help 
address systemic barriers to 
building wealth, promote 
equal access to post-secondary 
education, and is a net positive 
on the social, family, and 
economic systems for the 
community and beyond.
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1 For this study, LMI was defined as households earning an annual income of $30,000 to $75,000.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaeltnietzel/2023/02/01/percentage-of-us-adults-with-a-college-degree-postsecondary-credential-reaches-new-high-according-to-lumina/?sh=49129514cc59
https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaeltnietzel/2023/02/01/percentage-of-us-adults-with-a-college-degree-postsecondary-credential-reaches-new-high-according-to-lumina/?sh=49129514cc59
https://educationdata.org/college-tuition-inflation-rate
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/collegepayoff2021/
https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/the-investing-landscape-for-households-living-on-low-and-moderate-incomes/
https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/the-investing-landscape-for-households-living-on-low-and-moderate-incomes/
https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/increasing-access-to-postsecondary-education-savings/
https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/increasing-access-to-postsecondary-education-savings/
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Key Learnings for Employers
The research Commonwealth conducted led to the following steps and recommendations for employers considering a 
move to add a 529 college savings plan benefit for their employees earning LMI:

1.	 Employers must be intentional when designing a program that offers college savings as a benefit and consider 
their workers’ specific needs and wants. 

2.	 Employers must plan for sufficient internal resources to navigate the complex 529 college savings plan landscape 
in order to provide their benefit offering.

3.	 Employers can then choose the level of support to provide their workers. Employers can deliver 529 college 
savings support in two primary ways:

	□ Awareness and Education Offering: Provide education and sign-up support to increase 529 plan awareness 
and to simplify the overwhelming 529 landscape, which in turn creates significant opportunities for LMI 
workers saving for their child’s future education costs.

	□ Benefit Offering: Provide a state-sponsored2 529 plan as a workplace benefit, which might include auto-
enrollment, auto deposit, and support through incentives such as matching contributions.
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2  Employers are able to offer 529 college savings plans from any state, though they should be aware of the state tax implications.
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Introduction

I didn’t really know about [529s] 
until after my daughter went to 
college. We were doing planning 
and looking at financial aid. 
That’s when [529s] came up, and 
I’m like I wish I had known before 
the end [of her high school.]”

-Kimberly, survey participant

529 College Savings Plans Can Reduce Education 
Debt

Kimberly,3 a Black mother of three with a graduate degree, 
always wanted her children to follow in her footsteps and 
receive an education after high school. Similar to many 
millennials, Kimberly took on student debt to pay for her 
undergraduate and graduate degrees, and she and her 
husband worked hard to provide a comfortable lifestyle for 
their children. 

Yet, when her oldest child graduated from high school in 2023, 
Kimberly was still working to pay off her own student debt. 
Although she had opened a savings account for her daughter 
when she was born, putting money into the savings account—
and keeping it there—proved to be a challenge, especially when 
emergency savings couldn’t cover unexpected expenses over 
the years.

After Kimberly’s daughter graduated from high school, she 
received scholarships and was set to attend an in-state public 
university, but there were still expenses that needed to be 
covered for her to attend. Had Kimberly been presented with 
the opportunity to open a 529 college savings plan, a tax-
advantaged investment account specifically designed to grow 
investments for future educational expenses, she and her 
husband might not have had to take on more debt to send their 
daughter to college.

Employers’ Role in Increasing 529 Colleges Savings 
Plan Uptake Among Their Workers

Unfortunately, Kimberly’s story is not a unique one. 
Many parents—especially parents living on LMI who are 
disproportionately Black and Latino/Hispanic—don’t have 
access to or awareness of 529 plans until their children are 
already past the need for tuition. Commonwealth’s national 
survey found that nearly three-quarters of participants (parents 
earning LMI who are saving or hoping to save for their children’s 
future education costs) had never heard of a 529 plan. 

Given Commonwealth’s research showing that workers look to 
their employers to support their financial needs, we identified 
employers as one of the channels to increase awareness of and 
lower barriers to accessing 529 plans by providing innovative 
program design, including education and outreach strategies 
that center the needs, wants, and aspirations of families living 
on LMI. The research below outlines how employers can 
support their workers who want to save for their children’s post-
secondary education.

Research Design
OBJECTIVE

Through this study, Commonwealth 
learned about the educational savings 
needs of families, oversampling for 
Black and Latino/Hispanic families 
who disproportionately experience 
higher rates of student loan uptake 
and who earn low to moderate 
incomes (LMI), defined in this study 
as annual household earnings 
between $30,000 and $75,000. 

RESEARCH ACTIVITIES

Commonwealth conducted a national 
survey of 1,000 parents living on LMI, 
in-depth interviews with parents and 
subject matter experts, and focus 
groups with parents living on LMI 
who have opened 529 college savings 
plans for their children.

Introduction 529 College Savings 
Plans

Conclusion
Opportunities for 
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Design Considerations

3  Name has been changed for anonymity

https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/perceptions-of-financial-insecurity-in-america/
https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/perceptions-of-financial-insecurity-in-america/
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529 College Savings 
Plans and the Post-
Secondary Education 
Landscape
Child Savings Accounts and 529 College 
Savings Plans: What are they? 

Child savings accounts (CSAs) are typically designed for 
post-secondary education savings. 529 college savings 
plans are a specific type of CSA. This research focused 
on 529 college savings plans due to their low uptake and 
potentially large impact. A 529 college savings plan is a 
tax-advantaged investment account, often run by states, 
that can be used to pay for qualified education costs, 
including college, K–12, and apprenticeship programs.

529 plans come in two basic forms:

1.	 A tax-exempt investment account that can be 
used for tuition and other qualified educational 
expenses (most commonly utilized). 

2.	 A prepaid tuition plan that allows an individual to 
prepay the tuition of a college at the current cost 
(less common).

This research focused on the first option, the tax-exempt 
investment account.

Recent 529 Plan Legislation

In recent years, Congress has worked to make 529 plans 
more accessible and user-friendly for families earning 
LMI. Some of the legislation from the past several years 
includes:

	■ The 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act approved additional 
usage of 529 plans, allowing account owners to 
withdraw up to $10,000 tax-free for educational 
expenses for children in K-12.

	■ The SECURE Act of 2019 established a max of 
$10,000 that can be used for qualified loan 
repayments for the beneficiary of the account and 
additional $10,000 for their siblings.

	■ The SECURE 2.0 Act of 2022 allows beneficiaries to 
now rollover funds tax-free from a 529 account to a 
Roth IRA, with some restrictions. 

	■ The 2024-2025 FAFSA will no longer report 
distributions from a grandparent’s 529 account as 
untaxed income for the student. Now, grandparent-
owned 529 plans will not have the negative impact 
on aid eligibility that they previously did.

529 College Savings Plan Uptake and 
Awareness 

Although 529 college savings plans are a cost-effective 
strategy to pay for post-secondary education, awareness 
and utilization of 529 plans is low, especially among 
parents earning LMI—disproportionately Black and 
Latino/Hispanic families. Only 34% of Americans even 
recognize 529 plans as an education savings tool, and 
Commonwealth’s national survey found that nearly three-
quarters (73%) of parents without a 529 plan had never 
heard of a 529 plan. 

Participation in 529 plans and similar savings vehicles 
skews dramatically toward workers earning higher 
incomes due to their access to financial advisors, access 
to awareness around plans, and larger tax benefits due 
to being able to contribute large amounts to 529 plans. In 
2023, families making over $150,000 annually contributed 
five times as much money to their children’s education 
through college savings plans as families making less 
than $50,000 annually, suggesting that income disparities 
significantly impact the amounts families can put into 
529 college savings plans. Usage may be low for people 
living on LMI as well because they lack the disposable 
income to save for college compared to those with higher 
incomes. There are significant racial disparities as well: 
the average amount white families spent on college using 
college savings plans was about 2.5 times more than 
Black families and 1.6 times more than Latino/Hispanic 
families.
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https://www.sec.gov/about/reports-publications/investor-publications/introduction-529-plans
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-costs-opportunities-and-limitations-of-the-expansion-of-529-education-savings-accounts/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/1994
https://www.finance.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Secure%202.0_Section%20by%20Section%20Summary%2012-19-22%20FINAL.pdf
https://studentaid.gov/announcements-events/fafsa-support
https://www.savingforcollege.com/article/new-fafsa-removes-roadblocks-for-grandparent-529-plans#:~:text=Best%20of%20all%2C%20under%20the,a%20grandchild%27s%20financial%20aid%20eligibility
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/05/29/pros-and-cons-of-529-plans-in-college-savings-and-tax-breaks.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/05/29/pros-and-cons-of-529-plans-in-college-savings-and-tax-breaks.html
https://www.edwardjones.com/us-en/why-edward-jones/news-media/press-releases/low-529-plan-awareness
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/a-tax-break-for-dream-hoarders-what-to-do-about-529-college-savings-plans/
https://www.salliemae.com/about/leading-research/how-america-pays-for-college/
https://www.salliemae.com/about/leading-research/how-america-pays-for-college/
https://www.salliemae.com/content/dam/slm/writtencontent/Research/HowAmericaPaysforCollege2023.pdf
https://www.salliemae.com/content/dam/slm/writtencontent/Research/HowAmericaPaysforCollege2023.pdf
https://www.salliemae.com/content/dam/slm/writtencontent/Research/HowAmericaPaysforCollege2023.pdf
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However, studies have found that even when families set 
aside a small amount of savings, a child is more likely to 
attend college. Strikingly, a child living on LMI with school 
savings of $1 to $499 before reaching college age is three 
times more likely to enroll in college and four times more 
likely to graduate than a child living on LMI with no savings 
account. 

Parents living on LMI want to financially support their 
children’s post-secondary education. Commonwealth’s 
national survey found that most parents living on LMI 
want to pay somewhere between half and all of their 
child’s education costs. Furthermore, 79% stated they 
were interested in a 529 college savings plan workplace 
supported benefit, and 87% said they were likely to enroll 
in a 529 college savings plan if an employer match was 
offered. 

Rising Costs of Post-Secondary Education

Although parents earning LMI hope to help their children 
pay for their education after high school, Commonwealth’s 
national survey found that parents listed affordability as 
the number one challenge when thinking about their child 
pursuing a post-secondary education.

The cost of college has increased significantly over the 
last decade, creating new barriers for parents saving for 
their children’s future. In the past 20 years, the cost of 
in-state public universities has risen in price by 56% when 
adjusting for inflation.  

Millennials, one of the generations most likely to currently 
be saving for a child’s education, have a median of $25,000 
to $30,000 in student debt themselves, a burden most 
people from generations before did not have to carry. This 
is an especially large barrier for Black and Latino/Hispanic 
graduates—Black graduates, for example, owe an average 
of $25,000 more in student loan debt than white college 
graduates, and, four years after graduation, Black students 
owe an average of 188% more than white students. This 
tied with an expanding racial earnings gap, with Black 
men making 23.4% less and Black women 30.2% less on 
average than white counterparts, puts higher stress on 
Black Americans’ ability to pay back student debt and 
experience upward financial mobility. 

In 2023, the average cost of attendance for a student 
living on campus at a public four-year in-state college was 
$26,027 per year, or a total of $104,108 over four years. If 
these trends continue, one projection shows that the cost 
of a four year, in-state college degree in 2034 could cost as 
much as $150,000. 

Percentage of Americans 
who recognize a 529 plan as 
an educational savings tool

Percentage of non-529 
owning parents who have 
heard of a 529 plan

Yes

Yes

No

No

34%

27%

66%

73%
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https://openscholarship.wustl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1371&context=csd_research
https://openscholarship.wustl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1371&context=csd_research
https://openscholarship.wustl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1371&context=csd_research
https://openscholarship.wustl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1371&context=csd_research
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/paying-for-college/articles/see-20-years-of-tuition-growth-at-national-universities
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nataliecolley/2023/03/17/student-loans-impact-on-millennial-net-worth-the-importance-of-strategic-college-financing/?sh=4216fc8d3516
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nataliecolley/2023/03/17/student-loans-impact-on-millennial-net-worth-the-importance-of-strategic-college-financing/?sh=4216fc8d3516
https://educationdata.org/student-loan-debt-by-race#:~:text=Black%20and%20African%20American%20college,more%20than%20white%20students%20borrowed.
https://educationdata.org/student-loan-debt-by-race#:~:text=Black%20and%20African%20American%20college,more%20than%20white%20students%20borrowed.
https://educationdata.org/student-loan-debt-by-race#:~:text=Black%20and%20African%20American%20college,more%20than%20white%20students%20borrowed.
https://www.epi.org/publication/chasing-the-dream-of-equity/
https://www.epi.org/blog/gender-wage-gap-persists-in-2023-women-are-paid-roughly-22-less-than-men-on-average/
https://www.epi.org/blog/gender-wage-gap-persists-in-2023-women-are-paid-roughly-22-less-than-men-on-average/
https://educationdata.org/average-cost-of-college#:~:text=The%20average%20cost%20of%20attendance,or%20%24223%2C360%20over%204%20years.
https://www.cfnc.org/news/how-much-will-college-cost-in-10-years/
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Affordability is the 
number one challenge 
for parents earning 
LMI when thinking 
about post-secondary 
education for their 
children.

Some parents with whom Commonwealth spoke to feel 
so overwhelmed with the relentless tuition inflation that 
they have stopped tracking it. 

The Current State of the College Degree

A recent study found that 56% of Americans felt that 
a college degree is not worth the cost. For those left 
saddled with debt after college, and especially those who 
are unable to finish their degrees, loan payments can 
drain moderate incomes and delay key life milestones 
such as saving for retirement or buying a home.   

Yet the upside of a degree is significant. In 2021, the 
median earnings of those aged 25-34 working full-time 
with a bachelor’s degree ($61,600) was 55% higher than 
those who only completed high school ($39,700). This 
study suggests that obtaining a four-year degree is still a 
proven strategy for people from LMI backgrounds to build 
wealth, although many parents feel they cannot afford it 
for their children. 

One mother explained to Commonwealth that she knew 
how important college was for her children’s futures, but 
felt remorse about not being able to save for their future 
education costs. 

She said, “It’s hard…I want to give them the world, and I 
want to give them everything. But it’s just our finances 
aren’t set up that way, at least not right now.”

The numbers keep getting 
higher and are completely 
different from when I was in 
school. Honestly, I have no 
idea what it costs now.”

- Survey participant

It’s hard…I want to give them 
the world, and I want to give 
them everything. But it’s just 
our finances aren’t set up that 
way, at least not right now.”

- Survey participant

Introduction
529 College Savings 

Plans
Conclusion

Opportunities for 
Employers

Design Considerations

https://www.wsj.com/articles/americans-are-losing-faith-in-college-education-wsj-norc-poll-finds-3a836ce1
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/01/28/81percent-of-adults-with-student-loans-say-they-delay-key-life-milestones.html
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d22/tables/dt22_502.30.asp


buildcommonwealth.org 7

Student Debt Impacts Multiple Generations and is a 
Barrier to Building Wealth

Student debt deeply impacts families living on LMI as they 
work to build wealth. Student debt was not the focus of this 
research; however, we briefly explored the debt burden to better 
understand its implications as families work to save for their 
children’s higher education costs.

In 2023, 15% of parents dipped into a retirement account to help 
pay for their child’s college, and 18% of parents took out a loan 
to help their child pay for college. The average monthly payment 
for student loans is estimated to be $503. The average borrower 
takes 20 years to pay off this debt and will accrue $27,000 in 
interest during this time. 

When Commonwealth spoke to parents, however, many felt 
they had no other options than to take on student debt for their 
children. One mother said, “I would [take out Parent Plus Loans] 
in a heartbeat. If we don’t need it all, we’re not going to take it all. 
But I would do what I have to do for [their] education.”

Beyond the debt load itself, carrying these loans has the 
additional cost of delaying other important financial steps. 
Recent student grads with student loans save for retirement 
later, 1 in 3 people with student debt are putting off having 
children due to their loans, and 47% of people with student debt 
stated that their loans prevented them from being able to save 
for a down payment on a home—since 2005, homeownership 
has declined by 1.8% for every $1,000 of their student loan debt.

Not only are those with debt struggling to save to purchase a 
home, but between 6% and 7% of parents and grandparents 
who own homes are putting them at risk by taking out home 
equity loans to help pay for their loved ones’ colleges. Student 
debt has multi-generational impacts that make it difficult for LMI 
families to build wealth.

Not having the finances [to save 
for college] creates a different 
level of stress. [We are] operating 
with a scarcity mindset.”

- Survey participant

I just want all my kids to be well 
off. You know, have a home and 
have their own families, and 
be able to maintain, you know, 
financial stability. Like I’ve told 
them, I’ve had a rough life. I’ve 
told them that hustle is just 
another word for struggling 
to me. You don’t want to be 
hustling your whole life.”

- Survey participant
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https://www.salliemae.com/about/leading-research/how-america-pays-for-college/
https://www.salliemae.com/about/leading-research/how-america-pays-for-college/
https://educationdata.org/average-student-loan-payment
https://educationdata.org/average-student-loan-payment
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/student-loans-financial-decisions-millennials-gen-z-study/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/student-loans-financial-decisions-millennials-gen-z-study/
https://educationdata.org/student-loan-debt-homeownership#:~:text=Since%202005%2C%20homeownership%20among%20recent,has%20kept%20them%20from%20homeownership.
https://educationdata.org/student-loan-debt-homeownership#:~:text=Since%202005%2C%20homeownership%20among%20recent,has%20kept%20them%20from%20homeownership.
https://www.salliemae.com/about/leading-research/how-america-pays-for-college/
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Opportunities for 
Employers: 
529 Plans as a Workplace Benefit 

Opportunities for Employers
HEALTHIER COMPANIES

There is evidence that 529 college savings plans lead 
to happier workers, which in turn leads to healthier 
companies. Commonwealth’s national survey found that 
workers who were offered employer-sponsored CSAs 
such as 529 plans had significantly higher satisfaction 
with their jobs than those whose employers did not 
include this offering. Furthermore, as income decreased, 
workers’ interest in a 529 college savings benefit 
increased, suggesting that workers earning LMI are more 
likely to enroll in an employer-supported 529 plan than 
those earning higher incomes.

One study found that high levels of mental health 
issues, including feeling depressed, stressed, and having 
worrying thoughts, were associated with student loan 
debt, performance pressure, and negative personal 
outcomes. This suggests that if employers can lessen the 
burden of student loan debt that working parents are 
shouldering—their own and their childrens’—by helping 
their workers sign up for 529 college savings plans early 
in their child’s life, the potential benefits to employees 
include increased well-being and a sense of security, and 
decreased stress that can reduce mental health issues 
and burnout.

Another study found that increased stress levels are 
related to decreased job performance, higher medical 
costs, and lower quality of life. This indicates that 
supporting families in paying for their children’s college 
has the potential to enhance work performance and 
worker well-being. A 529 college savings plan is just one 
of many determinants in the complicated financial aid 
system, and support from an employer can ensure that 
college savings opportunities are utilized.

TAX BENEFITS

Some states offer tax benefits for companies that offer 
529 college savings plans. In Colorado, for example, for 
every dollar an employer contributes to an employee’s 
Colorado 529 account, the employer receives a 20% 

I would love the match…or any 
kind of incentive…when you 
initially come on board with the 
company. Nowadays they offer…
health insurance, disability, 
short-term disability, long term 
disability. They could very well 
work this in. There are some 
things that you would invest, 
like, $5 a pay period. Or you 
could choose the amount that 
you want to contribute. So I 
mean, yeah, I would go for the 
match.”

- Survey participant
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tax credit, up to a maximum of $500 per employee per 
year, with other restrictions. Other states that offer 
state income tax credit or deduction for matching 529 
plan contributions include Arkansas, Illinois, Nebraska, 
Nevada, Wisconsin, and Utah, and more states may follow 
in the future. 

A 529 college savings plan is a unique offering that is not 
available to many employees, especially those earning 
LMI. As of 2019, only 10% of US employers offered 529 
college savings plan payroll deductions to their workers. 
Companies who create a 529 college savings plan offering 
will stand out in a landscape where workers want and 
need this benefit but are unable to access it.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/26408066.2023.2202668?src=
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/26408066.2023.2202668?src=
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7445524/#:~:text=QoL%20has%20been%20found%20to%20be%20negatively%20associated%20with%20stress.&text=Increased%20stress%20levels%20are%20related,medical%20costs%2C%20and%20impaired%20QoL.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7445524/#:~:text=QoL%20has%20been%20found%20to%20be%20negatively%20associated%20with%20stress.&text=Increased%20stress%20levels%20are%20related,medical%20costs%2C%20and%20impaired%20QoL.
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/10/3/e033741.full
https://www.collegeinvest.org/employers/contributions/
https://www.collegeinvest.org/employers/contributions/
https://www.savingforcollege.com/article/state-tax-incentives-for-employer-529-plan-matching
https://www.savingforcollege.com/article/state-tax-incentives-for-employer-529-plan-matching
https://www.statista.com/statistics/554081/percent-of-us-employers-offering-education-benefits/
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SOCIAL IMPACT

The employer’s role in offering 529 college savings plans 
can contribute to increasing the wealth of workers and 
their children, and, in doing so, reduce the income, race, 
and gender wealth gap, leading to financial wellness that 
directly supports quality and longevity of the lives of 
families earning LMI. Furthermore, a 2023 Metlife study 
found that 76% of workers who understand their benefits 
are happy and 82% believe their benefits give them a 
greater sense of overall stability. Offering thoughtful 
benefits that will support workers earning LMI and their 
families shows goodwill toward workers.

Recommendations for Employers: 
NAVIGATING THE 529 COLLEGE SAVINGS PLAN 
LANDSCAPE

Every state except for Wyoming has a 529 college savings 
plan, and parents can open a 529 account in almost 
any state. Each state offers slightly different plans, so 
the options might feel overwhelming to parents when 
trying to decide what is best for their children. That’s 
where employers can step in—simplifying the process by 
supporting a few plans and offering them as a benefit. 
Below are a few examples of states’ plans to demonstrate 
the differences employers can help their employees 
navigate.

	■ The Pennsylvania Treasury automatically provides 
all babies born to/adopted by Pennsylvania 
residents with $100 in a Keystone Scholars account. 
Families can then open a PA 529 and move their 
funds into either their prepaid or investing plans. 

	■ California offers their ScholarShare 529, alongside 
educational savings accounts that the state helps 
fund in some instances.

	■ New Mexico’s Education Plan allows parents to open 
an account with just $1. Although they don’t have 
529 matching funds, the state does offer tuition-free 
college to New Mexico residents, with restrictions 
and limitations. Employers within this state can 
lean into educating and supporting parents in other 
creative ways, such as with college enrollment. 

DESIGN

Employers must be intentional when designing their 
college savings offering, and consider their workers 
earning LMI’s specific needs and wants. Commonwealth 
used inclusive design techniques to better understand 
the needs, wants, and aspirations of parents earning LMI 
saving for their children’s future education costs, and 
these techniques can be applied to workplaces designing 
their offerings. 

The majority of the participants in Commonwealth’s 
national survey are recipients of benefits in addition 
to healthcare from their employers. Many workers 
trust their employer to help them with healthcare 
costs, retirement savings, and other financial wellness 
products,4 and adding a 529 college savings plan 
workplace offering could enhance the benefits that many 
workers are already receiving. However, this offering 
must center the needs of the workers earning LMI to 
increase uptake.

of the parents who participated in 
Commonwealth’s national survey and did not 
have a 529 plan expressed interest in getting 
a 529 plan if their employer offered a 529 plan 
benefit. 

The chart in the Design Considerations section 
includes design considerations when creating 
this offering for workers earning LMI.

96% 
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4 See Commonwealth’s report Banking Inclusion at Work to learn more about using the employer channel to build wealth through 
benefits.

https://www.metlife.com/about-us/newsroom/2023/september/employees-who-want-happiness-and-stability-cant-overlook-benefits/
https://www.pa529.com/keystone/
https://www.scholarshare529.com
https://hed.nm.gov/financial-aid/new-mexico-529-college-savings-plan
https://hed.nm.gov/free-college-for-new-mexico
https://hed.nm.gov/free-college-for-new-mexico
https://www.benefitnews.com/news/how-empowerly-is-helping-employees-kids-go-to-college?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=V3_EBN_FirstLook_2023%2B%27-%27%2B02092024&bt_ee=6ye%2FfZCtSdLc%2F86WS%2B0tE3C1zVl3RQuxZcKR8qgMRIIvw0ozvgT6V6zLHffAoye3&bt_ts=1707476955676
https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/actionable-insights-for-inclusive-product-design/
https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/banking-inclusion-at-work/
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73% of survey participants who 
did not own a 529 plan had 
never heard of a 529 plan

Of those who had heard of a 529 
plan, 40% stated they did not 
open an account due to fees.

33% were concerned about 
minimum opening deposits.

30% were worried about not 
being able to access funds for an 
emergency.

24% did not understand 
investing choices.

Employers are uniquely positioned to create awareness 
around 529 college savings plans for their workers. 
Even introducing the plan to employees as part of their 
benefits offering could create a significant impact. 

Many states provide matching incentives. Employers can 
help workers tap into the incentives in their states, or 
even cover the fees to best support their workers.

Most states don’t have a minimum opening deposit. 
Supporting workers with education will better help them 
understand how little is needed to open an account.

Supporting workers with their emergency savings is an 
important piece of ensuring retirement and education 
benefits are accessible. Liquid emergency savings pockets 
within 529 plans are just one of many ways to address 
this issue. 

Commonwealth also found that one of the largest 
barriers to accessing a 529 college savings plan was 
the confusing landscape and overwhelming number of 
options. Providing comprehensive financial education 
empowers LMI employees by equipping them with the 
knowledge and skills to make informed decisions about 
their financial options. This proactive approach not only 
benefits individual employees but also contributes to a 
more financially resilient and engaged workforce overall.

COMMONWEALTH’S NATIONAL SURVEY FINDING EMPLOYER OPPORTUNITY

Design Considerations 
for a 529 College 
Savings Plan 
Workplace Offering
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https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/building-529-engagement-through-integrated-emergency-and-educational-savings/
https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/building-529-engagement-through-integrated-emergency-and-educational-savings/
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Participant Voices

I would love an actual seminar or some type 
of informational class, even if it’s just like an 
interactive email or, you know, slideshow or 
something, just educating. Because coming into 
this [signing up for a 529 plan], I had no idea.”

Because it would be automatically drawn out of 
my check? That is a big thing for me. If I don’t see 
it, if it’s in my hand, I’m gonna do what I want with 
it, if you take it right out of my check.”

There’s no reason not to [take the incentive], you 
know, if you planned on saving.”

Recommendations for Employers: Level of Support

529 college savings plan benefits vary, and employers can choose from several levels of support. For example, in Maine 
the My Alfond Grant program invests $500 at birth for every baby born a Maine resident and pairs with the state’s 
NextGen 529 education savings program to encourage families to also save for their child’s future education. Maine’s 
CSA program also provides opportunities for employer involvement, including creating an employer 529 college savings 
plan toolkit and encouraging employers to offer payroll deduction for education savings to their employees.

Focus Group Findings

Commonwealth used similar levels of employer involvement that Maine created in focus groups with parents living 
on LMI to better understand the preferred amount of involvement from employers. Their responses are summarized 
below.

OPTION A

OPTION B

OPTION C
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https://www.nextgenforme.com/grants-for-maine-residents/alfond-grant/
https://www.nextgenforme.com/direct-series-account/open-an-account/?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=performancemax&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAiAlJKuBhAdEiwAnZb7lfFzjUfKGVQ-AJoJ0Ekkd0vdivQ8Ly37razC5rgHNIaYOv_dnERlvxoCBMIQAvD_BwE
https://www.myalfondgrant.org/champions/maine-employers/
https://www.brightfutureforme.com/invest-in-me-2030/employers/
https://www.brightfutureforme.com/invest-in-me-2030/employers/
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Focus Group Responses 	■ This option was met with 
the most enthusiasm 
among respondents.

	■ When respondents 
reflected on their journeys 
to signing up for 529 plans, 
many stated they came 
across the plan by word of 
mouth or by accident, and 
had a lonely experience 
signing up and navigating 
the complicated opening 
processes. Many referred 
to internet searches and 
social media for support. 

	■ When asked about financial 
education and coaching, 
respondents mentioned 
holding informational 
sessions during lunch 
breaks, dedicated paid 
time with a coach during 
the workday, and attending 
in-person events.

	■ Those who had chosen 
not to enroll in automatic 
deposits said their 
paychecks were too 
unstable/unpredictable. 
Those who felt they could 
afford the auto-deposit 
spoke favorably of it.

	■ Clear communication was 
important to participants 
about auto-deposit. 

	■ Respondents viewed this 
as an obvious way to get 
employees to sign up, 
particularly if they already 
planned on saving for their 
child’s education.

	■ When employers 
contribute to their workers’ 
529 college savings plans, 
they may qualify for tax 
breaks depending on their 
state. Workers also receive 
tax benefits. 

	■ Many states have their 
own matching incentives. 
Employers can support 
workers in receiving state 
matches depending on the 
state they’re in. 

OPTION A OPTION B OPTION C

Challenges to Consider Employers of workers with 
deskless jobs or jobs that 
need constant coverage 
should consider creative ways 
of making the educational 
opportunities accessible. 

Those not using this 
offering mentioned a lack 
of financial stability as a 
reason for not enrolling. This 
is where a liquid emergency 
savings pocket, or another 
emergency savings offering, 
could be beneficial. 

Portability was a top need for 
LMI workers. They wanted 
to make sure that if they 
switched jobs, they would 
be able to bring their 529 
plan benefit with them with 
minimal fees. 

Level of Offering OFFERING EDUCATIONAL 
MATERIALS AND/OR FINAN-
CIAL COACHING

Employers share information 
with employees about 
their state’s 529 college 
savings plan and encourage 
employees to consider 
signing up for a plan for their 
child. 

OPTION A + AUTO-DEPOSIT 
INTO A 529 ACCOUNT

Employers facilitate employee 
contributions to a state 529 
college savings plan via an 
auto-payroll deduction, with 
the cadence and amount set 
by the employee. 

OPTIONS A, B + MATCHING 
CONTRIBUTIONS

Employers make a 
contribution, such as a match 
incentive, into employees’ 
529 college savings plan. 
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https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/building-529-engagement-through-integrated-emergency-and-educational-savings/
https://buildcommonwealth.org/research/building-529-engagement-through-integrated-emergency-and-educational-savings/
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Conclusion
Employers Can Help Make 529 College Savings 
Plan Benefits Accessible to LMI Families

If Kimberly’s workplace had offered information and 
support when her daughter was born, she might have 
saved both herself and her daughter tens of thousands 
of dollars of debt by opening up a 529 college savings 
plan where investments would grow tax-free, instead of a 
traditional savings account.

Offering 529 college savings plan support to workers 
earning LMI could be life-changing to families, while also 
benefiting companies through happier employees, tax 
benefits, and social impact. Companies can begin the 
process of using inclusive design to intentionally create 
their 529 college savings plans as a benefit for their 
workers. They can also explore their state’s 529 college 
savings plans to find the resources available in their 
state, including educational materials, matches, and tax 
benefits, and decide what level of support to provide. 

There is still more research needed in this space. Future 
research recommendations include:

	■ Engagement with employers to better understand 
the landscape and opportunity from their 
perspective, and engagement with policy makers 
to better understand the political landscape of 529 
college savings plans, including the distinctions 
between different states, priorities within the college 
landscape and exploring expanding employer tax 
benefit incentives.

	■ Research to better understand educational delivery 
and internal marketing of a 529 college savings plan 
benefit. 

	■ Research into ABLE accounts (plans that function 
similarly to 529 plans, but are designed specifically 
for individuals with disabilities and their families) to 
be used for qualified expenses as a means to save 
through the workplace.

	■ Research to understand how childless workers 
would use a 529 college savings plan benefit for 
themselves, their partners, or others.

	■ An exploration of 529 prepaid tuition plans that 
allow an individual to prepay the tuition of a college 
at the current cost.

Although Kimberly wasn’t able to start a 529 college 
savings plan for her oldest daughter, it’s not too late for 
others. Companies can create cost-effective systems 
of varying support for their workers, leading to lower 
stress, higher job satisfaction, lower turnover, and higher 
productivity.  Of course, workplace-supported 529 college 
savings plans will not solve the student debt crisis or 
tuition inflation. However, 529 plans are one piece of 
the puzzle to help parents—especially Black and Latino/
Hispanic parents living on LMI—save for their children’s 
futures. 

Kimberly expressed interest in opening a 529 account 
for her youngest child, who is in first grade, but most 
importantly, she expressed hope for her children’s 
futures. “I just want [my children] to be able to be 
successful in whatever they choose, whatever career they 
choose, just to be happy.”
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https://www.irs.gov/government-entities/federal-state-local-governments/able-accounts-tax-benefit-for-people-with-disabilities
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