
The Education Benefits 
Program your Frontline 
Workers Want. 
A roadmap for Total Rewards teams to build strategic education benefits 
programs for frontline employees. 
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The past two years have impacted how employees think about work. Employee satisfaction 

rates have never been lower, and loyalty is waning. In fact, a historic 47.4 million employees 

quit their jobs in 2021 alone, a rate 10% higher than 2019, according to the U.S. Department 

of Labor. The workforce is more diverse than ever and different employees value different 

experiences. The Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) stated, “a strong 

employee experience is one of the most powerful investments you can make towards 

improving retention, widening the talent pool, and increasing revenue.” 

Common factors affecting employee experiences are compensation (bonus structure), 

wellness benefits (gym memberships), mental health, career development opportunities 

(education benefits), work-life balance (flexible schedules), and healthcare benefits.

Organizations that fail to recognize that talent retention is connected to employee experience 

are most at risk for high turnover, vacancies, and lost opportunities that negatively impact 

their bottom line. And COVID-19 is not the only cause of the new workforce dynamics. 

"The empowered employee is most likely a new fixture of the modern workforce, rather 

than a temporary trend that will dissipate once the pandemic's economic effects wear off," 

according to MetLife's Annual Benefits Trend Report.

The last two years severely impacted the labor market across groups of workers depending on 

the types of jobs they held. Frontline workers were disproportionately affected because they 

could not perform their jobs from home, lost income when companies cut their hours or were 

furloughed. Corporate Productivity (i4cp) in partnership with Fortune, found organizations 

reporting that they experienced the highest voluntary turnover rate among frontline workers 

in 2021. They face job insecurity and lower overall health and mental well-being. 

To become the  'employer of choice,' companies must prioritize creating rich employee 

experiences for their current frontline workforce. A total rewards program can be an effective 

tool in helping enrich the employee experience, improve retention, and boost frontline 

employee engagement. 

Introduction



THE EDUCATION BENEFITS PROGRAM YOUR FRONTLINE WORKERS WANT 3

Defining terms

Frontline workers are hourly workers, primarily individual contributors, making less than $22 per 

hour across select industries (McKinsey). 

Employee experience encapsulates what workers encounter and observe over the course of their 

tenure at an organization. Factors that affect it are compensation packages, company culture, team 

dynamics and total rewards benefit packages. 

Tuition reimbursement programs are considered the least “modern” form of educational assistance. 

Under these programs, employees typically pay out of pocket for an eligible education program and 

then are reimbursed after completion by their employer. These programs often have low adoption 

among frontline or low-wage workers who struggle to front the cost of an education program.

     

Tuition assistance programs are programs where the employer pays upfront for education costs 

or a providing institution defers tuition until program completion when the employer has agreed 

to pay. Tuition assistance programs are generally more attractive to employees and achieve higher 

utilization.

Modern education benefits programs are a form of tuition assistance where the employer treats 

education as a benefit like health insurance or a retirement plan that should be offered to employees 

as part of their total compensation. These programs have minimal upfront paperwork, approval, 

and cost burdens for the employee. Companies that offer these benefits often work with a third-

party benefits vendor to give employees access to a catalog of approved offerings in which they can 

seamlessly enroll.   
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Shifting your total rewards philosophy to offer 
the modern education benefits program your 
frontline workers want.
Total rewards benefit packages vary by employer but often include a mix of compensation, monetary benefits, 

career development opportunities, work-life balance programs, and mental and employee wellness packages. 

But, offering a basic or less-than-standard offering package in today's competitive job market is no longer 

enough. Employers need to reassess their current total rewards strategy to keep top workers. But, this can be 

particularly challenging for companies where most employees are primarily onsite, or non-monetary rewards 

like flexible work schedules or remote work aren't always realistic. Financial constraints also make it difficult 

to increase salaries. Teams facing these obstacles can rethink their total rewards employee value proposition 

and increase ROI by shifting their portfolios towards lower-cost but high-impact initiatives like professional 

development. 

Professional development in the form of a modern education benefits program is a known driver of retention 

and employee engagement. A recent study by Mckinsey found, "...more than 70 percent [of frontline 

workers] applied to career advancement opportunities either with their current employers or with different 

companies. However, many often struggle to overcome the barriers to professional growth." Career mobility 

means more income and financial security for frontline workers, which improves their quality of life. Forward-

thinking companies are removing the barriers to advancement by developing a modern education benefits 

program that includes career mapping, upskilling courses, career coaching, and communicating benefits more 

frequently. 
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John Furner, President and CEO of Walmart U.S. recently discussed the organization’s investment in talent 

development with National Skills Coalition (NSC). According to Furner,

Retail is more complex than it appears. Our teams have doctors, pharmacy techs, 

mathematicians, paralegals, and more who solve supply chain issues. There are not too many 

industries that you CAN’T do within Walmart. Walmart offers many learning opportunities on 

a wide range of topics because people will find new opportunities inside the company. Second, 

Walmart is in over 5,000 communities. We want to give employees the chance to strengthen 

their skill set to move into different careers that help further improve their communities. It is not 

uncommon that I am at a store or fulfillment center and you see someone with a 10 or 15-year 

badge. So this investment in communities and local companies and people in the long term is best 

for the business, community, and the country. (NSC Fireside Chat)

Employers have an incomplete understanding of the 
advancement needs of frontline employees.

Employeers prioritize 
these attributes more than 

employees value them

Employers do not prioritize
these attributes as much as
employees value them

Job growth chances

Aligned skill set

Health and retirement benefits

Family support 
benefits

Learning 
opportunities

More responsibility
within company

Employer 
recognition

Job security

Supportive 
managerSuitable environment

Job fulfillment

Pay Environment

Tangibles

Intangibles

Growth

More important to employees 
than employers think1

1 Question: "Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree that each of the following are important aspects of 'career advancement.'"

Source: McKinsey and Cara Plus Frontline Employee Survey (n=2,154) and Frontline Employer Survey (n=305)

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/bridging-the-advancement-gap-what-frontline-employees-want-and-what-employers-think-they-want

Slightly less important to 
employees than employers think1

Significantly less important to 
employees than employers think1

Higher job titleVacation and sick time

Presence of role models

Exit opportunities

Flexible schedule

Voicing 
opinions

Least 
important

Least important Most importantEmployers

Most 
important

Employees Other roles within company

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/bridging-the-advancement-gap-what-frontline-employees-want-and-what-employers-think-they-want
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When designed thoughtfully, an education benefits program doesn’t just save an organization time or money, 

it:

Improves employee retention rates, particularly in high turnover frontline roles.

Increases an organization’s return on investment. They keep top talent, reduce recruitment 

costs, and shore up your workforce to meet future talent needs.

Attracts new top employees. Offering tuition assistance shows high-value candidates that 

your company is invested in their professional and educational growth.

Builds a strong brand image. Covering the costs of your employees’ education is a great way 

to show your company provides value to its employees.

Creates more career opportunities for employees. 

Expands the number of learning solutions for growth. 

After stepping away from full time work to raise her children, Dianne M. returned to 
the workforce eager to invest in her skills and build the career of her dreams. She joined 
Rocket Mortgage as a mortgage banking loan coordinator, a customer-facing role that 
required her to be at the bank. 

Dianne sought a remote opportunity within her organization where she could work 
with data and learn how to use Salesforce. She found Pathstream's Salesforce Business 
Analyst Certificate in her employer's catalog. This program equipped her with customer 
relationship management (CRM) software (Salesforce), and business analytics skills. 
Dianne completed the program and passed the Salesforce Administrator Exam. Dianne is 
a Salesforce Administrator and applies her new skills daily. 

Case Study D I A N N E  M .

"My company offered education benefits and supported my decisions to move onto a Salesforce Admin 

role. Knowing your employer values you enough to invest in your education is important. I appreciate 

that they gave me the support to make my dreams come true. It shows that they are invested in their 

employees' continuing growth and want them to advance at their company."
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How to optimize your education 
benefits program?
Offering access to a catalog of certificate programs or degrees and 

hoping for the best will not keep employees, particularly frontline 

workers, engaged or improve their experience at an organization. 

Why? If frontline workers aren't using their current education 

benefits, it could be because they had mixed experiences with 

programs or schools in the past. Programs need to be built with 

adult learners in mind so that learning seamlessly fits into their 

schedules and includes mechanisms to motivate and support 

students. 

In the following sections, we’ll share our tips for designing a robust 

and modern education benefits program. 

https://www.pathstream.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Pathstream-Promote-Internal-Talent-Whitepaper.pdf
https://www.pathstream.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Pathstream-Promote-Internal-Talent-Whitepaper.pdf
https://www.pathstream.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Pathstream-Promote-Internal-Talent-Whitepaper.pdf
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Robert Rothschild Farm is a small company in the 

Midwest. They managed to increase sales, improve 

product quality, raise employees' performance-

appraisal ratings, and slash controllable costs. They 

changed their total rewards system by launching 

a company-wide initiative to find out what their 

employees really wanted. Then they implemented 

those changes. 

The most successful initiatives start with a project 

team that includes in-house HR executives, high-

performing employees, frontline workers, and a 

partner with the technical knowledge to develop a 

program that complements an organization’s skills 

needs. A well-rounded team should reflect the 

organization and have the credibility to execute 

the initiative. We recommend the following team 

makeup: 

Assemble the right project team to design and execute the 
education benefits program.

PHASE 

1

A senior HR professional with total rewards 

experience, strong leadership skills, and 

credibility should serve as project leader.  

Finding the right strategic 

partner will save an organization 

time, money and resources. To 

achieve results, the right partner 

will have experience working 

with similar organizations, 

designs programs for working 

adult learners, has project 

management capabilities, 

and can serve as an objective 

outsider. They will help 

determine where a business 

stands, define skills needs, 

prescribe solutions, and measure 

the success of your investment.

Promoting career mobility of frontline employees 

is a meaningful way for employers to reduce 

gender, racial, and skill-biased inequalities and 

contribute to a more sustainable, inclusive, 

and growing economy. Outdated education 

and tuition reimbursement programs can't be a 

tool to improve retention because they aren't 

designed for all employees. Your project team 

needs to reflect your organization. Ensure all 

employees are represented by including your 

frontline workers in this process. They will help 

you gain buy-in from your whole workforce. Your 

team should consist of employees and managers 

from both groups, from high-performers to well-

liked individuals. 

Finally, the 

team should 

include other HR 

professionals 

with total rewards 

experience, legal, 

and finance to help 

develop policies 

and procedures. 
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Employees' career advancement needs differ 

from employers' perceptions of those needs. 

Employers often emphasize intangible benefits 

like recognition and job fulfillment, but neither 

drive retention in the same way that sufficient pay, 

career mapping, or upskilling does (McKinsey). 

Forward-thinking organizations are discovering how 

their employees view professional development 

opportunities and redesigning education benefits 

programs to meet those needs. For example, four 

years ago, Chipotle expanded its education benefits 

program to cover 100% of tuition costs for college 

degrees, certificate programs, and more. Today, 

the company's retention rate is three times higher 

among employees participating in these programs.

To dig in and uncover what employees want 

in an education benefits program, we suggest 

organizations: 

1. Conduct focus groups to learn more about how 

the current education benefits program is perceived, 

its effectiveness, and what type of education benefit 

offerings employees want. Encourage participants 

to ask questions, raise concerns, and give them a 

chance to develop ideas to improve the benefit. Be 

sure to include employees and management, but 

keep them separate to ensure honest feedback. 

2. Review the strategic plans that helped your 

organization develop them. It's important to assess 

why and how your business saw this benefit fitting 

into business goals (e.g., lowering turnover or 

attracting new talent). 

3. Examine the data and pull actionable insights. 

HR departments collect data via associate surveys, 

testimonials from employees that utilized benefits, 

performance reviews of employees that took 

advantage of these programs, etc. It is vital to 

analyze the program's effectiveness and determine 

if it met the organization's previous business goals. 

4. Look at actual pay levels, market rates, job 

descriptions, and job titles. This information will 

help the strategic partner an organization hires to 

not only prescribe solutions but accurately map 

out career pathways that are clear and aligned with 

employees' skillsets. 

5. Survey your employees. A strategic partner 

can design and administer a survey to learn about 

employees' attitudes toward education benefits. 

6. Identify skills gaps. Forward-thinking companies 

are thinking ahead and know their future talent 

pipeline needs. The upskilling opportunities in the 

program should enable frontline employees to 

develop skills they can use on the job, and advance 

their careers. Companies like Walmart have 

incorporated programs in supply chain management, 

sales operations, and more to align with their 

corporate business strategy in online shopping. 

Macy's offers data analytics, digital marketing, and 

customer relationship management certificate 

programs to employees to double down and achieve 

company-wide omnichannel marketing goals.

Learn about the current employee experience and evaluate 
your career development total rewards program.

PHASE 

2
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Building a modern and valuable professional 

development rewards program is no longer 

complicated once you’ve done the work and figured 

out what you need. An outside consultant or partner 

is key in this process. They’ll offer practical solutions 

and advise you on what programs need to be offered 

to build an engaged workforce with versatile, job-

relevant skills.  We have found that a successful and 

modern education program includes the following 

elements:

1. Create clear internal job typologies 
that describe career advancement 
pathways. 
Establishing a process to define career pathways 

helps employees map out the skills and training 

needed to move up to specific roles and functions. 

Organizations that show their employees a direct 

path to career advancement in front of them 

improve retention, boost confidence, and keep their 

workforce focused and motivated. 

2. Offer career coaching benefits. 
According to TalentGuard, this is a valuable but 

overlooked benefit for employees. Often, we 

expect managers and supervisors to serve as 

career coaches. But very few companies have the 

resources to train their upper management to be 

effective at career counseling. Employees lacking 

the tools for professional development affects their 

success and impacts business. Forward-thinking HR 

leaders know that career counseling is a strategic 

resource to help employees and their managers 

thrive because it provides a means for employees 

to reach higher career aspirations. Hiring a partner 

that offers career coaching increases employee 

productivity and performance, retains valued 

employees, and is cost-effective.

Building an education benefits program that your workforce 
can utilize.

PHASE 

3

Entry-level Sales 
Agent

Sales Manager / 
Data Analyst

Claims Manager / 
Sales Operations

Claims ManagerClaims Adjuster

Sales 
Supervisor

Claims 
Supervisor

Entry-level 
Customer Service 
Representative

Customer 
Service
 Supervisor

Financial Services 
Management & 

Leadership Certificate

CRM for 
Financial Services

DestinationFrontline Roles

Financial Analytics
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Jason Perez-Dormitz has a degree in journalism and worked for local newspapers for many years before becoming 
the primary caregiver for his four children. He continued to pursue freelance content creation roles alongside his  
role as a Target retail associate. When he saw that Target offered education benefits, he was intrigued  
and decided to enroll in the Digital Marketing Certificate from Pathstream. He found the  
program both challenging and informative.

Jason recently found an opportunity to apply his marketing skills to real-world contexts. His wife is the Recycling 
Coordinator for New Bedford, Massachusetts who was trying to encourage more people in their town to compost. So 
Jason worked with her to develop a social media campaign to reduce landfill waste, taking inspiration from the TV show 
Stranger Things. “The course taught me how to take the business strategy and bring it to life through content,” he says.

Jason is continuing to pursue freelance marketing and is now looking to explore whether he can contribute his digital 
media skills to other roles at Target. “I see a future in which many individual stores need to do marketing within their 
region. I want to be able to help,” he says.

Case Study JA S O N  P E R E Z- D O R M I T Z

“It seemed extremely college level. It was thorough. I learned a lot.  

I learned much more than if I had tried to study this independently.”

3. Cover the costs of certificate 
programs and degrees.  
While 56% of companies offer some tuition 

assistance via their education benefits, only 5% of 

employees take advantage of it. These programs 

deliver strong ROI for companies. For example, 

Cigna's education reimbursement program had 

a 129% return on investment due to avoiding 

talent management costs. Tuition reimbursement 

programs are less likely to appeal to frontline 

employees or others in low-wage jobs who have to 

front the cost of education programs out of pocket. 

They often don’t have the budget to pay thousands 

of dollars for a degree or certificate program or want 

to risk not qualifying for reimbursement. As a result, 

these policies tend to see lower utilization rates. 

Under IRS code 127, employers are allowed to 

provide tax-free payments of up to $5,250 per 

year to employees. Forward-thinking companies 

realize that this is a small investment compared 

to recruitment and training costs to replace 

an employee. Offering a generous benefit can 

incentivize frontline or hourly employees to stay 

with a company because it reduces the out-of-

pocket burden on the employee to add new skills to 

their toolbox. 

4. Expand the pie
If you’re taking advantage of tax incentives by 

offering a tuition assistance program, you’re 

required to offer it to all employees on a non-

discriminatory basis. But, take it a step further by 

offering education benefits to employees who work 

part-time or just started at the company. By doing 

this, your company can attract an entirely new talent 

pool that might be interested in working 10- 20 

hours per week as they study. Once they earn their 

degree or complete a certificate program, they will 

be loyal and skilled workers who are prepared and 

incentivized to take on management or leadership 

roles at your company. 
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Amazon launched its Career Choice program in 2012. In 2022, Amazon enhanced its program by funding 
education costs and changing eligibility requirements to allow hourly employees (even part-time associates) 
to participate. Portland R., an hourly warehouse employee, took advantage of these benefits by enrolling in 
Pathstream's Business and Data Analytics Certificate Program custom-built for Amazon. 

"I'd never worked in a warehouse before, but I thought, how do I turn this into an 
opportunity?" Amazon offered the data analytics certificate. I had worked with 
data scientists and thought, 'Why not look into this program?' I reviewed the 
syllabus, and it's not fluff; it's practical and what you need to learn to break into 
the data industry. So I thought, why not enroll?" 

Portland quickly excelled in the program and used her newfound data analysis 
skills to improve warehouse operations. 

Case Study P O RT L A N D  R .

"I parlayed what I learned in my actual job and improved our department's productivity by speeding up 

processing freight, and as a result, we broke records. I got this promotion because I did exactly what the 

course taught me. I went from managing one small trailer door to four and now nine because I look at 

data differently. I analyze operations through a lens that allows me to make changes in real time. I was 

no data expert before the program. The program equipped me with the right tools to execute and excel. 

I would recommend Pathstream's Data Analytics program without reservation."

5. Customize content to teach skills 
that align with your industry.
By building learner-centered programs that treat 

students as whole people with diverse motivations, 

backgrounds, and strengths, HR leaders can help 

workers develop not only skill proficiency but also 

promote satisfaction and retention. Focus curricula 

on filling the gaps your industry needs. For example, 

the insurance industry needs more employees 

proficient in digital skills like data analysis, sales, 

or marketing. Incorporating training in customer 

relationship management software, digital 

marketing, SQL, or data analytics that complements 

your industry enables your workforce to apply their 

new skills at work. 



THE EDUCATION BENEFITS PROGRAM YOUR FRONTLINE WORKERS WANT 13

Sixty-five percent of frontline employees are 

unsure of how to achieve career mobility. The 

number is higher amongst women, groups without 

high school degrees, and younger employees. A 

comprehensive and valuable total rewards package 

with a well-defined education benefit is great. But 

communicating its value to your frontline employees 

is an often overlooked yet critical step in improving 

retention. 

In the past, HR and Total Rewards teams worked 

tirelessly to create and launch a robust education 

benefits program, only to see utilization rates 

slowly taper off. Forward-thinking Total Rewards 

leaders know that building a marketing campaign 

into your total rewards strategy to advertise 

new education benefits and communicate career 

mobility opportunities more frequently will increase 

awareness. 

Companies with the best adoption rates educate 

management about new total rewards programs 

and encourage them to initiate conversations with 

their teams. Walmart, for example, played recorded 

messages advertising their education benefits to 

employees who worked the night shift in some of 

their retail locations. Waste Management created 

an internal company screensaver featuring a picture 

of an employee who used an education benefits 

program to get a new job within the company. 

Create an internal marketing strategy to introduce 

your new education benefits policy and explain the 

history behind the program's conception. Employees 

will be more inclined to use benefits when they 

know HR leaders incorporated the feedback they 

provided. Your campaign could include: 

•   Advertising the program digitally (e.g. emailing 

employees) and in print (e.g. total rewards 

brochures). 

•   Add an Education Benefits Program section on 

your company's intranet. 

•   Showcase success stories of frontline employees 

that used education benefits and advanced in 

their careers monthly. 

•   Host an Ask Me Anything-style webinar for 

employees to ask questions about the new policy. 

•   Educate frontline management on the new 

policies and share tips on how they can encourage 

their teams to take advantage of education 

benefits. 

•   Send out quarterly emails with suggested courses 

or programs for your employees. 

•   Describe career advancement opportunities in 

internal job postings, such as the roles previous 

employees at that level ascended from or types 

of or certificate programs available to help them 

learn the skills they need for the job. 

Communicate the value of education benefits to increase 
utilization.

PHASE 

4
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Total rewards leaders recognize that employee education is more than a benefit; it’s a strategic investment in 

their organization's future. By recognizing education benefits programs as an investment, they can restructure 

their program, introduce new expectations for delivering the program, and measure its ability to drive business 

results.

Working with a strategic partner

Curious to learn more about modernizing your tuition assistance program? Schedule a call with 

Pathstream’s VP of Business Development, Jihan Quail, to discuss how to add exciting new 

certificate programs to your company’s approved list of education offerings and discuss customized 

solutions.

Define where your organization stands

Map internal job pathways

Identify the right custom education solution for your organization 

Strengthen your education benefit offerings 

Save your organization time and money

Work with Pathstream to: 

Jihan Quail  Vice President of Business Development

415-294-0367   |   jihan@pathstream.com

https://www.pathstream.com/blog/attract-retain/


