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Every month, Amanda Danner and
her husband make what feels like a
mortgage payment. But they don’t
yet own a home.

Instead, they pay nearly $2,000
to service their student debts. Their
next-largest monthly expense is the
rent on their apartment in Union
City, N.J.

“It’s a rough reality,” said Ms.
Danner, a 26-year-old analyst for
Fidelity, who graduated from Mont-
clair State University with $85,000
in loans, more than double the na-
tional average. “We definitely want
to buy a house in the near future,
and we certainly want to have kids
in the next couple of years,” she add-
ed. “But when you look at the initial
monthly payments, it is staggering.
It is hard to plan for the future.”

She said she was thrilled to learn
of a new perk from her employer:
Fidelity will apply up to $2,000 an-
nually to the principal of its employ-
ees’ student debts. In Ms. Danner’s
case, that will shave four years off
her repayment period, bringing it to
roughly eight years from 12.

Fidelity is one of the more prom-
inent employers to announce the
student loan repayment benefit in
recent months, a policy that seems
likely to gain traction. The benefit
helps address what some employ-
ers describe as a challenge attract-
ing and retaining younger workers,
many of whom can’t see beyond the
burden of their student debt. Most
employers offering the new perk

also cap their costs at, say, $10,000
total per employee.

A variety of organizations — in-
cluding PricewaterhouseCoopers,
Natixis Global Asset Management
and Nvidia — have announced
plans or started offering the pay-
ments. And the list is growing. The
handful of companies that admin-
ister the benefit behind the scenes
— Tuition.io, Gradifi and EdAssist
among them — said demand was
rising. Tim DeMello, Gradifi’s chief
executive, said his firm was in talks
to bring about 100 more employers
aboard this year, and has signed 26
letters of intent.

Although this is welcome news,

the benefits are just another symp-
tom of the underlying problem:
Tuition has been rising faster than
wages and inflation for decades,
according to the College Board. But
now that younger workers — or
those born from about 1981 to 1997 —
have surpassed Generation X as the
largest share of the American work
force, according to a Pew Research
Center analysis of Census Bureau
data, it appears that employers are
beginning to hear their concerns.

“We were surprised to hear, loud
and clear from employees and their
managers, that a key concern was
student loans,” said Jennifer Han-
son of Fidelity. “It was more acute

than we realized, and we heard peo-
ple were putting off real-life tran-
sitions — buying a home, getting
married, having a baby. Given that
we are all about planning, guidance
and saving for the future, it was a
real issue.”

Fidelity decided it wanted to be
seen as a trailblazer, largely to at-
tract and retain talent. Under the
student loan repayment program,
Fidelity will apply up to $2,000 a
year — or nearly $167 a month —
toward an employee’s student loan
principal, up to $10,000 total. More
than 5,000 employees, or about
11 percent of its work force, have
signed up since January.

Tuition.io, a company based in
Santa Monica, Calif., collects the
payments and sends them directly
to the loan servicers. It also gives
workers guidance on which loans to
pay off first.

Several pieces of federal legis-
lation, in various stages, could en-
courage more employers to help
chip away at their employees’ stu-
dent debts. Right now, an employ-
er’s contribution to the student loan
is taxed as income to the worker.
That makes it less valuable to the
employee (or the employer has to
contribute more money to provide,
say, an after-tax benefit of $100 a
month). Fidelity contributes $166,
which works out to $120 a month for
workers who pay the most taxes.

But several bills would make the
perk tax-free, up to certain limits.
Other bills would go further, en-
abling employees to make their own
payments on a pretax basis, up to a
certain ceiling.

One proposal introduced in the
House would let workers receive up
to $5,250 in tax-free payments an-
nually. There’s a companion bill in
the Senate.

The financial impact for work-
ers can be substantial. Consider
an employer that contributes $100
a month to an employee — with a
maximum benefit of $10,000 — who
is paying off a $35,000 debt with a 6
percent interest rate over 10 years.
That would save the worker about
$2,213 in interest, and shave two
and a half years off the repayment
period, according to Tuition.io.

The repayment programs them-
selves vary across employers.
Natixis, for example, makes the
perk — up to $10,000 total — avail-
able to all employees who have
been with the company for at least
five years, but only on their federal
loans.

The Health Savings Stash

$3,350
Maximum annual contribution for
an individual. ($1,000 more if 55 or
older.)

$6,750
Maximum annual contribution for a
family. ($1,000 more for parents 55
or older.)

65
Withdrawals after this age are not
penalized if used for nonhealth needs,
but they are taxable.
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JUST LIKE HOME Geeta Chandran, left, leading a group in “laughing yoga” at
ShantiNiketan, a retirement community for Indian-Americans in Tavares, Fla.
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ENTICING PERK Amanda Danner, 26, is an analyst for Fidelity, which offers a student loan repayment program.
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More companies are
offering help to those
burdened by college debt.

Money that will never
be taxed is an
unappreciated benefit.

Defraying Student Loans for Workers

Affinity
Group
Living

A Way to Save
For Medical Care

Take Responsibility for Your Situation

Health savings accounts offer a
rare triple-tax benefit to those who
are able to contribute and who qual-
ify to save for future medical needs
— which means having a health in-
surance plan with a deductible of
at least $1,300. Money goes into an
H.S.A. tax-free, grows tax-free and
is withdrawn tax-free, if spent on el-
igible medical costs.

Yet some people find it difficult to
commit to building up an H.S.A. to
save for health needs. At the end of
last year, there were nearly 17 mil-
lion accounts with balances totaling
more than $30 billion, according to
the H.S.A. tracking firm Devenir.
But most of the money sits in sav-
ings accounts, paying anemic inter-
est rates; just 14 percent of the total
was in investment accounts with
more growth potential (and the pos-
sibility of loss).

H.S.A.s have been around for
more than 10 years, but many still
confuse them with workplace flex-
ible spending accounts, or F.S.A.s,
another tax-favored saving tool
available only through employers.
The accounts are meant to be spent
on current costs, and in some cases
the funds are forfeited if they aren’t
spent by an annual deadline.

Some savers may not have the
minimum balance needed to invest,
or may need money now to pay for
care; some may not like the invest-
ment options their H.S.A. offers. But
it’s frustrating that many people ar-
en’t using the accounts to their full
potential, said Laura Scharr-Byko-
wsky, a financial planner in Colum-
bia, S.C.

“That money will never be taxed,”
she said. “Why wouldn’t you want to
max out that gift the I.R.S. has giv-
en you?

The reasons are likely to include
not only a lack of understanding
about how the accounts work but
also mental or emotional stumbling
blocks. While saving for “retire-
ment” in a 401(k) or an I.R.A. may
evoke pleasant images of travel,
hobbies and time spent with grand-
children, saving for medical costs
might inspire a sense of dread, said
Michael Herndon of AARP.

Marty Martin, who counsels cli-
ents of a Chicago financial planning
firm, said, “You’re less likely to save
for something that you think won’t
happen.” Often, it’s not until people
have a health scare, or see a family
member have one, that the possibil-
ity of future health costs hits home.

The uncertainty of just how much
people may need to spend is anoth-
er barrier. “People don’t feel like
they can predict their health care
needs,” said Eric Dowley of the
H.S.A. business at Fidelity.

Fidelity attempts each year to
project health care costs in re-
tirement, and the estimate can be
daunting. Fidelity’s latest estimate

is that an average heterosexual
couple retiring in 2015 at age 65 will
need $245,000 to cover health costs
in retirement, if they have health
coverage under traditional Medi-
care. (The estimate assumes the
man lives to age 85 and the woman
to age 87 excluding dental services
or long-term care).

To help consumers get an idea of
how much they should target for
savings long-term, financial advis-
ers suggest two online calculators,
the AARP health care costs calcu-
lator, prepared with OptumHealth
Financial Services, and “Living to
100,” a life expectancy tool.

A health savings account is avail-
able to employees and independent
workers, and the money follows
workers from one job to another.
While the money can be spent on
current costs, it also may be saved
for long-term expenses because it
rolls over each year.

However, only people with specif-

ic kinds of health insurance can con-
tribute to an H.S.A. The accounts
must be paired with health plans
that meet strict criteria, including a
high deductible (at least $1,300 for
an individual and $2,600 for a fam-
ily, in 2016), and an out-of-pocket
maximum of no more than $6,550
for an individual and $13,100 for a
family.

Ms. Scharr-Bykowsky said that
even clients who could afford to do
so often resisted her advice to pay
for current health costs with other
funds and let the H.S.A. grow.

Users also don’t realize, planners
say, that they can reimburse them-
selves from the account in the fu-
ture for costs incurred today.

“If you look at estimates of retire-
ment health care costs as being in
the quarter-million-dollar range, it’s
hard to think you could oversave for
that,” said David Armes, a financial
planner in Long Beach, Calif.

YOUR MONEY
ANN CARRNS

Every election season, we partake
in the cherished national pastime of
“blame somebody else.” Whether it’s
Democrats blaming Republicans,
conservatives blaming liberals, Con-
gress blaming the White House or
citizens blaming politicians, every-
body seems to find someone else to
blame for our many problems.

For this election season, and go-
ing forward in our lives, I suggest
trying something novel: Take re-
sponsibility yourself.

Look, I know it’s absurd to sug-
gest that you, or any person, is re-
sponsible for huge and complicated
problems like poverty or something
as random as the Zika virus. But
I’d like you to think of this concept
not in terms of truth, but in terms of
use. Forget about figuring out who
actually is to blame for something.
Instead, consider whether it’s more
valuable to take responsibility your-
self and learn from past mistakes.

When it comes to our own invest-
ment behavior, this is particularly
valuable advice. Imagine that Gold-
man Sachs predicted a terrible mar-
ket in the coming year and, based
on that forecast, you sold a quarter
of your portfolio for a loss. Then the
market boomed for months. Was it
Goldman Sachs’s fault that you lost
a ton of money? That’s arguable.
But even if it were, did you learn
anything by blaming it on the firm?

If we blame Goldman Sachs for

our losses, all we can
do is say we got badly
misled and hope we
don’t get fooled again.
We’re powerless to im-
prove our situation.

But if we take re-
sponsibility for risky
investing or listening
to the latest market
seer, for not sticking to
our financial plans, we
have a better oppor-
tunity to minimize the
chances of bad things
happening to us in the

future.
What’s really powerful about this

practice is that even when I know
I’m not to blame for my situation, I
still find it helpful, like a burden has
been lifted. It empowers me to come
up with creative ways to improve
my situation.

Think of this not as an indictment
but as an invitation. Ultimately, I
think you’ll find that doing so will
be more empowering and more pro-
ductive than blaming someone else.

SKETCH GUY
CARL RICHARDS

Ram and Geeta Chandran had al-
ways planned to move into a senior
community after they retired. The
couple had no children, and “we
knew we had to move to a retire-
ment community so we wouldn’t be
lonely,” said Geeta Chandran, 72, a
family physician.

Then they came across an online
ad for ShantiNiketan, a planned 55-
plus community in Tavares, Fla.,
designed for Indian-Americans.
(The name, in Sanskrit, means
“peaceful home.”) The Chandrans,
who had emigrated from India in
1970, found the prospect of aging
with others from their home coun-
try appealing.

Indian immigrants who came to
the United States in the 1960s and
’70s for educational and work op-
portunities have begun to contem-
plate their postcareer years, said
Iggy Ignatius, 60, ShantiNiketan’s
chairman. In Florida, with archi-
tecture that reminds Dr. Chandran
of Chennai, India, vegetarian meals
and Bollywood dance classes, “we
have created a mini-India, a piece of
India,” Mr. Ignatius said.

The Chandrans moved into their
three-bedroom condominium in
2011, paying $250,000, and now they
lead yoga classes in ShantiNiketan’s
meditation room. Mr. Chandran, 77,
a former corporate vice president,

conducts Hindu prayers weekday
mornings in a small on-site temple.
For festivals, Dr. Chandran puts on
the silk saris she found few occa-
sions to wear in Newport News, Va.

Developers call these kinds of
housing options “affinity group
communities,” said Robert G. Kram-
er of the National Investment Cen-
ter for Seniors Housing and Care, a
research group. In addition to those
established by and for members of
religious groups, they include re-
tirement communities for military
officers, for gays and lesbians, and
for the alumni of particular colleges
and universities.

Facilities for specific ethnic
groups have appeared more re-
cently, but “I think we’ll see more
of them,” Mr. Kramer said. “We’re

such a polyglot culture.”
Aegis Gardens, a 64-unit Chi-

nese-American assisted living
complex in Fremont, Calif., opened
in 2001. With a staff that speaks
Mandarin and Cantonese, daily tai
chi sessions and a Chinese chef, it
maintains nearly 100 percent occu-
pancy, said Dwayne Clark, the chief
executive of Aegis Living.

So the company is building a sec-
ond Chinese-American facility in
Newcastle, Wash. Monthly rents
are likely to start at $5,300, execu-
tives said, not including help with
the activities of daily living.

ShantiNiketan began with 54
apartments. Now it has 174, with
120 more condos under construc-
tion, and Mr. Ignatius plans an ini-
tial public offering to finance simi-
lar developments near Los Angeles,
Dallas and Chicago.

As for Latinos, “I expect to see the
first Hispanic facilities in Southern
California and the Southwest,” Mr.
Kramer said.

CARL RICHARDS

HEALTH
PAULA SPAN

Some retirement
communities cater to
ethnicity or interests.


