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ENHANCING EMPLOYER RETIREMENT  
BENEFITS IN A DIGITAL WORLD
Empower your employees to make the right financial decisions by utilizing the latest technology.



“ Design is not just what it looks like and feels like.  
Design is how it works.”  –Steve Jobs

It has been just over 10 years since the introduction of the iPhone; and it has dramatically changed the way 
the world exchanges information. The millennial generation, which will comprise 75% of the global workforce 
by 20251, has grown up with an infinite amount of information at their fingertips. Even older workers are no 
strangers to technology.    
 
Yet, while so much is changing so rapidly, the corporate retirement plan industry has been slow to adapt. 
Understanding the technology available through your retirement vendors could not only help your employees 
make better financial decisions, but could also help lower total employer spend over time.  Your choice of 
design and promotion of retirement benefits could turn out to be your most important employee benefits 
decision. A one-year delay in retirement age could cost an employer about $2-3 million dollars2.
 
In this article we will outline ways to embrace technology in the employer retirement benefits space to help 
improve participant outcomes while creating an attractive benefit to recruit and retain valuable employees.  
Design a retirement plan to look, feel, and work beautifully.  
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Employees know they need help. According to a study, 76% of plan participants feel their employer has at 
least some level of responsibility for helping them save3.  

When employers do provide assistance, they often look at the raw data of plan utilization in two primary 
metrics: participation and average contribution amount.  Their solution to boost these numbers are usually 
changes to plan design, such as raising the employer match or introducing automatic enrollment. Although 
impactful, these changes do not get at the root issues – which are employees’ financial literacy, and the 
important role of the retirement benefits at their employer. Technology helps, but it doesn’t magically 
increase participation. An employer needs to understand what is on the market, how it will integrate  
with their employees, and how to keep an eye out for new developments. 

Employees Need To Be Empowered
To Save For Retirement

Fundamental Plan Changes 
Are Now Simple To Implement

Since your employees are asking for help, take the first step in making easy plan design changes at the  
plan sponsor level. Once you implement automatic enrollment, automatic escalation is the next step.  
84% of employees are welcoming of automatic enrollment at 6%; and 83% are fine with automatic  
deferral escalation each year from 1% to 10%4.  
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Start with Auto Features

Communicate with Omni Channel

You may be concerned that taking these steps will increase the 
amount of administrative work, or perhaps you’re worried about 
employee opposition. If the proper steps are taken to align 
vendors such as record-keepers, payroll, and administration, 
technology alleviates the first concern. The second is easily 
overcome by a proper  employee communication strategy. This 
is not a letter or an email. The changes should be communicated 
with a formal omni-channel campaign. Think emails, infographics, 
videos, events, and in-person meetings. Get creative; one 
plan drove participants to a website to opt out of automatic 
enrollment by clicking “I will not accept free money;”  
and in that case only 7% opted out5.

The next step in enhancing your retirement plan in a digital world 
is to see what you already have available to engage employees. 
Contact your record-keeper to see what is available in all formats; 
paper notices, emails, text messaging, website, mobile apps, 
posters, videos, events, in-person support.
 
More touches with employees can lead to higher participation and 
deferral rates. Don’t worry about over-communication, since 72%  
of employees want periodic notifications6. 

The Communication Tools You Need
May Already Be In Place
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There has been research recently about the 
integration of technology to better align with our 
behavioral decision- making. Shlomo Benartzi, 
Professor of Behavioral Decision Making at UCLA 
Anderson School of Management writes, “Nudges 
can drive lasting behavior change… Digital 
nudging holds particular promise in the domain 
of retirement savings.” Furthermore, he states, 
“the digital world offers unprecedented scale: by 
fixing a single website or app, we can potentially 
help millions of people make better financial 
decisions7.” Over the past five years many  
record-keepers have upgraded their websites 
with a robust offering of financial education  
and tools. 

This represents an important step forward; 
but when is the last time you gave your 
employees a tour, or even a notification about 
the functionality of the website? The tools are 
useless if employees are not aware of them.
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We foresee a future where an employee is engaging with their retirement plan just like they would with their 
personal bank or even social media. Digital nudges such as notifications to increase saving, or to rebalance 
investments, are far more powerful than a quarterly statement or annual meeting. As our government 
works on updating the regulations surrounding participants’ notices from print to digital, we see this as an 
opportunity for more engagement with employees. Instead of a paper form with incomprehensible technical 
legal disclosures, imagine an email or mobile notification announcing a plan change along with information 
about why it is important to each individual employee. You should work with your vendors and advisors to 
maintain awareness of ever-changing ways to engage your employees.

Employee Engagement



After you determine what your vendor offers for participant engagement, it might warrant a review of 
the market via an RFP process to see what other vendors have available. Before starting this process, 
conduct an internal meeting to understand your employees’ needs and how they respond to employer 
touches. Some of the things you may want to consider are: Do they read and respond to emails? Have 
you had another benefit where you have tracked engagement? Do you use paper forms? Have you shifted 
everything electronically? Do you have a company portal? Have you shared informational videos? Do you 
have company-wide email? How much of your workforce has smart phones? What is your plan participation 
rate? How have employees enrolled historically? Do you have other retirement benefits such as an ESOP 
or nonqualified plan? Would you want these benefits integrated? Do you see better engagement when 
you have vendors or advisors on-site? After these metrics are determined you will have an idea of which 
technology features may work best.

As you’re looking at ways to engage with employees, make certain you have methods for keeping them 
aware of how to best use the tools you provide. For example, if you have a robust system that allows 
employees to input other plans such as old 401(k)s, be sure they understand these features. A best practice 
would be to create a separate committee or subcommittee, outside of your investment or retirement plan 
committee, to meet and address your workforce retirement readiness.  

Another area to consider is what the record-keeping system can do to help alleviate responsibilities.  
Tracking beneficiary information online, automatic distribution approval, and automatic disbursement  
of required notices are just some examples of ways to streamline responsibilities.
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This makes enrollment so easy, it’s surprising how many 
smaller employers still rely on paper enrollment forms.   
Go further by allowing online deferral changes, distribution 
processing, and beneficiary recordkeeping.

Of course, the move to a more digital system will present new options that you can offer 
employees. These include:

Online Enrollment

Technology Options

A new feature available through many record-keepers, this 
is most accurate for employees when the website is tailored 
to each employee with their salary information, contribution 
rate, and company match. 

Retirement Readiness Score

Employees who spend time learning about financial planning are 75% 
more likely to be confident in their financial future8. But just because 
these tools are available doesn’t mean that your employees know 
where and how to access them. 

Financial Planning Tools
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This is another feature that helps impact the retirement readiness 
score. Check to see if the record-keeper allows for outside account 
aggregation or the ability for employees to input the information 
that will feed into the financial planning tools.  

Outside Account Aggregation

Managed Account Services

A step beyond a qualified default investment alternative, 
model portfolios, or target date retirement funds, managed 
account services are usually offered by a third party, or 
through your record-keeper for an additional cost. Some 
record-keepers offer a free version of this in addition to 
paid services. For employees that want an experience above 
target date funds or asset allocation models, but don’t 
have the time or knowledge to build and manage their own 
portfolios, this may be an ideal fit. According to a recent 
study, Less than 40% of participants are highly confident in 
making investment decisions and 61% strongly agree that 
they would rather have an investment professional handle 
the decision or push a button9.  

These services typically offer advice and online tools to help 
employees through a set of questions about their personal 
financial situation; and will create a portfolio with the funds 
available through the plan.
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By utilizing the retirement plan technology 
available and properly communicating the 
functionality and importance, you could 
potentially see higher participation, higher 
deferral rates, and higher employee confidence 
in their personal finances. People who are 
confident in their financial future are also  
88% more likely to rank retirement as their  
top priority10.

There is no magic combination of technology 
that is right for all employers. Even 40% of 
millennials still want access to one-on-one 
advice through a financial advisor11. Spend the 
time to truly understand your employees’ needs 
so you can tailor a cutting edge retirement 
benefit that offers multiple employee touches 
integrated with technology and individualized 
one-on-one support. 
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Technology Options  (con't)

First, check what your record-keeper has for financial 
wellness. It could be literature, online videos, presentations, 
etc. Additionally, some record-keepers have integration to 
offerings from third-party companies that are available at a 
discounted rate. Second, see what your financial professional 
offers.  Some may offer employee education or financial 
wellness programs that may be spelled out in their service 
agreement. Third-party vendors can also be a source for more 
comprehensive programs. 

However, when offering financial wellness from a third-party, 
make sure to promote this benefit so that enough employees 
take advantage in order to justify the cost.

Financial Wellness

88% 

of people rank retirment  
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