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Aligning goals, improving outcomes
2015 Defined Contribution Plan Sponsor Survey Findings



TO STAY IN TUNE WITH THE GOALS, MOTIVATIONS AND PROGRESS of employers as 

they continue to shape the evolution of their defined contribution (DC) plans, we undertook 

our second plan sponsor survey on this topic. From January 7 through January 18, 2015, we 

partnered with Mathew Greenwald & Associates, a market research firm based in Washington, D.C., 

to conduct an online survey of 756 plan sponsors. Each respondent was a key decision maker 

for their organization’s DC plan. All companies represented have been in business for at least 

three years, offer a 401(k) or 403(b) plan to their domestic U.S. employees and have at least 10 

full-time employees.

Below are breakdowns of our sample of plan sponsors, both by plan assets and by organizational 

role. Results aggregated across plan size categories were weighted to reflect the size distribution 

of plans in the U.S. DC plan universe.

M E T H O D O L O G Y  A N D  R E S P O N D E N T  P R O F I L E

1  Organizational role definitions: “C-suite” is an owner/partner, chairman, president, CEO, executive director or other general senior management position; “Human resources” 
is a human resources or employee benefits position; “Financial” is a CFO, chief investment officer or other financial, investment or treasury position.

RESPONDENT DISTRIBUTION BY TOTAL DC PLAN ASSETS  RESPONDENT COMPOSITION BY ORGANIZATIONAL ROLE (% OF TOTAL)1

Plan size (AUM) Number of 
respondents

Less than $1 million 195

$1 million to just under $10 million 208

$10 million to just under $50 million 128

$50 million to just under $250 million 100

$250 million to just under $1 billion 75

$1 billion or more 50

Total 756

125}

Financial

C-suite

Human 
resources

54%

19%

27%

In this paper are direct quotes from plan sponsors in response to the following question:

“  If you could do it all over again, what  
would you change about the structure  
of your company’s retirement plan?”
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DEFINED CONTRIBUTION (DC )  PLANS HAVE UNDERGONE A MAJOR TRANSFORMATION 
OVER THE PAST THREE DECADES—EVOLVING FROM A SUPPLEMENTARY BENEFIT TO A 
PRIMARY BUILDING BLOCK OF RETIREMENT SECURITY.  As a result, plan sponsors have a 
strong sense of responsibility for fortifying their DC plans and ensuring they are structured to help employees 
achieve a secure retirement. Plan sponsors also have opportunities and challenges: to re-assess plan goals, 
evaluate innovations in plan design and investment strategies, understand the benefits of fiduciary safe 
harbors—and take the steps needed to continue strengthening DC plans for their now vital role.

Given this transformation, J.P. Morgan launched its first plan sponsor survey in 2013 to establish a baseline 
and a process for monitoring the continuing evolution of DC plans from the perspective of plan decision 
makers. In January 2015 we conducted our second survey, canvassing over 750 U.S. corporate plan 
sponsors, to update our findings and gain further insight into plan sponsors’:

• interpretation of the roles of their DC plans

• goals and philosophies in providing retirement benefits

• considerations driving plan-related decisions

• actions underway to help employees reach retirement with the income they will need

In this report we review our 2015 survey results, highlight important trend developments relative to our 
2013 findings and offer our thoughts on the implications for continued progress toward retirement security.

O V E R V I E W

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

K E Y  F I N D I N G S

DC plan sponsors have a strong and growing sense of responsibility for helping employees achieve financial 
wellness and retirement security and are taking steps to evolve their plans.

Sponsors of larger DC plans (with more than $250 million in assets) continue to be in the forefront of this 
evolution. Our survey shows the importance they assign to outcome-related goals (such as financial security in 
retirement or the ability to retire at a targeted age), the criteria they use in measuring plan success and their 
implementation of innovative tools (including target date funds [TDFs], automatic enrollment and automatic 
contribution escalation). Smaller plans are evolving as well, but more slowly and with a greater distance to go.

We see opportunity for plan sponsors to further strengthen their plans. Continued evolution will, however, 
require a closer alignment between the level of responsibility plan sponsors feel for helping to improve 
employee retirement outcomes and the goals and success criteria they set for their plans. This alignment 
can establish a firm base for further evaluation of available tools and how they can be used most effectively 
to achieve these desired outcomes. 

We also see some specific impediments to the continuing evolution of DC plans, but believe that with the 
united efforts of participants, plan sponsors, policymakers, plan providers/recordkeepers, financial 
advisors/consultants and asset managers, these hurdles will—of necessity—be overcome. Such collaboration 
can lead to further fortification of DC plans and, ultimately, more individuals who are better prepared for a 
financially secure retirement.

Aligning plan goals, success criteria and desired outcomes
A degree of misalignment still appears to exist between the retirement outcomes plan sponsors want to 
help employees achieve and the relative importance they assign to different plan goals and success criteria:

• A majority of plan sponsors (75%) consider helping ensure that employees have a financially secure 
retirement to be a highly important goal. For many, this sense of responsibility extends beyond retirement 
outcomes alone; a preponderance (74%) also feel a somewhat to very high level of responsibility for 
employees’ overall financial wellness2 (up from 59% in 2013).

• Yet, traditional goals, such as retaining quality employees and demonstrating a level of caring for them, 
still rank well above helping employees to achieve outcome-related goals like financial security or the 
ability to retire at their targeted retirement age. 

• What’s more, some criteria for measuring outcome-related goals are not yet viewed as top priorities. 
For example, the percentage of participants with account balances on track to replace 80% of final 
salary in retirement, while definitely growing in importance, is currently ranked last among a variety  
of plan success criteria.

2  “Overall financial wellness” is defined to include saving for goals other than retirement, having an emergency fund, managing debt, 
the impact of caring financially for other family members, the impact of a spouse’s loss of income and the impact of a health care 
crisis, among other things.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Linking goals to actions
Maximizing the number of employees who reach their targeted retirement age prepared for a financially 
secure retirement may require the plan to be structured and administered to: (1) encourage participation,  
(2) clarify and reinforce the level of savings each participant will need for a secure retirement and  
encourage them to save toward that goal, and (3) enable participants to invest wisely at each stage of  
their working lives. 

Steps have been taken over the past decade to strengthen plans, especially among sponsors with larger DC 
plans. The development of innovative plan design features and investment strategies, combined with the 
fiduciary protections afforded under the Pension Protection Act of 2006 (PPA), have enabled this evolution:

• More than 60% of large plans and 45% of all plans are taking advantage of automatic enrollment to drive 
plan participation.3 

• Nearly one-half of large plans and one-third of all plans have implemented automatic contribution 
escalation to help participants save more over time.4

• TDFs are now offered by 70% of large plans and nearly 50% of all plans and are clearly the qualified default 
investment alternative (QDIA) of choice. 

• Only 7% of plans have conducted a re-enrollment. Our survey report analyzes several factors that may be 
discouraging more plan sponsors from implementing a re-enrollment to help improve the asset allocations 
of existing participants.

Growth in the use of these plan features and investment strategies surged in the years immediately following the 
enactment of the PPA, but not surprisingly has stabilized in more recent years.5 While the pace of adoption may 
be more moderate, we see in our survey results encouraging signs of plan sponsors’ commitment to the steady 
evolution of their DC plans: 

• Plan sponsors are focusing on meeting participants’ needs more than on cost to the organization in making 
design decisions; nearly twice as many say “needs” (38%) vs. “cost” (20%) is the primary decision factor.

• They are exploring new plan optimization strategies; more than half have examined the benefits of a one-time 
re-enrollment of all participants (whether or not they chose to implement), up from 39% in 2013. 

3 2015 Plan Sponsor Survey: Focus on Automatic Plan Features (Defined Contribution Institutional Investments Association [DCIIA], June 2015).
4 IBID.
5  Annual Surveys of Profit Sharing and 401(k) Plans (Plan Sponsor Council of America [PSCA], 2006-2014).
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

• Plan sponsors are improving their understanding of the methodology used in constructing their TDFs—
likely due to the Department of Labor’s (DOL’s) guidance and industry focus on important considerations 
in selecting these strategies.

• They are taking a more targeted and/or personalized approach to communications to help employees 
understand how much they need to save.

• They are turning to financial advisors and/or consultants for advice on various areas of their plans.

Impediments to change
Despite the progress being made in strengthening DC plans, our survey findings suggest that an over-reliance 
on participant motivation and decision making, along with a few misconceptions and an incomplete awareness 
of industry developments, may be hindering a more rapid adoption of plan innovations—notwithstanding their 
potential to help participants achieve a secure retirement: 

• A philosophy that favors having participants make their own decisions (56%) vs. proactively placing them 
on a strong saving and investing path (44%) could be diminishing the appetite of some plan sponsors for 
adopting automatic plan features.

• Fear of employee pushback appears to be a deterrent to adopting “automatic” features; participant 
research suggests such fears are overstated.

• Incomplete understanding of the fiduciary protections afforded under the QDIA rules as they apply to 
re-enrollment is one factor preventing some plan sponsors from implementing this strategy.

• Comfort with aggregate plan allocations and a lack of awareness and/or insufficient knowledge may be 
precluding others from even considering it.

• Difficulty in investing additional resources in their DC plans could be impeding progress in achieving  
plan objectives.

We believe these impediments are largely addressable.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Implications
A few years is not a long time in the evolution of DC plans. It has been two years since our last survey and 
participants are still not saving enough. Outcome-focused goals are gaining importance, but are not yet  
“top priority.” New plan design features and investment strategies are being implemented, but gradually.  
The majority of plan sponsors use a financial advisor/consultant—but, only a small number describe them as 
proactively helping to improve their plans. Larger plans continue to lead the evolution in DC plans; smaller 
plans are progressing more slowly.

In these survey results and our work with plan sponsors, we see the need for continued fortification of DC 
plans. Enabling these plans to fulfill their crucial role in providing retirement security will require further 
evolution and a concerted effort on the part of all parties involved:

• Participants need to save more and be more engaged in ensuring they reach their retirement goals. 

• Plan sponsors committed to improving employee retirement outcomes (in light of the fact that many 
participants do not have the motivation, time or knowledge to achieve those results on their own) need to:

— obtain and analyze information on participant savings and investing behavior and asset allocations,  
as well as innovations in plan design and investment strategies

—  gain clarification on fiduciary roles and safe harbors and stay abreast of regulatory changes and court 
case rulings

— ensure plan goals and success criteria align with their commitment to employees’ retirement security 

— fortify their plans to deliver on these goals, incorporating the appropriate design features and 
investment strategies to help ensure employee participation, adequate savings and prudent 
portfolio allocations

—  demand the proactive support from plan providers/recordkeepers, financial advisors/consultants and 
asset managers required to strengthen and adapt their plans for a changing retirement landscape 

• Policymakers should continue to collaborate with plan sponsors, plan providers/recordkeepers and asset 
managers on areas where additional guidance and support are needed.

• Plan providers/recordkeepers, financial advisors/consultants and asset managers should, to the extent 
they are prudent for the plan and participants, seize the opportunity to be the proactive partners plan 
sponsors need to rely on for innovative ideas, industry best practices and cost-effective solutions for 
evolving their DC plans.
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ALIGNING PLAN GOALS, SUCCESS 
CRITERIA AND DESIRED OUTCOMES

There has been a major transformation in the role of DC plans in the workplace over the past three decades. In 
1980, among U.S. private sector participants enrolled in an employer-based retirement plan, 60% had only a 
defined benefit (DB) plan and 17% had only a DC plan (the remaining 23% had both). By 2010, these proportions 
had been turned upside down: Just 7% had only a DB plan and 69% had only a DC plan (the remaining 24% had 
both).6 Today, DC plans are a baseline benefit that U.S. jobseekers expect the average firm to provide—and one 
that most employees will ultimately rely on as a critical component of their income in retirement.

STEPPING UP TO THE PLATE

Plan sponsors acknowledge the reality that DC plans are now the dominant program for retirement saving and 
investing in the workplace. At the same time, we know that many employees do not fully appreciate how much 
they need to save to provide for a secure retirement, nor do they necessarily have the motivation to save for 
such long-term goals, or the knowledge to effectively manage their assets.

Our survey indicates that plan sponsors feel an increasing sense of responsibility to strengthen DC plans for 
their vital role in helping employees achieve retirement security. In fact, an increasing number view this 
responsibility in more holistic terms—namely, to enable employees to achieve overall financial wellness amid 
the many saving and spending demands competing for their income.

FOCUSING ON RETIREMENT OUTCOMES

A growing sense of responsibility on the part of DC plan sponsors is evident in their survey responses, which 
suggest an increasing emphasis on employee retirement outcomes—that is, helping ensure that employees 
have the financial resources they need to retire at an appropriate retirement age.  

This shift in focus, however, is an evolving one: Plan sponsors cite retirement-related outcomes among the goals 
they have for their plans but still assign the highest priority to more traditional goals—such as attracting and 

ALIGNING PLAN GOALS, SUCCESS 
CRITERIA AND DESIRED OUTCOMES

P L A N  S P O N S O R S  F E E L  A  S T R O N G  S E N S E  O F  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y 
F O R  E M P L O Y E E S ’  R E T I R E M E N T  S E C U R I T Y,  B U T  P L A N  
G O A L S  A N D  S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A  A R E  N O T  F U L L Y  A L I G N E D 
W I T H  T H I S  O B J E C T I V E

6 “What are the trends in U.S. retirement plans?” FAQs About Benefits—Retirement Issues (Employee Benefit Research Institute [EBRI]). 
Based on U.S. Department of Labor Form 5500 Summaries through 1998. EBRI estimates 1999-2010 using Pension Benefit Guaranty 
Corporation, Current Population Survey and U.S. Department of Labor data.
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A secure and timely retirement is seen as a highly important, but is still not among the top 3 plan goals

EXHIBIT 2: “HOW IMPORTANT TO YOUR ORGANIZATION ARE EACH OF THE FOLLOWING POTENTIAL GOALS OF DEFINED CONTRIBUTION PLANS?” 
(% OF RESPONDENTS RANKING “VERY” OR “EXTREMELY” IMPORTANT)

83%

82%

80%

78%

76%

75%

75%

66%

Helps in retaining quality employees

Is an appropriate benefit for our organization to provide

Demonstrates our level of caring about our employees

Increases financial security of employees

Helps in recruiting quality employees

Helps improve employee attitudes and motivation

Helps make sure employees have a financially 
secure retirement

Helps allow employees to retire at their targeted 
retirement age

2015 Total

Note: 2015 Total n=756, >$250mn=125; 2013 Total n=796, >$250mn=125. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2013, 2015. 
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88%

84%
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84%
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2015 >$250mn 

0
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0
0

0

2
0

4
0

6
0

8
0

1
0
0

Point (%) 
change vs. 

2013

Point (%) 
change vs. 

2013

+14 +8 

+3 

+1 

+2 

=

+2 

+2 

=

-3

-5

-3

-6

-3-2

-2

retaining employees or demonstrating their concern for 
employees. In addition, the criteria plan sponsors consider 
most important in measuring plan success are not yet fully 
aligned with outcome-related objectives. 

For example, when asked to choose the “main reason” why 
their organizations offer DC plans, 17% of all plans and 22% of 
respondents from larger plans said “to ensure our employees 
will have sufficient income in retirement” (up from 12% and 
14%, respectively, in the 2013 survey). However, more plan 
sponsors still selected “to encourage our employees to save  
for retirement” and “to attract and retain employees” as the 
primary rationale for offering their DC plans (EXHIBIT 1). 

Similarly, as seen in EXHIBIT 2, DC plan sponsors still have a 
broad range of highly (“very” to “extremely”) important plan  
goals, and retirement outcome-related goals are among them.  
Helping to make sure employees have a financially secure 
retirement is considered highly important to 75% of plan 
sponsors. Additionally, helping allow employees to retire at their 
targeted retirement age saw the greatest increase vs. 2013 (from 
58% to 66% among all plans and from approximately 62% to 

75% among larger plans). In the context of all highly important 
goals, however, these two still rank well below the “top three” 
more traditional goals: helping to retain quality employees, 
offering a benefit appropriate for the organization to provide 
and demonstrating a level of caring for employees.

ALIGNING PLAN GOALS, SUCCESS CRITERIA AND DESIRED OUTCOMES

EXHIBIT 1: “WHICH ONE OF THE FOLLOWING COMES CLOSEST TO THE  
MAIN REASON THAT YOUR ORGANIZATION OFFERS A DEFINED  
CONTRIBUTION PLAN?”

Participant outcomes are gaining focus, but more plan  
sponsors still cite traditional reasons for offering DC plans

2015 Total

Participant outcomes are gaining focus, but more plan 
sponsors still cite traditional reasons for o�ering DC plans.

1  To encourage our employees to 
 save for retirement

2 To attract and retain employees

3 To ensure our employees will have 
  su�cient income in retirement

33%

35%

17%

Point (%) 
change vs. 2013

-1

-6 

+5 

EXHIBIT 1: WHICH ONE OF THE FOLLOWING COMES CLOSEST TO THE 
MAIN REASON THAT YOUR ORGANIZATION OFFERS A DEFINED 
CONTRIBUTION PLAN?

Note: 2015 Total n=756; 2013 Total n=796. Some response choices not shown. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2013, 2015.

A secure and timely retirement is seen as highly important, but is still not among the top three plan goals
EXHIBIT 2: ”HOW IMPORTANT TO YOUR ORGANIZATION ARE EACH OF THE FOLLOWING POTENTIAL GOALS FOR YOUR DEFINED CONTRIBUTION PLAN?”
(% RESPONDING “VERY” OR “EXTREMELY” IMPORTANT)

Note: 2015 Total n=756, >$250mn=125; 2013 Total n=796, >$250mn=125. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2013, 2015.
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EVALUATING SUCCESS

The criteria by which plan sponsors evaluate their plans also tell 
a story of gradually shifting priorities (EXHIBIT 3). Traditional 
criteria, such as employee satisfaction and investment 
performance, continue to rank among the most important, 
along with the overall level of fees. It is not surprising to see 
an increase in the percentage of plan sponsors that consider 
fees a highly important criteria (up from 69% to 76% for all 
plans and about 70% to 82% for larger plans vs. 2013) given 
the significant focus on fees in recent years.

ALIGNING PLAN GOALS, SUCCESS CRITERIA AND DESIRED OUTCOMES

Income replacement is the ultimate measure of plan success, yet the percentage of participants on track to realize this goal 
is not viewed as a key indicator of the plan’s achievement
EXHIBIT 3: “HOW IMPORTANT ARE EACH OF THE FOLLOWING CRITERIA FOR YOUR EVALUATION OF THE SUCCESS OF YOUR DEFINED CONTRIBUTION 
PLAN?” (% RESPONDING “VERY” OR “EXTREMELY” IMPORTANT)

The percentage of participants on track to replace 80% of 
income is a very strong measure for gauging a plan’s success 
when the goal is to help employees achieve a financially secure 
retirement. However, this metric still ranks last among various 
success criteria, despite the substantial increase in plan 
sponsors that consider it highly important (up from 44% to 
53% among all plans and 48% to 66% among larger plans).

Income replacement is the ultimate measure of plan success, yet the number of participants on track to realize this goal is 
not viewed as a key indicator of the plan’s achievement
EXHIBIT 3: “HOW IMPORTANT TO YOUR ORGANIZATION ARE EACH OF THE FOLLOWING POTENTIAL GOALS OF DEFINED CONTRIBUTION PLANS?” 
(% OF RESPONDENTS RANKING “VERY” OR “EXTREMELY” IMPORTANT)

Note: 2015 Total n=756, >$250mn=125; 2013 Total n=796, >$250mn=125. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2013, 2015.

Employee retention/turnover rates

Employee/participant satisfaction level

Investment performance

Overall level of fees

Plan participation rate

Percentage of participants who use an investment 
advice/retirement planning tool or solution

Percentage of participants who have a well-diversified
investment strategy

Percentage of participants whose account balances 
are on track to replace at least 80% of their final 
salary in retirement

E�ectiveness of e�orts to educate participants
about investing

Average deferral percentage

79%

78%

76%

75%

68%

67%

60%

58%

55%

53%

84%

85%

82%

81%

73%

73%

70%

60%

71%

66%+9 

+3 +8 

+11 

+6 

+2 

+1 

+4 

+7 

+10 

+10 

+10 

+10 

+13 

+3 

+2 

+18 

-3

-3

-2

2015 Total 2015 >$250mn 
Point (%) 

change vs. 2013
Point (%) 

change vs. 2013
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While income replacement metrics may be at the bottom of the 
list of success measures, it is encouraging to note the increased 
importance (most pronounced among larger plans) assigned to 
metrics that capture the extent to which the plan is:

1. encouraging enrollment (participation rates) 

2. getting participants to save enough (deferral percentages) 

3. helping employees to invest wisely over the course of their 
working lives (use of retirement planning tools or solutions) 

These criteria measure the extent to which plan sponsors are 
helping participants take the steps needed to ensure adequate 
income in retirement.

A MORE HOLISTIC VIEW

The heightened level of responsibility plan sponsors now feel 
for the overall financial wellness of their employees is one of 
the most pronounced increases in our 2015 vs. 2013 findings. 
Almost 75% have a somewhat high to very high sense of 

responsibility—up from 59% just two years ago. The change 
was also notable among larger plans, where it increased from 
71% to 83% (EXHIBIT 4).

This increasing sense of responsibility is understandable. On the 
one hand, the stress associated with financial matters and the 
negative impact of that stress on employees’ productivity is well 
documented, giving employers good reason for concern.7 On 
the other hand, personal finance decisions (for example, those 
related to health care costs, disability or life insurance, saving 
for a child’s education, care for other family members, etc.) 
often revolve around retirement and non-retirement programs 
offered in the workplace. Employers may be in a unique 
position to help employees address this web of interconnected 
financial challenges from a more integrated perspective.

We expect this discussion to intensify, as plan sponsors  
look for new, more efficient ways to help employees manage 
competing financial responsibilities today—along with the 
associated stress and distraction—while securing their  
long-term retirement security.

ALIGNING PLAN GOALS, SUCCESS CRITERIA AND DESIRED OUTCOMES

Plan sponsors have a growing sense of responsibility for employees’ overall financial wellness
EXHIBIT 4: “AS AN EMPLOYER, WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES THE LEVEL OF RESPONSIBILITY YOU FEEL FOR THE OVERALL FINANCIAL 
WELLNESS OF YOUR EMPLOYEES?”

Plan sponsors have a growing sense of responsibility for employees’ overall financial wellness

EXHIBIT 4: "AS AN EMPLOYER, WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES THE LEVEL OF RESPONSIBILITY YOU FEEL FOR THE OVERALL FINANCIAL WELLNESS OF 
YOUR EMPLOYEES?" (% RESPONDING "SOMEWHAT" OR "EXTREMELY" HIGH)

Note: 2015 Total n=756, >$250mn=125; 2013 Total n=796, >$250mn=125. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2013, 2015.

+15 +1274% Point (%) 
change vs. 

2013

  33%  Very high            41%  Somewhat high   47%  Very high             36%  Somewhat high 

Point (%) 
change vs. 

2013

2015 Total 2015 >$250mn

FEEL 
RESPONSIBLE

83%
FEEL 

RESPONSIBLE

7   Financial wellness at work—A review of promising practices and policies (Consumer Financial Protection Bureau [cfpb], August 2014).
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LINKING GOALS TO ACTIONS

Can plan sponsors strengthen their DC plans enough to provide the help employees need to attain secure 
retirement outcomes? Possibly not without taking advantage of new investment strategies, plan design features 
and clearly defined fiduciary safe harbors. 

DC plan sponsors, as fiduciaries, have generally satisfied their fiduciary obligations by, among other things, 
focusing their resources on helping participants make informed investment decisions. Their efforts have 
been centered on designing an appropriate investment lineup, selecting and monitoring investment options, 
equipping participants with needed information and education and ensuring that participant assets are 
allocated in accordance with sound portfolio allocation theories. Arguably, however, the two decisions most 
critical to achieving a secure retirement—whether to join the plan and how much to contribute—are typically 
made, not by plan fiduciaries, but by employees. Once those decisions are made, participants then need to 
invest wisely and stay engaged in monitoring their progress toward a secure retirement. 

Yet, we know that many employees don’t save enough and don’t save consistently enough to achieve 
retirement security. Nor do most employees actively monitor and manage their retirement assets. As a 
result, plan sponsors driven by a sense of responsibility to help employees achieve retirement security may 
want to take on a more proactive role to increase participation and contributions—as well as to simplify 
participants’ investment decision making. 

INNOVATION AND POLICY SUPPORT

The financial industry and policymakers have responded to the needs of plan sponsors and the workforce alike. 

The financial industry has developed innovative investment vehicles, such as TDFs, to help simplify participant 
investment decision making and potentially improve participant asset allocations. Such strategies are designed 
to provide sound, professional management of retirement assets that gradually becomes more conservative as 
participants approach a targeted retirement date.  

M A N Y  P L A N  S P O N S O R S  A R E  A D O P T I N G  N E W  I N V E S T M E N T 
S T R A T E G I E S  A N D  P L A N  F E A T U R E S  T O  F O R T I F Y  D C  P L A N S  A N D  
H E L P  E M P L O Y E E S  A C H I E V E  R E T I R E M E N T  S E C U R I T Y — B U T  N O T 
A L L  P L A N S  H A V E  F U L L Y  E M B R A C E D  T H E S E  T O O L S
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LINKING GOALS TO ACTIONS

As for policymakers, the passage of the PPA of 2006 took 
much-needed steps to strengthen the retirement savings  
component of DC plans and equip them for their critical role in 
providing a secure retirement for employees. The PPA cleared 
the way for employers to offer automatic enrollment, automat-
ic contribution escalation and plan re-enrollment; identified 
investments that can be used as QDIAs, such as TDFs; and pro-
vided plan sponsors with fiduciary protection for assets 
defaulted into the QDIA. 

FORTIFYING DC PLANS

What have plan sponsors done to strengthen their DC plans? 
Growth in the use of automatic features and TDFs surged in 
the years immediately following the enactment of PPA and 
has stabilized in more recent years. Motivated by a sense of 
responsibility for helping employees achieve retirement 
security, plan sponsors are continuing to leverage these tools. 
Larger plans remain the leaders of progress, with smaller 
plans following at a slower pace (EXHIBIT 5).

These survey results show:

• Automatic enrollment and automatic contribution escalation 
have experienced a good, though moderate, rate of adoption. 

• To date, few plans have chosen to conduct a one-time 
re-enrollment (see “What is a plan re-enrollment?,” following 
page). This outcome is discussed further in the “Impediments 
to change” section of this paper.

• The greatest progress has been in the addition of TDFs, which 
appear to be the QDIA of choice, to plan line-ups. Our research 
shows the potential for a tighter range of outcomes among 
participants investing in TDFs vs. those constructing their own 
portfolios from a core investment lineup (EXHIBIT 6). Although 
a participant’s 401(k) plan allocation may be the result of a 
holistic investment strategy across investment accounts, this 
range of outcomes may be one of the factors that plan spon-
sors may wish to consider when deter mining whether TDFs 
might be right for their plan and participants.

Plan sponsors are taking steps to fortify DC plans, but further action is needed
EXHIBIT 5: USE OF INNOVATIVE PLAN FEATURES AND STRATEGIES

Note: 2015 Total n=756, >$250mn=125, For those with a QDIA Total n=401, >$250mn=82. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2015.
*  Automatic enrollment and automatic contribution escalation percentages are from DCIIA 2015 Plan Sponsor Survey. Large plans (>$200mn in plan assets) account for 40% of 

plans in the sample; smaller plans ($200mn or less in plan assets) account for 60%.

Plan feature

Percentage of plans offering feature

All plans (%) Large plans (%)

Automatic enrollment* 45 62

Automatic contribution escalation* 31 48

Target date funds 49 70

QDIA 46 66

  Target date funds as QDIA 65 82

Conducted a re-enrollment 7 2

Source: J.P. Morgan retirement research. Analysis measurement period is December 31, 
2009 through December 31, 2014. The above data represents a sampling of participant 
data. It does not represent the returns of any individual product or portfolio. Exclusive 
reliance on the above is not advised. This information is not intended as a recommenda-
tion to invest in any particular manner. Rate of return for the measurement period is 
aggregated by investment strategy. Historical rate of return is not a guarantee of and may 
not be indicative of future results. See “Important Disclosures for Personal Rate of Return 
Methodology” for additional information.

TDF investors have a tighter range of outcomes than  
“do-it-yourselfers” 
EXHIBIT 6: STANDARDIZED FIVE-YEAR PERSONAL RATES OF RETURN  
BY INVESTMENT STRATEGY (LOW, MEDIAN, HIGH)
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LINKING GOALS TO ACTIONS

The pace of adoption of these plan features and investment 
strategies may have moderated since the initial wave.  
However, we believe that plan sponsors are shifting gradually 
toward a more retirement-outcome-oriented perspective and  
are committed to the steady evolution of their DC plans, as 
evidenced by the following encouraging signs from our survey:

A GREATER FOCUS ON PARTICIPANTS’ NEEDS VS. THE 
ORGANIZATION’S COSTS  
When asked about the primary factor driving plan design 
decisions, nearly twice as many plan sponsors cite  
“needs” (38%) vs. “cost” (20%). What’s more, among larger 
plans, getting the maximum number of participants to 
experience adequate income replacement in retirement  
(26%) is second only to the more generalized goal of meeting 
participants’ needs (38%), both ranking above “cost,” at 11%  
(EXHIBIT 7, following page).

A WILLINGNESS TO EXPLORE NEW PLAN DESIGN OPTIONS
The percentage of plan sponsors that have examined the 
benefits of a one-time re-enrollment of all participant assets—
whether or not they chose to implement—has increased 
significantly, up from 39% to 53% for all plans and 53% to 
72% for large plans.

A BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF TDF METHODOLOGY
More plan sponsors offering TDFs say they understand the 
methodology used in constructing them reasonably well, if not 
completely (up from 69% to 76% for all plans and 77% to 83% for 
large plans). This is likely due in part to the DOL’s guidance and 
the industry’s focus on the selection of TDFs appropriate for the 
plan—though survey results indicate that some plan sponsors may 
be giving too much attention to certain tips and not enough to 
others (see “Selecting the right TDF for your plan,” pages 16-17).

A MORE PERSONALIZED VS. GENERIC APPROACH TO 
COMMUNICATIONS
Asked for the best description of how they approach 
participant communications, the percentage of plan sponsors 
that said they use a “general” approach decreased, while the 
percentage using a more targeted or personalized approach 
increased (EXHIBIT 8, following page). 

A BROAD USE OF FINANCIAL ADVISORS AND/OR CONSULTANTS
The majority of plans (78%) use a financial advisor, plan advisor or 
consultant and value them primarily for their ability to advise on 
all areas of the plan.

Goals, success metrics, understanding and refinement of new 
investment strategies, plan design features, communications 
programs and regulations evolve gradually. Many plan sponsors 
of large DC plans—with focused resources and a desire to help 
their employees become retirement-ready—have broken new 
ground and are taking advantage of the tools and support 
available to strengthen their DC plans. However, further adoption 
of the investment strategies and plan features designed to 
improve employees’ retirement outcomes is a trend that still has 
considerable room to run—particularly among smaller plans.

What is a plan 
re-enrollment?
A plan re-enrollment is a process by which 
participants are notified that their existing  
assets and future contributions will be invested 
in the plan’s QDIA (which may be a TDF), based 
on their date of birth. All participants’ assets are 
automatically moved into the QDIA on a certain 
date unless the participant makes a new investment 
election during a specified time period. Before 
conducting a re-enrollment, a plan sponsor must 
engage in a prudent process for determining 
whether a re-enrollment is appropriate for the  
plan and its’ participants.

“ We would implement a better 
communications plan with more 
participant-specific information 
to target communications.”



J .P.  MORGAN ASSET MANAGEMENT   15

LINKING GOALS TO ACTIONS

Participant needs and/or income replacement have gained importance vs. cost as drivers of plan design decisions
EXHIBIT 7: “WHICH ONE OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES HOW YOUR ORGANIZATION MAKES DECISIONS ABOUT THE DESIGN OF ITS DEFINED 
CONTRIBUTION PLAN? YOU BASE YOUR DECISIONS PRIMARILY ON…?”

Plan communications are becoming more targeted and/or personalized
EXHIBIT 8: “WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES YOUR PLAN’S APPROACH TO PARTICIPANT COMMUNICATIONS?” (MULTIPLE RESPONSES ACCEPTED)

Participant needs and/or income replacement have gained importance vs. cost as drivers of plan design decisions

EXHIBIT 7:  

Note: 2015 Total n=756, >$250mn=125; 2013 Total n=796, >$250mn=125.  
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2013, 2015.

Meeting your participants’ needs

The cost to the organization

Satisfying the legal requirements

Getting the maximum number of participants to 
experience adequate income replacement in retirement

The capabilities of your provider

38%

20%

17%

15%

10%

2015

38%

11%

13%

26%

12%

2015

+4 

+9 

+2 

+12 

=

+2 

+2 

-8 -16

-7

2015 Total 2015 >$250mn 
Point (%) 

change vs. 2013
Point (%) 

change vs. 2013

Participant needs and/or income replacement have gained importance vs. cost as drivers of plan design decisions

EXHIBIT 8:  

Note: 2015 Total n=756; 2013 Total n=796. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2013, 2015.

We provide general communications to our participant base 

We provide education on specific topics where we are trying to drive action 

We provide targeted communications based on participant segments

We provide personalized communications at the individual participant level 

We provide general communications to
our participant base

We provide education on specific topics
where we are trying to drive action

We provide targeted communications
based on participant segments

We provide personalized
communications at the individual

48%

29%

27%

24%

 

+3 

+7

-2

-14

2015 Total
Point (%) 

change vs. 2013Generic 
communications

Personalized 
communications
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LINKING GOALS TO ACTIONS

Selecting the right TDF for your plan
Investment objectives and approaches to portfolio construction vary greatly across the 
universe of TDF strategies offered in the marketplace. Our research has shown that these 
variances—in crucial areas such as asset class diversification, risk management, glide path 
end dates and equity exposure—can result in very different retirement experiences for 
participants. The impact on participant outcomes is further complicated by the interaction  
of these TDF design differences with participant investment behaviors.8   

In February 2013, the DOL issued Target date retirement funds—Tips for ERISA plan fiduciaries, 
emphasizing the importance of careful due diligence and providing practical guidance in the 
selection of TDFs most appropriate for the plan given its goals and participant characteristics. 
Notwithstanding the protections afforded by the QDIA regulation, plan fiduciaries remain 
liable to prudently select and monitor the plan’s QDIA.

CAUSE FOR CONCERN

A majority (76%) of plan sponsors offering TDFs in their plans say they understand the 
methodology used in constructing their funds reasonably well, if not completely, suggesting 
that they have taken to heart the DOL guidance and industry focus on selection of TDFs. 

We see each of the tips provided by the DOL as clearly important. However, when plan sponsors 
offering TDFs were asked to rate the importance of the criteria they used in selecting their 
TDFs, some key factors were given less consideration than others. For example, the criteria 
most frequently rated as “very” to “extremely” important were performance (83%) and fees 
(77%)—both referenced by the DOL. Considerably fewer plan sponsors assigned this high 
importance to glide path structure (55%) and participant demographics (54%)—also referenced 
by the DOL. Larger plans, however, tended to weight these criteria more evenly. 

In our view, just as with fees and performance, it is important for plan sponsors, as fiduciaries, 
to understand how fundamental differences in the glide path structure and design of TDFs, 
overlaid with the effects of participant behaviors, can have an impact on the retirement 
outcomes they hope to help participants achieve. It is also important that, once a TDF strategy 
has been selected, plan sponsors continue to monitor the strategy to ensure it remains the  
right fit for the plan.

8   “Ready! Fire! Aim? How some target date fund designs continue to miss the mark on providing retirement 
security to those who need it most” Retirement Insights (J.P. Morgan Asset Management, August 2013). 
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Why are glide path structure and demographics viewed by some plan sponsors as less important than fees 
and performance?
“HOW IMPORTANT WERE EACH OF THE FOLLOWING CRITERIA WHEN SELECTING YOUR TARGET DATE FUNDS?”(% RESPONDING “VERY” 
OR “EXTREMELY” IMPORTANT)

SIDEBAR

Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2015
Note: Have Target Date, 2015 Total  n=432, >$250 = 87

Performance

Fees

Risk level at target date 

Available asset classes 

Pricing flexibility/options 

 

Underlying investment managers 

Glide path structure 

Participant demographics 

Open architecture 

How participants behave at retirement 

83%

77%

74%

69%

67%

59%

55%

54%

47%

46%

90%

87%

80%

79%

84%

77%

75%

71%

66%

70%

2015 2015

2015 Total 2015 >$250mn 

Note: For those offering TDFs 2015 Total n=432, >$250mn=87. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2015.



18   ALIGNING GOALS,  IMPROVING OUTCOMES:  2015 DEFINED CONTRIBUTION PLAN SPONSOR SURVEY FINDINGS

IMPEDIMENTS TO CHANGE

Why, despite an increasing resolve to help employees achieve retirement security and financial  
wellness, have more plan sponsors not embraced strategies and plan design features available to help 
them achieve these goals?

We expect the evolution in DC plans to be gradual, and we recognize that no one feature or set of  
features is likely to be appropriate for all plans and participants. Yet, our survey results suggest that  
several addressable factors or misperceptions may be slowing down the speed of development. 

WHAT’S BEST FOR PARTICIPANTS—CHOICE OR DIRECTION?

Our own participant research has shown that most employees don’t save enough and don’t save consistently 
enough to be assured of having the income they need in retirement.9 What’s more, while many employees 
don’t feel equipped to invest their assets appropriately, they are already overwhelmed by the amount of 
educational/plan-related information they receive.10 Yet, despite this poor record and potential inadequacies, 
more than half of plan sponsors say their organization’s philosophy favors allowing participants to make 
their own choices vs. proactively placing participants on a strong saving and investing path (EXHIBIT 9,  
following page). 

This perspective presents a conundrum for plan sponsors that feel highly responsible for participants’ 
retirement outcomes. Ensuring employees enroll and contribute at a reasonable rate may not be part of 
plan sponsors’ fiduciary responsibilities, but these are the critical first steps employees need to take to 
achieve retirement security. Automatic enrollment and automatic contribution escalation features are 
designed to address these issues. Similarly, re-enrollment into a QDIA, such as a TDF, provides participants 
with an opportunity to re-evaluate past investment decisions. Participants uncertain about how to best 
allocate their assets can allow themselves to be defaulted into the plan’s QDIA.

A  F E W  O B S T A C L E S  A P P E A R  T O  B E  I M P E D I N G  T H E  C O N T I N U I N G 
E V O L U T I O N  O F  D C  P L A N S

9  “Ready! Fire! Aim? How some target date fund designs continue to miss the mark on providing retirement security to those who need 
it most” Retirement Insights (J.P. Morgan Asset Management, August 2013). 

10  J.P. Morgan Plan Participant Research 2012.



J .P.  MORGAN ASSET MANAGEMENT   19

IMPEDIMENTS TO CHANGE

A strong focus on participant choice may be giving some plan 
sponsors pause in adopting automatic features and conducting 
a re-enrollment. The fact that a smaller percentage of all plans 
(44%) vs. larger plans (57%) fall in the “proactive placement” 
range may explain, in part, why smaller plans have generally 

been slower to identify outcome-related goals and adopt 
innovative solutions. What’s more, additional analysis shows 
that, across all plan sponsors, those that lean toward a 
“participant choice” philosophy are less likely to have explored 
re-enrollment as an option for their plans. 

Plan sponsors should keep in mind that with each of these 
design features, employees always have the option to opt out. 

PARTICIPANT PUSHBACK

We know that some plan sponsors have steered away from 
certain plan design features out of concern about potential 
employee pushback. We saw this in the case of automatic 
enrollment and automatic contribution escalation in our last 
survey. In this survey, we took a closer look at re-enrollment. 
Among these plan features, re-enrollment has received the least 
enthusiastic reception despite its potential to positively impact 
the asset allocations of the greatest number of employees. 

As previously noted, the percentage of plan sponsors that have 
explored re-enrollment increased significantly vs. 2013—from 
39% to 53%. Within that 53%, approximately 7% had conducted 
a re-enrollment and about 3% plan to. The majority (44%) that 
have considered the strategy, however, decided not to implement 
—the primary concern being too much pushback from employees 
(EXHIBIT 10).

Can a philosophy leaning toward proactive placement  
vs. participant choice help more employees achieve 
retirement security?
EXHIBIT 9:  “WHICH ONE OF THE FOLLOWING COMES CLOSEST TO YOUR 
ORGANIZATION’S PHILOSOPHY ON DRIVING PARTICIPANT DECISIONS?”

Focus on 
participants making 

their own choices

Proactively place
 participants on
a strong saving

and investing path

2015 Total

2015 >$250mn

44% FOCUS ON PROACTIVE PLACEMENT

57% FOCUS ON PROACTIVE PLACEMENT

Note: 2015 Total n=756, >$250mn=125.
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2015. 

Note: 2015 Total n=756. Totals may not equal 100% due to rounding. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2015.

EXHIBIT 10: “WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES YOUR CURRENT VIEW REGARDING A ONE-TIME RE-ENROLLMENT OF ALL PARTICIPANT ACCOUNTS?”

Some addressable factors and misperceptions may be slowing the adoption of re-enrollment

2015 TOTAL

53% Considered implementing a re-enrollment Did not consider implementing a re-enrollment 
because...

47%44%18%

And decided to implement 

7% have already implemented

3 % plan to implement within 18 months

...but did not implement because:

14% felt we would get to much pushback

12% felt it would be too much risk from 
fiduciary standpoint

28% we are comfortable with our plan's overall 
asset allocation

12% we were not aware of the option

7% we don't know enough about it

74%

2015 Total

FEEL 
RESPONSIBLE

ADOPTION 
OF ONE-TIME 

RE-ENROLLMENT 

     
3% Plan
to conduct

7%
Conducted

44% have considered, but did not implement because… %

Felt we would get too much pushback from employees 14

Felt it would be too much risk from a fiduciary perspective 12

Too much work to implement 8

Other 10

47% did not consider implementing because... %

We are comfortable with our plan’s overall asset allocation 28

We were not aware it was an option 12

We don’t know enough about it 7
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Our 2015 results indicate that there is still a lack of clarity 
around this issue: 54% of plan sponsors aren’t aware of the 
potential to receive fiduciary protection for participant assets 
defaulted into the plan’s QDIA during a re-enrollment—little 
changed from 56% in 2013 (EXHIBIT 11). In fact, our survey 
suggests several misperceptions exist among plan sponsors 
regarding the roles and responsibilities  of a DC plan fiduciary  
(see “Fiduciary misperceptions,” following page).

54%
  32% Don’t know

  19% Probably no

3% Definitely no           

2015 Total

ARE NOT 
AWARE

IMPEDIMENTS TO CHANGE

The question is: How much direction do participants want?   
DC participant research and anecdotal evidence from plan 
sponsors that have implemented new design features suggest 
greater support from participants than employers might expect. 
Our own participant research found that most individuals were 
in favor of or neutral on a program that combined automatic 
enrollment with automatic contribution escalation, provided,  
of course, that they were notified in advance and could change 
or opt out of associated deductions and investment choices.11 
Other industry research shows that, once enrolled in a plan with 
automatic enrollment and automatic contribution escalation,  
less than 10% of participants ever opt out.12 Our own experience 
with plans that have conducted a re-enrollment suggests that 
participants may have a similar reaction to this strategy. 

FIDUCIARY FRET

Another frequently cited reason for not conducting a 
re-enrollment (noted by 12% of plan sponsors) was the fear  
that it involved too much risk from a fiduciary perspective.

In our 2013 survey we found that, while plan sponsors had 
grown to understand the ERISA safe harbor protections provided 
by QDIA rules as they apply to automatic enrollment of new 
employees, they were less confident in their understanding of 
these fiduciary protections as they apply to a one-time re-
enrollment, for which similar protections are available. 

More than half of plan sponsors are not fully aware of 
the potential to receive fiduciary protection for assets 
that are defaulted into the plan’s QDIA during a 
re-enrollment
EXHIBIT 11:  “TO THE BEST OF YOUR KNOWLEDGE, WOULD YOU  
AS THE PLAN SPONSOR RECEIVE FIDUCIARY PROTECTION FOR 
PARTICIPANTS WHO WERE DEFAULTED INTO YOUR PLAN’S QDIA 
DURING A RE-ENROLLMENT?”

Note: 2015 Total n=756.  
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2015.

FIDUCIARY CONSIDERATIONS

Before conducting a re-enrollment, a plan sponsor must engage in a prudent process for determining whether a re-enroll-
ment is appropriate for the plan and its participants. Plan sponsors who conduct a re-enrollment may gain safe harbor 
protection for defaulted assets assuming the notification requirements described below are met. The re-enrollment 
approach typically results in a higher percentage of plan assets that are considered defaulted. 

Initial opt-out notification: Participants must be given the opportunity to make a new investment election before they are 
defaulted into the plan’s QDIA. The initial notice must be provided at least 30 days before the beginning of the 
re-enrollment window to satisfy the legal requirement. Although not required, announcement and reminder notices are 
often sent in advance of the initial opt-out notification and before the re-enrollment window ends, respectively, to ensure 
that no participant is inadvertently defaulted. 

Annual notices: Annual notices must be provided to remind participants that they were defaulted into the QDIA and that 
they have the right to direct the investments in their accounts.

11  J.P. Morgan Plan Participant Research 2012.
12  2015 Plan Sponsor Survey: Focus on Automatic Plan Features (Defined Contribution Institutional Investments Association [DCIIA], June 2015).
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IMPEDIMENTS TO CHANGE

FIDUCIARY MISPERCEPTIONS

Simply stated, under ERISA, fiduciaries have the obligation to prudently select and monitor a plan’s investments.  
Our survey suggests that some DC plan sponsors, to varying degrees, lack clarity regarding their fiduciary role and  
the nature of its responsibilities.

Who is a DC plan fiduciary?

A fiduciary is essentially a decision maker, who may be 
one of a small group of decision makers or someone  
who has considerable influence into plan decision making.   
All survey respondents defined themselves as decision  
makers. Yet, 44% said they were not a fiduciary to their  
organization’s plan (40%) or were not sure of their  
fiduciary status (4%).

Fiduciary responsibilities are not as transferable as some plan sponsors may think

Fiduciary accountability for investment selection and monitoring is almost always held, or at least shared, by plan 
sponsors, regardless of who manages the plan. However, 18% of plan sponsors said they retained none of this 
responsibility, having offloaded it to a plan provider/recordkeeper, financial advisor/consultant or organization  
specifically retained for this purpose.

STATING THEY OFFLOAD THE RESPONSIBILITY TO…

55% Plan provider/recordkeeper

32% Financial advisor/consultant

13% Organization retained specifically for this purpose

2015 Total

36%

24%

60%

53% 18%

  All of it        Some of it         None of it        Don’t know     

1%

3%

5%

2015 >$250mn

  None of it        Don’t know  

Note: 2015 Total n=756, >$250mn=125. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2015.      

 44%  
are not aware 
of this fact

100%  
of respondents are 

fiduciaries

Note: 2015 Total n=756. Respondents were asked “Are you yourself a 
fiduciary to your organization’s plan?”
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2015.

“HOW MUCH OF THE FIDUCIARY RESPONSIBILITY FOR SELECTING AND MONITORING THE APPROPRIATE INVESTMENT OPTIONS HAS YOUR 
ORGANIZATION RETAINED?”
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IMPEDIMENTS TO CHANGE

APPROPRIATELY ALLOCATED OR UNAWARE

In addition to the views of the 44% who considered but did not 
conduct a re-enrollment, Exhibit 10 (page 19) also shows the 
rationale for the 47% of plan sponsors that have not considered 
re-enrollment—either because they are comfortable with their 
plans’ overall asset allocation (28%) or are unaware of or don’t 
know enough about this option (19%). 

Plan sponsors that are very comfortable with their overall 
asset allocation may have less need to conduct a re-enroll-
ment. But, many plan fiduciaries are looking beyond just the 
aggregate detail and are taking a more holistic approach to 
considering whether individual participants are invested in an 
allocation that is generally considered appropriate for their 
age. Based on that information, plan sponsors could consider 
whether re-enrollment could be an effective way to help those 
participants who may be taking too much or not enough risk, 
given their demographic profile.  

While plan sponsors’ confidence has increased since 2013,  
less than half (48%) are very or extremely confident that the 
majority of their participants have an appropriate asset 
allocation (EXHIBIT 12).

Our research suggests that, for those plans with a large 
percentage of participants constructing their own portfolios  
from their DC plan lineup, there is reason for this doubt. 
Consider EXHIBIT 13, following page, for example. Here, each  
dot represents the equity allocation and age of an actual 
participant who has self-allocated and the blue and purple  
lines represent a 10% range over and under the J.P. Morgan 
target date glide path. The message is that there can be a  
wide dispersion in the equity exposure of participants within 
a similar age range. Many younger workers may not have 
enough exposure to equities given their long investment  
horizon, while older workers may have too much exposure.   

Plan sponsors may want to try to obtain this type of analysis from 
their plan providers/recordkeepers to get an accurate picture of 
how participants’ are allocating their assets in these accounts. If 
results resemble those in Exhibit 13, conducting a re-enrollment 
into a QDIA may be worth considering. For plan sponsors that 
have not conducted a re-enrollment, it is worth noting that a re-
enrollment typically results in 55% to 85% of the plan assets 
defaulting into the QDIA, compared to 5% for those who simply 
add the selected default investment to their lineup.13

Less than half of DC plan sponsors are confident about the suitability of participants’ asset allocations

EXHIBIT 12: “HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU THAT THE MAJORITY OF YOUR PARTICIPANTS HAVE AN APPROPRIATE ASSET ALLOCATION?”

+14 +2574% Point (%) 
change vs. 

2013

Point (%) 
change vs. 

2013

2015 Total 2015 >$250mn

FEEL 
RESPONSIBLE

83%
FEEL 

RESPONSIBLE

48%

12%  Extremely confident       36%  Very confident 

FEEL 
CONFIDENT

56%
FEEL 

CONFIDENT

 15%  Extremely confident       41%  Very confident   

2015 Total

Note: 2015 Total n=756, >$250mn=125; 2013 Total n=796, >$250mn=125.
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2013, 2015.       

 13  J.P. Morgan retirement research, 2014.
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IMPEDIMENTS TO CHANGE

CONSIDERING COST

As previously noted (Exhibit 7, page 15), cost to the 
organization has become less important as a driver of design 
decisions (perhaps a function of an improved economic 
environment). Nevertheless, 64% of plan sponsors say it is 
somewhat-to-extremely difficult for them to invest additional 
dollars and/or time in their plan in order to achieve plan 
objectives. Here, too, financial advisors/consultants can be 
helpful. As one example, if a plan sponsor wants to encourage 
higher participant contributions, they may wish to consult with 
a financial advisor/consultant who can help assess whether 
“stretching the employer match” might be a cost-effective 
approach to accomplishing this goal (e.g., matching 50 cents 
on every dollar of participant deferrals, up to 6% of the 
employee’s income, rather than a dollar-for-dollar match, up to 
only 3% of income).  

Older workers who may
be holding too much 
equity are putting their
retirement savings at risk
because of increased
market volatility.

Younger workers who may be too conservatively 
invested may forgo potential returns in years 
when their money could be working harder 
for them.  
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Do-it-yourselfers’ equity allocation 10% over J.P. Morgan glide path10% under J.P. Morgan glide path

Source: J.P. Morgan retirement research. Representative sampling of 3,000 do-it-yourself participants, December 31, 2014. For illustrative purposes only.

“ We would be more actively 
involved in the process from 
beginning to end.”

Participants making their own asset allocation choices often have too much or not enough equity exposure
EXHIBIT 13: DO-IT-YOURSELFERS’ EQUITY POSITIONS VS. JPMORGAN GLIDE PATH
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IMPLICATIONS

DC plans have not changed dramatically since 2013. Participants are still not saving enough. Retirement-
outcome-focused goals are gaining importance, but are not yet “top priority.” New plan design features and 
investment strategies are being implemented, but addressable impediments may be slowing the rate of 
adoption. Larger plans continue to lead the evolution in DC plans; smaller plans are progressing more slowly.

In our view, the continuing evolution of DC plans is a necessity. We believe that with the united efforts of all 
parties—participants, plan sponsors, policymakers, plan providers/recordkeepers, financial advisors/ 
consultants and asset managers—the hurdles can and will be overcome. 

PARTICIPANTS
Participants need to save more, use the retirement planning tools and advisory services plan sponsors 
provide and track their progress toward their individual retirement goals.

PLAN SPONSORS
No single DC plan design, investment lineup, communications program or administrative/recordkeeping system 
will be appropriate for every plan. However, for plan sponsors committed to improving retirement outcomes 
for their employees, evolving their plans may require:

• Research and monitoring: tracking and analyzing information on plan participant saving and investing 
behavior and asset allocations; staying on top of regulatory changes and having a clear understanding of 
fiduciary roles and the potential benefits of safe harbors 

• Proper alignment: ensuring plan goals and success criteria are in sync with the organization’s 
commitment to employees’ retirement security 

F O R T I F Y I N G  D C  P L A N S  F O R  T H E I R  V I T A L  R O L E  I N  P R O V I D I N G 
R E T I R E M E N T  S E C U R I T Y  W I L L  R E Q U I R E  A  C O L L A B O R A T I V E 
E F F O R T,  W I T H  A  P A R T  F O R  A L L  P A R T I E S  T O  P L A Y
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• Innovation: prudently evaluating plan design features (such 
as automatic enrollment, automatic contribution escalation,  
re-enrollment) and investment strategies (such as TDFs) in  
light of organizational and participant goals and characteris-
tics; implementing those features and investment solutions 
that can help ensure employees’ plan participation, adequate 
savings and suitable portfolio allocations

• Partnership: building relationships with plan providers/
recordkeepers, financial advisors/consultants and asset  
managers that can proactively support the evolution of the 
plan. As more plan sponsors set outcome-oriented goals for 
their DC plans, they will need to demand more from their 
partners and plan providers

• Integration: aligning all four plan components—plan design 
and investments, as well as communications and 
administration—so that these elements compliment each 
other and support a common set of outcome-related goals

POLICYMAKERS
Policymakers should continue to collaborate with plan 
sponsors, plan providers/recordkeepers and asset managers 
on areas where additional guidance and support is needed. 
This collaboration can encourage plan sponsors to take the 
proactive steps that may be needed to help employees save 
more and allocate assets appropriately.

PLAN PROVIDERS/RECORDKEEPERS
Plan providers/recordkeepers have a critical role to play in 
implementing the innovations that will allow DC plans to evolve. 
Our survey shows that operational efficiency, minimizing fees 
and maximizing value for cost remain the most important 
objectives for plan sponsors as they relate to recordkeeping and 
administration. But plan providers will also need to deliver more 
and better participant information—in a way that enables 
outcome-oriented plan sponsors to assess participant needs, 
gauge the impact of plan innovations and track participants’ 
progress toward secure retirements. Retirement planning tools 
and individualized communications will be needed to 
complement outcome-oriented plan designs and keep 
participants motivated and engaged in working toward their 
retirement goals.

In short, plan sponsors need a flexible partner—one that can 
proactively bring new ideas on how to achieve plan goals. A 
majority of plan sponsors consider having such a creative, 
resourceful partner to be a highly important objective (67%  
of all plans and 80% of larger plans). As EXHIBIT 14, following 
page, indicates, however, while an increasing number of plan 
sponsors describe their providers/recordkeepers as proactive, 
twice as many still see them as relatively passive. 

FINANCIAL ADVISORS/CONSULTANTS

Financial advisors/consultants should seize the opportunity to 
be the proactive partners plan sponsors will increasingly look 
to for innovative ideas, industry best practices and cost- 
effective solutions for evolving their DC plans. More than  
three-quarters of the plan sponsors surveyed currently use a 
financial advisor/consultant and look to these professionals for 
advice on many different elements of their plans, from plan 
design to investment lineup to plan provider/recordkeeper 
searches to participant communications. In fact, the single most 
important reason plan sponsors give for using financial advisors/
consultants is their ability to advise on all areas of the plan.  
This broad exposure puts financial advisors/consultants in an 
opportune position to help ensure that all plan components  
are integrated to maximize support for a common set of 
outcome-oriented goals. 

The percentage of plan sponsors that describe their financial 
advisors/consultants as proactively suggesting new ideas and 
sharing best practices to evolve their plans has doubled since  
2013—but still accounts for just 28% of plan sponsors (Exhibit 14, 
following page). Financial advisors/consultants should position 
themselves to fill this gap.

IMPLICATIONS
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IMPLICATIONS

T H E  E V O L U T I O N  C O N T I N U E S

With the skillful collaboration of all involved, we believe the fortification of DC plans 
will keep moving forward at a steady pace, helping to ensure that more members of 
the U.S. workforce experience a financially secure retirement. 

At J.P. Morgan Asset Management, we are committed to the continuing evolution of 
DC plans. Our biennial plan sponsor and participant surveys help us to stay on top of 
trends and developments impacting DC plans, understand the challenges faced by 
plan sponsors and their participants and remain in the forefront of the financial 
industry’s response to the need for greater retirement security. 

EXHIBIT 14: “WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES YOUR CURRENT RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR….” 

Only a small, though growing, minority of plan providers/recordkeepers offer the proactive support plan sponsors need. 
Opportunity exists for those financial advisors/consultants who can offer proactive partnership to help plan sponsors 
evolve their DC plans.
Participant needs and/or income replacement have gained importance vs. cost as drivers of plan design decisions

EXHIBIT 15:  

Proactively suggests new ideas and shares best 
practices to evolve the plan

Keeps us apprised of regulatory and other issues that 
may require changes to the plan

Routinely checks in to see if we need anything

Mostly reactive to questions we have regarding the plan

We rarely communicate 

16%

33%

24%

20%

7%

2015

28%

27%

23%

16%

6%

+13 

+7 

-9

-7

-4

+11 

+14 

-11

-2

-11

2015 Total Financial advisor/consultantPlan provider/recordkeeper
Point (%) 

change vs. 2013
Point (%) 

change vs. 2013

Note: 2015 Total n=756, For those with a financial advisor/consultant Total n=603; 2013 Total n=796, For those with a financial advisor/consultant Total n=611. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Plan Sponsor Research 2013, 2015.      
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FOR ADDITIONAL INSIGHTS FROM THIS SURVEY,  OR TO EXPLORE 
THE RESEARCH BY PLAN SIZE AND THEME ,  VISIT  OUR INTERACTIVE 
WEBSITE AT JPMORGAN.COM/DCRESEARCH
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This document is a general communication being provided for informational purposes only.  It is educational in nature and not designed to be a recommendation for any 
specific investment product, strategy, plan feature or other purposes. By receiving this communication you agree with the intended purpose described above.  Any examples 
used in this material are generic, hypothetical and for illustration purposes only.  None of J.P. Morgan Asset Management, its affiliates or representatives is suggesting that 
the recipient or any other person take a specific course of action or any action at all.  Communications such as this are not impartial and are provided in connection with the 
advertising and marketing of products and services. Prior to making any investment or financial decisions, you should seek individualized advice from your personal financial, 
legal, tax and other professional advisors that take into account all of the particular facts and circumstances of your own situation.

TARGET DATE FUNDS. Target date funds are funds with the target date being the approximate date when investors plan to start withdrawing their money. Generally, the asset 
allocation of each fund will change on an annual basis with the asset allocation becoming more conservative as the fund nears the target retirement date. The principal value of 
the fund(s) is not guaranteed at any time, including at the target date.

IMPORTANT DISCLOSURES FOR PERSONAL RATE OF RETURN METHODOLOGY. Rate of return is aggregated by investment strategy and calculated based on the Internal Rate 
of Return methodology. Ranges of return are based upon the difference between the highest and lowest standardized rate of return associated with each investment strategy 
among such participants for the time periods shown. Services associated with the identified investment strategies were available as of the last day of the measurement period, 
but may not have been available throughout the measurement period. 

Target date fund users are participants with at least 70% of their account balance invested in target date funds as of the first and last day of the measurement period. Do-it-
yourselfers are participants with less than 70% of their account balance invested in target date funds as of the first and last day of the measurement period and also includes 
participants using online advice services, if applicable. Brokerage users are participants with at least $1 in a brokerage account as of the last day of the measurement period.

Contact JPMorgan Distribution Services at 1-800-338-4345 for a fund prospectus. You can also visit us at www.jpmorganfunds.com. Investors should 
carefully consider the investment objectives and risks as well as charges and expenses of the mutual fund before investing. The prospectus contains 
this and other information about the mutual fund. Read the prospectus carefully before investing.

Opinions and estimates offered constitute our judgment and are subject to change without notice, as are statements of financial market trends, which are based on current 
market conditions. We believe the information provided here is reliable, but do not warrant its accuracy or completeness. References to future returns are not promises or even 
estimates of actual returns a client portfolio may achieve.

JPMorgan Funds are distributed by JPMorgan Distribution Services, Inc., which is an affiliate of JPMorgan Chase & Co. Affiliates of JPMorgan Chase & Co. receive fees for 
providing various services to the funds. Products and services are offered by JPMorgan Distribution Services, Inc., is a member of FINRA/SIPC. 

J.P. Morgan Asset Management is the marketing name for the asset management businesses of JPMorgan Chase & Co. and its affiliates worldwide.

© 2017 JPMorgan Chase & Co. All rights reserved.
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