
Q&A

Q Tell us about your research 
into trust and its role in 
employee engagement.

Laurie Rowley: Most studies look at 
loyalty, but we wanted to take a step back 
from that. In our Participant FELT — 
financial empowerment, literacy and 

staying 
active
Laurie Rowley 
of the National 
Association for 
Retirement Plan 
Participants 
shares insights 
on spurring 
engagement with 
plan participants

Defined contribution plans work best when employees are  
engaged. To learn more about what motivates participants to save,  
we reached out to Laurie Rowley, co-founder and president of the 
National Association for Retirement Plan Participants, a nonprofit 
advocacy organization aimed at helping Americans make better 
retirement savings decisions.

6 The Participant Summer/Fall 2015 ssga.com/definedcontribution

SSgA-TP-Sum15-6

trust — study, we asked survey partici-
pants about their level of trust in their 
employer, their record keeper and the  
financial industry as a whole. The  
results1 showed us that people with 
higher levels of trust are more likely 
to engage with the communications or 
tools provided to them. 1 The data prove 
that trust drives engagement. If we’re 
serious about changing engagement, we 
have to get serious about building trust.

Q How does education factor 
into engagement?
People won’t engage in a process 

that they don’t understand, so we’re not 
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“The data show that 
education and trust 
levels are closely linked, 
and the education 
experience needs to 
reach its audience at an 
emotional level.”
—Laurie Rowley, co-founder  
and president, National Association  
of Retirement Plan Participants

It makes people feel more involved and 
more accountable — and more regretful  
if they don’t act. 

Q Give us an example of  
the impact.
We tested ISE by redesigning the 

enrollment forms for a large state 457 
plan. We simplified the forms and re-
engineered them to emphasize the long-
term advantages of increased deferrals. 
These changes resulted in voluntary 
plan enrollment increasing by 25%, 
while enrollment in the auto-escalation 
plan shot up 550%. 

Q What is one small step  
that plan sponsors can  
take now?

Develop programs or communications 
that highlight the impact of the employer 
match on participants’ savings. Our  
research shows that one of the most 
powerful factors impacting deferral 
rates is the employer match, so  
emphasizing the match can drive  
savings rates higher. ●
1 National Association for Retirement Plan Participants,  
  “NARPP Participant FELT Study,” May 2015.

Contact SSGA at theparticipant@ssga.com if you’d like help with your  
participant communications. Or learn more about NARPP at www.narpp.org.

going to improve engagement until we 
improve the education materials we use. 
Through the FELT survey, we discov-
ered four things that make for better 
materials. One, help employees under-
stand the benefits of their savings plan. 
Two, capture attention with surprising 
imagery or headlines. Three, avoid con-
fusing charts and jargon. Four, highlight 
the consequences of optimal versus sub-
optimal decisions. This is what we call 
enhanced active choice.

Our research also revealed the key 
drivers of satisfaction with education. 
The data show that education and 
trust levels are closely linked, and the 
education experience needs to reach its 
audience at an emotional level.  That is, 
an educator should:
•	 Demonstrably	care	about	the	 

long-term financial security of the 
participant

•	 Present	the	information	in	a	way	that	
appears to be in the participant’s best 
interest

•	 Effectively	help	the	participant	 
succeed in meeting their savings goals

•	 Make	the	participant	want	to	interact	
with the provider frequently

•	 Speak	in	a	way	that	feels	more	like	
financial education and less like  
product advertising or sales

•	 Care	more	about	people	than	profits

Q NARPP developed a  
communications  
model called ISE™,  

or  Intuitive Sustained  
Engagement™. How does this 
approach differ from other  
communications techniques?
Automatic features such as auto- 
enrollment can be powerful, but they’re 
also passive in a way. ISE supplements 
automatic features by requiring par-
ticipants to make a decision. ISE steers 
participants in the preferred direction 
by emphasizing the potential downsides 
and/or upsides of a decision. It uses intui-
tive design to present difficult  concepts 
and eliminates jargon, including confus-
ing bar charts and graphs.  

Our research shows that using ISE 
in communications moves the needle. 

Impact of your employer’s match*

* This illustration is a hypothetical compounding example that assumes biweekly deferrals (for 30 years) at a  
7% annual effective rate of return. It illustrates the principle of time and compounding. It is not intended to predict 
or project the investment results of any specific investment. Investment returns are not guaranteed and will vary 
depending on investments and market experience. If fees, taxes and expenses were reflected, the hypothetical 
returns would be less. Source: NARPP, 2015

Simple, clear, intuitive
Narpp recommends using streamlined graphics to present complicated concepts

$1 $1
your 

contribution
your  

employer’s 
contribution

With compound  
interest, it really  

adds up

$6+ =
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The views expressed in this material are the views of SSGA Defined Contribution 
through the period ended June 30, 2015, and are subject to change based on market 
and other conditions. This document contains certain statements that may be deemed 
forward-looking statements. Please note that any such statements are not guarantees of 
any future performance, and actual results or developments may differ materially from 
those projected. The information provided does not constitute investment advice and it 
should not be relied on as such. It should not be considered a solicitation to buy or an 
offer to sell a security. It does not take into account any investor’s particular investment 
objectives, strategies, tax status or investment horizon.

Unless otherwise noted, the opinions of the authors provided are not necessarily 
those of State Street. The experts are not employed by State Street but may receive 
compensation from State Street for their services. Views and opinions are subject to 
change at any time based on market and other conditions. You should consult your tax 
and financial advisor. All material has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable. 
There is no representation or warranty as to the accuracy of the information, and State 
Street shall have no liability for decisions based on such information.

Investing involves risk, including the risk of loss of principal. The whole or any part of this 
work may not be reproduced, copied or transmitted or any of its contents disclosed to 
third parties without SSGA’s express written consent.

Diversification does not ensure a profit or guarantee against loss.
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