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A more holistic approach to benefits  
– and the communications that go with them – 
can improve connections with participants
B Y  M E G A N  Y O S T

After the Great Recession, many 
of my friends started talking 
about home buying as a purely 

financial decision: Was it a smart 
allocation of their resources? But my 
husband and I quickly realized last year 
that buying a home encompasses so 
much more, from the objective safety 
of the neighborhoods and the quality of 
the schools to subjective feelings about 
our son playing in a big backyard or 
riding his bike around the block. In the 
end, purchasing our home was not only 
an important financial decision, it was  
also an emotional one regarding how  
we could use our resources to create  
the life we envisioned.
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For many defined contribution plan 
participants, saving for retirement is  
a similar experience. It’s not about just 
one goal with a singular focus. Instead, 
retirement savings relate to decisions 
at various stages of participants’ lives, 
including when they buy a home, have 
children, contemplate paying for  
college and tackle debt. 

This revelation can be a game changer 
for plan sponsors who are eager to 
increase participant engagement.  
When you look at engagement in terms 
of participants’ overall financial lives, 
you’ll see myriad opportunities to help 
participants connect their finances  
with their broad life goals and improve 
their engagement with their DC plan  
in the process.

Why engagement 
matters
There are certainly practical reasons 
for devoting time and energy toward 
improving engagement. As a plan 
sponsor, you want your participants 
to benefit fully from the plan you 
offer. To do so, they need to save at 
high enough rates to take advantage 
of all of the plan’s benefits, including 
any matching funds and the power of 
compound growth. Participants also 
should understand the importance 
of leaving money in their plan, and 
the consequences of withdrawing it 
or borrowing from it to fulfill other 
financial goals, such as buying a home. 

People are unlikely to retain, or even 
notice, this kind of information if it’s 
provided as a dry footnote to a target 

date fund disclosure they receive at a 
random time — especially when they’re 
not even thinking about, say, drumming 
up a down payment for their first home. 
Yet that’s how we often communicate 
to participants, in part because in the 
reality of our busy work lives we allow 
compliance rules to drive much of our 
communication agenda. 

I call this approach Benefits 1.0. 
The problem is that we can end up 
isolating retirement from the rest of 
participants’ financial lives, and missing 
opportunities to connect with people 
when it makes the most sense.

What if your  
communications with  
your participants were  
more connected with  
their life stages and better  
promoted the resources  
you already offer?



A benefits  
evolution
Plan sponsors’ adoption of automatic 
options means that participants no 
longer need to take an active role in the 
investment of their savings. That change 
has been a net positive: More people  
are saving, which is boosting retirement 
readiness (even if participants still 
aren’t saving quite enough; see  

“Beyond Auto-Enrollment,” page 5).  
Yet the result can feel like participants 
are on autopilot, unable to see the 
connections between their current 
financial life and their future  
retirement goals. 

But what if your communications with 
your participants were more connected 
with their life stages and better promoted 
the resources you already offer? In the 
evolving benefits world — call it Benefits 
2.0 — the concept of a total rewards 

program is catching hold. The idea is 
that as a plan sponsor you can help your 
employees not just save for retirement, 
but manage their financial lives better, 
often by simply connecting the dots 
between their financial milestones  
and the bevy of benefits you most likely 
already provide. 

For example, some participants may  
be interested in a home-buying seminar 
you have planned. As you promote that 
seminar, you can use the opportunity 
to remind them that drawing a down 
payment from their retirement savings 
is shortsighted. You can then follow 
up the seminar with communications 
about budgeting and balancing multiple 
financial goals, such as paying for  
a home and saving for retirement.

Partnering  
with participants
For many plan sponsors, the first 
step toward taking a more holistic 
approach to plan communication is 
simply to understand more about their 
participant demographics — which 
means going beyond averages to look 
at more granular issues. Does one 
department have a lot of people on 
parental leave? Does another seem 
to skew younger? Are many of your 
participants nearing retirement or 
working past retirement age? This kind 
of knowledge can help determine new 
touch points for connecting with your 
participants, from informing them 
about a lunch-and-learn with a financial 
planner to reminding them that they 
can receive a tax deduction for  
child care costs. 
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BENEFITS 1.0 BENEFITS 2.0
The philosophy

Companies share financial  
benefits information primarily  
to meet compliance requirements.

Companies use benefits  
changes as engagement 
opportunities.

The strategy
Managers reactively answer  
questions about financial benefits 
from their direct reports.

Managers proactively share  
financial benefit communications 
to build trust and strengthen 
employee engagement.

The medium
Companies mail letters  
to employees’ homes  
to communicate  
benefits changes.

Companies take a campaign 
approach to communications — 
for example, by mailing a letter, 
publishing an article on the 
intranet, updating the benefits 
app and equipping managers 
with financial wellness 
conversation guides.

In addition to communicating more 
frequently across a broader range of 
financial wellness topics, you’ll want 
to deliver these messages via varied 
methods. Email is one tool, but there 
are many other channels for connecting 
with participants, such as video, social 
media and events. An omni-channel 
approach can help you increase the 
reach and power of your message.  
Bear in mind, too, that you’ll need  
to repeat your messages to make  
them most effective. 

By evolving your strategy from 
communicating primarily as 
compliance demands to engaging 

with your participants at multiple 
junctures in their financial lives, you 
simultaneously boost the value of your 
organization. This isn’t just good HR; 
it becomes a retention secret weapon. 
When you empower participants to take 
control of their financial well-being 
and you provide resources for them 
to do so, you set yourself apart from 
other employers. You become a partner 
in your employees’ financial journey, 
spurring increased engagement as 
your participants realize the role their 
retirement plan plays in the context  
of their bigger financial picture.•

BOOST ENGAGEMENT WITH YOUR PARTICIPANTS 
Watch Megan Yost discuss the power of engagement at ssga.com/definedcontribution,  
then contact us at theparticipant@ssga.com to discuss how you can increase engagement 
at your organization.

VS.



Learn More
For more information about the DC capabilities and  
investment strategies offered by State Street Global Advisors,  
email definedcontribution@ssga.com.

Additional Articles
For more articles like this, please visit  
ssga.com/theparticipant. 

Subscriptions
To receive print and/or digital copies of The Participant,  
please email us at theparticipant@ssga.com.

Feedback 
We welcome your ideas, feedback and suggestions for  
consideration in future surveys or articles. Contact us at  
theparticipant@ssga.com.

The views expressed in this material are the views of SSGA Defined Contribution 
through the period ended January 31, 2016, 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 
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State Street Global Advisors One Lincoln Street, Boston, MA 02111-2900. 
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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.
†  Data were collected in October 2015 using a panel of 1,500 U.S. workers, aged 22-50, 
employed on at least a part-time basis and offered a DC plan by their employer. 
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About Us
For nearly four decades, State Street Global Advisors has 
been committed to helping our clients, and those who rely 
on them, achieve financial security. We partner with many of 
the world’s largest, most sophisticated investors and financial 
intermediaries to help them reach their goals through a rigorous, 
research-driven investment process spanning both indexing 
and active disciplines. With trillions* in assets, our scale and 
global reach offer clients access to markets, geographies and 
asset classes, and allow us to deliver thoughtful insights and 
innovative solutions.

State Street Global Advisors is the investment management arm 
of State Street Corporation.

*  Assets under management were $2.4 trillion as of September 30, 2016. AUM reflects 
approximately $40.29 billion (as of September 30, 2016) with respect to which State 
Street Global Markets, LLC (SSGM) serves as marketing agent; SSGM and State 
Street Global Advisors are affiliated.




