
DC PLAN  
MERGERS
Creating a robust DC plan for your  
newly combined organization.



TAKING A FRESH LOOK
When merging retirement plans, plan sponsors often take a fresh look at how 
to best meet participants’ needs. Strategy and planning play crucial roles in the 
success of any corporate action. Drawing on deep experience working with plan 
sponsors during all stages of mergers, we’ve observed seven best practices that 
can help facilitate a smoother integration of plans.

Best Practices at a Glance

1. REVIEW plan governance

2. EXPAND your support team

3. IDENTIFY participants’ needs

4. CONSIDER your ideal plan structure

5.  MAKE good things simple for participants 

6. LOOK for greater efficiencies

7. BUILD in milestones and accountability

A Merger of Giants Among  
Commercial Airlines

“We wanted to look at how 
we’d structure the plan if we 
were starting from scratch.”
— Fred Greene, Chairman of the Retirement 
& Insurance Committee of the United Airlines 
Master Executive Council of the Air Line Pilots  
Association International

Greene helped guide the DC plan 
transition during the 2010 merger of 
United and Continental Airlines. 
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Best Practice #1

REVIEW PLAN GOVERNANCE
When a merger is imminent, the most natural place to start is examining your internal  
plan governance. Before you can begin to think through the external logistics of  
merging two or more plans, it’s vital to look at how your plans are supervised and  
managed internally.

Committees and Their Structures 
What committees will be involved? What is the responsibility  
of each committee? Will one committee make plan design 
changes and a separate committee choose investment 
managers? Do you need to update your committee charters? 
What roles are represented in each committee, across functions 
and across geographies?

Key Documents  
What are the key documents you’ll need to review and update? 
Consider your plan document, summary plan description, 
investment policy statement, trust agreements, committee 
charters and due diligence process for hiring asset managers

Human Capital  
Do you have appropriate staffing levels internally to tackle the 
project? Does it make sense to temporarily reassign staff as 
needed to related project teams? While much of a project plan 
can potentially be outsourced to a consultant, plan sponsors will 
still need appropriate in-house resources to oversee any 
external partners and make sure you are fulfilling your 
fiduciary role.

Cross-functional Teams  
How can you build cross-functional teams to ensure that all 
relevant players come to the table when creating a project plan? 
Representatives from your HR and benefit teams, treasury, 
accounting and operations departments, and executive suite 
may all need to be involved in different phases of the planning 
process. How do you ensure that you have senior level backing 
across your organization?

Efficient Decision-making  
How can you give select managers or trusted partners 
authority to move quickly when carrying out specific, limited 
responsibilities? Make sure the decision-making and approval 
process is fully mapped out, with necessary input from 
committees, executives and key stakeholders, including which 
decisions can be made ahead of the merger or must be done 
after the merger has been completed.

Merging Multiple Plans in the Media Sector

“Before tackling retirement plan mergers,  
we first needed to update and improve our 
internal plan design structure.”
— Paul Visconti, Manager Retirement Benefits Finance  
for Advance Publications Inc.

Visconti helped a cross-functional team unify  
plan design across 47 different plans, roll out an 
extensive participant communications campaign  
and better meet the firm’s fiduciary obligations to  
its DC plan participants.
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BEST PRACTICE #2

EXPAND YOUR SUPPORT TEAM
Nearly all the plan sponsors we spoke with brought in outside assistance when executing mergers. 
Some partnered with existing vendors, some engaged new outside consultants, some brought in legal 
or accounting experts and many did all of the above. The common theme was, “all hands on deck.” The 
amount of work you decide to outsource or keep in-house may depend on your timeline, your culture 
and your existing internal knowledge.

Consultants
To help complete plan mergers in a timely fashion, many 
employers we spoke with used consultants for plan design, 
manager selection and/or overall project management. 
Consultants can also provide key data on peers, trends and best 
practices. Some DC plan sponsors outsourced nearly every 
aspect of their merger process, from start to finish, while others 
only used consultants for very limited or specific tasks.

Record Keepers
Understanding the capabilities and limitations of each record 
keeper involved in the merger process can help you begin to craft 
a more viable project plan for your merger. DC plan sponsors 
report reaching out to their record keepers early in the process 
to discuss potential changes in their DC plans.

Trustees/Custodians
Account structure can play a major role in how quickly plans 
can be merged and assets moved from one plan to another. 
Conversations with your trustees/custodians will help create 
a smoother execution of your plan merger.

Transition Managers
Moving large amounts of assets from one plan to another 
without disrupting markets may require deep capital markets 
expertise. A transition manger can offer guidance about how to 
move assets efficiently and cost effectively, and implement a 
prudent transition plan. Using a transition manager is common 
for DB plans and is becoming more common for DC plans, 
particularly for larger plans and/or those with separately-
managed portfolios.

Asset Managers
Talk to asset managers about best practices for qualified default 
investment alternatives (QDIA), glide path design or revamping 
your investment line-up to better meet the needs of participants 
in your newly merged plan. If you have stable value in your 
line-up, find out about wrap structures and how to best 
transition assets to a new plan if needed.

Independent Fiduciaries
If you have company stock in your plan, you may be able to 
benefit from appointing an independent fiduciary to help 
manage your company stock plan on behalf of your participants. 
Some plan sponsors use a merger as an opportunity to sunset a 
company stock fund, such as a fund holding stock of a former 
employer, and an independent fiduciary can help oversee and 
implement the sunset project.

Having more hands available to help out enables plan sponsors 
to merge plans more efficiently. In addition, some of the 
consultants involved may work with plan mergers frequently, 
bringing practical, field-based knowledge to the table. Your key 
stakeholders and support will likely include both internal and 
external partners. One of the keys to coordinating and 
facilitating communication between a broad range of external 
partners is holding regular project management calls and 
meetings with your record keepers, custodians/trustees and 
any transition managers involved.

Researching DC Plan Design Best Practices

“When navigating two large acquisitions in 
a short period of time, we talked to leading 
DC providers about best practices, including 
plan design and transition management.”
— Scott Maxwell, Manager Strategy and Asset Allocation, 
CenturyLink

CenturyLink, a local provider of high speed 
internet, phone and TV services to homes as well as 
large and small businesses, acquired Embarq in 2009 
and Qwest in 2011. The acquisitions more than 
doubled the number of participants in CenturyLink’s 
DC plans.  
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BEST PRACTICE #3

IDENTIFY WHAT PARTICIPANTS NEED
Early in the planning process, it can be helpful to take a clear-eyed look at the overall benefits 
landscape for participants in both companies. 

Critical areas for employees being impacted by merger may 
include participant communication and engagement, wellness 
programs, investment knowledge and education, plan design 
and how retirement benefits are related to other benefits, such 
as an existing defined benefit plan. When approaching a merger 
of equal-sized companies, retirement plans often need to be 
harmonized from top to bottom. In many cases, a particularly 
large merger may result in an entirely new plan.

Most plan sponsors we spoke with felt that it’s best to 
communicate early and often with participants. During a 
merger, participants may be worried first and foremost about 
job security. And once they feel confident about retaining their 
jobs, they will want as much information as possible about 
future benefits. The faster you can get information to 
participants about benefits, the sooner they will return their 
focus to their daily work.

In some cases, benefits may be reduced as a result of merger. 
Being upfront with participants about changes—both 
positive and negative — is the best approach. For additional 
communication tips on this important topic, read our articles 
on Putting People First and The New Social Contract. If the 
new plan sets up participants for more robust benefits than 
they had before, be sure to highlight the changes and 
improvement to participants. As a point in time when 
participants will be particularly hungry for information, a 
plan merger is a unique opportunity to engage participants 
and reaffirm the benefits being offered. Plan sponsors can 
leverage this uptick in engagement to highlight any changes 
and improvements to participants.

For example, a merger is often a unique opportunity to 
encourage more participants to move into the default option. 
The goal should be making it easy for participants to end up in 
the default option during a time of change, whether through an 
investment re-enrollment, thoughtful fund mapping or simply 
by how choices are framed for participants. The strength and 
clarity of your participant communications can lead to higher 
elections of default options.

A Merger of Equals in the  
Packaging Industry

“For a merger to be successful, you need 
buy-in from employees. We wanted to 
remove any clouds of uncertainty about 
employee benefits as quickly as possible.”
— Frank Varano, Senior Manager of Pensions and Investments 
for WestRock

WestRock was born from the merger of RockTenn 
and MeadWestvaco Corporation, both leading 
consumer packing firms. Varano helped oversee the 
formation of WestRock’s new DC plan. 

Re-communicate the Benefits of the Plan

“A merger may be an ideal time to get 
participants thinking about their plan 
in a new light, by highlighting new or 
improved features.”
— Chris Lyon, Partner at Rocaton Investment Advisors

Chris Lyon consults with DC plan sponsors on 
mergers and other plan design issues. Rocaton 
Investment Advisors offers a broad range of 
consulting services for plan sponsors. 
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BEST PRACTICE #4

CONSIDER YOUR IDEAL PLAN STRUCTURE
A merger represents an inflection point in which change is inevitable. Accordingly, a merger  
may be a good time to think about the best retirement plan and overall benefits structure for 
participants, particularly because plan sponsors may be able to use additional resources  
during a merger and may have additional leverage as a result of the combined assets. 

For example, some plan sponsors have explored mergers as  
an opportunity to enhance DC plans to make them a better 
substitute for DB plans that were being closed to new 
participants during a merger or to consolidate multiple DC 
plans. Whatever future structures you have in mind, there  
will likely never be a better time to make a transition than 
during a merger.

Following a merger, plan sponsors may also need to decide  
what to do with qualified defined benefit (DB) and non-qualified 
plans, either their own or those of the company being acquired. 
For DB plans, the merged company will need to carefully review 
the potential benefits of merging DB plans, which could include 
significant administrative and cost savings from streamlining 
managers and trustees, reducing governmental filings and 
internal oversight, and could also include improving the funding 
status of the overall DB program if the plans being merged 
include overfunded plans.

WestRock Corporation, formed in July 2015 from the merger of 
RockTenn and Meadwestvaco, was able to merge the plans of 

the two legacy companies into one DB plan immediately 
following their merger. The RockTenn plans were underfunded 
by approximately $1 billion, and the MeadWestvaco plans  
were overfunded by approximately $1.5 billion, so the merger 
provided an opportunity to combine the plan assets into one 
well-funded DB plan.

The company will also need to weigh those benefits against 
potential negative impacts of merging the DB plans, such as 
lowering the overall funded status or whether it would be  
better to maintain separate plans to position certain plans for  
a potential termination in the near future. For non-qualified 
plans, many plan sponsors elect to retain the existing plans in 
place. The merger itself may trigger the full funding of the  
plan or the payment of benefits to participants if there has 
 been a “change of control,” and this could have significant tax 
implications for the plan participants. Due to the many legal  
and administrative complexities with DB and nonqualified 
plans, plan sponsors will need to work closely with their legal 
counsel and consultants to analyze the pros and cons of a DB 
and non-qualified plan mergers.

DEFINED CONTRIBUTION PLANS
• Consolidate multiple plans

• Streamline and simplify existing 
plan structure during a merger

• Add automated features

DEFINED BENEFIT PLANS
• When freezing DB plans for  

new hires, consider improvements 
to DC plan

• Leverage DB relationships for 
benefit of new DC plan

NON-QUALIFIED PLANS
• Review executive retirement  

plans in context of a merger

• Add or remove a  
non-qualified plan
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BEST PRACTICE #5

MAKE GOOD THINGS SIMPLE FOR PARTICIPANTS
Guidance from the Department of Labor continues to encourage and support features such as  
auto-enrollment and auto-escalation. Many plan sponsors initially took small steps when  
introducing automated features, but may have inadvertently set auto enrollment contributions  
rates too low for participants to reach their savings goals.

A merger may be an ideal time to enhance automated features  
so participants can get the most of their employer sponsored 
retirement plans. Important plan design considerations  
may include:

• Choice of default investment option

• Opportunities to map participants to default option during 
a merger, such as a target date fund

• Adding auto-enrollment and auto-escalation features to  
new plan

• Phasing out company stock funds during a merger or adding 
an independent fiduciary to oversee the stock

• Reviewing loan or other features in a plan

• Setting company match formulas in a way that encourages 
maximum participant contributions

Plan sponsors we spoke with tended to favor a flexible 
approach to investment selection—one that allows participants 
to choose their own investments or do nothing at all and enjoy 
a well-designed default option after fund mapping. During a 
merger, for example, many plan sponsors give participants the 
opportunity to redirect their investments in advance of the fund 
mapping, with any assets not redirected being invested in the 
plan’s default option.

In addition, a merged plan will be “new” for some participants, 
so plan sponsors have a unique opportunity to build the right 
plan for their participants from the ground up. Disruption 

is already happening, so plan sponsors may as well give 
participants the best chance possible for generating adequate 
income in retirement.

A Significant Acquisition in  
Aerospace Manufacturing

“We made it simple for participants to 
adopt our newly enhanced Qualified Default 
Investment Alternative featuring lifetime 
income during the fund mapping process. 
The results were notable — of over 12,000 
participants, fewer than 500 opted out of the 
default in the months immediately following 
the fund merger.”
— Kevin Hanney, Senior Director, Pension Investments at 
United Technologies Corporation

When United Technologies acquired Goodrich in 
2012, it was one of the largest aerospace acquisitions 
in the industry at the time. Hanney helped oversee a 
smooth merger of DC plans. 
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BEST PRACTICE #6

LOOK FOR GREATER EFFICIENCIES
Combining plans often results in greater economies of scale. When a merger results in a  
significant change in plan size, such as doubling or tripling plan assets, plan sponsors should  
look carefully at all contracts with existing vendors. For example, plan sponsors may have an 
opportunity to move to a less expensive institutional share class with asset managers or  
renegotiate pricing with record keepers and custodians/trustees.

As fiduciaries, plan sponsors should review, analyze and assess 
all aspects of plan design, investment fees and service provider 
fees when acquiring or spinning off companies. Sometimes, no 
changes need to be made, but the review process leading to that 
conclusion should be thoroughly completed and documented. 
Among plan sponsors we spoke with, many decided to keep 
legacy vendors, but only after conducting a full search and 
feeling confident that they were enjoying the right pricing, 
service and performance for their needs.

As you have conversations with your vendors, keep in mind that 
recent guidance from the US Department of Labor about who 
serves as a fiduciary for retirement plans (Conflict of Interest 
Final Rule, April 2016) may have a subtle impact on your overall 
project plan. For example, services that some vendors offer going 
forward may be slightly different than they were before the new 
fiduciary rules. Those who don’t meet guidelines for serving as 
fiduciaries to retirement plans may naturally avoid offering 
formal “advice.” But many of these same vendors may still be 
valuable to include in informal conversations you may be having 
about creating greater efficiencies in your plan.

Lowering Costs During Inflection Points

“When a merger increased the size of a 
former employer’s plan by nearly 50%, we 
were able to significantly lower fees and 
expenses for participants by moving to lower 
cost share classes.”
— Rosanne Potter, Senior Vice President and  
Chief Financial Officer, The Cleveland Foundation

While with her former employer, Potter helped 
integrate retirement benefits for the newly merged 
company. Today, Potter helps manage over $2 Billion 
Endowment Assets for the Cleveland Foundation.
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BEST PRACTICE #7

BUILD IN MILESTONES & ACCOUNTABILITY
Assign internal roles and responsibilities among your committees and HR stakeholders.  
Look for partners who can help you navigate trust, recordkeeping, accounting and  
operational issues from start to finish, as operational issues often take up the lion’s share of  
planning. Then start a dialogue with your record keepers, custodians/trustees and investment  
managers early in the process.

Some vendors and partners you work with may have standard 
timelines for making plan changes that will need to be 
incorporated into your project plan. For example, a record 
keeper may need a minimum of three to six months’ advance 
notice in order to be able to handle all the requirements of your 
plan merger. In addition, consider how much time it may take to 
internally update key documents, such as your plan document, 
summary plan description and committee charters.

Next, begin setting milestones and creating a preliminary 
timeline for your project. Throughout the process, conduct 
trial runs of key elements, such as testing any IT 
enhancements necessary for the new plan, sending 
participant communications in a timely manner from the 
record keeper, or settling security transactions. Get status 
updates from key stakeholders regularly.

If your internal staff is stretched thin, consider hiring a 
consultant to serve as the lead project manager. By outsourcing 
some, or all, of your project plan, you’ll be more likely to merge 
plans on your preferred timeline and help your employees adjust 
to their new benefits landscape.

Designate a Point Person Who Can Ensure 
that Key Deadlines are Met

“Plan sponsors often need a quarterback 
who can organize the game plan and  
make sure they are meeting their goals.”
— David Swallow, DC Plan Consulting Client Practice Leader, 
Aon Hewitt Investment Consulting

Aon Hewitt advises, designs and executes a wide 
variety of retirement and investment solutions to 
help organizations navigate risk and meet their 
investment objectives. 
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STARTING THE CONVERSATION
As you prepare for a merger, we invite you to use draw on these best practices as a checklist or  
starting point for your own project plan. 

Central themes that emerged from discussions with some of  
the world’s largest plan sponsors, included:

• Start with the big picture in mind

• Leverage greater economies of scale

• Communicate early and often with participants

• Bring a broad range of resources to the table.

• Move quickly, but with care

• Be creative with solutions

We hope this paper provides tangible next steps and we look 
forward to engaging with you. Wherever you may be in the 
process, we can help you evaluate opportunities for creating 
greater economies of scale, as well as best practices for plan 
design. By taking a holistic look at a plan’s overall DC ecosystem, 
we can help you strengthen your plan — and better meet the 
needs of your participants. We welcome the chance to start a 
conversation with you about your needs and goals. 

Tips For International Plans
Managing an international plan during a merger?  
Ask your State Street Global Advisors Relationship 
Manager for a copy of our “10 Best Practices for 
Global DC Plans” white paper. In addition to the best 
practices discussed here, there may be other 
considerations associated with international plans. 
For example, you’ll need to consider regulatory 
environments for each country where you have 
employees when creating project plans. You may need 
to consider the degree to which you employ a global 
investment philosophy. And there may be 
opportunities to promote and achieve higher savings 
rates globally through thoughtful plan updates.
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Glossary

Default Investment Option  
An investment option in an employer-
sponsored retirement plan designed  
for those participants or members  
who haven’t chosen their own 
investment options. In the US 
this is often a “Qualified Default 
Investment Alternative” or “QDIA.”

Defined Benefit Plan   
An employer-sponsored retirement  
plan where employee benefits are 
derived from a specified formula 
using factors such as, but not limited 
to, salary history and duration of 
employment. Investment risk and 
portfolio management are entirely 
under the control of the company.

Defined Contribution Plan   
An employer-sponsored retirement 
plan, such as a 401(k) plan, in which 
employees and employers make 
contributions to help employees 
accumulate wealth during their  
working years to provide income 
in retirement. Often times, an 
employer will match an employee’s 
contribution, up to a certain amount.

Glide Path   
The change of asset allocation  
(the mix of stocks and bonds) within  
a target date fund as a participant 
approaches retirement.

Target Date Fund   
A pre-mixed, diversified 
selection of investments (typically 
stocks and bonds) that adjusts 
its risk levels automatically as 
a participant nears retirement.

Solutions for Mergers

INVESTMENTS
• Review target 

date funds

• Review options

• Review overall  
investment lineup

FIDUCIARY
• Independent fiduciary  

for company stock

• Help sunset company 
stock funds

OPERATIONS
• Trust and custody 

services

• Global markets trading

• Transition 
 management

PARTICIPANTS
• Participant engagement

• Best practices for  
plan design
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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 
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The information provided does not constitute investment advice and it should not 
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to sell a security. It does not take into account any investor’s particular investment 
objectives, strategies, tax status or investment horizon. 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.

SSGA Target Date Fund are designed for investors expecting to retire around the year 
indicated in each fund’s name. When choosing a Fund, investors should consider whether 
they anticipate retiring significantly earlier or later than age 65 even if such investors 
retire on or near a fund’s approximate target date. There may be other considerations 
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a rigorous, research-driven investment process spanning both 
indexing and active disciplines. With trillions* in assets under 
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