Plan Sponsor Attitudes
8th Edition Survey Results
Trends and Opportunities in the DC Market

What Matters Most to Today’s
Plan Sponsors
The trends and insights from this latest edition of
Fidelity’s Plan Sponsor Attitudes Survey can help advisors
better understand the needs and concerns of plan
sponsors. Our findings reveal areas of focus that sponsors
state are important to them, including:
• Plan design
• Investment menu selection
• Fiduciary duties
• Sponsor engagement
Read on to learn more about our findings and the
opportunities they may offer to you and your plan
sponsor clients and prospects.
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Not FDIC Insured • May Lose Value • No Bank Guarantee

Table of Contents
Plan Sponsor
Satisfaction.................................. 4
Sponsors Search for
Retirement Experts..................... 5
Plan Design and
Investment Options.................... 6
Working Closely
with Sponsors.............................. 8
Conclusion................................. 10

Fidelity’s Proprietary Plan Sponsor Survey
We surveyed 1,106 plan sponsors who use a variety of recordkeepers—
not just Fidelity. We surveyed sponsors with the following:
• Plans with at least 25 participants

34% Owner/CEO

31% CFO/Financials

Jobassets
Function
• Plans with
ranging from $10 million to $250 million

1,106

28% Head of Human Resources/Benefits

• Responsibility for managing their organization’s 401(k) plan and

7% Other

representing a variety of key functions within the company

Under $25 million – 34%

PLAN SPONSORS

Plan Size
Assets

Job Function
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$25–$250 million – 60%
Over $250 million – 17%

34% Owner/CEO
34% Owner/CEO
31% CFO/Financials

Who We
Heard From

28% Head of Human Resources/Benefits
31%
CFO/Financials
7% Other

her

28%

Head of Human
Resources/Benefits
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7% Other
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Under $25 million
50
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Owner/CEO
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Primary
Decisions Made

28%

7%

75%
Hire Recordkeeper
Other
Head
of Human
Resources/Benefits
65% Hire Plan Advisor or Consultant
57%

0

Make Investment Menu
Lineup Decisions
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Plan Sponsor Satisfaction Remains High
Satisfaction with advisors and agreement that
participants receive good value from their advisors
remain high. However, in 2017 we witnessed a decline

Satisfaction with Plans and Advisors*
Satisfaction with advisors
Satisfaction that the plan is meeting company objectives

in overall satisfaction with the plan advisor. To help

65%

boost plan sponsor satisfaction, advisors should
continue to focus on documenting the work they
perform on behalf of a plan, including improvements

60%

in plan performance measures.
Even though sponsors’ understanding of retirement

57%

52%

savings challenges is increasing, they still need to
know how to structure plans to improve coverage
and savings rates while also managing their plan’s
business impact.
2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

Why Sponsors Hire an Advisor
37% Concerned about fiduciary duties
27% Company growth has led to a more complicated plan
27% Need help with plan investments
7% Want a better understanding of how well the plan
		is working for employees

Plan advisors may be able to deepen their relationships with key decision makers by
helping them address their business needs. For example, helping plan sponsors structure
a cost-effective plan may help free up resources for other challenges they are facing, such
as managing health care costs.

* Based on top 2 scores on a 7-point scale.
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Despite Their Satisfaction, Sponsors
Still Look for Retirement Experts
Sponsors continue to take action to adjust their plans to better meet the needs of
participants and to address business goals for their plans. Our survey found that this
high level of activity has prompted sponsors to continue searching for retirement
plan expertise in the following areas:
• Improving plan performance
• Managing fiduciary responsibilities
• Minimizing costs
• Providing regulatory updates
• Providing insight into participant trends and behaviors
• Monitoring investment options
Plan decision makers expect a lot from their advisor and need to understand
how working with the advisor is benefiting their plan.

What sponsors value most from their advisor
The reason for hiring is important, but many sponsors expect more.

Most Valued Advisor Services
34% Retirement plan expertise
18% Ability to understand the needs of our company and employees
17% Investment expertise
15% Helps us comply with fiduciary requirements

38%

are actively looking for a new plan 			
advisor, despite high levels of satisfaction.
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Plan Changes Continue at a Record Pace
Sponsors report record levels of activity to improve their overall plan structure, and for the second
consecutive year they are making plan design changes at about the same rate as investment menu changes.
They continue to rely on plan advisors as the primary influencer in both of these areas.

Over the past 2 years:

Investment Menu Changes

93%

43% added a lifecycle or a target-date default option
36% replaced an underperforming fund
28% added an index fund
14% added a new asset class

Top three reasons for
investment menu change:
1 Resolve performance issues
2 Reduce fees
3 Change plan investment strategy

have made an investment
menu change

Plan Design Changes

92%

42% added auto-enrollment
32% added a QDIA
30% enrolled or re-enrolled into a target date fund
29% added a Roth 401(k)

have made a plan
design change

28% implemented an annual increase program
14% increased the plan’s default deferral rate

Totals may not add up to 100% due to multiple answer options.
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Top three reasons for
plan design change:
1 Improve coverage
2 Increase savings rate
3 Manage expenses

Does the plan design meet participants’ needs?
Sponsors need a strong understanding of the correlation between
recommended plan design changes that are implemented and the impact to
plan performance measures.
Surprisingly, a majority—59%—believe their plan’s default deferral rate and
matching contribution will ultimately provide sufficient retirement income.
Sponsors who make changes overwhelmingly expect positive feedback from
participants. But many sponsors indicate that they did not implement a plan
design change due to perceived negative feedback or impact to participants.

79%

reported positive experience and participant 		
feedback related to their plan design changes

The #1 service plan sponsors value in an advisor is retirement plan expertise.
Showcase your plan design knowledge to sponsors who may be hesitant to make changes
and help them see the potential impact of certain features on participant outcomes.
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Work with Sponsors to Help Improve Outcomes
Challenges

80%

Solutions to Consider

Sponsors with participants who
delay retirement due to lack of savings

Lack of retirement savings leads
to delayed retirement
A 2015 Fidelity study estimates that 55% of U.S. households
are at risk of not covering essential expenses in retirement.^
Employers may also experience potentially higher employment
costs for workers who are unable to retire, and more limited
opportunities for younger workers to advance.^^

Plans should be structured
to provide income
Plan sponsors can use a combination of plan design features
and investment menu options to help participants reach
their goals. Most sponsors—71%—state that they have a
retirement income goal, but it is not a top concern of the plan.

25%

of those with a goal say their
plan’s goal is between 40%–60%
of pre-retirement income

Plan sponsors estimate that at least

60%

25% of their participants will be
forced to leave the workforce early
due to reasons beyond their control.

Workers may not be able to work
as long as expected

Fidelity suggests 45% of participants’
final pre-retirement salary as a reasonable
starting point for a typical defined
contribution plan.

Structuring a plan to enroll workers sooner and encouraging
saving at higher rates earlier in participants’ careers can help
participants be confident that they are saving enough to be
ready for retirement.

Total savings rate includes both employee and employer contributions.
^ Retirement Savings Assessment: A national online survey of 4,650 working households earning at least $20,000 annually with respondents age 25 and older during
August 2015. Data collection was completed by GfK and sponsored by Fidelity Investments.
^^ EBRI Notes, April 2014, “Labor-force Participation Rates of the Population Age 55 and Older.”
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Measure Your Progress

Showcase your efforts to
demonstrate your value to all
decision makers.
While most sponsors are satisfied with their advisor, only 39%
said their advisor is very good at proving their value to the plan.

Capture Plans in Motion
Corporate defined contribution plan assets
totaled an estimated $4.9 trillion as of
December 2015.1 A large portion—about
$1.3 trillion—is estimated to be in motion
between 2015 and 2020 due to plan provider
changes, with over half of that total from
plans with fewer than 5,000 participants.2

This is up substantially from 2016, but still indicates a need to
improve communications with plan sponsors.
Certain job functions may be more aware of their advisor’s
efforts and the impact they are having on the plan. Our survey
also found that:

55% of sponsors confirmed that a
recent advisor solicitation has piqued
their interest.

• Owners’ and CEOs’ top focus was selecting an advisor.
• Financial roles focus on recordkeeper selection and
investment options.
• Human resources was involved across the board but less
involved with investments.

Sponsors are personally solicited for plan business
four times a year on average, and ideas for improving
plan performance and reducing costs catch sponsor
interest most often. Advisors who demonstrate

All key decision makers need to understand the value their
advisor or consultant brings to the table and how their efforts
benefit the plan. As sponsors’ understanding of retirement
savings challenges increases, it is essential that advisors
ensure their efforts are communicated to all key plan decision
makers—not just their primary point of contact.

their retirement expertise and how to improve plan
performance could be well positioned to win
new business.

Document the work you do on behalf of your clients’
plans to highlight your value. Here’s what top plan
advisors focus on documenting:

• Time spent working on the plan
• Progress made on plan performance measures
• Activity performed on behalf of the plan

1
2

Cerulli, U.S. Retirement Markets 2016, December 2016.
Data about plans in motion and marketplace size estimates are from McKinsey & Company, “Winning in the Defined Contribution Market of 2015.”
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Grow and Protect Plan Business
You have an opportunity to use the findings from our survey to take action
and help grow and strengthen your plan sponsor relationships.

Focus on
investments

First, continue focusing on the investment expertise that got you in
the door. Your judgment and expertise is important to sponsors.

Don’t forget
why they
hired you

Concerns about their fiduciary duties are at
the top of their list. Increasingly complex
plans and help with fiduciary duties are also
top reasons for hiring.

Remember
what they
value most

Retirement plan expertise is the service
plan sponsors value most, followed by
understanding the needs of their company
and employees.

Bring
retirement
expertise
forward

Focus on highlighting your retirement plan expertise, making sure that
key decision makers understand how your value can impact their plans,
participants, and overall business goals. By being the retirement expert
they’re looking for, you can strengthen your plan sponsor relationships and
help grow your business.
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To learn more, contact your Fidelity representative or visit:
go.fidelity.com/attitudes
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Put Fidelity’s experience to work for you:
• Investment menu optimization
• Retirement business-building strategies
• Plan sponsor engagement

For investment professional and plan sponsor use only. Not for use with plan participants.
Unless otherwise disclosed to you, in providing this information, Fidelity is not undertaking to provide impartial investment advice, or to give advice in a fiduciary capacity, in
connection with any investment or transaction described herein. Fiduciaries are solely responsible for exercising independent judgment in evaluating any transaction(s) and
are assumed to be capable of evaluating investment risks independently, both in general and with regard to particular transactions and investment strategies. Fidelity has a
financial interest in any transaction(s) that fiduciaries, and if applicable, their clients, may enter into involving Fidelity’s products or services.
Plan sponsor survey information was based on extensive research developed by Fidelity and fielded from February to March 2017 by an independent market research
firm on behalf of Fidelity. Previous Fidelity surveys were conducted in 2008, 2010, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, and 2016.
Totals may not add up to 100% due to multiple answer options or due to rounding.
IMPORTANT: All data and information are from the following sources unless otherwise specified:
Survey summary: The eRewards panel from Research Now, an independent market research company, conducted an online survey of 1,106 plan sponsors on behalf of
Fidelity during February and March 2017. Respondents were identified as the primary person responsible for managing their organization’s 401(k) plan (with at least 25
participants and $10 million in plan assets), and the survey focused on those plan sponsors (890, or approximately 80%) using the services of a financial advisor or plan
consultant. Fidelity Investments was not identified as the survey sponsor. The experiences of the plan sponsors who responded to the survey may not be representative of
those other plan sponsors who use the services of an advisor.
Not NCUA or NCUSIF insured. May lose value. No credit union guarantee.
Third-party trademarks and service marks are the property of their respective owners. All other trademarks and service marks are the property of FMR LLC or an
affiliated company.
The information provided herein is general and informational in nature and should not be construed as legal advice or opinion.
Fidelity Clearing & Custody SolutionsSM provides clearing, custody, or other brokerage services through National Financial Services LLC or Fidelity Brokerage Services
LLC, Members NYSE, SIPC.

Keep in mind that investing involves risk, including the risk of loss. Investment decisions should be based on an individual’s own
goals, time horizon, and tolerance for risk.
Before investing, consider the funds’ investment objectives, risks, charges, and expenses. Contact Fidelity for a prospectus, or a
summary prospectus if available, containing this information. Read it carefully.
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