
Getting people excited about retirement plans has always 
been tough. Just think of the looks on the faces at your 
last enrollment meeting. As a financial advisor, you know 
that too many people choose to put it off, or make a 
one-and-done investment choice just to get it over with. 
But a new breed of retirement solutions has the potential to put a smile on your  
retirement clients’ faces. It probably won’t make it “exciting” per se, but these 
solutions were designed to offer a compelling new choice for plan sponsors, new 
ways for you to deepen client and investor engagement, and new opportunities to 
grow your defined contribution business. 

How did we get here?
The history of defined contribution (DC) retirement plans is one of steady evolution. 
From their introduction as a supplement to defined benefit pension plans, through 
their transformation into the predominant vehicle for retirement saving for most 
working Americans, DC plan designs and investment strategies have been continually 
enriched and enhanced to provide more people with more efficient, effective, and 
lower-cost retirement saving solutions.

Still, the basic challenges of a self-directed investment framework persist: disinterest 
and inaction. Employees must choose to participate and actively save. And they must 
figure out how much to save. The landmark Pension Protection Act of 2006 (PPA) 
introduced automatic enrollment and Qualified Default Investment Alternatives 
(QDIA) provisions that addressed participation and at least the first step in creating 
an active saving plan. Though the baseline for educating participants on retirement 
and investing has also improved over the years, finding meaningful ways to help  
them choose and adopt an optimal savings amount has been a more difficult problem 
to solve. 

Indeed, most workers surveyed in the latest Employee Benefit Research Institute 
(EBRI) Retirement Confidence Survey1 are not highly confident they are saving  
enough for retirement. And less than half have even tried to figure how much  
they need to live comfortably in retirement. 
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In a broad study of workplace benefits prepared for Bank of America/Merrill Lynch, 
researchers found that even those who are confident in their savings plan are basing 
their conclusions on unrealistic projections of how much money they will really need 
to maintain their lifestyle in retirement.2

Ready. Or not.

EBRI 2016 Retirement Confidence Survey: Percentage of survey respondents.1

 
Participants’ feelings of uncertainty have not been lost on plan sponsors. As the 
reforms of the PPA have taken hold and reshaped the DC plan landscape, we’ve seen 
a shift in plan sponsor attitudes. In addition to increasing plan participation—the 
traditional metric of a successful plan—plan sponsors are putting a greater emphasis 
on participant retirement readiness and ways to achieve it. In the Deloitte 2015 
Annual Defined Benefit Benchmarking Survey, sponsors cited providing the right 
investment choices, improving participant education, and promoting retirement 
readiness as their top three priorities.3

A way ahead.
Under the pension plan model, the employer took responsibility for an employee’s 
retirement savings. With the transition to DC plans, that responsibility was shifted to 
the employee, albeit with structure and incentives provided by the employer. Today, 
we see a need for the plan sponsor and the participant to more equally share this 
responsibility. Each needs to do more to ensure better outcomes, and each has an 
important role in implementing the next evolution in retirement solutions. This is an 
initiative in which financial advisors can play an important part.

Progress, up to a point.
The QDIA provision under the PPA provides plan sponsors with fiduciary relief if they 
offer a compliant default investment for participants who fail to make an investment 
election. The Department of Labor specified four acceptable QDIA structures: 
lifecycle or target-date funds, professionally managed accounts, balanced funds,  
and stable value funds.4

Target-date funds (TDF) have far and away been the default of choice for the majority 
of plan sponsors who offer a QDIA.5 As a foundation, they provide an adequate 
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solution. Participants get a sound, long-term strategy designed to address market 
risks over the life of the investment. For those with little knowledge or interest in 
investing, target-date funds can be a significant improvement over traditionally 
allocated portfolios. 

For many sponsors, choosing an off-the-shelf TDF for their QDIA has been the easy 
choice. Respondents to a 2014 Government Accounting Office (GAO) survey of 
401(k) plan providers6 represent the mainstream view, citing off-the-shelf TDFs’ 
simple design, low cost, and built-in diversification and time-based risk management. 

But the GAO report also highlighted certain plan sponsors’ concerns about 
the limitations of balanced funds and off-the-shelf TDFs in meeting their plan 
responsibilities and serving the best interests of their unique groups of employees. 
Chief among their concerns was the one-size-fits-all approach of the typical TDF. 

Acknowledging differences. 
By design, TDFs focus on only one participant attribute: the number of years they 
have to reach a pre-determined retirement age. And while they may use sophisticated 
market-data simulations and modeling to create their portfolios and glide paths, 
this can’t address the differences in situations, attitudes, and objectives between 
individuals of the same age within one company, much less across different 
industries, educational levels, and regions.

No two 25 year olds are alike. And when they reach 35, they are not only different 
from each other, but also from the 25 year olds they once were. Investors’ needs and 
goals differ and change over time. The set-it-and-forget-it, fixed glide path of a  
typical TDF is not designed to serve this diversity of differences—differences that  
can create significant mismatches in portfolio objectives and risk levels when not 
taken into account.

Sponsors who want to create solutions more closely aligned with their company’s 
needs and the objectives of their plan participants as a whole can turn to custom 
TDFs. These have allocations and glide paths tailored at the plan level, and typically 
feature a hand-picked suite of underlying investments to enhance diversification. But 
participants are usually still locked into a fixed allocation and glide path based only 
on their age. Sponsors who want a greater degree of flexibility and a higher level of 
service for their employees have another option: professionally managed accounts. 

From the top down.
The new trend toward customized DC managed accounts first found traction in 
large- and mega-size plans. These large employers could use economies of scale to 
manage the added costs of providing customized services and investment advice. 
But now, with advancements in technology, innovative plan design, and cost-
efficient investment management approaches, plan providers can offer this type 
of customization at scale. Reduced costs and ease of implementation have made 
managed accounts attractive and accessible to mid- and small-size plan sponsors. 
Cost-effective, scalable managed account services also give financial advisors 
the ability to deliver solutions their smaller plan sponsor clients value without 
significantly expanding their investment in time and effort. 

The refinement of the one-
size-fits-all retirement 
products has reached peak 
potential.
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Participants want more than choices—they want advice.

Charles Schwab’s 2015 401(k) participant study: Percentage of respondents.7

 
The power of flexibility and advice. 
Professionally managed accounts are fundamentally different from TDFs. They are a 
service rather than an investment product. A key difference is the ability to provide 
investment advice. This advice can be delivered one-on-one or through online tools 
that participants can use to help calculate retirement needs, compare the impact of 
different deferral rates, and reevaluate their allocations and glide paths at different 
points during their working lives.

A managed account structure can provide plan sponsors with the flexibility to 
tailor investment strategies at the plan level to account for a company’s particular 
demographic. These strategies can include a number of portfolio construction 
approaches, which can be fine-tuned to better match risk tolerances and  
retirement objectives. 

To achieve this level of customization, managed account providers can dig deeper into 
plan and participant situations. Participants can be encouraged to evaluate and build 
a more holistic picture of their financial life, including sharing specific goals and taking 
into account savings and assets held outside the plan. With access to this richer 
set of information, plan sponsors and financial advisors can offer participants more 
relevant advice and better service.

The combination of advice and flexibility provided by managed accounts has the 
potential to drive greater ongoing participant engagement, higher savings rates, 
and better potential outcomes. In the 2014 GAO 401(k) plan survey6 providers 
and sponsors reported that participants in managed accounts had more diversified 
portfolios and higher savings rates compared to participants in the same plan that 
had not enrolled in the service. Provider case studies included in the survey showed 
that personalized strategies and more frequent portfolio rebalancing in managed 
accounts led to more appropriate diversification and better alignment to participants’ 
stated retirement goals than TDFs or traditionally allocated balanced funds.

Using data from nearly 150,000 retirement plan participants who took advantage 
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of their objective advice offering, retirement plan provider TIAA-CREF was able to 
quantify some of these benefits.8 They found that 68% of those who received advice 
chose to save more or revisit/rebalance their portfolio. 46% increased their saving 
rate. Increasing contribution levels is likely the single most effective action retirement 
investors can take to improve outcomes. 

To improve your value, start with the ends.  
Everyone would agree that a retirement plan is a means to an end. But with many 
plans, the participant and sponsor are asked to concentrate on the means: What’s the 
allocation? What’s the glide path? What’s the match? A better approach starts with 
the ends, and asks different questions: How much do I need to retire they way I want 
to? How much do I need to start saving now to get there? How much more 10 years  
from now? 

Managed accounts have the potential to help plan sponsors and participants embrace 
this approach. The flexible investment and advice framework can help them ask the 
right questions, and it provides tools to steer them toward the answers that are right 
for their companies and individual situations. Getting participants to think about their 
needs first—and use the tools and advice a managed account service offers to find 
out—can help keep them engaged beyond the initial election period. 

By making managed accounts part of your retirement offer, you can provide 
custom solutions efficiently at scale. You can give your plan sponsor clients 
access to alternative ways to meet their fiduciary requirements and the means to 
provide personalized strategies focused on the individual retirement needs of their 
employees. With the potential of managed accounts, custom-for-all can be a reality—
and you can help make it happen.

A flexible glide path, too.

A TDF’s preset glide path is meant to reduce risks gradually 
as participants near retirement. But a fixed path strategy can 
potentially expose an investment to greater risks when markets 
are volatile. Adding tactical flexibility to the glide-path can help 
investment managers utilize strategies designed to adapt to 
changing market conditions in an effort to mitigate these  
risks, a feature offered by some custom TDF and managed  
account providers. 
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About Stadion StoryLine 
StoryLine, built with SPDR® ETFs, is an advisor-sold managed account solution 
designed to give plan sponsors features and tools they can use to meet their plan 
objectives and fiduciary responsibilities, and provide resources to help keep their 
employees engaged and focused on improving their retirement outcomes.

StoryLine provides sponsors and their employees a range of investment strategies 
that can be tailored at both the plan and individual level, with suites of actively 
managed, custom target-date and target-risk portfolios that use cost-efficient ETFs  
as underlying investments. 

Plan participants can define individual investment paths using an online questionnaire 
that assesses their attitude toward risk, which guides Stadion’s selection of an 
appropriate portfolio and investment path. Participants who choose to customize 
have access to a personalized dashboard where they can view an estimated account 
balance at retirement and see how changing their contribution level and adding in 
outside savings and assets may affect their overall retirement readiness.

Learn more at www.stadionstoryline.com.

About Stadion Retirement
Stadion’s money managers actively manage the 401(k) accounts for more than 
85,000 individuals, making disciplined investment decisions based on what’s 
happening in the market. Our proprietary approach is designed to deliver satisfying 
returns while aiming to minimize losses—with the goal of helping employees prepare 
financially for retirement.

The next chapter in 
retirement solutions.
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Employee Benefit Research Institute 2016 Retirement Confidence Survey (RCS). The annual RCS is a random 
nationally representative survey of 1,000 individuals age 25 and over.  
https://www.ebri.org/surveys/rcs/

2016 Workplace Benefits Report: Empowering and encouraging employees to plan for their financial future. 
Bank of America, 2015. On behalf of Bank of America/Merrill Lynch, Boston Research Technologies conducted 
an online survey with a national sample of 1,227 individuals.  
http://www.benefitplans.baml.com/IR/pages/workplace-benefits-report.aspx

Deloitte Annual Defined Contribution Benchmarking Survey: Ease of Use Drives Engagement in Saving 
for Retirement, 2016. In partnership with the International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans and the 
International Society of Certified Employee Benefit Specialists, Deloitte Consulting surveyed 400 plan sponsors. 

The QDIA provision of the PPA was enacted to to discourage long-term investment in limited growth vehicles, 
like stable value funds. However, the regulation does permit plan sponsors to use stable value options under 
certain conditions: a plan may provide a stable value product default for up to 120 days after the date of a 
participant’s first contribution.

2016 Defined Contribution Trends, Callan Associates. Callan’s survey of 144 plan sponsors found that 85.5% of 
respondents that offer a QDIA offered target-date funds as the default option.  
https://www.callan.com/research/files/1188.pdf

401(k) Plans: Clearer Regulations Could Help Plan Sponsors Choose Investments for Participants. United States 
Government Accountability Office, June 2014. http://www.gao.gov/assets/680/672140.pdf

Charles Schwab 401(k) Participant Study: 2015. Study surveyed 1,000 active 401(k) participants ages 25-70 
working for companies with 25 or more employees.  
https://aboutschwab.com/images/uploads/inline/2015_Schwab_401(k)_Participant_Study.pdf

The value of advice in a retirement plan: A way for plan sponsors to improve retirement readiness. TIAA-CREF, 
2013. https://www.tiaa.org/public/pdf/C12309_The_value_of_advice_in_a_retirement_plan.pdf

Stadion is not related to or affiliated with State Street Global Advisors (SSGA) nor are they a distributor of SPDR 
ETFs. Past performance is not guarantee of future results. Investments are subject to risk, and any of Stadion’s 
investment strategies may lose value. 

SPDR® is a registered trademark of Standard & Poor’s Financial Services LLC (S&P) and has been licensed for 
use by State Street Corporation. State Street Corporation’s financial products are not sponsored, endorsed, sold 
or promoted by S&P, S&P Dow Jones Indices LLC, Dow Jones Trademark Holdings LLC, their respective affiliates 
and third party licensors and none of such parties make any representation regarding the advisability of investing 
in such product(s) nor do they have any liability in relation thereto, including for any errors, omissions, or 
interruptions of any index.

The SPDR® S&P 500® ETF, SPDR® S&P MIDCAP 400® ETF, SPDR® Dow Jones® Industrial Average ETF are 
exchange traded funds with the investment objective to correspond to the price and yield performance of the 
S&P 500® Index, S&P® MidCap 400® IndexTM, and Dow Jones Industrial AverageSM. The shares of the SPDR® 
S&P 500® ETF, SPDR® S&P MIDCAP 400® ETF, SPDR® Dow Jones® Industrial Average ETF represent individual 
ownership interest in the  
Trust’s portfolio.

StoryLine is a marketing term associated with investment advisory services and products provided by Stadion 
Money Management, LLC. Certain of the StoryLine accounts and funds utilize exchange-traded funds, that bear 
the SPDR® trademark to implement Stadion’s investment strategy. Stadion receives both an annual payment 
and reimbursement for certain marketing and other assistance in connection with the StoryLine Accounts from 
State Street Global Advisors and its affiliates in connection with Stadion’s use of SPDR® ETFs in the StoryLine 
Accounts. StoryLine is not managed, sponsored or endorsed by State Street Global Advisors or its affiliates and is 
not guaranteed by Stadion or its affiliates or by State Street Global Advisors or its affiliates. No party makes any 
representation or warranty, express or implied, regarding the advisability of investing in the StoryLine Accounts, 
including “StoryLine. Built with SPDR® ETFs.” State Street Global Advisors has no obligations to take into 
consideration the StoryLine Accounts or investors in the StoryLine Account when managing or creating SPDR® 
ETFs.” Standard & Poor’s®, S&P®, S&P 500®, Standard & Poor’s 500, 500, Standard & Poor’s Depositary Receipts, 
and SPDRs® are trademarks of The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc. and have been licensed for use by State Street 
Global Markets, LLC.

©2016 Stadion Money Management, LLC. All rights reserved. Stadion and the Stadion S are registered service 
marks of Stadion Money Management, LLC. StoryLine is a service mark of Stadion Money Management, LLC.

Stadion Money Management
1061 Cliff Dawson Road  
Watkinsville, GA 30677
tel 1.800.222.7636
www.stadionmoney.com
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