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Millennials are all doing  

their retirement planning 

on mobile phones while baby 

boomers are chiseling their 

retirement calculations into 

stone tablets. Right? 

Pushing 401(k)  
Participation
Data and one CU’s experience show  
education and technology are key.
By Tom Eckert

Nah. Willis Towers Watson reported in August 2016 (http://tinyurl.com/retirementtech) that 
according to its most recent Global Benefits Attitudes Survey comprising nearly 5,100 
U.S. employees, 66 percent of boomers and millennials ranked mobile apps and tools as either 
important or very important for managing and tracking the value of their retirement savings.

Is your credit union’s retirement savings program friendly to employees who prefer 
mobile technology? Don’t make the mistake of believing that only your younger 
employees will benefit from tech-based features.

“There is a misconception that boomers don’t have much need or use for technology, 
especially when it comes to preparing for retirement and managing their finances 
once their working days are over,” says Steve Nyce, senior economist at Willis Towers 
Watson, in a press release about the survey. “In reality, all generations of employees feel 
vulnerable about their long-term financial security and ability to retire comfortably, 
and recognize that technology can help them engage in and make important decisions 
about their health and personal finances.” 

Web Tools Help Put 401(k) on the Radar 
A way web content can improve on quarterly snail-mailed paper statements is to show 
plan participants their progress in reaching their retirement goals sooner and more 
frequently than paper.

Almost six in 10 millennials (59 percent) in the Global Benefits Attitudes Survey said 
they placed a high value on tools to help monitor when they will be able to retire and how 
much income they can expect in retirement. Roughly the same percentage of boomers 
(54 percent) felt the same way.

CUES member Michael Matthews, CCE, president/CEO of $193 million Mutual Credit 
Union (www.mutualcu.org) in Vicksburg, Miss., has seen firsthand the difference an 
easy-to-use website for 401(k) plan participants can make.

When Matthews became CEO in 2015, Mutual CU employees didn’t have online access to 
their 401(k) information. They couldn’t adjust their contribution amounts or investment 
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choices themselves, and they couldn’t see 
how their investments were performing.  

“By the time we got our quarterly paper 
statements, they were two months old,” 
says Matthews.

Then Matthews began 
talking with CUNA Mutual 
Retirement Solutions 
and, in 2016, shifted 
Mutual CU’s 401(k) to 
the company. The new 
program included a website 
for plan participants, called 
“BenefitsForYou,” that is 
optimized to work on any 
size web device, including mobile (and 
now an app version is also available).

Matthews credits the website, in part, for 
increasing Mutual CU’s plan participation 
from 32 of its 55 employees in 2015 to 47 of 
55 in 2016. And he expects participation to 
continue to grow. “With the BenefitsForYou 
site, everyone can log in and see their prog-
ress, marked to market daily and manage 
their accounts,” he says.

The website includes the RetireOnTarget™ 
planning system with graphics showing 
participants whether they’re currently on 
track to meet their retirement income goals, 
and how much monthly income their 
investments are projected to generate.

Matthews said Mutual CU employees 
seem far more engaged in monitoring and 
managing their 401(k) accounts now. “Now 
I’ll have someone from accounting walk by 
and say, ‘Hey, I’m making 13 percent this 
year on my 401(k)—what are you making?’” 
he says. “It’s like a competition.”

Face-to-Face Guidance  
Helps Drive 401(k) Participation
In addition to the improved online 
resources, Matthews pointed to another 
key driver of the increased participation in 
Mutual CU’s 401(k) plan: education.

Before changing plan providers, Mutual 
CU didn’t have an educational outreach 
program to help employees understand 
and use their 401(k) accounts, he says.

“We got the highest enrollment in the 
401(k) that we’d ever had after an employee 
from CUNA Mutual Group came out and 
did a face-to-face course on understanding 
your 401(k). She also does a quarterly 
conference call now for all the partici-
pants,” Matthews says.

He adds that he’s planning on setting up 
another face-to-face session to encourage 
employees to increase their contributions.

 
 
 
Employees Want Investing 
Education
There appears to be a strong appetite 
among employees in general for more 

education about retirement planning.
According to a 2016 survey of nearly 4,200 

U.S. workers sponsored by the Transamerica 
Center for Retirement Studies (http://tinyurl.
com/transamerica17), more than two of 
every three respondents agreed with the 
statement “I do not know as much as I 
should about retirement investing.”

This statement is backed up by several 
other telling responses from survey 
participants, such as:

•  One in five is “not sure” how 
their retirement savings are 
currently invested. 

Relatively 
equal mix of 
stocks and 
investments, 
such as bonds, 
money market 
funds and cash

Mostly in stocks 
with little or no 
money in such 
investments as 
bonds, money 
market funds 
and cash

Mostly in bonds, 
money market 
funds, cash and 
other stable 
investments

Not sure
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The table, below, shows how respon-
dents described how their retirement 
savings were invested. 

Perhaps a retirement planning expert 
might be concerned that 
too few boomers in this 
sample are invested in the 
more conservative mix of 
mostly stable investments, or 
that too few millennials are 
mainly invested in stocks. But 
the most troubling response 
is that, on average, about one 
in five respondents do not 
even know how their retire-

ment savings are invested. 
•  Almost half of employees simply 

guess at how much they’ll need to 
save for retirement. 

The median amount the surveyed 
employees estimated they’d need to save 
for retirement was $500,000. How did 
they come to that number? Forty-seven 
percent of them said they simply guessed.

Even 42 percent of baby boomers—a 
generation that is mostly a few years on 
either side of age 60—said they guessed 
at how much they’ll need. 

For the whole group of respondents, the 

How Retirement 
Savings Are Invested

SOURCE: Transamerica Institute, 2016

66% of boomers and millennials ranked mobile 
apps and tools as either important or very 
important for managing and tracking the value 
of their retirement savings.

Source: Global Benefits Attitudes Survey,  
2016, Willis Towers Watson
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next most popular methods of calculating 
their retirement savings goal were:

• estimated based on current living 
expenses (23 percent);

• used a retirement calculator (9 percent);
• expected earnings on investments (6 

percent);
• read/heard that is how much is 

needed (5 percent);
• completed a worksheet (4 percent); and
• amount given to me by a financial 

advisor (4 percent).
Do your employees have an easy-to-use 

retirement savings calculator available 
on your intranet or through your retire-
ment plan provider’s website? If so, do 
they know how to use it? You don’t want 
your retirement plan participants to 
match the population in this survey, in 
which fewer than one in 10 employees 
use a retirement calculator.

This isn’t to say that an online calcu-
lator provides anything but a rough 
estimate of what an employee might 
need to save for retirement. There are 
simply too many variables the employees 
can’t know, mainly how long they’ll live 
after they retire.

Still, it’s a useful tool to get people 
started thinking about what goes into 
setting a realistic retirement savings goal. 
And with that goal in place, it will be 
easier for them to monitor whether or not 
they’re on track to meet it.

•  Only 16 percent of the surveyed 
workers have a written retirement 
savings strategy.

A big step up from a retirement calcu-
lator is a written retirement income 
strategy. A basic strategy includes retire-
ment income needs, projected costs and 
expenses, and risk factors, according to 
the Transamerica survey report. (See the 
sidebar “Write a Retirement Strategy.”) 

Employees Want Retirement 
Education from Employers
Two of every three workers in the 
Transamerica survey either strongly 
agreed or somewhat agreed to this 
statement: “I would like to receive 
more information and advice from my 
company on how to achieve my retire-
ment goals.”

The majority of survey respondents (59 
percent) also said they want some level 
of advice about saving and investing for 
retirement. Of that group, 42 percent 
said they want education and advice, 

Write a Retirement 
Strategy
The 17th Annual Transamerica 
Retirement Survey of Workers (http://
tinyurl.com/transamerica17) lists a broad 
range of factors to include in a written 
retirement savings strategy. Only 16 
percent of the nearly 4,200 U.S. workers 
surveyed said they had a written 
retirement strategy. Forty-seven percent 
said they had an unwritten strategy.

Of those who said they had a 
written or unwritten strategy, here 
are the percentages that included the 
following key factors:

• Social Security and Medicare 
benefits (55 percent);

• ongoing living expenses  
(52 percent);

• savings and income needs  
(52 percent);

• total retirement savings and 
income needs (49 percent);

• healthcare costs (46 percent)
• plan to ensure savings last 

throughout retirement  
(40 percent);

• investment returns (37 percent);
• inflation (37 percent);
• pursuing retirement dreams (27 

percent);
• long-term care insurance  

(27 percent);
• tax planning (21 percent);
• estate planning (19 percent); and
• contingency plans for retiring 

sooner than expected and/or for 
savings shortfalls (14 percent).

What percentage of your employees 
do you think have a written retirement 
savings strategy that includes these 
critical factors? If your credit union 
works with retirement planning 
advisors and/or has information and 
tools employees can use to create a 
comprehensive written plan including 
the critical factors, be sure to promote 
these resources regularly.

Tom Eckert is a vice president at CUESolutions 
Platinum provider CUNA Mutual Retirement 
Solutions (www.cunamutualgroup.com), 
Madison, Wis. Reach him at tom.eckert@
cunamutual.com. Learn more about  
CUESolutions by emailing kari@cues.org.

Retirement Reading

Financial Wellness (cues.org/1116 
financialwellness)

Retirement Plans: The Cobbler’s 
Children Have No Shoes (cues.org/ 
0316retirementplans)

Are Boomers Ready to Retire?  
(cues.org/0716boomers)

but that they’ll ultimately make their 
own decisions, and 17 percent said they 
preferred to have someone else make 
retirement saving and investing deci-
sions for them.

If your credit union employees even 
somewhat match these national statistics, 
there is clear demand for information—
and active guidance—about retirement 
savings from you as an employer. Simply 
having written instructional materials in 
the form of brochures or online articles, 
however, probably isn’t enough.

Think about Matthews’s experience 
at Mutual CU. Face-to-face guidance on 
using an investment savings program 
and a mobile-friendly website that clearly 
shows savings progress can rapidly 
increase participation and active manage-
ment for 401(k) accounts.

If your credit union has an arrange-
ment with in-house or visiting certified 
financial planners, encourage employees 
to work with them. In addition, schedule 
regular training for your retirement 
savings program participants from your 
plan provider, including face-to-face and/ 
or webinar training.

The avenues have never been broader 
for technology-based tools and personal 
assistance for employees who are 
saving for their retirement. Just as you 
actively use these resources to work with 
members to ensure that they’re finan-
cially prepared for the future, do the 
same for your employees.
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