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Introduction

New Challenges and Pathways to Success

The role of the 401(k) plan sponsor is becoming increasingly complex. Just as they cleared one set of pandemic-
related hurdles, plan sponsors were hit with a myriad of others spanning employee retention and acquisition 
efforts, cybersecurity risks, the ever-changing landscape of regulatory compliance, and the impacts of market 
volatility.

In this year’s study, we asked plan sponsors to articulate what specific steps firms could take to make their  
roles easier. Recommendations include “more targeted videos/animated communications [for participants]” and 
“ensuring the investment lineup is robust enough for all employee classes” to “maintaining a plan design that 
differentiates us from other employers as we compete for talent.” In fact, many of these challenges and topics 
were described in recent thought leadership pieces that plan sponsors deem most valuable. 

In addition to plan sponsors’ stated needs, we analyzed the effectiveness of a variety of pathways that plan 
providers and investment managers could take to enhance consideration potential and drive business growth.  
For plan providers, the most direct pathways to consideration are being Diacritic (a combination of product and 
service innovation, choice in investment options and thought leadership) and demonstrating Reliability (through 
brand trustworthiness, being easy to do business with, and plan sponsor service and support). Meanwhile, the 
most efficient way for DC investment managers to build consideration is by strengthening perceptions of 
Reliability (brand trustworthiness and style purity) and Expertise (target date solutions, investment philosophy, 
investment research, portfolio/risk management, and investment performance). Yet not every brand can pursue 
the same pathway—the key is to choose the right path based on an informed understanding of your current  
brand perceptions and the most pressing issues your target customers face.

As employers strive to optimize their 401(k) offerings, providers must be sensitive to plan sponsor challenges  
and responsive to evolving needs. This year’s study delves into these important industry trends and benchmarks 
the competitive strengths and weaknesses of the leading 28 DC plan providers and 43 DC investment managers, 
as well as the appeal of eight up-and-coming digital recordkeepers. Our goal is to help firms understand their 
unique place and positioning within the DC market and identify the best pathways to success.

Sonia Davis
Lead Author and Senior Product Director 
Escalent
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Objectives and Methodology

The objectives of the study are to preview the year ahead for the 401(k) market by examining plan sponsor 
priorities; current practices in plan design; the factors that lead to RFP issuance and actual switching of providers; 
and plan sponsor awareness and perceptions of, satisfaction with and loyalty to retirement plan providers serving 
the defined contribution (DC) plan marketplace. Data are trended to prior years of Cogent’s Retirement Planscape® 
reports where applicable. The study also examines trends in investment menu design along with the use and 
perceptions of DC investment managers from the perspective of plan sponsors responsible for evaluating and/or 
selecting investment managers and investment options for 401(k) plans. 

To ensure that the population for this research is representative of the 401(k) plan sponsor universe, quotas are set 
during the data collection phase around key firmographic variables including total plan assets and number of plan 
participants as well as the industry and region of the respondent firms. Target figures are obtained by analyzing 
the data from recent 401(k) plan sponsor Form 5500 filings as maintained by ALM’s Judy Diamond Associates. 
The survey has a maximum sampling error of ±2.75 percentage points at the 95% confidence level.

Using these quotas, an online survey of a representative cross section of 1,267 401(k) plan sponsors across  
Micro (managing less than $5 million in assets), Small-Mid ($5 million to less than $100 million) and Large-Mega 
($100 million or more in assets) plans was conducted from February 11 to March 8, 2022. Survey participants 
were required to have shared or sole responsibility for plan design, administration or selection and evaluation  
of plan providers, or for evaluating and/or selecting investment managers/investment options for 401(k) plans. 

In our 2022 US Institutional Brandscape® report published in March 2022, we included large defined contribution 
plans ($100M+ in DC assets) for the first time in order to provide a more holistic view of the institutional market. 
With that in mind, in this year’s Retirement Planscape® survey, Large-Mega plan sponsors were diverted from 
questions pertaining to plan investment options and DC investment managers and the trended aggregate data  
in the associated sections of this report was recalibrated. As such, historical figures and rankings may be slightly 
different from previous years. To continue to provide a view of the Large and Mega DC plan investment market  
in this report, exhibits and analyses have been sourced from our 2022 US Institutional Brandscape where  
most relevant.

Corresponding chart can be found on the following page.
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A disproportionate sampling structure was incorporated to provide an acceptable level of sampling error for each 
plan sponsor segment as well as to support subgroup analysis at the brand level for the main players in each 
market. When analyzing data for the total market, the data were weighted to be representative of the true 
distribution of plans by size.

Plan Provider Segments Plan Assets

Sample Size
Number of actual 

respondents

Weighting
% of analyzed responses 

(weighted)

Micro Less than $5M 361 84.4%

Small $5M to less than $20M 357 10.3%

Mid-Sized $20M to less than $100M 272 3.1%

Large $100M to less than $500M 190 1.5%

Mega $500M or more 87 0.7%

Small–Mid $5M to less than $100M 629 13.4%

Large–Mega $100M or more 277 2.2%

Sample Size

Base: All Plan Sponsors

DC Investment Manager
Segments Plan Assets

Sample Size
Number of actual 

respondents

Weighting
% of analyzed responses 

(weighted)

Micro Less than $5M 310 87.5%

Small $5M to less than $20M 317 9.4%

Mid-Sized $20M to less than $100M 245 3.1%

Small–Mid $5M to less than $100M 562 12.5%
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To further ensure that the quality of data for this research meets the high standards set by Cogent and Escalent, 
rigorous steps were taken during and after the fieldwork phase with an external panel. Respondents were given  
a broad responsibilities screener to qualify for the survey, and a review of respondents’ knowledge about the key 
features of their plan was conducted post-fieldwork.

Overall, 24% of respondents have titles of CEO or president, 11% are chief financial officers (CFOs) and 6%  
are COOs. Senior HR executives represent 21% of respondents, while 15% are human resources or employee-
benefits managers. Nearly one in five (18%) respondents is a business owner and 3% are plan administrators.  
The remaining 3% report having other titles. 

Total Micro Small–Mid Large–Mega

Base: All Plan Sponsors

Respondent Title

3% 3% 2% 4%
3% 3% 2% 2%

15% 12%
27%

36%

21%
19%

30%

31%

18%
21%

4%

3%

11% 11%

11%

9%

6% 6%

6%

3%
24% 25%

19%
14% President/CEO

COO

CFO

Business Owner

Senior HR Executive

HR or Benefits Manager

Plan Administrator

Other (Accounting Manager, 
General Manager, Controller, etc.)
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J U DY  D I A M O N D  AS S O C I AT E S

Context, Benchmarking and the 
US Retirement Market
By Eric Ryles, VP, Customer Solutions, Judy Diamond Associates

Last year, I used this space to talk about the importance of sample size. Flip a coin ten 
times and you might see heads 80%, on eight out of ten flips. Flip that coin a million times, 
and it’s going to be heads 50% of the time. Unless …

Unless maybe that coin is weighted incorrectly. Unless maybe there’s a tiny magnet glued  
to the back. Unless maybe something else entirely is affecting the outcome. Sample size is 
important, but context plays an equally vital role in understanding our world through data. 
What if I told you that I once spent a year running a mutual fund, and I had a 3% rate of 
return? Is that rate of return good or bad? The answer depends on the context. If the year i 
n question is 2008 when the S&P was down 38%, I look like a genius. If the year in question 
is 2021 when the market is up 27% ... not so much.

Context is king when it comes to qualitatively understanding a single 401(k) plan based on  
a quantitative set of data. In Judy Diamond’s sixth annual 401(k) Benchmark Report (available 
for free at www.judydiamond.com), we’ve looked at 600,000 retirement plans across 27 
different industrial sectors and segmented by eight different size groupings. This huge set  
of data allows us to build a contextual model through which you can view a single plan to 
determine if that plan is doing well or not. Only by comparing the plan against its peer group 
does it become possible to judge it effectively. It’s one thing to know that your client’s 401(k) 
participation rate is 90%, but it’s much more useful to know how far above or below the 
median that 90% is. If the industry average is 70%, then your client is doing great, if it’s 
98% there’s room for improvement. Having the proper context helps you to correctly frame 
the information.

It’s exactly these kinds of context clues that make Escalent’s annual Cogent Syndicated 
Retirement Planscape® report so important to our industry. Escalent’s meticulous attention 
to detail and its summary and analysis of survey responses are exactly what’s needed to 
help us understand the market. This research shines a light on what plan sponsors are 
thinking, how they view different providers, and what they value most in a partner. It’s why  
I am once again thrilled to have contributed something to this project, providing Judy 
Diamond data to complement Escalent’s insights.
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Executive Summary

The Landscape

The past year has heightened DC plan sponsors’ anxiety levels, as underperformance of plan investment 
options, cybersecurity threats, employees not saving enough for retirement, and fiduciary issues/potential 
lawsuits all loom larger.  
Reflecting the tumultuous first quarter in which US stocks tumbled and the Federal Reserve increased interest 
rates, plan sponsors are increasingly concerned about underperformance of plan investment options (57% in 
2022 vs. 51% in 2021). Cybersecurity threats and data breaches remain the most dominant 401(k) concern among 
Large-Mega plans and concern in those areas has significantly increased among Small-Mid plans, underscoring a 
key area for providers to address. Furthermore, employees not saving enough for retirement is a greater concern 
among Small-Mid plans and Large-Mega plans. 

In response to the escalating war in Ukraine and ensuing global market volatility, plan sponsors are less 
confident about global market conditions and becoming increasingly pessimistic about the US economy.  
DC plan sponsors are less optimistic about the overall stability in the global economy this year, with fewer 
reporting they are “extremely confident,” down from 14% in 2021 to 9% in 2022. In addition, nearly four in ten 
(37%) plan sponsors expect domestic marketplace conditions to worsen (up from 26% in 2020 and 20% in 2021).

Plan sponsors are readjusting their priorities post-pandemic, focusing their attention on reducing plan 
costs and adequately preparing participants for retirement. 

More than six in ten plan sponsors believe financial well-being plays an important role in their employees’ 
overall health and agree it is beneficial to integrate financial wellness programs within 401(k) platforms. 
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Plan Sponsor Sentiments
To obtain a better understanding of plan sponsor sentiment and help providers refine their marketing and
service offerings, we asked respondents to rate their level of agreement on an 11-point scale in which 10 equals 
“completely agree” and 0 equals “completely disagree” on a series of statements related to key industry trends. In the 

aggregate:

• Two-thirds of plan sponsors believe financial well-being plays an important role in their employees’ overall 
health, affirming the link between health and wealth often discussed in academic research.

• More than six in ten plan sponsors agree it is beneficial to integrate financial wellness programs within
401(k) platforms, which is important for plan providers to consider when developing and differentiating their 
offerings.

• In the backdrop of the Great Resignation, half of plan sponsors consider their 401(k) plan an essential element 
of their employee recruiting and retention efforts.

• Evidence that more education from plan providers is needed, only one in two plan sponsors understands
its cybersecurity protocols and insurance policies in the event of a data breach.

• Meanwhile, overall sentiments for asset plan retention, retirement income solutions, and subscription-based 
investment advice are more mixed.

Plan Sponsor Sentiments*

Financial wellbeing plays an important role on 
our employees' overall health

It is beneficial to have financial wellness 
programs integrated within 401(k) platforms

Our 401[k] plan is key to employee recruiting 
and retention

I understand our cybersecurity protocols and 
insurance policies in the event of a data breach 

involving our 401(k) plan

My organization is working hard to retain retiree 
assets in-plan

Our employees need more innovative 
retirement-income solutions

Subscription-based investment advice would be 
valuable to our employees who don't work with a 

traditional financial advisor

Bottom 4-Box 
(Strongly Disagree) 

Middle 4-Box
(Neutral)

Top 3-Box 
(Strongly Agree)

Q107. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements. (For each statement below, please select the response that best describes 
how you feel… 0=Completely disagree, 10=Completely agree)
Base: All Plan Sponsors 
*New question in 2022

15%

9%

15%

9%

11%

2%

3%

44%

46%

36%

41%

38%

37%

31%

41%

45%

48%

50%

50%

61%

66%
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Plan Sponsors’ Greatest 401(k) Fears
Reflecting the tumultuous first quarter in which US stocks tumbled and the Federal Reserve increased interest rates 
for the first time since December 2018, plan sponsors are increasingly worried about underperformance of plan 
investment options (57% in 2022 vs. 51% in 2021), driven by Micro and Large-Mega plans. In turn, plan sponsors 
across all plan sizes are less apprehensive about 401(k) plan leakage (17% in 2022 vs. 27% in 2021) and being 
caught/sued for not having competitive fees (9% in 2022 vs. 11% in 2021). This follows the unanimous Supreme 
Court ruling in late January that sent the Hughes v. Northwestern case back to the lower courts for further review, 
signaling a harder hill to climb for plaintiffs’ claims in the world of 401(k) fee lawsuits.

• Employees not saving enough for retirement is a greater concern among Small-Mid plans (48% in 2022 vs.
44% in 2021) and Large-Mega plans (45% in 2022 vs. 40% in 2021).

• Cybersecurity threats/data breaches remain the most formidable 401(k) fear among Large-Mega plans (46%)
and has significantly increased among Small-Mid plans (43% in 2022 vs. 33% in 2020 and 36% in 2021).

• Large-Mega plans are more fearful of fiduciary issues/potential lawsuits (30% in 2022 vs. 22% in 2021) and
are less anxious about low plan participation rates (22% in 2022 vs. 30% in 2020 and 2021).

• Small-Mid plans are less concerned about being caught/sued for not having appropriate investment options
(10% in 2022 vs. 14% in 2020 and 2021).

Micro Small–Mid Large–Mega

Underperformance of plan investment options 59%▲’20 48% 42%▲’21’20

Employees not saving enough for retirement 47% 48%▲’20 45%▲’20

Cybersecurity threats/data breaches 39% 43%▲’21’20 46%’20

Low plan participation rates 34% 32% 22%▼’21’20

Not having enough time to manage plan effectively 27% 19% 18%

Challenges with employee acquisition/retention rates 22% 28% 23%

Fiduciary issues/potential lawsuits 18% 24% 30%▲’21

Failing 401(k) non-discrimination testing* 16% 20% 24%

401(k) plan leakage 17%▼’21 16%▼’21’20 19%▼’21’20

Being caught/sued for not having appropriate 
investment options 11% 10%▼’21’20 16%

Being caught/sued for not having competitive fees 9%▼’20 11%▼’20 13%▼’20

Other fears 2%▲’20 1% 1%

Top 401(k) Plan Fears

57%

47%

40%

34%

25%

23%

19%

17%

17%

11%

9%

2%

22%

15%

13%

10%

10%

5%

7%

5%

6%

2%

3%

2%

 Ranked #1  Ranked #1–3

Q463. As a plan sponsor, what are your three biggest fears with respect to managing your organization’s 401(k) plan?
Base: All Plan Sponsors
▲/▼ = Significant change from stated year
/ = Significant change observed in 2021 sustained in 2022
*Added in 2022

Low High
Key ≤12% 13% to 24% 25% to 35% 36% to 47% ≥48%

▲’20

▲’20

▲’21

▼’21’20
▼’21’20

▼’20

▲’20
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In an effort to help DC plan providers and DC investment managers gain deeper insight, we asked plan sponsors 
to describe their biggest challenges using their own words and what firms could do to help make their work easier. 
The area of compliance/regulations serves as the biggest opportunity for firms to help (15%), earning double-digit 
mentions across all plan sizes. Employee engagement/participation is another key area for providers to offer 
greater assistance, particularly among Small-Mid plans (13%) and Large-Mega plans (12%). 

• Other areas in which plan sponsors are advocating for more help include employee satisfaction/happiness,
managing costs/fees, availability of time/resources, and employee training/education.

• Conveying the importance of retirement planning is more frequently cited by Large-Mega plans (9%) and
Small-Mid plans (5%) compared with Micro plans (2%). Large-Mega plans are also more likely to struggle
with recruiting/retaining employees, as Small-Mid plans are with fiduciary responsibilities.
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Total
Micro
(A)

Small–Mid
(B)

Large–Mega
(C)

Compliance/regulations 14% 18% 16%

Employee engagement/participation 8% 13% A 12%

Employee satisfaction/happiness 7% 8% 5%

Managing costs/fees 7% 6% 9%

Availability of time/resources 7% 6% 7%

Employee training/education 5% 8% 9%

Performance monitoring/maximization 4% 4% 3%

Offering breadth/depth of products 4% 6% 6%

Providing updated/easily understandable information 4% 4% 4%

Being transparent 4% 3% 1%

Providing knowledgeable support/customer service 3% 4% 3%

Maintaining data integrity/file feeds 3% 2% 3%

Conveying the importance of retirement planning 2% 5% A 9% AB

Fiduciary responsibilities 2% 4% AC 1%

Recruiting/retaining employees 2% 3% 4% A

Data security 1% 1% 1%

Biggest Challenges/Opportunities for Firms to Help Plan Sponsors*

Q115. What is the most challenging part of your role as a plan sponsor? Using your own words, please describe your biggest challenge and what 
firms could do to make your work easier?
Base: All Plan Sponsors
A/B/C = Significant difference from stated plan size
*New question in 2022

15%

9%

7%

7%

7%

6%

4%

4%

4%

3%

3%

3%

3%

2%

2%

1%

Low High
Key ≤4% 5% to 7% 8% to 11% 12% to 14% ≥15%

Cogent Syndicated: Retirement Planscape® | 7



Economic Outlook of Plan Sponsors
In the backdrop of the escalating war in Ukraine and ensuing global market volatility, DC plan sponsors are less 
optimistic about overall stability in the global economy, with fewer reporting they are “extremely confident,” from 14% 

in 2021 to 9% in 2022. For context, Russia invaded Ukraine on February 24, 2022, in the middle of this year’s survey 

fielding (February 11 to March 8, 2022).

• In fact, the proportions of Small-Mid and Large-Mega plans citing they are “extremely confident” are half
of what they were last year (from 22% and 45% in 2021 to 10% and 22% in 2022, respectively).

• In addition, the percentage of Large-Mega plans indicating they are “not at all confident” has more than
doubled, from 3% in 2021 to 7% in 2022.

Confidence in Overall Stability of Global Economy

CV1. How confident are you in the overall stability of the global economy? 
Base: All Plan Sponsors
▲/▼ = Significant change from stated year
/ = Significant change observed in 2021 sustained in 2022

Total

Micro

Small–Mid

Large–Mega 7%

8%

18%

16%

13%

18%

22%

21%

34%

40%

35%

36%

24%

24%

17%

18%

22%

10%

8%

9%

Not at all 
confident A little confident

Somewhat 
confident

Very 
confident

Extremely 
confident

▼’21

▲’21 ▼’21

▲’21
▲’21 ▲’21 ▼’21
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We’ve been inside the industry for over 20 years. Every 
single day we are talking to your most valuable clients, 
customers and prospects—they know us and they trust 
us. Need a full picture of the DC market? Our Retirement 
360° presentations integrate firm-level findings across 
three major DC audiences to give subscribers a holistic 
view of their position in the market. 

Cogent Syndicated is the most trusted, reliable and 
agile source for wealth management insights.

Talk to us.
P: +1 734 542 7600
E: COGENT@ESCALENT.CO
ESCALENT.CO

RETIREMENT PLANSCAPE®

Pinpoint strengths and weaknesses in brand, loyalty and key 
plan sponsor experience metrics

DC PARTICIPANT PLANSCAPE™

Understand the attitudes and perceptions that influence 
plan participants’ behavior to tap into cross-selling and 
rollover IRA opportunities

RETIREMENT PLAN ADVISOR TRENDS™

Increase DC market share, optimize distribution strategy, 
strengthen advisor satisfaction and improve competitive 
positioning

Pinpoint competitive weaknesses to elevate brand, 
increase market share and benchmark your firm against 
competitors with our robust suite of DC research.

COGENT SYNDICATED |  RETIREMENT PLANSCAPE

mailto:cogent%40escalent.co?subject=
http://www.escalent.co


© 2022 Escalent. All rights reserved.

P +1  734 542 7600
E INFO@ESCALENT.CO

ESCALENT.CO

About Escalent
Escalent is an award-winning advisory firm that 
helps clients understand human and market 
behaviors to navigate disruption and business 
transformation. As catalysts of progress for more 
than 40 years, our strategies guide the world’s 
leading brands. We accelerate growth by creating 
a seamless flow between primary, secondary, 
syndicated, and internal business data, providing 
consulting and advisory services from insights 
through implementation. Based on a profound 
understanding of what drives human beings and 
markets, we identify actions that build brands, 
enhance customer experiences, inspire product 
innovation and boost business productivity.  

Visit escalent.co to see how we are helping shape 
the brands that are reshaping the world.
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