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workingwhat’s
financial education  
and advice

by | Chris Vogel, CEBS

Convincing 1,000 miner workers and about 350 salaried 
personnel to take advantage of financial education and 
advice from a certified financial planner (CFP) has 

been a slow process. But through communication efforts and 
word of mouth, momentum is building for a program offered 
by Stillwater Mining Company in Columbus, Montana. 

Stillwater’s two-pronged financial wellness program—
education at workshops and advice provided in one-on-one 
sessions and through a help line—launched as a pilot in Au-
gust 2014. Company leadership, believing in its benefits, last 
July renewed the program for two additional years.

“I work with the 401(k) and 409A plans and directly with 
the employees, and I could see a need for financial wellness, 
for helping people make the best use of the paycheck they 
earn working for us,” said Shauna Lee Geigle, the human re-
sources (HR) representative who spearheads the program. 
For example, “One of the things that caught our attention 
was the high utilization of our 401(k) loan program.

“We have a health wellness program, but I wasn’t aware 
of the financial aspect of wellness until I attended a univer-
sity conference in 2013,” Geigle said. “We realized that if you 
can get your people financially well, you can help them with 
stress levels. Their focus and their safety at work are better.

“If you can get people to a place where they’re able to save 
for retirement in a manner that will allow them to retire on 
time, it’s a benefit to them, but it’s also a benefit to the com-
pany because an aging population is a more expensive popu-
lation. But we did not pursue it with that in mind. We were 
thinking, how can we help these people be successful in their 
financial endeavors and not living paycheck to paycheck?”

Geigle credits a generous company matching contribu-
tion and encouragement from the HR staff for impressive 
participation rates in the 401(k) plan—91% of miners in two 
collective bargaining units and 97% of office staff—with an 
average deferral rate above 9%.

Salaried workers are enrolled automatically, but those in 
the collective bargaining units are not. “At our new-hire ori-
entation, we do strongly encourage it because we don’t have a 

DB plan. We tell them they can’t retire on 
what Social Security is going to provide. 
We are a small enough company that if 
someone hasn’t enrolled, we make sure to 
follow up at 2½ months and again at 3½ 
months and say, ‘You’re giving away free 
money; you’re missing out on the match. 
You really ought to consider this.’ ”

The average age of Stillwater’s work-
force as of last August was 44, Geigle said. 
“That is swayed by a chunk of the popula-
tion over the age of 65 still working. We 
have someone who is 72 years old still ac-
tively employed. These are underground 
mines, and mining is a young man’s job.”

Stillwater is the only U.S. producer of 
platinum group metals (PGMs) and the 
largest primary producer of PGMs out-
side of South Africa and the Russian Federation. PGMs, such 
as platinum and palladium, are rare precious metals used in  
applications such as autocatalysts, fuel cells, hydrogen purifi-
cation, electronics, jewelry, dentistry, medicine and coinage.

Three times a year, free financial education workshops are 
offered in Columbus for two days. The 1½- to 2-hour classes 
are offered mornings, lunchtimes and evenings and cover 
topics such as basic finance (touted as an excellent class for 
anybody—even for someone who thinks he knows every-
thing) and retirement planning.

“We’re not trying to change anything overnight. What 
we’re trying to do is establish a culture of thoughtfulness 
toward their finances—making intelligent decisions and un-
derstanding all the ramifications of the step you take before 
you take it,” Geigle said.

Logistics and distance complicate scheduling classes, but the 
company tries to accommodate everyone. “In addition, if the 
employee is on shift, the spouse can come without the employee. 
Teenage children are welcome. This is for the family. I’ve seen a 
couple of groups come who I know weren’t just mom and dad, 
which is fine. They can’t learn good financial techniques too early.”

Shauna Lee Geigle
HR Representative
Stillwater Mining Company
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The company interviewed several financial education 
providers and hired Financial Finesse, which uses CFPs for 
the workshops, one-on-one advice and a help line.

Although many employees took business cards when the 
program was introduced at a company picnic in 2014, the initial 
uptake for all the services was low, Geigle said in late 2015. But 
“we are encouraging the heck out of it, and we are seeing a little 
bit of traction over the last six months. People who have attended 
a class go back to talk to co-workers, saying ‘Wow. I got a lot out 
of the class. The teacher was great. The materials were great.’ We 
are getting phone calls asking when the next class will be held.”

Far more popular have been free, one-on-one sessions of-
fered in 16 slots every four months. As of early this year, 53 

people had taken advantage of these sessions, which at first 
were available only to workers aged 65 and older and later 
to anyone within three to five years of retirement. Starting 
in June, the one-on-one sessions will be available to anyone 
who has taken two workshop classes. 

“If you don’t get in this time, then you could get in the 
next time we hold the one-on-one sessions,” Geigle said. “We 
felt that getting them to a couple of classes first would be a 
really good way to get them engaged.” 

As of late 2015, one person had attended three classes, 
nine had attended two and 118 had attended one class. Gei-
gle expected the “have attended two classes” group would be 
considerably higher after workshops in mid-February.

The CFP tells people at workshops that he will follow up 
with them by e-mail and also makes sure they’re aware of Fi-
nancial Finesse’s help line. If an employee decides he wants to 
increase his 401(k) deferral as a reaction to one of the classes, 
for example, the CFP might say, “ ‘As a first step, you call us and 
we’ll visit with you about how much of an increase to make and 
which investments you might want to go into,’ ” Geigle said.

“There are 12 of us on the HR staff and, if someone comes 
in with a financial question or complaint or worry, we are 
trying to make sure they’re given one of those cards (with the 
help line number) and encouraged to make a phone call. The 
call and advice are free.”

When a worker calls the help line, the CFP starts an elec-
tronic file so that if an employee calls back with additional 
questions, a different CFP will be able to pick up the conver-
sation right where it left off.

The help line is available to anyone, whether he or she has 
attended a workshop or a one-on-one session. Quarterly re-
ports show that usage was almost nonexistent to begin with 
but had increased to 20 calls on a variety of topics the last 
quarter of 2015. 

After the workshops, Geigle has observed people talk 
about actions they’ve taken or plan to do immediately, like 
increase their 401(k) deferral.

 “I’m deeply grateful to the management group for giving 
our employees this opportunity,” Geigle said. “That’s huge. 
Economic times currently are not stellar, but they believe in 
giving employees this advantage and can see the value in a 
financially well population.”

what’s working

Mine workers at Stillwater’s base metals refinery operations floor.

Stillwater Mining Company, the only U.S. producer of platinum group 
metals (PGMs) and the largest primary producer of PGMs outside of 
South Africa and the Russian Federation, has two underground mines 
in Montana.  PGMs, such as platinum and palladium, are rare precious 
metals used in many applications, including auto catalysts, fuel cells, hy-
drogen purification, electronics, jewelry, dentistry, medicine and coinage.
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