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T
he Internet plays a part in almost every aspect of our lives today. 
More than 245 million Americans, roughly 79% of the popula-
tion, go online to shop, bank, network, share, research, game, 
study, communicate and even date (Figure 1).1 Now, more than 
ever, benefit fund administrators and trustees are turning to the 

Web to communicate with participants, employers, providers and plan pro-
fessionals. 

Why Now?
Plan participants simply expect to communicate with their benefit fund 

office electronically. Most schools now notify parents electronically via text 
message or e-mail if the school day is affected by weather. Many schools also 
allow parents to track students’ academic progress via the Web. Most airlines 
now notify their passengers electronically if there is a flight delay or cancel-
lation. Similarly, fund participants expect to be notified electronically if there 
is a new explanation of benefits (EOB) available or if their new pension state-
ment is ready to be viewed online.

As consumers of information, we have become spoiled by the Web. We ex-
pect instant access to whatever information we want or need. Employee ben-
efit plan participants are no different. They expect to be able to access their 
own benefit information whenever they want, from wherever they want.

Benefit fund administrators and trustees are also realizing the efficien-
cies and cost savings of electronic communications com-

pared to traditional paper-based communications. With 
increasing postage, ink, stationery and preparation costs, 

the expense of mailing paper-based communications to the 
membership can be significant. From a time standpoint, pa-

per-based communication seems to take an eternity. After print-
ing, signing, folding, stuffing, stamping and mailing your correspon-

dence, you then have to wait for it to be delivered, assuming it reaches 
your target recipient at all.

Electronic communications alleviate almost all of these concerns by al-

With four of five Americans regularly using the Internet, 
most employees expect to be able to communicate with 

their employer’s benefit office via e-mail and a website. 
Interactions also are taking place through a variety of 
social media sites.

by | Bill Wekluk
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lowing you to push out information 
to your members immediately, in real 
time. Members can have access to their 
information on demand, 24/7, 365 days 
a year.

Relevant Legislation
While the reasons for communicat-

ing electronically with plan participants 
are somewhat obvious, the legislation 
governing how plan administrators 
can use technology to electronically 
communicate with their members is 
not as apparent. Concerns about the 
Employee Retirement Income Secu-
rity Act (ERISA) and the Health Insur-
ance Portability and Accountability Act 
(HIPAA) have long thwarted, or at least 
hindered, many benefit plans from de-
veloping an efficient and comprehen-

sive system for communicating with 
their participants electronically. How-
ever, in 2011 several significant legisla-
tive updates impacted the requirements 
of employee benefit plans in the use of 
electronic communications.

On April 7, 2011, the Employee Ben-
efits Security Administration (EBSA), 
an agency of the Department of Labor 
(DOL), issued a Request for Informa-
tion (RFI) Regarding Electronic Dis-
closure by Employee Benefit Plans. The 
RFI solicited feedback and public com-
ment on the current relevance and ap-
plicability of the standards for the elec-
tronic distribution of plan disclosures 
required under ERISA, which were last 
amended in April 2002.2

Over 75 industry profession-
als and companies filed formal re-

sponses to the RFI, all of which are 
still posted on DOL’s website.3 Most 
of the responses cited the need to re-
place or revise many of the outdated 
provisions originally released as part 
of the April 2002 ERISA update, and 
clearly identified these requirements 
as the largest inhibitor to a more 
widely used electronic communica-
tion solution for the employee benefit 
plan industry. Most of the responders 
recommended that EBSA consider 
overhauling the 2002 Final Rules and 
consider contemporary technology 
practices and capabilities when do-
ing so.

Subsequently, on December 8, 2011, 
EBSA issued Technical Release No. 
2011-03R, which included a Revised In-
terim Policy on Electronic Disclosures. 

FIGURE 1
Internet Usage

Data Source: Internet World Stats.
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This release clarified the requirements for the use of electronic 
media when disclosing information to participants and ben-
eficiaries. It also clearly stated that the technical release was 
merely a “temporary enforcement policy until the Department 
issues further guidance in this area.”4 The release specifically 
states that “the Department is reviewing the E-Disclosure RFI 
comments for purposes of determining whether, and possibly 
how, it would modify the electronic disclosure rules.” Plan ad-
ministrators should expect an update to these legislative rules 
sometime in 2012.

What Are the Legislative  
Requirements Now?

The legislative requirements for providing employee ben-
efit plan information electronically to a participant or ben-
eficiary can vary depending on the type of information pro-
vided. Investment returns may have different requirements 
than pension benefit statements, which may have different 
requirements from a summary plan description (SPD). 
However, there are five general requirements that apply to all 
electronic disclosures of participant information.5 They are:

 1. An initial	notice from the plan administrator to re-
quest the participant’s e-mail address. This initial no-
tice must disclose that the e-mail address is voluntary 
and that providing one will result in the electronic 
transmission of future disclosures. The initial notice 
must explain how participants can access the elec-
tronic information (i.e., a continuous access website). 
It must also indicate that the participant has the right 
to a free paper copy of the information that is made 
available electronically and can opt out of the elec-
tronic process at any time. Finally, the initial notice 
must explain the procedures for updating the partici-
pant’s e-mail address.

 2. An annual	notice from the plan administrator essen-
tially contains all of the same information as the initial 
notice and must be sent annually in any 12-month pe-
riod selected by the plan administrator. The annual 
notice can be sent electronically using the e-mail ad-
dress furnished from the initial notice only if there is 
evidence that the participant interacted electronically 
with the plan from the e-mail address. Otherwise, the 
annual notice must be sent on paper.

 3. The plan administrator must reasonably calculate mea-
sures to ensure the actual receipt of the electronic infor-

mation that is being provided. This includes read-or-
return receipts or the tracking of undeliverable e-mail.

 4. The plan administrator must take necessary measures 
to ensure that the confidentiality of personal informa-
tion is protected.

 5. The information in the electronic correspondence must 
be calculated to be understood. In other words, the in-
formation should be written at a level understood by 
the average plan participant.

Methods of Electronic Communication
E-Mail

The most common method of electronic communication 
between a benefit plan office and a plan participant is e-mail. 
Most plan administrators provide their participants with 
some means of contacting the fund office via e-mail. Whether 
it is a generic e-mail address for the fund office where partici-
pants can submit questions, forms or reimbursement claims, 
or an employee-specific e-mail system where participants can 
directly e-mail the benefit plan office employee who can best 
help them with their request, e-mail has become a critical 
component of the plan/participant relationship. Most plans 
now request the participant’s e-mail address at the time of en-
rollment. Even plans that are not using e-mail to send ERISA-
covered information to their participants often find e-mail ex-
tremely valuable for generic notifications, such as newsletters, 
meeting reminders and healthy living initiatives. 

Using e-mail in conjunction with a secure website offers 
the most security and control over the information provided 
to plan participants electronically. The fund office can send 
an e-mail to plan participants notifying them that there is 
new information, such as a statement or EOB, available on 
the fund’s secure website. The e-mail itself does not contain 
any private or ERISA-governed information; it merely pro-
vides notice and usually a link to the fund’s website. The par-
ticipant then logs in to a secure portion of the fund’s site. 
Once authenticated, the participant is allowed to view mem-
ber-specific information or submit forms that have been 

learn more >>
Education
Social Media: The Art of Effective Benefits Communication
For more information, visit www.ifebp.org/webcasts/archive.
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specifically designed to capture member-specific data. This 
secure portion of the fund’s website is commonly referred to 
as a member self-service portal.

Plan Website

Employee benefit plan websites are a great way for plan ad-
ministrators to publish both general and participant-specific 
information online in a secure environment for their partici-
pants. Most of these sites contain a public area with generic 
information on the plan that can be viewed by plan partici-
pants as well as the general public. Many also contain secure 
portals that allow enrolled participants, employers, trustees, 

plan professionals and providers to access secure informa-
tion on their respective accounts with the benefit plan. Keep-
ing the public site and each portal up to date, relevant and 
complete with useful, easy-to-navigate information is the 
best way to maximize the site’s return on investment.

Many benefit fund offices are building interactive mem-
ber websites that allow their members to check eligibility for 
benefits for themselves or their dependents, see work hours 
and/or employer contributions that have been remitted on 
their behalf, check defined contribution plan balances, and 
even print a pension statement or provide an estimated 
pension calculation. At a minimum, plan administrators 
and trustees should provide participants with the ability 
to view or download SPDs and print or submit commonly 
used forms from the fund office’s website, such as change-of- 
address, benefit enrollment or beneficiary designation 
forms.

Participants are not the only ones benefiting from these 
interactive plan websites. Many plans have implemented em-
ployer self-service portals that allow enrolled employers to 
communicate electronically with the fund office. Through 
the website, employers can submit or upload remittance 
reports and remit payment for monthly contributions elec-
tronically. These interactive employer portals have resulted 
in significant cost and time savings for both the employer 
and the fund office, while reducing data entry errors and col-
lection discrepancies.

Plan administrators are fast realizing the benefits of com-
municating with trustees and plan professionals via secure 
portals on the benefit plan’s website. Administrators can post 
meeting agendas, minutes, presentations and reports for se-
cure retrieval by trustees and various other plan profession-
als, such as attorneys, actuaries and consultants. These por-
tals are often used in conjunction with “green” initiatives to 
implement paperless trustee meetings. Meeting materials are 
available online before, during and after the meeting, elimi-
nating the need for paper copies.

Provider self-service portals are gaining in popularity 
among health and welfare plans as well. Plans are creating 
areas of their interactive website specifically targeted at com-
municating with providers, doctors and hospitals. The most 
common application of this technology is a provider portal 
on the plan’s website that allows providers to inquire on pa-
tient eligibility, check on the status of claims, view and print 
EOBs and, in some cases, request reimbursement for a claim.

FIGURE 2
Growth of Social Media Use

Source: Search Engine Journal.com.

takeaways >>
•   Legislative updates in 2011 affected how employee benefit 

plans use electronic communications. DOL updates of elec-
tronic disclosure rules are expected this year.

•   Legal requirements for providing employee benefit plan 
information electronically may vary depending on the type of 
information.

•   Using e-mail in conjunction with a member self-service portal 
on a website offers the most security and control over informa-
tion provided electronically.

•   Interactive employer Web portals can save time and money 
and reduce errors for the employer and the fund office.

•   Communicating with participants using social media is 
essentially free of charge.
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Social Media Sites
The popularity of social media and social networking 

sites has exploded (see Figure 2). With 840 million regis-
tered users, if Facebook were a country, it would be the third 
largest in the world.6 Businesses are flocking to social media 
websites in an effort to connect with their customers, and 
employee benefit plans are also realizing the opportunities 
in communicating with their membership through social 
network sites.

While most opportunities to communicate with plan 
participants through social media are limited to public in-
formation, the sheer popularity of the sites and the num-
ber of daily visitors make them impossible to ignore. Per-
haps the most intriguing characteristic of social media as a 
communication tool is the cost, or lack thereof, since most 
services are essentially free. The following is a listing of the 
most popular social media sites and how they can be used 
by plan administrators.

Facebook

Slightly over 71% of all U.S. Internet users are on Face-
book (see Figure 3).7 The term “Like us on Facebook” has 
become an integral part of almost every corporate market-
ing campaign. Benefit plans can create a business or organi-
zation profile on Facebook and allow interested participants 
to follow them on the site by indicating that they “like” 
the benefit plan’s Facebook profile. There is no limit to the 
number of users who can “like” a Facebook business profile. 
However, Facebook does restrict each personal account to 
5,000 connections, which could limit its use for larger ben-
efit plans.8

As an alternative, the benefit plan can create a “group” on 
Facebook and directly control members whom they allow to 
join. In either approach, the benefit plan can publish general 
information for its followers, such as meeting reminders, due 
dates and healthy living initiatives. Customizable settings 
and preferences allow end users to receive an e-mail or “push 
notification” on their smart phone alerting them that the 
benefit plan has posted an update on Facebook.

A common concern of any business or benefit plan contem-
plating a move to Facebook is the Facebook “wall.” The wall 
allows end users to post comments, pictures or videos directly 
onto the wall of any of their Facebook friends. To alleviate this 
concern, Facebook profiles or groups can disable the wall so 
that comments cannot be posted, essentially making the Face-

FIGURE 3
Facebook

Source: Search Engine Journal.com.

FIGURE 4
Twitter

Source: Search Engine Journal.com.
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book experience a one-sided conversation, with all of the con-
tent being controlled by the benefit plan or profile owner.

Twitter

Almost as popular as the “Like us on Facebook” slogan is 
the “Follow us on Twitter” initiative (see Figure 4). Twitter is 
a microblogging and social networking website that allows us-
ers to publish “tweets” of up to 140 characters in length. Users 
elect to “follow” other users, which grants them access to the 
other’s tweets. By creating a Twitter account, benefit admin-
istrators can post generic messages, meeting reminders and 
various other updates for participants who elect to follow them 
on Twitter. Twitter has no limit to the number of followers for a 
given entity. Twitter also offers a very informative “Twitter for 
Business” section of its website for any business or plan admin-
istrator interested in learning more about the process.9

LinkedIn

Sometimes referred to as professional Facebook, LinkedIn 
is a professional networking website that allows individual 
members to connect with other members (see Figure 5). 
Connections are often based on professional or industry-
related commonalities, former colleagues or former school-
mates. A benefit plan can create a “company” on LinkedIn 
and allow its members to follow the company. Updates and 

messages can be pushed out from the LinkedIn company 
profile, which, when enabled, can push out notices to end 
users’ e-mail accounts or smart phones.

YouTube

When thinking about innovative ways to communicate 
with plan participants, YouTube may not be the most obvi-
ous solution. However, with 800 million unique users visit-
ing YouTube each month, it must be part of the discussion. 
More video is uploaded to YouTube in one month than the 
three major U.S. television networks (ABC, NBC and CBS) 
created in 60 years.10 More and more businesses are posting 
commercials, advertisements and marketing campaigns di-
rectly to YouTube and then posting a link to the YouTube 
video onto their website. Why wouldn’t plan administrators 
do the same thing? Videos containing generic plan informa-
tion or healthy living initiatives can be quickly and efficiently 
posted on YouTube, made available on the plan’s website 
or e-mailed to members. However, anyone using YouTube 
should consider that all YouTube content is available to the 
general Internet public. Many YouTube videos have unsus-
pectingly gone “viral,” without the permission of the creator.

Text Messaging

According to a study released by the Pew Research Cen-
ter, nearly three out of four Americans send text messages, 
and among those who do, 31% prefer texting to talking.11 
Some plan administrators have turned to “group texting” or 
“text blasting” as a useful tool for sending mass generic com-
munications to a large group of their participants simultane-
ously. One of the challenges to this approach is that it usually 
requires a software program that will allow the plan to blast 
a message to hundreds, if not thousands, of cell phones si-
multaneously. In some cases, recipients can be charged a per-
message fee for each text message received.

Conclusion
The primary mission of every employee benefit plan is to 

support plan participants. Good customer service and clear 
lines of communication are paramount to meeting the needs 
and expectations of members. The challenge for administrators 
is that those needs and expectations are evolving just as quickly 
as the technological world around us. Plan administrators and 
trustees must keep pace with contemporary technology and 
use all responsible means of electronic communication. 

FIGURE 5
LinkedIn

Source: Search Engine Journal.com.
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