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Amid the many challenges that come with 
pension plan conversions, a plan needs a 
broad communications strategy. It must 

identify constituents, create a plan of action and 
assess how well members understand the com-
munications. In other words, it’s important to 
see the forest for the trees. 

Preparing for the big picture was especially 
paramount for the IWA–Forest Industry Pension 
Plan, one of the largest private plans in terms of 
assets in British Columbia, as it transitioned 
from a negotiated cost defined benefit plan to a 
target benefit plan. Plan members number more 
than 70,000, including 15,000 active members, 
29,000 inactive/deferred members and 26,000 
retirees or beneficiaries, and are dispersed across 
British Columbia. To reach such a large and 
scattered audience, it was also important for the 
communications team to start planting the seeds 
for change early on.

In September 2015, British Columbia enacted 
the new Pension Benefits Standards Act (PBSA). 
This allowed multi-employer plans to transition 
to target benefit plans (TBPs). TBPs are subject 
to different funding rules, with the goal of allow-
ing these plans to achieve long-term stability. For 
plan members, the transition would leave month-
ly pension incomes unchanged but lower the 
payout for pension benefits withdrawn as a lump 
sum, according to Derrick Johnstone, CEO of the 
IWA–Forest Industry Pension and LTD Plans. 

Plan officials believe the change will be posi-
tive for the plan and for members, but “whenev-
er there is change, there is going to be an uneasy 
reaction,” said Megan Battersby, plan communi-
cations manager. “We needed to be transparent 
and address member concerns without sugar-
coating the message.” 

Addressing member concerns meant com-

municating early and often. Once the plan of-
fice viewed the PBSA regulations in September 
2015, the next order of business was getting the 
board of trustees—evenly divided between union 
and industry representatives—on board with the 
transition.

“The board put it into action in December 
2015,” Johnstone said. “They passed a motion 
that charted out the expectation that the plan 
would transition at the end of 2016. That put it 
back in the hands of the plan office to make ev-
erything happen.” 

That lead time would prove to be a great ad-
vantage, allowing the communications team a 
year to accomplish its list of goals:

• Identify members and make sure they un-
derstood the pension plan and why it was 
transitioning.

• Promote the value of the plan to different 
stakeholders.

• Establish the plan office as a source of in-
formation and support.

• Increase trust in and commitment to the 
plan.

The team began by identifying stakeholders, 
including the board, union locals, regulators and 
members, Battersby said. Members run the gamut 
of the forest industry—mill workers, forest work-
ers, truck loggers—and are spread across the prov-
ince, necessitating a multipronged approach to 
reach members where they work and reside. The 
team further broke down membership into active, 
deferred and retirees to better tailor its messages.

“We created a yearlong calendar for each au-
dience, and the board approved key messages,” 
Battersby said.

“Creating key messages was an important 
step,” Johnstone said. “We wanted the board 
to know what we were going to be focusing on 
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when we spoke to the stakeholders. So they approved our 
key messages, and that allowed us to form all of the other 
communications.”

Preparing to Answer Questions
Another early step was preparing union locals and staff to 

answer member questions. 
“The reality is that members will go to their local unions 

first for information,” Johnstone said. “We wanted to make 
sure the locals knew this was a complex plan and knew they 
could send their members back to us” with questions.

At the end of April 2016, a full-day information session 
was held for union locals. About 50 people from at least a 
dozen locals attended. These representatives had an oppor-
tunity to spend the day learning about the transition process 
and were given posters and information as tools to help com-
municate with members.

One key takeaway for locals was that the plan office ex-
isted as a resource for members. Locals were encouraged to 
direct members to call or visit the plan office for inquiries, 
and plan office staff was trained to answer questions.

“It was important for us to train the staff at the plan office, 
especially the pensions team, so that they knew this transi-
tion inside out and would be able to answer questions when 
members came to them,” Battersby said.

“In a vacuum, members will come up with their own in-
formation,” Johnstone added. Without strong, effective com-
munication, members create their own ideas, explanations 
and even rumors, he said. 

Using Multiple, Varied Approaches
The team worked toward its goals through multiple touch 

points, including an announcement letter, a list of frequently 
asked questions (FAQs), member information sessions, a 
survey e-mail and a video. “We wanted to use as many media 
as we could to help get the word out,” Battersby said.

Regulations required an announcement letter to be sent one 
month in advance of a transition. The plan mailed the letter to 
all members shortly after the April meeting with union locals, 

eight months ahead of time. The 
plan office also posted a list of 
FAQs—a key piece of the com-
munications—on the website. 

“We came up with all the 
possible questions we thought 
members would have, and we 
worked with our plan actuary 
to make sure it was accurate 
and explained things properly,” 
Battersby said.

In the fall, members received 
a condensed FAQ booklet in the 
mail, accompanied by an invitation to attend one of 50 infor-
mation sessions in October and November 2016.

Attendance at these sessions varied, depending on the 
number of mills and members in a given location, but in 
general the sessions enjoyed strong showings. The aim was 
to create opportunities for members regardless of their lo-
cation. Often there were two seminars in the same town to 
engage members who worked different shifts. 

The base presentation ran 60-90 minutes, followed by a 
Q&A. Sessions sometimes lasted more than three hours be-
cause of the volume of member questions. These in-person 
meetings allowed members to ask questions directly and 
helped to create trust. “It lifted the air of suspicion,” John-
stone said, and it allowed for positive discussion.
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Through its continual outreach to members, the team 
could adjust its approach. About halfway through the yearlong 
process, members received a survey e-mail so the plan could 
gauge their reaction and assess how to improve communica-
tions. “That was very helpful in adjusting some of the pieces, 
particularly the FAQs. Mostly what we found is that members 
wanted us to simplify things even more,” Johnstone said.

The plan turned to a firm in Toronto, Ontario to create a 
video that explained the transition in 90 seconds. The video 
was made available on the plan website and was shown at all 
member meetings.

Conclusion: The Importance of Planning
The IWA–Forest Industry Pension Plan isn’t the first in 

British Columbia to make this transition, but it is among the 
largest. The plan office and regulators wanted a smooth tran-
sition so that the plan could serve as a model for others. That 

made it even more important to have a communications plan 
in place.

Early in the process, the team met with the British Co-
lumbia Financial Institutions Commission. “Our regulator 
wanted to work with us,” Johnstone said. “They were along 
with us all the way. They attended one of the member ses-
sions. Along with the staff in the office, it really took a lot of 
people all working from the same songbook.”

It is worth noting again that the board of trustees helped 
to set the tone by approving the key messages in advance, 
Johnstone said. “Each communication kept in mind those 
key messages the board approved in spring. Those continued 
to underline our communications.”

In December 2016, the plan successfully converted. “We 
ticked off every goal along the way,” Johnstone said. The long 
transition process “gave us a huge amount of time to plan and 
do it properly.”
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