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Investment returns over the past decade have 
been volatile and were impacted by the big-
gest collapse in financial markets since the 
Great Depression. Despite this volatility, de-

fined contribution (DC) account balances are 
steadily recovering, with average balances reach-
ing $38,200 at the end of 2014.

Those are among the findings of The Multi-
employer Retirement Plan Landscape: A Ten Year 
Look (2005-2014), based on Form 5500 Annual 
Reports that 1,308 defined benefit and 1,102 DC 
plans filed with the U.S. Department of Labor.

Plans in the Study
The total number of multiemployer DC plans 

decreased from 1,125 to 1,102 between the 2005-
2014 plan years, with small fluctuations year by 
year. Annual fluctuations are attributed to the 
establishment of new plans, mergers and plan 
terminations. More than three in five (61.7%) 
plans operate on the calendar year (beginning in 
January and ending in December), followed by 
plans with years beginning in July (12%), June 
(7.6%) and May (4.7%).

Of the DC plans that submitted 5500 forms, 
more than three in four (76.1%) were from the 
construction industry, followed by transporta-
tion (6.8%), entertainment (4.4%) and manu-
facturing (4.1%). Geographically, 41.6% of the 
plans are located either in the Northeast or Mid-
Atlantic region, 30.7% are located in the Mid-
west, 10.3% are located in the South, with the 
remaining 17.4% located in the West.

These plans are divided into three broad types. 
More than two in five (41.1%) plans are money 
purchase plans, which are characterized by fixed 
employer contributions, usually as a percentage 
of compensation. In these plans, participants 
have the option of converting their balance into a 

qualified joint and survivor annuity at retirement, 
as opposed to being offered only a lump-sum dis-
tribution or rollover into another account. More 
than one in four (26.7%) DC plans are profit-
sharing plans. In addition, one in four (25%) 
plans is a 401(k) plan, which typically receives 
both employee and employer contributions. The 
remaining 7.3% of plans include “others” such as 
target benefit plans, offset plans and 403(b) plans. 
Analysis indicated that 81.8% of the DC plans are 
supplemental to associated DB plans, while 10% 
of plans are standalone in nature.

Plans have asset values across a wide spec-
trum, ranging from less than $5 million (13.5%) 
to in excess of $500 million (4.3%), with a me-
dian value of $34 million. Plans vary similarly by 
number of participants, with 4.7% of plans re-
porting fewer than 100 participants, while 6.4% 
of plans have at least 10,000 participants. Plans 
also differ by number of participating employ-
ers, with 28.3% having fewer than 25 and 1.7% 
having more than 1,000 participating employers. 
The median number of contributing employers 
is 48. Roughly 76% of reported participants are 
actively working, and the numbers are increas-
ing slightly, with 2.86 million at the end of 2014 
(compared with 2.75 million at the end of 2005). 

Plan Cash Flows
Form 5500 figures captured both plan contri-

butions (made by employers and participants) 
and disbursements (benefits paid to participants 
and their beneficiaries). By subtracting disburse-
ments from contributions, the report indicates 
aggregate cash flows over the ten-year period 
from 2005 to 2014. In general, net cash flows 
have decreased over that period. The aggregate 
net cash flow was $1.87 billion in 2005, moved to 
a negative cash flow in 2010 and improved to a 
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positive cash flow of $900 million in 2014. These fluctuations 
were caused primarily by decreased contributions associated 
with the poor economic conditions between 2008 and 2010, 
coupled with increased disbursements related to the increas-
ing retirements of an aging population.

Contributions also were analyzed at the per participant 
level. In most years, contributions have increased over the 
prior year, and in 2014 the median level reached $2,697 per 
participant. When distributed, 15.7% of plans had contribu-
tion levels of less than $1,000 per participant, with 5.9% of 
plans reporting an average per participant contribution level 
of $10,000 or more. Across industries, filings from the enter-
tainment industry ($3,064) had slightly higher contribution 
levels than construction ($2,998) and transportation ($2,594), 
and considerably more than manufacturing ($1,519), retail/
wholesale ($1,288) and service industries ($886).

Plan Investments
The study also compiled year-by-year returns of the identi-

fied calendar year plans. The median returns were double-digit 
positive in four years: 16.9% in 2009, 10.3% in 2009, 10.3% in 
2010, 10.2% in 2012 and 14.6% in 2013. However, returns were 
sharply negative in 2008 (-21%) and essentially flat (0.2%) in 
2011. These returns varied slightly by industry. When annual-
ized and distributed, the median return from 2005 to 2014 was 
5.28%. Over the ten-year period, a relatively small number of 
calendar year plans have annualized returns of less than 4% 
(10.5% of plans) or more than 7% (3.7% of plans).

Account Balances
Further, the report analyzes how account balances in 

multiemployer DC plans have changed. The median average 
account balance has increased significantly over the past 

decade (from $21,100 in 
2005 to $38,200 in 2014), 
growing with contribu-
tions as well as increasing 
investment returns. Like 
plan contributions, bal-
ances were significantly 
reduced by the financial 
crisis of 2008. When dis-
tributed, the average ac-
count balance in 2014 
was $37,693. One in six 
(16.8%) accounts had bal-
ances of less than $10,000, 
while nearly half (46.9%) 
had balances exceeding 
$100,000. Across industries, filings from the entertainment 
industry ($50,600) had higher balances than construction 
($41,600), transportation ($27,500) and manufacturing 
($18,400) industries.

For the fourth year in a row, Horizon Actuarial Services, 
LLC, and the International Foundation of Employee Benefit 
Plans have partnered on The Multiemployer Retirement Plan 
Landscape: A Ten Year Look (2005-2014), an annual bench-
marking report on multiemployer pension and retirement 
plans. Trustees can use the report to benchmark their own 
plans and understand how the overall multiemployer system 
is doing.

See the Quick Look on page 23 for more statistics from the 
report. Members can download the entire report at www.ifebp 
.org/MultiemployerRetirement. Nonmembers can download 
the report as an e-book for $195.00 at www.ifebp.org/books 
.asp?7733E.
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