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Financial education can be effective, but for years 
some employers and their advisors have been  

going about it the wrong way.
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During 20 years working in the retirement plan in-
dustry before becoming an independent advisor, 
I saw a wide variety of financial education and 
communication efforts from both large and small 

providers. There were bare-bones efforts with little budget 
behind them and inch-thick enrollment kits jammed with 
pretty brochures that obviously required tremendous effort 
to produce. 

But, ultimately, it didn’t matter whether the provid-
ers spent a fortune on glossy communications or just ran a 
couple of pages through the photocopier. Neither seemed 
to make a difference to plan participants. Average deferral 
rates for retirement plans stayed flat for nearly two decades. 
Employees clearly were not reading the materials; many just 
threw them in the trash.

Not until there were changes in pension regulation, 
primarily the Pension Protection Act of 2006, did we start 
to see some movement in participation and deferral rates. 
These regulations catapulted the adoption of plan design 
changes such as automatic enrollment and autoescalation. 
At that point, plan design had more to do with the positive 
movements than did employee education meetings. 

A review of financial education programs put into place 
over the past few decades shows little in the way of changes 
or improvements. In fact, until recently, many employers had 
abandoned providing financial education in the workplace 
altogether. After all, employers, advisors and retirement plan 

providers had been going through the motions without hav-
ing any true impact on savings rates and asset allocation. 
So when both automatic enrollment and target-date funds 
started to take off, many employers, advisors and plan pro-
viders concluded that education was a failed experiment and 
thought that they could fix the savings problem with plan de-
sign (automatic enrollment) and plan products (target-date 
funds).

For a couple of years after 2006, fewer and fewer retire-
ment plan committees were even talking about financial edu-
cation or retirement outcome metrics.

The financial crisis of 2008 set off the first alarm warn-
ing employers that their workforce might need additional 
help. Some employers and advisors started to talk about 
implementing financial education programs in the work-
place but did not start actually doing anything about it un-
til recently. 

health Is Not Just Physical
Financial wellness has become one of the retirement plan 

industry’s biggest catch phrases. Companies that have insti-
tuted wellness committees now are realizing that they need 
to incorporate more than just smoking-cessation programs 
and weight-loss contests. Financial issues are the No. 1 rea-
son for stress, and stress impacts the health of the workforce. 

However, for the most part, wellness programs have not 
inspired or educated the workforce on getting in better “fi-
nancial” health. 

I believe that education can work. But we must think 
about it differently and not just offer “check-the-box” solu-
tions or same old, same old “enrollment meetings.” One 
step in developing effective programs is to debunk three 
myths around financial wellness and education. Following 
are the myths, along with advice on how to turn each one 
around:

Myth #1: Education Doesn’t Work
How can someone say this? If we are truly educating, 

then it works. What the industry has mostly been doing is 
talking, not educating.  We have spent most of our efforts 
on talking about things that don’t matter to employees right 
now. We talk about the final destination—retirement—but 
skip how and why financial wellness gets us to that point. 
We have to get to the root of what employees need to live to-
day so they can start planning for tomorrow. Education can 

financial education

learn more 
Education
Money Matters: Your Budget
Visit www.ifebp.org/elearning for more information.

From the Bookstore
Basic Principles: A Guide to Life and Financial Planning
Rick Garnitz. lifeSpan Services, Inc. 2012.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?8933 for more details.
A Closer Look: What’s Working in Workplace Financial 
Education
International Foundation. 2014.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?7532E for more details.
Communicating Benefits: Changing Methods and Changing 
Minds
Ann Black. International Foundation. 2007.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?6313 for more details.
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financial education

transform a company culture but must 
be delivered in a different way. 

Here are some tips for ensuring that 
education can work:

•	 Stop	with	the	boring	presenta-
tions! Review the material in ad-
vance of any meeting. If you 
think it is boring or confusing, so 
will employees.

•	 Survey	 the	workforce	once	a	
year. Rule No. 1 in any presenta-
tion is to know your audience. 
Have you asked employees what 
they might find valuable? 

•	 Kick	off	the	year	with	an	educa-
tion	strategy	meeting. Financial 
education can be a topic for a 
company’s wellness committee or 
for a subgroup of employees 
formed for that purpose. Build a 
strategy, implement that strategy 
and then measure the results.

•	 Use	a	variety	of	methods	 for	
education	delivery. Part of the 
company’s education strategy 
may be a mix of in-person group 
meetings, one-on-one meetings 
with advisors/plan providers and 
some sort of web-based meet-
ings.

For employers that have multiple 
locations, it can be a challenge to do 
anything in person, so don’t forget to 
put energy into the written commu-
nications that are sent to employees. 
Remember, if you think the announce-
ment is boring or confusing, so will 
employees. The same energy needs to 
go into designing a communication 
piece as you put into in-person meet-
ings. 

Spend some time exploring new 
tools for communication delivery. 
There are up-and-coming technol-
ogy companies that deliver messaging 

to the workforce in an engaging way. 
Many retirement plan providers and 
advisors have the ability to create a 
voice-over PowerPoint presentation 
that can be e-mailed to employees with 
a link. This is much more engaging 
than just getting an e-mail with words 
on the page. 

Myth #2: Only low-Paid  
Employees have Problems  
Managing Debt and living  
on a Budget

Employers have reacted enthusi-
astically to the concept of education 
around budgeting and debt elimina-
tion. However, most clients react by 
stating that their hourly workforce or 
lower paid workers might find this 
really valuable. We have found that 
lower paid workers tend to have a bet-
ter grasp of their finances and have not 
had the freedom to get into too much 
debt.

Middle management and above 
have experienced pay raises or promo-
tions, and many have abandoned their 
budgets from prior days because they 
think, “If I could do it with less money 
and survive, then why have a budget 
now when I am making considerably 
more?” Many at this level are suffering 

from credit card creep. It’s a slow build, 
but by the time it hits, a first reaction 
may be to decrease 401(k) savings.

Some tips for addressing this prob-
lem:

•	 Don’t assume educational topics 
around budgeting and debt won’t 
be of interest to higher paid 
workers. 

•	 Online, web-based programs 
work well with these topics. 
Some employees will not show 
up in person for a “How to Elimi-
nate Debt” or “How to Create a 
Spending Plan” seminar. How-
ever, they will sign up for web-
based seminars or programs. 

•	 Offer help that extends beyond 
work hours. Some employees 
likely want and need the help but 
can’t show up for in-person 
group meetings for various rea-
sons. Implement a dual strategy. 
In person is great and really 
works, but take the time to create 
the same presentation in some 
sort of web-based seminar. Re-
cord a seminar and send a link to 
employees so they can watch on 
their own time. Many of our cli-
ents put the link to seminars on 
the company-sponsored intranet. 

takeaways
•   Financial education efforts often are aimed at retirement but skip telling employees how and 

why being financially healthy today will help them plan for tomorrow.

•   Plan sponsors shouldn’t assume middle- and higher income employees don’t need help with 
debt and budgeting. 

•   Use a variety of methods to deliver education, and explore newer technologies and tools for 
communication delivery.

•   Millennials want financial education but may want it in different ways.

•   Millennials appreciate one-on-one educational meetings with an advisor/plan provider.
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•	 If providing web-based education, be careful not to go 
too much over 20 minutes. Keep the education to little 
snippets of information. In-person meetings can run 
to an hour, but different guidelines apply to web-based 
presentations.

Myth #3: Millennials Are lazy and Don’t Care 
About Saving for Retirement

Many articles have been written about how “entitled” 
Millennials act when it comes to participating in the work-
force. But in one-on-one education for clients, the best 
meetings I have had are with the Millennials. They are en-
gaged but need things explained in a different way. They 
listen and want to learn and do the right thing. They need 
it to be easy to do and, most of the time, want someone to 
do it for them. The exciting aspect of having Millennials in 
a workforce is that employers have a greater opportunity 

to help them than any other age group. Given the tools to 
follow a budget and start saving appropriately, Millennials 
can be launched on the right path before they go down the 
wrong road. 

Here are a couple of tips for educating Millennials:
•	 When	conducting	in-person	meetings,	always	have	

technology	available. If you work with a financial ed-
ucation advisor, have the advisor bring laptops or an 
iPad. Most Millennials will have smartphones with 
them, and this is an opportunity to suggest they down-
load different apps. Every employee should have the 
401(k) provider’s app on his or her phone. Remind 
Millennials about the great tools many top record-
keepers make available to them. 

•	 Offer	them	one-on-one	meetings	with	the	advisor	or	
plan	provider. Millennials like doing their own re-
search but are eager to have a face-to-face meeting. 
Millennials have been the biggest age group attending 
our one-on-one meetings because many have watched 
their parents get into financial trouble and want to 
avoid the same problems. 

The right kind of financial education can change em-
ployees’ lives, making them more productive—and grateful 
to their employers for making their lives better. Employees 
need and want this help, but for decades the industry and 
employers have been doing financial education wrong. Ed-
ucation that was aimed at making everyone an investment 
expert was doomed to fail because it had little impact on fi-
nancial behaviors. Employers and financial education pro-
viders have a chance to redesign delivery and content, but 
this requires a well-focused strategy, clearly defined goals 
and serious commitment that goes beyond “check-the-box” 
thinking. The results of a successful financial education and 
wellness program are worth it.  

financial education
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