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G e n e r a t i o n a l  I s s u e s

Talking to the Generations: 
Targeting Effective DC  
Plan Communication
Whereas saving for retirement is a challenge for many Americans, the nature of that challenge varies across 

age groups. This article demonstrates how effective communication may be tailored to age groups in terms of 

message, channel and framing. The authors discuss how various age groups prefer to receive defined contribu

tion (DC) plan information, what works and what doesn’t across generations, and what the industry is doing—

or failing to do—so that plan sponsors can implement a practical communication program that is targeted by 

generational category in a way that makes the most of their communication budget.

by Lori Lucas | Callan and Jamie McAllister | Callan

Study after study shows that saving for retirement is a 
challenge for many Americans. However, the nature 
of that challenge depends heavily on age demo-

graphic. For example, an Aon Hewitt survey of 401(k)-eli-
gible workers found that all generations—baby boomers, 
Generation X and Generation Y—claim that day-to-day 
needs are the biggest impediment to saving. However, Gen-
eration Y is far more likely to prioritize lifestyle purchases 
over any type of saving.1 In contrast, Generation X and the 
baby boomers are more likely to fail to save for retirement 
because other savings needs, such as saving for emergen-
cies or for their children, get in the way (Table I).

A survey of 30,000 workers at a large financial services 
company conducted by Clark et al. (2012) found that the 
biggest reasons why workers under the age of 44 failed to 
save for retirement—other than waiting to be eligible for 
the employer match—were insufficient income and paying 

off student loans or other debt.2 Far fewer older workers 
listed these reasons. Meanwhile, the 2013 MFSI DC Pulse 
survey of approximately 1,000 workers with at least $1,000 
in DC plan balances with their current employer found 
that the top concerns of the various generations differed, 
too. While baby boomers worried about market events, 
Gen Y’s concern was inflation. Gen X, meanwhile, focused 
on Social Security as a key area of concern. (See Table II for 
age cohorts.)

Not surprisingly, given such findings, more and more 
employers are targeting communication to various age co-
horts. For example, while messages around the need to save 
for retirement might be featured prominently in communi-
cation to baby boomers, “financial security” might be the 
focal point for communicating with Gen Y employees who 
are very far from retirement.

In this article, we will demonstrate how effective com-
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munication may be tailored to age 
groups in terms of message, channel 
and framing. We’ll discuss how vari-
ous age groups prefer to receive DC 
plan information, what works and 
what doesn’t across generations, and 
what the industry is doing—or fail-
ing to do—so that plan sponsors can 
implement a practical communication 
program that is targeted by genera-
tional category in a way that makes the 
most of their communication budget.

First Step: Do No Harm— 
Getting the Framing Right

There have been many advances in 
behavioral finance that DC plan spon-

sors can apply to improve plan usage. 
The classic among these is automatic 
enrollment, which changes the deci-
sion that employees must make about 
enrolling in their DC plan from “opt 
in” to “opt out.” By simply reframing 
this decision, plan participation tends 
to increase dramatically across all age 
groups with automatic enrollment.3 
However, some reframing exercises 
can backfire when generational dif-
ferences are not considered, as a team 
of researchers exploring the impact of 
certain communication techniques on 
401(k) saving learned recently.

In a field experiment, Clark et al. 
sought to increase plan participation 

by communicating the impact of sav-
ing even seemingly small amounts in 
a 401(k) plan over the long term.4 The 
researchers sent fliers to 4,000 work-
ers who were not participating in 
their 401(k)s. The flier explained the 
importance of saving for retirement. 
It illustrated how giving up inciden-
tals—such as specialty coffee—in or-
der to invest in the 401(k) plan could 
amount to substantial savings over 
time (figure).

The researchers found that younger 
employees, those 18-24 years old, were 
4.5 percentage points more likely to 
join the 401(k) plan if they received 
the flier versus those who did not re-
ceive it. However, employees aged 45 
and older who received the flier were 
4.4 percentage points less likely to par-
ticipate, compared to those who did 
not receive it. The researchers note 
that the flier highlighted the impor-
tance of saving early by demonstrat-
ing investment growth over a 40-year 
period. Therefore, it is possible that 
this information discouraged the old-
er group of workers, who had far less 
than 40 years to save, from participat-
ing in the employer 401(k) plan (e.g., 
“Why bother? It’s too late for me to 
save enough.”). Indeed, the research-
ers noted: “The framing of the flier 
may have been discouraging to those 
in the treatment group.” Clearly, un-
derstanding generational differences 
is crucial when framing participant 
communication.

Helping Workers Make  
the Connection

Some generational obstacles to 

T A B L E  I

What Gets in the Way of Retirement Saving?

 Baby Boomers Generation X Generation Y

Daytoday needs 67% 71% 78%

Lifestyle purchases 40% 46% 61%

Saving for home purchase 15% 31% 45%

Saving for emergencies 47% 49% 38%

Saving for children 40% 53% 21%

Saving for other investments 24% 30% 23%

Source: Aon Hewitt.

T A B L E  I I

Who Comprises the Age Cohorts?

Cohort Age Range

Baby Boomers Ages 4664

Generation X Ages 3445

Generation Y Ages 1833

Source: Pew Research Center.
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saving are easy to identify—but difficult to overcome. For 
example, a key reason that Gen Y workers fail to save for 
retirement is that it is so far in the future. Considerable 
research has shown the power of immediate versus dis-
tant gratification. Indeed, in a series of neurological ex-
periments, Cohen et al. (2004) found that the more primi-
tive—and stronger—area of the brain is stimulated when 
decisions involve immediately available rewards versus 
delayed rewards.5 Behavioral research calls this hyperbolic 
discounting, the phenomenon whereby the human brain 
weighs immediate gains much more heavily than gains 
that will accrue to the future, resulting in decisions that 
favor the near term. In other words, it is the reason that 
eating a dessert at lunch is so much more appealing—and 
easier—than going on a diet that may improve one’s over-
all health in the long term. As the size of the diet and 
exercise industry attests, overcoming the power of imme-
diate gratification is no easy task. So how can very young 

workers be expected to save for a retirement that is de-
cades away?

In their research, Hershfield et al. (2011) found that 
technology could be harnessed to counter hyperbolic 
discounting.6 The key was to use technology to sensitize 
younger people to the needs of their future, aged selves. 
The researchers posited that, to the extent that people can 
feel more connected to a vividly imagined future self, they 
should be motivated to save more money for the future. 
Accordingly, in their field experiment, the researchers pre-
sented people with morphed images of their future selves—
made possible with the help of age-progression algorithms 
that forecast how physical appearances might change over 
time. In one study, the researchers had individuals interact 
with their aged virtual selves in a collaborative virtual en-
vironment. They found that participants who were exposed 
to their “future selves” in a virtual reality setting allocated 
more than twice as much money to their retirement account 

LFI offers 100% match on the first 6% of income saved in your 401(k) account, plus
you get all the tax savings! Even a simple change—such as bringing a bagged lunch to
work a few times a month—can make a big difference.

The following examples show how small sacrifices today can have a big impact on your
retirement income.

Unit Price Per Year
Amount Per Year Plus
100% Employer Match

Total if Invested in   
Plan for 40 Years

$2.50 $912.50 $1,825.00 $863,158
$8.50 $443.25 $886.50 $419,248
$0.55 $200.75 $401.50 $189,895

To Enroll: The Learning Center at eBenefitsNow.com contains the LFI 401(k) Savings
Plan Participant Guide. The LFI 401(k) Savings Plan Participant Guide provides Plan 
Highlights, Investment Information, and Enrollment Instructions. You can also enroll by 
accessing the Plan's website directly at: http://www.-.com/plantrac.

1 specialty coffee per day
1 movie per week
1 candy bar per day

Are you leaving money on the table?

A LITTLE MONEY SAVED TODAY GOES A LONG WAY IN RETIREMENT

Join the 68% of LFI employees who are
already contributing to their 401(k) plan

F I G U R E

Sample Employee 401(k) Flier

.
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as participants who were focused on 
their current selves. The researchers 
concluded that the moment a person 
makes an intertemporal choice, such 
as between spending today and saving 
for tomorrow, is arguably the most im-
portant time to consider the interests 
of the future self.

In another experiment, the same 
researchers demonstrated that a 
more scalable slider mechanism 
could also be used to improve future 
savings levels. The slider mechanism 
shows a current and a future self: The 
more money allocated to the future 
self, the happier the expression of the 
future self would be. As with the vir-
tual reality approach, the research-
ers found that participants using the 
slider allocated a significantly higher 
percentage of pay to retirement.

Of course, it is important to keep 
in mind that a slider mechanism re-
quires active participation in the edu-
cational process; historically, it has 
proven very challenging to coax em-
ployees into using online savings and 
investment tools. Engagement rates 
for online financial advice tools, for 

example, tend to range from 3% to 
13%, depending on the plan sponsor.7 
Further, cost can be an impediment. 
Research by Benz Communications 
finds that more than two-thirds of 
plan sponsors (68%) report budgets 
of less than $25,000 for benefits com-
munication. A broad rollout of virtual 
technology, or even the slider mecha-
nism described in the research, on 
such a small budget may be challeng-
ing for plan sponsors.

Right-Sizing the Intervention
Yet technology remains an impor-

tant channel—especially for younger 
workers. In a State Street Global Advi-
sors survey, 53% of 24- to 32-year-olds 
said they knew more about their iPod 
than they did about saving and debt.8 
The survey also suggested that social 
networking may be an important av-
enue for reaching these younger work-
ers. According to the survey, workers 
aged 25 and younger were more than 
twice as likely as workers in general to 
favor a Facebook page that regularly 
posts reminders, videos and other 
employees’ comments on how to save 

more. A similarly high proportion fa-
vored an employer-sponsored buddy 
program that encourages people to 
help other people save more or regu-
lar postings on a blog that encourages 
employees to join the conversation 
about saving.

Kast et al. (2012) explored the im-
pact of the buddy system on savings 
behavior in a recent white paper.9 
Chilean workers were sent weekly e-
mails that documented and reported 
to a savings buddy whether the indi-
vidual had saved in accordance with 
his or her stated goal. For example, the 
e-mails might read: “Congratulations! 
Last week you made your weekly de-
posit and we just informed your sav-
ings buddy of your achievement.” Or 
conversely they might read: “Ooh! 
Last week you did not achieve your 
weekly deposit and we just informed 
your savings buddy.” The researchers 
found that the use of feedback mes-
sages and peer pressure/support not 
only led to a significantly increased 
number of deposits, but higher sav-
ings balances.

Surprisingly, however, the re-

The better communication within this arena will tailor messaging to the life stage  

and even recognize competing priorities in order to further customize the message. 

However, regardless of the life stage, most commonly these targeted messages are 

sent out to participants through just two channels: print or e-mail.
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searchers also found that even without a buddy system, a 
feedback message that simply informs participants of their 
own achievement and the success rate of other participants 
was equally effective (e.g., “Congratulations! Last week you 
made your weekly deposit. X% of other participants similar 
to you made a deposit.”). In other words, simple technology 
in the form of e-mail messages may render the account-
ability mechanism of peer groups more scalable and prac-
tical—at least for generations that respond to this type of 
intervention.

Making the Internet Work Across the Generations
In a recent survey, Pew found that every generation 

heavily uses the Internet (Table III). Still, how the differ-
ent generations use the Internet is a key sticking point. Ac-
cording to the study, social networks were used by about 
twice as many in Gen Y versus older boomers. Gen Y is also 
much more likely to send instant messages and read blogs 
than older workers. However, the researchers also found 
that when it comes to getting financial information, Gen 
X and baby boomers are more likely than Gen Y to use the 
Internet to do so. Meanwhile, the report found very little 

difference between Internet usage across generations when 
it came to e-mail, using a search engine and getting news—
Across all generations, these were common activities. This 
suggests that Internet technology can be used effectively 
across all age groups. It just needs to be used strategically.

Major DC recordkeepers have recognized the impor-
tance of targeting messages to participants based on indi-
vidual circumstances and have begun to do so, including 
through the use of the Internet. A common approach to 
targeting workers is to divide them into four groups:

1. Just getting started—initiating participation for the 
youngest workers

2. Building/managing wealth—focusing on middle-
aged workers and getting them to their retirement 
goals

3. Transitioning into retirement—targeting preretire-
ment workers and their concerns about making the 
right decisions for retirement

4. Retirement—helping plan participants successfully 
draw down plan assets in retirement.

The better communication within this arena will tailor 
messaging to the life stage and even recognize competing pri-

T A B L E  I I I

Activities Across Generations

Activity Gen Y Gen X Younger Boomers Older Boomers

Go online 95% 86% 81% 76%

Email 96% 94% 91% 93%

Use search engine 92% 87% 86% 87%

Get news 76% 79% 76% 76%

Use social network sites 83% 62% 50% 43%

Read blogs 43% 34% 27% 25%

Send instant messages 66% 52% 35% 30%

Get financial information 33% 38% 41% 41%

A growing number of activities are becoming increasingly common across generations, though in many cases there are still large  
differences between the youngest and oldest cohorts.  
Source: Pew Research Center.



benefits quarterly second quarter 201436

generational issues

orities in order to further customize the message. However, re-
gardless of the life stage, most commonly these targeted mes-
sages are sent out to participants through just two channels: 
print or e-mail. Callan’s 2014 Defined Contribution Trends 
Survey reinforces the fact that creative use of channels in order 
to reach various generations remains uncommon, with 93% of 
plan sponsors using postal mail for DC communication and 
85% using e-mail communication. After print and e-mail, the 
usage of other media channels drops off considerably, with 
mobile apps being used by 7% of plan sponsors; social media 
being used by 4%; text messaging by 1%; and no blog usage.

So, what is stopping the robust implementation of using 
different media channels to target generations with varying 
needs? Some of the challenges may include anything from  
unwillingness at the plan sponsor level to recordkeepers not 
having the necessary technology. Plan sponsors may have 
concerns around how to use technology to communicate 
with different populations. For example, while text mes-
saging may be a good way to engage young workers, plan 
sponsors and recordkeepers have expressed concern over the 
security of having employees conduct transactions via text 
messaging. Likewise, plan sponsors are rarely comfortable 
with completely open forums such as blogs and social me-
dia when it comes to discussing the topic of retirement. Benz 

Communications also finds that legal concerns around the 
use of new technology are an issue. At the same time, Benz 
notes that new communication tools such as social media 
can lower the cost of ongoing communication while giving 
people more ways to interact with benefits information.10

Conclusion
As research suggests, there are clear benefits to target-

ing communications differently across generations (Table 
IV). Gen Y faces challenges in saving for retirement due to 
lifestyle purchases and needs to be prompted to remember 
that one day their retired self will thank their young self 
for saving. They favor social networking and instant mes-
saging as well as e-mail communication channels. Mean-
while, Gen Xers are focused on saving for their children 
over retirement saving. They need to be reminded that even 
saving a little for retirement can help them achieve their 
goals. And while they embrace instant messaging and so-
cial networking less than their younger counterparts, many 
in this generation say they do use these channels. Finally, 
baby boomers are worried about saving for emergencies 
and need to be reassured that it’s not too late for them to 
save for retirement. Although they don’t favor many Inter-
net channels, they do generally use e-mail.

T A B L E  I V

Targeting Communications Across Generations

Gen Y Gen X Baby Boomers

Top challenges faced in saving for retirement:
• Day-to-day needs • Day-to-day needs • Day-to-day needs
• Lifestyle purchases • Saving for children • Saving for emergencies

Messaging differences:
• Financial security, not retirement • Saving a little can help a lot. • It’s not too late to save  
• Saving a little early can help a lot.      for retirement.
• Be kind to the future you.  

Preferred media:
• E-mail • E-mail • E-mail
• Social networking sites • Social networking
• Instant messages • Instant messages
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According to the Callan 2014 Defined Contribution Trends 
Survey, participant communication is the second-highest 
priority (after compliance) for plan sponsors for the upcom-
ing year. Recordkeepers can assist plan sponsors in achieving 
their communication goals by providing more cost-effective, 
off-the-shelf solutions. Targeting specific participants as well 
as broadening the range of media channels made available 
can enable recordkeepers to help plan sponsors with their 
communication challenges. Additionally, plan sponsors and 
their advisors should plan to measure the effectiveness and 
reach of the targeted communication campaigns.  
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