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Working in partnership with Great-West Life, your organization can help build a more secure 

financial future for your employees. Our easy plan administration and account management, 

superior services and customized plan features combine to create a plan that’s right for you and 

your plan members.

Great-West Life administers defined contribution retirement and savings plans, offering clients 

the support of a cross-Canada network of group retirement specialists. Our clients benefit from 

first-class service and products, supported by a strong and stable organization that focuses on 

accuracy and dependability.

Serving the financial security needs of more than 12 million people across Canada, Great-West 

Life and its subsidiaries, London Life and Canada Life, have more than $371 billion* in assets 

under administration. The companies’ assets under investment management in the pension and 

group savings marketplace exceed $47.1 billion.*

Great-West Life and its subsidiaries are members of the Power Financial Corporation group 

of companies. In the U.S., our sister company, Great-West Life & Annuity Insurance Company 

(Great-West Financial), is the second-largest group retirement record keeper (measured by 

participant accounts), with US$415 billion* in assets under administration and more than  

7 million participants in the U.S. defined contribution market. 

Together with our subsidiaries, we offer the following:

• Registered retirement savings plans

• Registered pension plans (defined contribution)

• Deferred profit sharing plans

• Simplified pension plans (available in Quebec and Manitoba)

• Non-registered savings plans

• Tax-free savings accounts

• Pooled registered pension plans

• Voluntary retirement savings plans

• Registered retirement income funds

• Life income funds

• Annuities

Every business situation is unique. We look forward to working with you to develop a plan as 

distinctive as your organization.

*as of Dec. 31, 2014

Great-West Life
A B O U T
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Increasingly, plan sponsors are recognizing that they 

can improve outcomes for their members by shifting 

some key decisions from members to their plans 

through strategic plan design. That’s the inescapable – 

and very positive – conclusion that has emerged from 

the 2015 CAP Benchmark Report. 

Three areas affected by this trend may influence 

decisions about your plan:

•  Investments (with the growing prevalence of 

target date funds as a default choice)

•  Participation (with a significant number of plan 

sponsors, especially larger organizations, offering 

immediate eligibility)

•  Contributions (with more organizations basing 

company contributions on employee contributions 

to motivate higher savings levels)

It’s encouraging that sponsors are taking these necessary steps to bolster the success of capital 

accumulation plans (CAPs) across Canada and strengthen the growth of members’ retirement savings.

This year’s report summarizes the results of updated plan sponsor profiles in the Canadian 

Institutional Investment Network (CIIN). Data was collected between March and August 2015, 

from 298 organizations offering a defined contribution (DC) plan and/or a group RRSP to their 

employees. The report is enhanced by insights from our Great-West Life industry experts:

• Jeff Aarssen, Senior Vice-President, Wealth Management, Group Retirement Services

• Amanda Fickling, Manager, Marketing and Communications, Group Retirement Services

• Christine van Staden, Vice-President, National Accounts, Group Retirement Distribution  

• Carol Edwards, National Accounts Executive, Group Retirement Distribution

• David Harris, National Accounts Executive, Group Retirement Distribution

In bringing you this 11th edition of the CAP Benchmark Report, Great-West Life acknowledges 

the thoughtful and detailed feedback from the survey’s respondents. Their willingness to share 

information has helped to highlight developing trends in the industry. 

With sincere best wishes,

A message from Great-West Life
F O R E W O R D

Robert J. Ritchie
Executive Vice-President,  

Wealth Management, Great-West Life
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A snapshot of CAPs in Canada
U P F R O N T

Note: Some response categories don’t add up to 100%. This is due to rounding or  

questions that allowed respondents to provide multiple responses. For this year’s survey,  

more organizations with large plans responded than organizations with small plans. This disparity had  

a material effect on certain results, including the number of employees, type of plan, market value  

of plan, mandatory versus voluntary breakdown, participation rate and average contribution rates.  

The sample size and profile of respondents changes every year, which can influence trends and survey results.

Organization details

Type of plan 

Primary business 

Number of employees 

n  Corporation/private enterprise
n Public
n Multi-employer
n Union
n University (education)
n Other

n  NGO/non-profit/public sector/greater public sector
n  Finance/business services
n Manufacturing sector
n Natural resources
n  Services sector/hospitality
n  Transportation/communications/utilities

76%
12%

11%

7%

5%
13%

26%

20%

18%

17%

10%

9%

n	 1–99
n	 100–199
n	 200–499

n	 500–999
n	 1,000+

n	 DC RPP only
n	 Group RRSP only
n	 DC RPP & group RRSP

17%

7%

12%

10%

54%
53%

18%

29%

Base: All respondents answering: n=295

Base: All respondents answering: n=263 Base: All respondents answering: n=297

Base: All respondents answering: n=295
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Participation rate 

Market value of plan  
($ mill ions) 

Target date as default 

Mandatory vs. voluntary 

DC 
plans

Group 
RRSPs

$0

$100

$200

$300

$252.5

$60.3

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans n=198; group RRSPs n=110

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans n=154/40; group RRSPs n=22/74

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans n=208; group RRSPs n=125

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans 2010 n=202; 2011 n=225; 2012 n=308; 2013 n=257; 2014 n=235; 2015 n=204; group RRSPs 2010 n=118; 2011 n=145; 2012 n=180;  
2013 n=122; 2014 n=164; 2015 n=117

n Mandatory     n Voluntary

n Mandatory     n Voluntary

DC 
plans

Group 
RRSPs

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

75%

26%
18%

82%

DC 
plans

Group 
RRSPs

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100% 96.9%

67.7%

94.5%

53.0%

n DC plans     n Group RRSPs

Average contribution rates 

Base for DC plans: Employees contribute n=145; Company contributes n=167; 
Base for group RRSPs: Employee contributes n=35; Company contributes n=45

n Employee contributes    n Company contributes 

DC 
plans

Group 
RRSPs

4.0%

4.2%

4.4%

4.6%

4.8%

5.0%

4.3%

4.9%

4.3%
4.4%

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

6%

16%

28% 28%

33%
43%

44%

30%

21%
23%

15%

4%
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Plan design can drive  
investment decision-making

S E C T I O N  1

Members are often confused and overwhelmed 

by too many investment choices, fearing a 

wrong decision and losing money as a result. To 

counteract this behaviour, plan sponsors should 

streamline and reduce the number of investment 

options they offer. 

“Members who enrol in their plans often fail to 

choose a suitable investment option, particularly 

if they have to choose among several funds, 

so they opt not to choose — and stay in their 

default fund, which may be a low-risk investment 

but also low-return,” says Christine van Staden, 

Vice-President, National Accounts, Group 

Retirement Distribution, Great-West Life. She 

adds, “It’s unlikely this investment will generate 

adequate retirement income.”
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n DC plans     n Group RRSPs

F I G U R E  1   

Number of investment options offered to members 

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans 2013 n=270, 2014 n=255, 2015 n=175; group RRSPs 2013 n=184, 2014 n=169, 2015 n=113

Christine van Staden
Vice-President, National Accounts,  

Group Retirement Distribution, Great-West Life
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n DC plans     n Group RRSPs

F I G U R E  2   

Type of investment options offered to members 

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans n=239; group RRSPs n=135

Canadian equity funds

Balanced funds

Fixed income funds

Foreign equity funds

Cash and equivalent funds

Target date allocation

Special equity funds

Target risk allocation

Combination target date/target risk allocation

Employer stock

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

66%
81%

62%

76%

59%

72%

59%

71%

49%
64%

41%
42%

20%
30%

18%
22%

11%

16%

10%

3%

Plan sponsors have recognized that too much 

choice can be confusing for plan members – 

and they’re taking action. In 2015, the aver-

age amount of investment options offered 

appear to have declined slightly. Plan 

sponsors should offer a strategic number of 

investment options in their plans – ensuring 

many members are not overwhelmed by 

investment choices while at the same time, 

giving them enough choice to meet their 

needs. Further simplifying investment 

decision-making for members, target date 

funds are on the investment menu of 41% 

of DC plans and 42% of group RRSPs. That’s 

up from 2014 (27% of DC plans and 33% of 

group RRSPs), and up dramatically from 2008 

(12% of DC plans and 9% of group RRSPs), 

when we first started collecting these results.

Clarifying choices for plan members
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Turn inertia into activity

In the face of member inaction on the investment selection front, target date funds can turn inertia 

into activity. “When a member defaults to a target date fund, his or her contributions are invested 

in a professionally managed fund that automatically rebalances its asset mix as the member gets 

closer to the chosen retirement year,” explains van Staden. “Members just have to make two easy 

choices: how much they would like to contribute and when they would like to retire.” 

Some target date funds also allow members to choose a level of risk they’re comfortable with, 

along with their retirement date. Sponsors looking to combine target risk features with target 

dates may wish to explore this option.

Many plan sponsors have embraced the benefits of target date funds, as illustrated in Figure 3.

Action items for sponsors • Recommended by Christine van Staden

•  Set the default option to a target date fund – give members’ savings a greater opportunity  

to grow than if invested in a money market fund.

•  Review available target date offerings with your provider – target date funds or risk-adjusted 

target date funds.

•  Reduce the number of investment choices in your plan – pare down the list by considering 

which funds have the same or similar objectives and then eliminate duplication.

n DC plans     n Group RRSPs

F I G U R E  3   

Default investment option 

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans n=204; group RRSPs n=117

Target date asset allocation

Balanced

Money market

Target risk asset allocation

Cash/daily interest

Combination target date/
target risk asset allocation

GIC

Other

43%
44%

28%
22%

6%
6%

6%
8%

3%
6%

4%
4%

2%
3%

8%
7%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%
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Plan design can encourage 
members to participate earlier  
to maximize their savings

S E C T I O N  2

How soon can members join your plan? The 

sooner the better, if they want to maximize their 

savings. Many sponsors have already discovered 

this strategy (see Figure 4), since immediate 

eligibility is at a five-year high of 44% for DC 

plans and 58% for group RRSPs. 

“Onboarding new hires includes an enrolment 

process — filling out forms, registering for 

benefits and setting up direct deposit of pay to 

a financial institution,” notes Carol Edwards, 

National Accounts Executive, Group Retirement 

Distribution, Great-West Life. “Ingrained in this 

process should be enrolling members in the 

company’s CAP. The employee’s frame of mind 

is already focused on making changes to adapt 

to a new work environment. That readiness 

should be directed to making a decision to join 

and contribute to the plan. If eligibility is delayed, many employees won’t enrol when they’re 

eligible. They then risk having inadequate income in retirement as a result.”

n DC plans     n Group RRSPs

F I G U R E  4   

Eligibility to participate

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans n=209; group RRSPs n=134

Immediately 3 months 6 months 12 months 24 months Other

44%

58%

12%

19%

5% 5%

21%

12%
8%

2%

10%
5%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Carol Edwards
National Accounts Executive,  

Group Retirement Distribution, Great-West Life
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Another piece of the participation puzzle is 

mandatory enrolment and contributions. By requiring 

participation, sponsors ensure all employees get the 

most from their plan, so they can take advantage of 

compound growth and any employer matching. This 

year’s results show that 75% of DC plans and 18% 

of group RRSPs have mandatory participation. 

“It’s smart to make a plan mandatory,” reflects 

David Harris, National Accounts Executive, 

Group Retirement Distribution, Great-West Life. 

“Eliminating the choice to enrol and contribute 

helps members avoid procrastination. Many 

people are interested in joining a plan but put it 

off, sometimes for years. But if someone has that 

money taken out of their paycheque from the 

start, they probably won’t miss it.”

When it comes to immediate eligibility, 

smaller organizations lag behind larger 

organizations. Just 29% of organizations 

with fewer than 500 employees offer 

immediate eligibility on DC plans, 

compared to 53% of organizations with 

500-plus employees. Similarly, just 39% 

of smaller organizations offer immediate 

eligibility on group RRSPs, compared to 

63% of larger organizations. 

Savings eligibility

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans n=101; group RRSPs n=82

58%
63%

20%
18%

6% 6%
11% 9%

1% 1%
4% 2%

0%
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50%

60%

Immediately 3 months 6 months 12 months 24 months Other

n DC plans     n Group RRSPs

F I G U R E  5   

Eligibility to participate in voluntary plans 

David Harris
National Accounts Executive,  

Group Retirement Distribution, Great-West Life
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Mandatory enrolment can increase 

participation, although it isn’t an 

option for all plans. The percentage of 

mandatory versus voluntary plans has 

remained relatively stable in recent years 

for both DC plans and group RRSPs. Large 

organizations with DC plans are the most 

likely to offer mandatory enrolment, 

with 77% doing so in 2015. 

Immediate eligibility can also increase partic-

ipation. In 2015, members can start partic-

ipating right away in 58% of voluntary DC 

plans and 63% of voluntary group RRSPs.

Methods for increasing participation

Action items for sponsors • Recommended by Carol Edwards and David Harris 

•  Offer immediate eligibility — if the cost of expanding the employer match is an issue, 

consider matching contributions when an employee completes six months of service or 

finishes a probationary period.  

•  Consider offering a mandatory plan — if cost is the obstacle preventing mandatory 

enrolment, sponsors can change the match formula: for example, if a sponsor has 50% 

participation and matches dollar for dollar, the match could be changed to 50 cents on the 

dollar to offset the cost of 100% participation. In order for current plan members not to feel 

penalized, they could continue to receive a dollar-for-dollar match while new plan members 

are offered 50 cents on the dollar.

n Mandatory     n Voluntary

F I G U R E  6   

Participation by company size

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans 1-499 n=64, 500+ n=133; group RRSPs 1-499 n=35, 500+ n=78

1-499
employees

1-499
employees

500+
employees

500+
employees

70%

30% 23%23%

77% 77% 85%

15%

DC plans Group RRSPs



12  Good plan design empowers members’ futures 2015 CAP BENCHMARK REPORT

Plan design can drive  
contribution rates

S E C T I O N  3

As seen in this year’s results, members tend to 

contribute up to the maximum their employer is 

willing to match, and nothing more. However, 

that might not be enough to achieve an adequate 

income in retirement.

“Members’ contributions are just as important as 

their rate of return. For example, if a member saves 

$300 a month, with a modest rate of return of 3%, 

he or she would accumulate more than $40,000 after 

10 years. But if the member invests half of that ($150 

per month) over the same time period, he or she 

would need a rate of return of 15% to save almost 

the same amount. That’s incredible: members would 

need a rate of return five times higher to achieve the 

same result,” says Jeff Aarssen, Senior Vice-President, 

Wealth Management, Group Retirement Services.

n Employee contributes     n Company contributes 

F I G U R E  7   

Contribution rates over time (as a percentage of salary) 

D
C

 p
la

n
s

G
ro

u
p

 R
R

SP
s

DC plans base: Those whose employees contribute to plan: Employee contributes (2015 n=145); Company contributes (2015 n=167)
Group RRSPs base: Company contributes to group RRSP: Employee contributes (2015 n=35); Company contributes (2015 n=45)
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Jeff Aarssen
Senior Vice-President, Wealth Management, 
Group Retirement Services, Great-West Life
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Setting a default contribution rate and/or an auto-escalation policy can improve contribution 

rates. “A default contribution rate is an especially effective strategy for new employees,” points 

out Aarssen. “For example, if their first paycheque includes a 10% contribution to the CAP, and 

the employer matches up to 50% of a member’s contribution, they end up saving 15% of every 

paycheque, almost maximizing their RRSP contribution limit (set by the Canada Revenue Agency 

at 18% to a maximum dollar amount, which is $24,930 in 2015), unless they actively choose 

another contribution option. They may never miss that amount because they never see it.”

n Employee contributes     n Company contributes 

F I G U R E  8

Contribution rates by industry (as a percentage of salary) 

DC plans

Group RRSPs

Base: Those whose employees contribute to plan: n=employee/company
Note: Small sample sizes
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Withdrawals — which will clearly have an adverse effect on the savings an employee can access 

at retirement — are allowed, with no restrictions, in 45% of group RRSPs. “The trouble is that 

some members treat their RRSP like a savings account. They don’t understand the long-term 

cost of making withdrawals,” observes Aarssen. “Plan sponsors should set more stringent 

withdrawal rules to safeguard their members’ retirement savings,” he says.

Action items for plan sponsors • Recommended by Jeff Aarssen

•  Increase the maximum match to boost member contributions — members tend to contribute 

as much as their sponsor is willing to match.

•  Implement an auto-escalation policy with your payroll administrator — for example, auto-

increase each member’s contribution by 1% or 2% (up to a maximum) in January, when 

members often commit to making changes to improve their lives, whether in health or finance. 

•  Set a default contribution rate — this can be an effective alternative to auto-escalation; 

employee groups that don’t receive regular pay raises will see their paycheques decrease 

with auto-escalation, so setting a default contribution rate is another way to achieve 

higher employee contributions. Employees should be educated about the maximum RRSP 

contribution allowed each year. 

•  Set strict withdrawal restrictions, so savings are protected for retirement.

n DC plans     n Group RRSPs

F I G U R E  9   

Basis for company’s plan contribution  

Base: Those whose companies contribute to plan: DC plans n=239; group RRSPs n=209
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Information, education and 
advice drive member savings 

S E C T I O N  4

The percentage of companies that give members information and education remains very 

strong (Figure 10). More than half of DC plans and group RRSPs offer advice. Advice is more 

commonly available to plan members in smaller companies.

Members approaching retirement may need a greater range of support from plan sponsors. 

Tools and services offered to this group have remained relatively stable, with a majority 

providing seminars for members and dedicated call centre support (Figure 11).

n DC plans     n Group RRSPs

F I G U R E  1 0  

Providing information, education and advice  

INFORMATION
Providing facts and details to plan 
members about the DC pension 
plan and/or about investment or 
retirement planning principles.

EDUCATION
Providing information to plan 
members about the DC pension 
plan and/or about investment or 
retirement planning principles, plus 
monitoring employee behaviour 
to ensure information has been 
received and understood.

ADVICE
Providing recommendations on 
investment strategies personalized 
to a member’s specific situation, 
needs and long-term goals, or 
providing access to a third-party 
financial advisor.

Information Education Advice

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

92%
94%

85%

89%

54%

63%

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans n=218; group RRSPs n=123
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“Plan sponsors support members as they 

accumulate assets, but it’s just as important to 

support members in the decumulation phase,” 

says Amanda Fickling, Manager, Marketing and 

Communications, Group Retirement Services, 

Great-West Life. “Many plan providers offer access 

to group retirement income plans that typically 

have lower investment management fees than retail 

plans. When retirements can span decades, lower 

fees can make the difference between outliving 

savings and leaving a legacy for loved ones.” 

This year’s results show that 75% of group RRSP 

plan members and almost half (46%) of DC plan 

members must transfer their assets out of the 

plan when they retire. Many members have no 

other choice but to purchase retirement income 

plans and lose the group advantage by paying typically higher retail fees.

n DC plans     n Group RRSPs

F I G U R E  1 1  

Tools and services offered pre-retirement 

Base: All respondents answering: DC plans n=184; group RRSPs n=97
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Amanda Fickling
Manager, Marketing and Communications, 
Group Retirement Services, Great-West Life
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Action items for plan sponsors • Recommended by Amanda Fickling 

•  Employ new and creative education strategies to spark interest in the plan among newer 

employees and catch the attention of current plan members, such as:

 − create a contest that rewards members for using education tools

 −  ask your plan provider for one-minute videos that illustrate an idea (e.g., the power of  

their group plan) to visual learners

 −  make strategic use of print materials to bring attention to plan benefits (e.g., posters  

and payroll stuffers could communicate the value of the company match)

•  Offer group retirement income products through your plan provider, to differentiate your 

group retirement program from the competition.



18  Good plan design empowers members’ futures 2015 CAP BENCHMARK REPORT

Saving for the future
C O N C L U S I O N

Sometimes, what’s best for members is not what’s easiest for them. By improving plan design,  

we can change that and also better meet members’ needs through enhanced investment 

decision-making, participation and contribution rates.

Some members will continue their hands-on approach to selecting and monitoring their own 

investment strategy, or check in periodically on their retirement savings. That’s why plan design 

should be coupled with information, education and advice.

In summary, your organization’s plan might benefit from the following strategies:

• Allow members to join their plans right away 

• Consider mandatory enrolment

• Select a target date fund as the default option

• Reduce the size of the investment menu by removing funds with the same or similar objectives 

• Consider, in order to increase contributions:

 – increasing the maximum employer match

 – implementing auto-escalation

 –  setting a high default contribution rate, if you want to have your employees maximize their 

RRSP contribution room (9% employee; 9% employer; total savings 18%) or a smaller 

amount that increases over time (e.g., 5% employee, 5% employer; auto-escalate by 1% 

every year, until 18% savings rate is reached)

• Set withdrawal restrictions so savings are protected for retirement

• Refresh your education and information offerings

• Explore advice services with your provider

•  Work with your plan provider to offer group retirement income products for members 

getting close to retirement, and make tailored support available to this group
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Dann Thomas 

Shireen Kok / Shireen Kok

RETIREMENT SOLUTIONS THAT NEVER STOP WORKING

With more than 130 sales and service experts working in 12 offces  
across the country, we provide group retirement solutions  

as diverse as you. 

Visit www.grsaccess.com to learn more.

Great-West Life, the key design and “Retirement solutions that never stop working” are trademarks of The Great-West Life Assurance Company.

for the babysitters.

The T-ball coaches.

The bedtime storytellers.

The tucker-inners.

The toddler chasers.

The after-school tutors.

We work for people who believe

in a custom-built retirement.

We work for your company.

We work

We work

for you.
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