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Executive Summary
In this study, we examined Manifest, a digital platform that makes it easier for employees to transfer 401k 
retirement accounts when they change jobs. Transferring accounts reduces the likelihood employees cash 
out and helps them consolidate their retirement savings. We examined 401k plan activity among nearly 
15,000 employees of a private university over a four-year period. Nearly a fifth (18%) of new employees 
transferred in plans from previous employers. The transfer-in rate was much higher among higher-paid 
compared to lower-paid employees. Most employees who left the university kept their plan balances with 
the university; only 22% transferred their plans to a new employer when they left the university and 9% 
cashed out their accounts. Employees with smaller plan balances were much more likely to cash out their 
accounts. Among 635 employees who were hired in 2019 and 2020 and offered Manifest, the transfer-in rate 
was 55%. Among 432 employees who had left the university within the last three years and were offered 
Manifest, the transfer-out rate was 81%. 

Introduction 
The following report describes findings from an exploratory study of Manifest, a digital platform that helps 
employees transfer defined contribution plan accounts from prior to current employers or to Individual 
Retirement Accounts (IRAs). Manifest is a cohort member of the 5th Challenge of the Financial Solutions Lab 
which is focused on workplace fintech products that promote the financial health of low- and moderate-
income (LMI) employees of companies located across the U.S. The Financial Solutions Lab is a $60 million 10 
year initiative managed by the Financial Health Network with founding partner JPMorgan Chase and support 
from Prudential Financial to help develop fintech innovations that improve financial health. 

The Social Policy Institute at Washington University in St. Louis was selected by the Financial Health Network 
to conduct exploratory studies of 5th Challenge cohort member fintech products. These exploratory studies 
examine the characteristics of employees who use these products, employees’ product engagement, and 
ways in which these products help promote employees’ financial health. 

Employee Financial Wellness Programs
The Financial Solution Lab’s 5th Challenge is part of a larger trend of employers to offer employee financial 
wellness programs (EFWPs) to address employees’ non-retirement financial challenges such as difficulty 
paying bills on time and managing debt. EFWPs include various financial products and services such as 
financial counseling and small-dollar loans and are often delivered through or in conjunction with a digital 
platform or app . Growth and interest in these programs have coincided with increased awareness of 
employees’ financial challenges, especially in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, in the midst 
of the pandemic, over half of employees surveyed are more concerned about their financial health than their 
physical or mental health.

Product Overview
Manifest is intended to make the process of transferring 401(k) accounts easier when users change 
employment by standardizing the transfer process and linking retirement providers. By making the 401k 
transfer process easier, Manifest helps employees keep their retirement accounts consolidated when they 
start a new job. Manifest also hopes to make it less likely employees will cash out their 401k plans when they 
leave a job, the consequences of which include a 10% early withdrawal penalty assessed on the amount of 
the distribution, plus automatically withholding of at least 20% in federal income tax. 
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To initiate the process, Manifest uses an independent virtual advisor, “Henry” to ask users about their 
financial situation and investment management preferences. Answers to these questions enable Henry to 
offer recommendations about whether to keep money in an existing plan from a previous employer, roll over 
to an IRA or to a managed IRA, or transfer their account into a 401k plan with their new employer. Manifest 
also automates certain aspects of the transfer process, such as categorizing accounts when users upload an 
account statement. 

Manifest is free to employees. Employers pay a fee per retirement plan transfer. For transfers-in for new 
employees, Manifest helps the employer increase their retirement plan fund balance. For transfers-
out, Manifest helps reduce administrative costs associated with maintaining plan balances for departed 
employees. Employers initiate the process by sending emails to employees who may have retirement plans 
with former employers they wish to transfer into their current plan. Employees who recently left the company 
or organization are also emailed and offered a chance to transfer their plan to their new employer’s plan 
or to an IRA. The COVID-19 pandemic has affected Manifest’s work as adjusting to remote work has made 
processing retirement plan transfers through plan providers more challenging. In response to financial 
challenges related to COVID-19, the university discontinued matching contributions to employee retirement 
plans1. 

Study Methods
This exploratory study sought to answer the following questions concerning Manifest to understand its 
potential and employees use of it: 

• What are the characteristics of employees and their retirement plans for an employer who chose to 
offer Manifest as a benefit? Do these characteristics differ based on employees’ plan status?

• How do the characteristics of employees and their retirement plans differ based on what employees 
decide to do with their plans when they change employment? Do employees who cash out their 
plans differ from employees who transfer their account balances or keep them in the plan?

• What proportion of new employees who are offered Manifest use it to transfer in retirement plans 
from previous employers? How does this proportion compare to new employees who transferred in 
plans without the help of Manifest?

• What proportion of former employees who are offered Manifest use it to transfer their retirement 
plan to a new employer or to an IRA? How does this proportion compare to former employees who 
transferred their plans without the help of Manifest?

To answer these questions, we analyzed data compiled by Manifest from 11 payroll files for two different 
plan providers covering a period from January 1, 2016 through December 31, 2019. We analyzed defined 
contribution plan transfer data in relation to two phases of Manifest’s rollout with employees of a 
private university2. All study data were fully de-identified prior to release to the Social Policy Institute 
to conduct analysis. Descriptive and inferential statistics were used to answer the research questions, 
including the use of bivariate and multivariate statistical tests of significance, including chi square 
tests, t-tests, analysis of variance (ANOVA), and probit regression models using robust standard errors.  
 

1Data used for this study were from voluntary contribution plans that are available to all employees yet do not include an employer 
match. The university’s decision to discontinued employer contributions affected other retirement plans, data from which were not 
used in this study.    
2Not Washington University in St. Louis.
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Findings

Employee Characteristics
A total of 14,935 employees were included in the retirement plan database that was analyzed for this study. 
These were both current and former employees who had an account in this plan – one of three plans available 
to the university’s main campus employees -- at some point from January 1, 2016 through December 31, 
2019. All of these employees were eligible to participate in the 401k program upon their hire with no vesting 
period, though employees were not offered an employer match for their contributions. 

The plan status for employees in the database included:

1. Active: employees currently making contributions – 37.4% of total, including 17.8% who were active in 
the plan in 2016 and 19.6% who were added to the plan after 2016.

2. Inactive: employees no longer making contributions but who kept their accounts with the university– 
38.7% of total, including 7.8% who were inactive as of 2016 and 30.9% who became inactive after 2016.

3. Left: employees who left the plan – 23.8% of total, including 17.8% who transferred to another plan 
and 5.9% who cashed out. 

Characteristics of these employees are reflected in Table 1. Employees were in the plan for an average of 
6.41 years, with a range of less than a year to 33 years, and a median of 3.56 years. The average balance 
was $89,343 with a range of $0 to $1.8 million, and a median of $25,511. Most employees were in the non-
Academic division of the university, which included employees in wide range of administrative, professional, 
and support service roles. 

Employees in the plan were well distributed across different titles. Hourly included non-permanent, frontline 
employees in positions such as administrative assistance, landscaping, and building maintenance. Higher 
levels reflected greater prominence, seniority, and/or responsibilities. For example, Level 3 employees in the 
non-Academic division were executive-level administrators. 
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Table 1. Retirement plan employee characteristics (N = 14,935) 
 

Mean (SD) or %

Total Active Inactive Left p

Age 41.83
(15.13)

40.23 
(13.28)

41.25 
(15.46)

45.26 
(16.70) ***

Plan tenure (years) 6.41 
(6.89)

5.45 
(6.34)

6.33
(6.94)

8.04 
(7.31) ***

Account balance 89343
 (163722)

70939 
(138323)

91368 
(174276)

114846 
(178482) ***

Division ***
     Academic 18.39 19.84 18.39 16.13
     Non-Academic 81.61 80.16 81.61 83.87
Title ns
     Hourly 20.52 20.22 20.87 20.44
     Level 1 33.68 33.72 34.07 32.99
     Level 2 27.91 27.67 27.47 29.01
     Level 3 17.88 18.39 17.60 17.56
Gender ns
     Female 47.49 47.62 47.25 47.66
     Male 52.51 52.38 52.75 52.34
Race/ethnicity ns
     White 70.74 70.40 70.90 71.02
     African American 6.97 6.88 6.74 7.49
     Hispanic 9.31 10.01 9.50 7.89
     Asian 12.98 12.71 12.86 13.60
N 14,935 5,584 5,780 3,571

Note: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001; ns = not statistically significant. Plan tenure is the length of time employees participated   
in the plan, which is not the same as the length of time they were employed with the university.

 
Retirement plan status differed little across employee demographic and employment characteristics except 
for age. That is, plan status (active, inactive, or left) had little to do with gender, race, levels of pay, or type of 
position. Employees who left the plan (transferred or cashed out) were older, had been in the plan longer, 
and had larger balances compared to those who remained in the plan, whether as active contributors or not. 
Age, plan tenure, and plan balance were highly correlated. The correlation between age and plan tenure was 
r=0.61; between age and plan balance r=0.59; and between plan tenure and balance r=0.76.

Transfers In
Employees who participated in the retirement plan may have chosen to transfer a plan from a previous employer. 
The overall rate of these transfers among new employees was 17.66%, which reflects transfers made whether or 
not an employee had a plan account to transfer. On average, these transfers were made after 1.2 years in the plan.  
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Controlling for all employee and plan characteristics, the transfer-in rate was higher according to: 

• Plan status: Employees with an active status (23.22%) compared to employees who were inactive 
(17.68%) and had left (16.54%) (p < .001); and

• Job title: Level 3 employees transferred at a rate of 44.31%, compared to 24.47% and 9.68% for Levels 
2 and 1, and 7.17% for hourly employees (p < .001). 

Tenure was negatively associated with transferring in; the longer an employee was in the plan, the less likely 
they were to have transferred a balance from a previous plan, which may simply reflect fewer job changes. 
Similarly, plan balance was also associated with a greater likelihood of transfers in as transferred balances 
would have increased the plan balance.

Transfers Out
Employees who left the university may have chosen to transfer their plan to a new employer or to an IRA, 
or to cash out their plan. Among the 8,532 employees who left the plan or were inactive in the plan as of 
December 31, 2019, 67.83% kept their plan with the university, 18.03% transferred their plan account to an 
IRA, 8.95% cashed out their account, and 5.19% transferred their account to a new employer. On average, the 
decision to cash out or transfer the plan was made 1 year after leaving the university. 

The transfer out decision had a statistically significant association with plan balance. Those who cashed 
out had the lowest average balance - $21,134, compared to $91,321 among those who kept their plan with 
the university, and $143,466 and $149,979 among those who transferred accounts to an IRA or to another 
employer. As reflected in the Figure 1, the model-predicted likelihood of choosing to transfer to an IRA (p < 
.01) or another employer’s plan (p < .01) decreases slightly as balance amounts rise. 

For example, an employee with a $50,000 balance had a 4.8% probability of transferring to an employer, 
decreasing slightly to 4.7% with a $100,000 balance, and to 3.9% with a $250,000 balance. Conversely, the 
probability of keeping one’s plan with the university rises sharply with lower balances – from 58.27% with a 
$5,000 balance to 75.12% with a $100,000 balance, while the probability of cashing out (p < .001) shows an 
opposite trend – dropping sharply from 21.93% at a $5,000 balance to 1.80% at a $100,000 balance.

Compared to the decision to keep one’s account with the university, age and plan tenure also had s statistically 
significant and positive associations with transferring to another employer plan (p < .001) or to an IRA (p < 
.001). That is, the older employee was and the longer they had been in the plan, the more likely they would 
transfer their account.
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Figure 1. Probabilities of transfer out decisions by plan balance 
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Figure 1: Probabilities of Transfer Out Decisions by Plan Balance

Manifest Users
As reflected in Table 2, 350 employees used Manifest for transfers-in and 350 former employers used it for 
transfers-out. These 700 users were recruited in two phases. Phase 1 took place November 15, 2019 through 
January 15, 2020 and sought to recruit 100 employees who had joined the university and 100 employees 
who had left the university within six months to use Manifest. Phase 2 took place from January 15 to June 
15, 2020 and sought to recruit 250 employees in each group who had joined or left the university from six 
months to three years to use Manifest. 

For both phases, employees received written information describing Manifest in their welcome or 
termination packets and an email from Human Resources (HR) announcing the opportunity to use Manifest 
with a hyperlink to the Manifest website. Employees were selected by HR starting with the most recent date 
of employees arrival or departure. Once an employee followed the hyperlink and created an account in the 
Manifest application, Manifest sent three different emails to encourage employees to use Manifest to receive 
help in transferring a plan:

1. An email complimenting employees for having saved for retirement and encouraging them to 
consolidate old accounts.

2. An email that includes a statistic meant to create a sense of urgency to consolidate accounts.

3. An email that emphasizes Manifest’s affordability and ease of access and use.

These emails are sent a week apart, provided that the employee has not responded to the previous email. 
Employees had a period of 60 days to decide whether to use Manifest.
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Not surprisingly, transfers in were younger, had less time in the plan, and had lower balances than transfers out. 
Transfers in were more likely to be in the Academic division and less likely to be hourly employees compared 
to transfer outs, though there were no differences between the two groups regarding race and gender.  

Table 2. Manifest user characteristics (N = 700) 
 

Mean (SD) or %
Transferred In Transferred Out p

Age 35.99 (9.77) 46.01 (13.73) ***
Plan tenure (years) 1.12 (0.22) 7.66 (3.12) ***
Account balance 5737 (5007) 82598 (115532) ***
Division **
     Academic 16.00 9.14
    Staff 84.00 90.86
Title *
    Hourly 15.71 23.14
    Level 1 39.14 31.43
    Level 2 24.86 28.57
    Level 3 20.29 16.86
Gender ns
    Female 52.00 49.14
    Male 48.00 50.86
Race/ethnicity ns
    White 69.14 73.71
    African American 8.00 7.14
    Hispanic 10.86 6.00
    Asian 12.00 13.14
N 350 350

 
Manifest Take-up Rates

Of 635 recently hired employees contacted by the university’s HR department, Manifest reports that 350 
signed up for its product and transferred in accounts from previous employees, which reflects a take-up 
rate of 55.12%. Among employees who were added to the plan in 2017, 2018, and 2019 but were not offered 
Manifest, the transfer-in rate was 17.66%. 

In comparing the two groups of employees who used and did not use Manifest to transfer in plans, there 
were no statistically significant differences by age, race, gender, or division. However, Manifest users were 
less likely to be hourly (p < .05) whereas hourly employees are less likely than others to transfer plans in. Also, 
users had much lower plan balances - $5,737 compared to $21,408 among employees who joined the plan 
in 2017-2019 (p < .001), whereas higher balances are associated with a greater likelihood of transferring in.

An accurate estimate of the impact of the offer of Manifest on decisions to transfer plans in is not possible 
without randomly assigning one group of new employees to receive the Manifest offer and another group to 
not receive this offer over the same time period. Also, there are no data available on the 101 new employees 
who declined the offer of Manifest nor do we know what proportion of new employees in each group had 
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plans they could transfer from a previous employer. Nonetheless, a nearly 40 percentage point difference 
between the two groups of new employees concerning the transfer-in decision suggests that Manifest was 
able to encourage new employees to transfer plan balances to the university.

According to Manifest, 432 former employees who had left the university within the last three years were 
contacted by the university’s HR department before 350 had agreed to use Manifest, reflecting a transfer-
out rate of 81.02%. Among employees who left the plan during the 2016-2019 study period and were not 
offered Manifest, the transfer-out rate was 22.19% - including 4.77% who transferred their account to their 
new employer’s plan, and 17.42% who transferred to an IRA. These rates reflect transfer-out take-up rates in 
the absence of Manifest. 

In comparing the two groups of employees who used and did not use Manifest to transfer out plans, there 
were no statistically significant differences by race, gender, title, or plan tenure. However, Manifest users 
were older (M=46.01 years) compared to non-users (M=43.08) (p < .001), had lower plan balances (M=$82,598) 
than non-users (M=$105,113) (p < .05), and were more likely to be in the Technical Division (p < .001).

An accurate estimate of the impact of the offer of Manifest on decisions to transfer plans out is not possible 
for the same reasons described above for estimating transfer-in decisions. Still, the large difference between 
the two groups concerning the transfer-out decision suggests that Manifest was able to encourage new 
employees to transfer their plan balances to an IRA or a new employer’s plan.

Discussion
In offering retirement benefits to employees, defined contribution plans such as 401k and 403b programs 
have largely replaced defined benefit plans (i.e., pensions) among employers. Employees make pre-tax 
contributions from their pay to these plans which are sponsored by investment management companies 
who offer employees various investment options such as mutual funds. Employers may offer a match to 
employee contributions. Traditional 401k investments can grow tax free – participants only pay income tax 
when they begin to receive 401k plan distributions, which usually happens in retirement when employees’ 
federal income tax rate is lower because they have less income3. 

Only 54% of workers in the U.S. have a defined contribution plan and over a quarter of non-retired 
individuals have no retirement savings4. However, only 25% of low-income, working households had any 
retirement savings in a defined contribution plan compared to 81% of high-income, working households. 
Also, compared to white households, black and Hispanic households had much lower defined contribution 
plan account balances5 and were more likely to have no retirement savings at all6.

Defined contribution (401k) plans are transferrable. This is important because most workers will 
have several jobs in their lifetimes. For example, from 1978 to 2016, individuals followed through the 
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth had an average of 12.3 jobs from age 18 to 527. When employees 
leave a job, they can transfer their plan balance to their new employer’s qualified plan or to an IRA.  

3An exception is 401k programs that offer a Roth component, which some employers offer. A Roth 401k is funded with after-tax 
dollars, yet distributions are untaxed.
4Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System. (2019). Report on the economic well-being of U.S. households in 2018. https://
www.federalreserve.gov/publications/report-economic-well-being-us-households.htm 
5Government Accountability Office. (2016). Low defined contribution savings may pose challenges. https://www.gao.gov/products/
GAO-16-408 
6See note 1.
7Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2017). Number of jobs, labor market experience, and earnings growth among Americans at 50: Results 
from a longitudinal survey. https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/nlsoy.pdf 

https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/report-economic-well-being-us-households.htm
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/report-economic-well-being-us-households.htm
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-408
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-408
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/nlsoy.pdf


10Don't Cash Out or Leave Them Behind: A Pilot Study of a 401k Plan Transfer Digital Platform, 2020
Social Policy Institute at Washington University in St. Louis | SocialPolicyInstitute.wustl.edu

Employees do not pay any tax on these transfers and plan sponsors typically do not charge a transfer fee. 
Employees also have the option of cashing out their plan, which subjects them to a 10% early withdrawal 
penalty and 20% income tax if they are younger than age 59½. 

Cash outs upon leaving a job account for most of all 401k plan “leakage”8. From a study of over half a million 
participants in 385 Vanguard plans, over half of employees who left their job cashed out their account. After 
controlling for income and balance size, those who were automatically enrolled in a plan were more likely to 
cash out than those who voluntarily joined9. 

Nearly a third of low-income workers cashed out their 401k plans in 2010 – twice as much as middle-income 
workers and four times as much as high-income workers10. The Employee Benefits Research Institute (EBRI) 
estimates that 401k losses from cash outs totaled $92.4 billion in 201511. Cash outs are estimated to reduce 
401k assets by 25% and IRA assets by 23%12. 

The lack of access to and participation in defined contribution plans coupled with plan leakage makes 
many U.S. households – especially low income, African American and Hispanic – financially unprepared 
for retirement. Manifest helps employees maintain their defined contribution plan retirement savings by 
making it easier to transfer plans when they change employment, which may help discourage cashouts. 

Key Findings
We analyzed data from one of three retirement plans offered by a private university, which began offering 
Manifest to its employees in 2019. We find that rates of balance transfers in and out of the university’s plan 
are very low; only about one-fifth of employees transfer plan balances. Most employees simply leave their 
plan balances behind with a former employer, which is the easiest thing to do as navigating a job change 
is a stressful life event. Though 401k plans are technically transferable, the low transfer rate we observe 
suggests these plans are not particularly portable and that there is plenty of opportunity for Manifest to help 
employees port their retirement plans through job changes.

Some of our findings have important marketing implications for Manifest. We found that the transfer rate 
is lower among lower-paid compared to higher-paid employees. Also, the likelihood of cashing out is much 
higher the smaller the balance while the opposite is true for keeping the plan with the employer. Manifest 
could consider targeting departing employees with lower balances to lessen the chance they cash out and 
have to pay the early withdrawal penalty and income tax and deplete their retirement savings. 

Among employees who were offered Manifest, take-up rates for transferring plan balances were very high 
compared to transfer rates when employees made this decision alone. This finding suggests that employees 
can overcome their inertia in leaving plan balances with employers by becoming more aware of their transfer 
options and/or by receiving help to make the transfer process easier. 

8Pratt, D. A. (2016). Focus on…pesky pension problems. Journal of Pension Benefits, 23(2), 3-12.
9Hung, A. A., Luoto, J., & Burke, J. (2015). Defaulting in and cashing out? The impact of retirement plan design on the savings 
accumulation of separating employees (Rand Corporation Working Paper).   https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/EBSA/
researchers/analysis/retirement/defaulting-in-and-cashing-out-the-impact-of-retirement-plan-design-on-the-savings-
accumulation-of-separating-employees.pdf 
10Fellowes, M., & Willemin, K. (2013). The retirement breach in defined contribution plans: Sizes, causes, and solutions. Washington, 
DC: HelloWallet.
11VanDerhei, J. (2019). The impact of auto portability on preserving retirement savings currently lost to 401(k) cashout leakage 
(Issue Brief). Employee Benefits Research Institute. https://www.ebri.org/content/the-impact-of-auto-portability-on-preserving-
retirement-savings-currently-lost-to-401(k)-cashout-leakage
12Munnell, A., & Webb, A. (2015). The impact of leakages on 401(K)/IRA assets (Brief No. 15-2). Center for Retirement Research, Boston 
College. http://ab-d.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Boston-College-2015-Study.pdf 

https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/EBSA/researchers/analysis/retirement/defaulting-in-and-cashing-out-the-impact-of-retirement-plan-design-on-the-savings-accumulation-of-separating-employees.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/EBSA/researchers/analysis/retirement/defaulting-in-and-cashing-out-the-impact-of-retirement-plan-design-on-the-savings-accumulation-of-separating-employees.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/EBSA/researchers/analysis/retirement/defaulting-in-and-cashing-out-the-impact-of-retirement-plan-design-on-the-savings-accumulation-of-separating-employees.pdf
https://www.ebri.org/content/the-impact-of-auto-portability-on-preserving-retirement-savings-currently-lost-to-401(k)-cashout-leakage
https://www.ebri.org/content/the-impact-of-auto-portability-on-preserving-retirement-savings-currently-lost-to-401(k)-cashout-leakage
http://ab-d.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Boston-College-2015-Study.pdf
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The 700 Manifest users who transferred avoided the 10% early withdrawal penalty and income taxes on 
cashing out their plans, though the overall rate of cashing out among employees who left the university was 
low (9%). Manifest might consider targeting employers with higher turnover rates among employees with 
low plan balances. 

Manifest might also encourage employers to help employees build short-term savings to make it less likely 
they cash out their 401k when they leave, such as through a “side car”13 or supplemental savings14 account 
associated with their defined contribution retirement plan. A study by the AARP Public Policy Institute found 
that most (71%) of employees would participate in a “rainy day” savings program if their employer offered 
it15. Other proposed solutions to 401k plan leakage include auto portability, where employees plan balances 
under $5,00016 would automatically transfer between employers when they change jobs17 and simply 
disallowing cash outs upon termination of employment18.

While our findings suggest that employees were very responsive to the offer of Manifest to help them transfer 
plan balances, we were unable to assess how these transfers affected employees financially, including those 
with low and moderate incomes. Plans that employees left or joined when they transferred to or out of the 
university’s plan may have different administrative fees, withdrawal rules, and/or investment options and 
returns. Also, IRAs hold certain advantages over 401ks, such as the ability to withdraw funds without paying 
a 10% early withdrawal penalty for qualified education expenses, medical expenses, health insurance 
premiums while unemployed, and first-time homeownership, though income tax would still be assessed. 
Conversely, employers may permit employees to take out loans from their 401k accounts for any reason 
– up to $50,000 or 50% of the account balance. Employees have up to five years to repay the loan, with 
interest adding to the plan balance. These loans do not require a credit check and thus may be an important 
alternative for employees whose credit options are otherwise limited, though a risk is that employees lose 
out on investment gains on the amount that they borrow. In addition, assets in 401(k) and other qualified 
plans covered under the Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 1974 (ERISA) are protected from 
creditors. IRAs lack federal legal protection except for bankruptcies; state laws determine whether creditors 
can claim IRA assets.

Thus, transfer decisions may have financial consequences that may be challenging for Manifest to 
determine. Still, it is likely that employees who leave plan balances with former employers do not monitor 
their retirement savings as closely and thus have less information to make investment decisions as they near 
retirement. Furthermore, just by prompting employees to consider what to do with their 401k plan balances 
may engage employees in an important financial decision.

13Mitchell, D. S., & Lynne, G. (2017). Driving retirement innovation: Can sidecar accounts meet consumers’ short- and long-term 
financial needs? (Aspen Institute Issue Brief). https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/2017/06/FSP-Sidecar-Accounts-
Brief.pdf 
14Frias, Y. (2018). Increasing financial security with workplace emergency savings. Prudential. https://www.prudential.com/
corporate-insights/workplace-emergency-savings 
15Harvey, C., John, D., & Brown, K. (2018). Saving at work for a rainy day: Results from a national survey of employees (AARP Public 
Policy Institute Report). https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2018/09/rainy-day-national-survey.pdf 
16Federal law currently mandates that if the employee does not take action within 60 days of leaving their job, these low-balance 
accounts are distributed to the employee as a cash out or the employer rolls over the balance into a Safe Harbor IRA account (see 
note 12).
17Roth, B., Green, A., & Antonelli, A. (2020, January). Auto-portability: What it is, why it’s needed, and how it will strengthen retirement 
security (Georgetown University Center for Retirement Initiatives Blog). https://cri.georgetown.edu/auto-portability-what-it-is-why-
its-needed-and-how-it-will-strengthen-retirement-security/.
18See note 8.

https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/2017/06/FSP-Sidecar-Accounts-Brief.pdf
https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/2017/06/FSP-Sidecar-Accounts-Brief.pdf
https://www.prudential.com/corporate-insights/workplace-emergency-savings
https://www.prudential.com/corporate-insights/workplace-emergency-savings
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2018/09/rainy-day-national-survey.pdf
https://cri.georgetown.edu/auto-portability-what-it-is-why-its-needed-and-how-it-will-strengthen-retirement-security/.
https://cri.georgetown.edu/auto-portability-what-it-is-why-its-needed-and-how-it-will-strengthen-retirement-security/.
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