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Why a Field Guide? 

Can you imagine trying to build a retirement plan for employees with that many funds to have to choose 
from? Do you know how many kinds of fees there are in some of these funds? You ready? 
Just to list a few: 

So why write a field guide? The object of a field guide is to help people identify plants, birds, fish or 
animals while they are in the field. Pretty simple. So why a field guide for retirement planning options? 
Simply put...it’s a jungle out there! Seriously. 

As I sit and write this  
there are approximately 

3.3 MILLION 
equity funds in the world.

Keep in mind that there are around 

4,500 US LISTED 
companies on the stock exchanges.

• Management Fees
• Transaction Costs
• 12b-1 fees 
• Account Fees

• Custodial Fees
• Record Keeping Fees
• Legal Fees
• Accounting Fees

• Transfer Agent Expenses
• Administration Fees
• Redemption Fees
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You may find this hard to believe but most of the plan 
participants I have spoken to have NO IDEA how their 
advisor, the annuity company, or the mutual fund company 
they chose to manage their retirement account gets paid. 
I think that it is critical that plan participants know this. 
What most do not realize is that this amount, which seems 
small as it is quoted in percentage terms, comes directly out 
of your annual return. The compounded effects of this small 
amount can add up to be in the tens of thousands over the 
course of your account building years.

That is the task of this field guide. I set out to discover 
and report to you the types of fees you pay annually 
and how much they are. I began with having Redfish 
Capital Management’s CFP, Robert Simpton, do some data 
crunching and research. To this day I’m still not sure he knew 
what he was getting into when I asked him to undertake 
this task! He began by summarizing the entire benefits 
book that Texas A&M gives to employees. He looked at 
absolutely every benefit available and then summarized 

them for me in a more digestible format. He then found, 
downloaded, and researched each prospectus from each 
investment company. By this time, he was regretting this 
undertaking I am sure. After summarizing these he sent his 
notes to me. 

I took all the notes, printed each page, and then sorted 
them out on my conference table to get a bird’s eye view. 
I then began the process of separating them into three 
categories...health, retirement, and others. I took the 
retirement stack and started my detail hunt. My goal was to 
find out every single little fee that employees are charged 
by the various companies. You would think that this would 
be a simple answer to get, however, that is not always 
the case. Some of the products you have on the benefits 
selections are incredibly complicated. The prospectus 
(the description of the 403b product or annuity product) 
is often hundreds of pages thick. Going through these 
prospectuses looking for the exact fee structure can make 
you feel as if you are trying to find buried treasure! After 
compiling this information, I began to sort them again on my 
now crowded conference table into three sub categories. 
From there came the writing process which you are now 
reading. I have divided your choices into three different 
sub categories. 

They are as follows: 

  DIY (Do It Yourself) 

 Buy an annuity (Annuity Based Plan) 

  Pay an advisor to allocate your assets and help you 
(Advisor Based Plan). 

I hope that this field guide will aid you in discovering 
approximately how much money you spend per year having 
your retirement benefits managed by the various sponsors. 
My deepest thanks go out to Robert who I consider to be 
one of the most educated people I know on Texas A&M 
Employee Benefits system. His work is greatly appreciated.

I could keep going but I hope you get the picture. This business has become a literal 
mine field of fees and expenses. The problem that I see is that many people have zero 
clue as to what they are paying in these fees let alone how much. That’s why I wanted to 
create a field guide. I want to point out to you what the various fees are. I want to define 
for you what these fees are for. I want show you how much the fees are. 

I also want to  
tell you that  
YOU HAVE 
A CHOICE! 

1
2
3
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Mary is a new employee at Texas A&M University. She is 30 
years old and will make $75,000 in annual salary per year. 
She will never get a raise (I need to keep the math easy!) 
She will retire at age 65 on her birthday giving her 35 years 
of savings into her voluntary plan. She plans on deferring 
10% of her annual salary to this plan. Again, for easy math 
I am saying that she will earn a flat 7% a year, every year. 

Over the 35 years Mary deferred a total of $262,500 
into the plan. At her 7% rate her plan would grow to be 
$1,075,681. Congratulations Mary, you are a millionaire. 

What would happen though if Mary’s account had expenses 
that averaged 2.25% a year? She puts in the same amount, 
it grows by 7%, then we remove the 2.25% in expenses 
and fees. What does Mary have now? She has $659,773 
or $415,908 less paid in fees! That is a HUGE difference! 

It is my hope that you not only discover just how much fees 
and expenses are costing you annually in your retirement 
plan, but that you are armed with the proper tools to have 
a conversation with your advisor that helps insure you are 
headed in the right direction. 

Does  
2.25%  
sound like a 
lot to you?

I guess it depends. If you were charged 2.25% for a flat fee one 
time on let’s say $100,000 does that $2,250 make a difference? 
Maybe it does maybe it doesn’t but if you look at it from another 
angle, I bet I can change your mind. 

Every Little Bit Counts...
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Mutual Fund Expense or Fund Expense Ratio. 
As you may be aware, a mutual fund is an investment 
product that holds a variety of assets including stocks, 
bonds, or sometimes even other mutual funds. There is 
a cost to owning the fund. Mutual funds have a money 
manager who is responsible for what goes into the fund. 
The fund company also has staff and costs and these 
costs are passed through to the investor in the form of an 
expense ratio. 

The expense ratio is the percentage of assets it costs you 
to own the fund. For example, let’s pretend you own the 
ABC Fund. The ABC Fund has an expense ratio of 1%. What 
that means is that if you should deposit $10,000 into the 

ABC mutual fund it will cost you 1% or $100 every year 
that you own the fund. This is how the fund company gets 
paid. The more work that goes into a particular mutual fund 
(stock selection, foreign exchange rates) the higher the 
expense will be. Often you will find that index funds (funds 
that track an index) are MUCH cheaper than actively 
managed funds. In a variable annuity the Fund Expense will 
be referred to as the Sub Account Expense. 

Mortality and Expense Risk Charge. 
Often referred to as M&E, this is an expense that is found 
in insurance-based products. An annuity is an insurance-
based product and therefore has this fee. It is there to 
compensate the insurance company for the risk that it takes 

A Bit of Required Knowledge... 

Mutual  
Fund Expense 

-or-
Fund  

Expense Ratio 

Before we begin there are a few terms that will be beneficial when 
making a decision about which route to take when using these tools. 
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on by being an insurance policy. All insurance companies 
get paid to insure against death, wreck, injuries, health, etc. 
For example, if you own the XYZ Annuity for retirement 
savings and have $10,000 in it you will be charged .60% 
M&E on an annual basis or $60 a year for that $10,000. 

Death Benefit. 
With the annuities on the menu you will come across 
the term Death Benefit which simply means that you the 
investor, or your beneficiary, will receive a certain amount 
or benefit upon your passing if you hold the product. 

Commission. 
A commission is a fee that is paid to the broker when 
they sell you a product. In the world of your benefits, 
a commission will come into play most often with the 
annuity-based products. 

Annual Fee. 
There will be other annual fees that some companies may 
charge in the form of an annual record keeping fee, IRA 
fee, withdrawal fee, etc. 

Custodial Fee. 
This fee is charged in to you as all retirement accounts must 
be “held” or custodied somewhere. The charges range from 
.20% to .35% 

Contingent Deferred Sales Charge. 
This is often referred to as CDSC and what I refer to as 
a ransom fee. With some products, should you want your 
money back or transferred, you will be required to pay a 
CDSC. Typically, you see these charges in products that 
require you to pay a commission. For example, the XYZ 
Annuity has a 5-year CDSC at 5% per year. That means 
should you deposit $10,000 into the XYZ Annuity, you 
will be charged 5% of that $10,000 should you choose 
to withdraw the funds or transfer to another company 
within the first 5 years of making that deposit. Every new 
dollar that is deposited will be subject to a new 5-year  
CDSC schedule.

The cheapest way to go from a cost perspective is simply 
to make all the decisions yourself and invest in the options 
provided from... 

Using an average mutual fund expense of .75% per fund 
this would be your cost per year on dollars invested in 
this plan. You can sign on to your account on line and make 
changes as often as feel necessary. 

This process may very well also include a sales rep can 
be reached by dialing an 800 number to discuss various 
options. Can they help with decisions?????????? These 
reps receive an annual salary and are direct employees of 
the plan sponsor. They are there to take your call and discuss 
fund options and details of those funds. Most of these 
advisors will be licensed professionals. Many advisors get 
their start in the business at these companies speaking to 
employees over the phone all day long. The upside is that 
they are there to help you and want you to succeed. Many 
of these companies also offer on line tools that can aid you 
in the decision-making process. The downside is that they 
will never truly know you and your family and be able to 
develop a personalized plan tailored to fit your unique 
needs... hence why we are calling this DIY. 

These choices include Fidelity, Pentegra, Voya’s Mutual 
Fund Platform, and Lincoln Mutual Funds. 

DIY: Do It Yourself
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The various fees that are charged inside these plans are  
as follows: 

One is called Mortality and Expense or simply put M&E. 
Remember an annuity is an insurance-based product. This 
is the only time you will see the term M&E as far as your 
retirement savings are concerned here. Depending on the 
plan you should expect to pay this expense annually on 
all the assets in your plan. For our purpose I am using an 
average of .65% annually. 

Next, we have the sub account expense fee. 
The sub accounts themselves charge a fee and what 

we typically do is compute an average fee known as 
the “average fund expense”. This tends to run in the  
.75% range. 

Commissions are next. 
A commission is paid to the broker for every NEW dollar 
placed in the plan and at TAMU this tends to be in the 
3.5% range. So, if you deposit $1,000 into your plan then 
$30.50 will be the commission charged to you. 

Depending on how the funds are allocated, the account 
may be charged an additional .20% of your account value 
annually if the broker can convince you to participate in the 

Annuity Based Plan

As stated in the last segment on expenses, annuities are different 
than the other plans. As you would expect, the brokers who 
sell them to you are also paid very differently. The brokers who 
sell these plans are paid a commission on every NEW DOLLAR 
invested into the plan. 

$ $ $
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$6,000$6,000

“managed account” program. This program will rebalance 
your funds based on some formula that the annuity 
company has. 

Finally, many of these companies also pay the broker a one-
time fee of around $450 when they first open the account. 
For an example, let’s pretend that Professor Jane Doe is a 
new hire at TAMU. She moves her 403B annuity plan from 
the provider at her previous university to a new annuity 
provider at TAMU. She transfers $100,000.00 she has 
saved previously and she plans on investing $6,000 a year 
into this plan. Jane’s broker would possibly receive 3.5% of 
new money or $3,500 off the top for selling a new plan to 
a participant. 

Operating Expenses (M&E .65%, Sub Account Fee 75%, and 
one-time $450) = $2,598.73 Let’s add some good news. 
Jane makes 5% return on her money every year for 5 years. 
She invested $6,000 a year for a total of $30,000. What is 
her balance after 5 years? $34,085.56 or $4,085.56 in gains 
to her and her total fees and sales charges came out to be 
$3,648.73 to her broker and annuity company. If we add in 
the initial $3,500 on the transferred $100,000.00, we have 
a grand total of $7,148.73 total fees charged in year 1. 

Some other things to consider. 
When you make an investment in certain annuities your 
money is “locked up” for a period of approximately 5 
years. You must keep your money in this plan for that time 
period or you will be penalized up to 5% to get those funds 
out. We refer to this as the ransom. You should always be 
100% certain if there is a ransom on your money as well as 
what it is. In some annuity- based products, every dollar you 
invest has a 5-year ransom associated with it. So, in year 1, 
that money will be held ransom for five years. In year two, 
the NEW money will have a NEW 5-year ransom, while 
the first-year money has four years left. This continues for 
every new dollar invested in your plan. Always ask your 
provider what your penalty will be for taking your money 
out early or switching plans. 

The Annuity Based choices include: Voya, VALIC, TIA-
CREFF, and Lincoln Financial.

$6,000 

a year for 5 years at 
3.5% commission = 

$1,050

Let’s look at her 
contributions:  
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One of the choices you have is to choose a third party 
to help you allocate your funds. There is of course a cost 
associated with that but I think you will see that it is 
sometimes cheaper than some of the other options with 
less strings attached. We advise looking for in an advisor, 
or a group of advisors, whom you trust and think that you 
can build a long-term relationship with. 

What you should look for is the following: 
Are they licensed? If so, which licenses do they hold? Are 
they a Certified Financial Planner? Are they a Certified 
Public Accountant? How long have they been investing 
money? You should take the time to interview each of your 
choices and therefore be able to make the best decision for 
you and your money. 

As we discussed in the expenses section, these advisors 
must HOLD the assets somewhere and that somewhere 
charges a fee to the client. So, let’s say Advisor A holds her 
client’s money at Pentegra. Pentegra will charge the client 
.30%. The advisor does not set this fee or receive this 
fee, Pentegra or Fidelity does. The mutual fund expenses 
again being what they are average .75%. Again, the advisor 
does not set this fee or receive this fee, the mutual fund 
company does. 

Now Advisor A adds in her expense at let’s pretend 1.25%. 
This fee can range from anywhere to 0% to a maximum 
of 2.25%. It is entirely up to the advisor. This is what the 
advisor makes. Typically, advisors have a set rate that is 
dependent on the assets (higher cost for less assets and 
lower costs for more assets) or it is a flat fee. The fee is 
charged against the account balance. This way, should the 
account value rise, so will the fee. Inversely, should the 
account value fall, the fee will decrease as well. This type of 
compensation is structured in this manner to compensate 
the advisor along-side of the account owner...as the client 
makes more money on the investments, the advisor is also 
rewarded for that higher return. 

When you add all these together you see .30% to Pentegra, 
.75% towards mutual fund expenses, and then 1.25% to the 
advisor = 2.35% total annual expense. This expense is on 
the entire account, not just new money deducted from your 
paycheck per period. On a $100,000 account with $6000 
in new money the account would be charged a minimum 
of $2,491. 

($106,000 x 2.35%). There is a slight difference if the funds 
are held with Fidelity as opposed to Pentegra...Fidelity will 
charge .20% versus Pentegra’s .30%. There should not be 
a ransom associated with these carriers. 

Advisor Based Plan 
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I am a spreadsheet guy or as my wife puts it a nerd. I like 
spreadsheets. They keep all the data simple and easy to 
read. While looking at advisors, try something like this. I 
chose the column heads that I liked but you feel free 
to choose what you think is important. The Captured/
Independent probably needs an explanation. 

Captured Agents is a term we use to describe someone who 
works for an annuity company or mutual fund company. 
They sell their products and that’s it. An Independent 
Agent is someone who can sell ANY product based on the 
client’s needs. 

Choosing an Advisor 

Advisor Product Type Experience Captured or 
Independent Fee Type Other Fees Ransom

Y/N

Bob Annuity Based 5 Years Captured Commission 
3.5%

Total of 2.25% 
Annual

Yes. 5 years 
on all new 

Money

Christine Mutual Fund 
Company 15 Years Captured Annual Fee 1.50% Plus 

Fund Fees No

ABC Advisors Any 9 Years Independent
Annual Fee

No 
Commission

1.00% Plus 
Fund Fees No

So, in the above it looks like Christine provides the most 
amount of experience while ABC Advisors looks to be the 
best deal as far as fees. Christine is captured so she has 
to sell her company's products. Bob works for an annuity 
company and that is the most restrictive and the most 
expensive route. We are not quite done. In my opinion the 
number one characteristic that one should look for in an 
advisor is trust. That part is simple enough but describing 
how you should trust someone is infinitely tougher. All in all, 
it boils down to your gut. Our suggestion has always been 

to take all the data you can mine, list it on paper, compare 
the advisors and then subject them to the gut test. You will 
quickly see when you look at the spreadsheet who provides 
what however trust is something that you just can’t use 
data to define sometimes. At the end of the day, this must 
be the number one criterion used. Remember, you will  
be talking with this advisor or team of advisors for many 
years to come. It should be someone whom you are 
comfortable with. 
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The resources of a large firm,  
with the personal attention of a small practice.

The Financial Plan 
At Redfish Capital Management we believe that the 
process begins with a written financial plan. We accomplish 
this through the use of our Certified Financial Planner 
Robert Simpton. 

Most people will claim that they have a financial plan. 
They don’t. What they have are IDEAS. We walk the client 
through the process of taking all their ideas and then 
placing them on paper. These are your retirement goals. 
These goals tell us where you would like to be in your 
retirement years. Next, we calculate and deeply analyze 
the plan to see if what you are doing will enable you to 
achieve the goals. Do you need to save more? Do you need 
a higher rate of return? Can you achieve your goals and 
be less aggressive thereby potentially avoiding loss? The 
results of our comprehensive financial planning process will 

tell us what rate of return you need in order to achieve your 
goals. We now have our roadmap. You have to determine 
where you are going before you determine how to get there. 

Using the Plan 
In our experience many want to discuss the markets and 
investments and these discussions tend to center on the 
return. As a result, many financial plans are determined by 
the investment results and asset allocation. Bad year in 
the markets… now I have to work longer. We use the PLAN 
to dictate the allocation. If the plan tells us that we need to 
annualize 5.5% net after fees annual returns why would be 
invested primarily in stocks designed to achieve twice that 
return thus taking on added risk? The PLAN dictates the 
allocation. We match your personal allocation based solely 
on your unique written financial plan. We do not use 
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What we charge 
At Redfish Capital Management we hold your assets at 
Fidelity thus you are charged .20%. I will use the same 
mutual fund average expense of .75% so that the comps 
are fair. Should you just want asset management, we will 
charge you .70%. That brings your total to 1.65%. There 
are no commissions, no ransoms, and no back- end fees if 
you move your money. Pretty simple! 

Other services available to you 
Income taxes play a roll but are rarely discussed as a part of 
the financial planning process. As a part of Redfish Capital 
Management, should you choose, you will have a CPA at 
your disposal to discuss ANYTHING taxes. Let’s face it, we 
all pay them and we all could use sound accounting advice. 
Our CPA Henry Ngueyn has been practicing since 2003 and 
will be able to not only help you navigate the accounting 
world but give sound advice to use going forward. 

Insurance... we all have it and we all need it. Since it plays 
an important role in all of our lives it should play a pivotal 
role in your financial plan as well. We help you in two areas. 
First, our Certified Financial Planner Robert is intimately 
familiar with the life insurance aspects of the TAMU plan 
and he will incorporate his knowledge of your options 
directly into your unique financial plan. Also, we have Dawn 
Kleinschmidt who specializes in P&C so that if you own a 
home and a vehicle it makes sense to make sure that you 
are getting the most you can out of these, right? Annually 
you need to have these checked and Dawn does that 
for you every year. We know you pay a lot of money for 
insurance. Shouldn’t you make sure you are getting the best 
deal you can? 

Putting it all Together 
We combine all of the above to create your unique financial 
plan. How we charge is simply a la carte. Do you want us 
to simply manage the assets? Fine. That will be .70%. Do 
you need a financial plan to know where it is financially 
you are headed? Great. We can do that on a low monthly 
fee. Do you need a CPA? Do you have home insurance or  
auto insurance? We analyze that as well for that low 
monthly fee. 

We are committed to providing the highest level of client 
service possible. 
We will contract with you to meet at minimum twice a 
year to review your financial plan. We do have clients we 
meet with four times and year a few that are monthly. How 
often do you meet with your current advisor? With financial 
planning you can’t set it and forget it. It must be diligently 
examined and critiqued to make sure that you are on the 
right route to get you to your retirement destination. 

Our vision has always been to create a full-service 
financial practice. In a time where the majority of financial 
consultants, planners, bankers, try to be a “jack of all trades”, 
we surround the client with specialists. When discussing 
investments, you will talk to Brad. When discussing taxes, 
you speak with your CPA Henry. When it comes to financial 
planning and life insurance, our CFP Robert gets the call. 
Annual checks to make sure your auto and home insurance 
are good deals are addressed by Dawn. Finally, we have 
Veronica, in charge of all operations and client contact. 
We all come together to create your Redfish Capital 
Management Team. One client-multiple specialists. 
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I have had the pleasure of advising people on their 
finances since 1994. In these many years I have sat down 
with countless people, spoken publicly to groups ranging 
in size from 3 to 3,000, as well as spending many years on 
the radio hosting a call-in show focusing on the markets. If 
you add up all the people I have spoken to, well, it would 
be a lot. Through all these encounters I have learned a few 
things. I think that there are three types of investors out 
there that make up the investing public. Group one is the 
DIY’s. They enjoy researching the market as much as I do. 
They tend to have many of the same characteristics...they 
also like to do their own taxes, they like to mow their own 
yard, you name it. They are a great joy to talk shop with and 
I have learned from many as well. If that is you then I say 
thank you for taking the time trio read this. I would love to 
hear your feedback as that is how I can improve! 

Next is the group who knows what they do not know and 
prefer to have help. I obviously love this group as they 
support my living! It has nothing to do with intelligence at 
all. They most often just simply do not have the amount of 
time or want to take such an important task on. I also place 
in this group the people who absolutely hate discussing 
money. There are plenty of these around and they think I 
have a screw loose as this is my passion, my job, and my 
hobby. They feel that going to the dentist makes for a more 
exciting afternoon. That’s just fine. It takes all kinds. But at 
least this group knows who they are and what they know as 
well as what they don’t know. 

Finally, is the group that I consider to be the most 
dangerous. These are the people who think they know 
enough and yet get themselves in trouble. Through the 
years I have seen this enough to know that they do not 
want help...until it is too late. I cannot count the number 
of times I spoke publicly through forums or media about 
accounts that were not allocated properly most typically 
over allocated in a particular stock or fund. It is an absolute 
horror show watching someone lose over 50% of their 

portfolio. I have seen it mostly involving company stock 
where there was fraud. It is not the investors fault, and 
they are not to blame, but they do own the fact that in no 
way shape or form their portfolio should have held over 
25% in the company stock let alone in some cases 100%! 
Another scenario involves being overly aggressive when 
retirement is just around the corner. If you cannot tolerate 
a loss of 30% or greater then why in the world would you 
be invested 100% in stocks? Again, this is something that I 
have seen firsthand where someone “lost it all” right before 
it was time to retire. They are bitter and I don’t blame them. 
They did not cause the housing crisis, 9/11, or even heard 
of Bernie Madoff, but they did suffer because of them. We 
all did but the amount we suffered (monetary speaking) was 
different strictly due to how we were invested. This sort of 
thing happens every day and I know that it will continue to 
happen. All we can do is shout from the mountaintop but 
for some reason there always seems to be plenty of people 
entrenched in this third group. 

I know that this can get confusing. In researching this brief 
pamphlet, we reviewed hundreds of pages of documents 
from each of the companies that are represented on your 
platform. Some are thicker than others.  Discovering exactly 
how some people get paid can be like finding a needle in a 
haystack and make you want to pull your hair out. You know 
that it HAS to be there but finding the answer is difficult 
at best. Many companies hide the answer in a series of 
documents and disclaimers that is pages upon pages thick. 
We hope that this guide will aid you in learning more about 
your choices. 

The great thing about the benefits choices that you have 
in the TAMU Retirement System is just that...choices.  You 
have some amazing people to work with at your disposal 
should you choose. It’s simply up to you. 

Good luck and all my best. 

Brad Murrill

In Conclusion... 

Financial 
Planning

Investment 
Management

Tax & 
Accounting

Life Insurance Home & Auto 
Insurance
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Disclaimers
Securities offered through SCF Securities, Inc. - Member FINRA/SIPC 155 E. Shaw Ave. Suite 102, Fresno, CA 93710  
(800) 955-2517 | Fax (559) 456- 6109. SCF Securities, Inc. and Redfish Capital Management are independently owned and 
operated. www.scfsecurities.com 

The opinions voiced in this material are for general information only and are not intended to provide specific advice or 
recommendations for any individual. To determine what is appropriate for you consult your financial professional.

To see the 2018-2019 Employees Benefit Guide in it's entirety please click here. 

Information Obtained from...
VALIC 
This is the VALIC Prospectus for Portfolio Director May 1, 2018

TIAA CREF  
This is the TIAA CREF Prospectus dated May 1, 2018 

Voya Mutual Fund offering 

Voya Variable Annuity offering 

http://www.redfish-cap.com/
www.scfsecurities.com
http://assets.system.tamus.edu/files/benefits/pdf/ae/FY19/booklets/BenefitsGuide.pdf
https://www.valic.com/content/dam/valic/america-canada/us-corporate/documents/prospectuses-and-reports/annuities/contract-prospectuses/pd_contract_prosp.pdf
http://connect.rightprospectus.com/TIAA/TADF/194408803/P?site=VA
https://texasam.beready2retire.com/print-friendly/investment-performance/666225
https://texasam.beready2retire.com/investments/investment-performance/VT1220

