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Benchmarking: More Than Just a Fiduciary Foundation 

For business owners, executives, and stakeholders, cost management is a daily focus. 
Sometimes, however, the costs associated with a company’s benefits, such as a workplace 
retirement plan, get overlooked. Being conscious of retirement plan fees and expenses—
and having a process to manage them—isn’t just a good business practice that can lower 
your bottom line; it’s one of the most important responsibilities a retirement plan 
fiduciary can fulfill under the Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) of 1974.  
In general, retirement plan fees can be divided into two main categories: investment-
related fees and administrative-related fees. Let’s look at both, highlighting tips that can 
help you build your own process for evaluating and managing your company’s 
retirement plan fees. 
 

Fees and Expenses Related to Investments 

• Ensure that your plan’s investment policy statement (IPS) includes guidelines 
for evaluating your plan’s investment expenses.  

• Collect and organize information pertaining to each investment in the plan 
(e.g., manager qualifications, investment objectives, investment performance, 
and the fund’s annual operating expenses).  

• Periodically (at least every two years) review the fund manager’s 
qualifications and past performance and ensure that the fund in question 
adheres to the terms prescribed in the IPS.  

• Evaluate the fund’s operating expenses for reasonableness. Remember, 
ERISA calls for fees to be reasonable, not necessarily the cheapest (though the 
cheapest investment might also be appropriate for your employees). The 
definition of reasonable for purposes of determining fees, according to 
ERISA, “depends on the particular facts and circumstances of each case,” 
which underscores the need to benchmark investment fees relative to your 
company’s specific retirement plan.  

• Your evaluation should include a comparison of other investment products to 
ensure that your plan’s current funds are competitive with the cost of 
available alternatives.  
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• Retirement plan investments are frequently offered in different share classes 
(i.e., different versions of an investment that have varying sales charges, 
expense ratios, and minimum investment thresholds). Lower-cost share classes 
are usually available when a fund’s assets reach a break point (a predetermined 
dollar amount that, when reached, allows for reduced fees). When that 
happens, your plan’s investments may be able to change to a lower-cost share 
class offering, which could lower expenses for your company and your 
employees.  

Fees and Expenses Related to Plan Administration   

• Determine how much you and your employees are paying for the services 
you’re receiving. (You can do this with the help of your plan’s retirement 
advisor or service providers, or by reviewing a fee disclosure, also referred to 
as a 408(b)(2) fee disclosure.)  

• Examine the services, tools, technology, and other resources offered by your 
plan’s service providers (e.g., recordkeeper, third-party administrator, or plan 
advisor). Is there a service or technology offered by a current provider that you 
aren’t taking advantage of? 

• Determine how much you and your employees are paying for the services 
you’re receiving. (You can do this with the help of your plan’s retirement 
advisor or service providers, or by reviewing a fee disclosure, also referred to 
as a 408(b)(2) fee disclosure.)  

• Examine the services, tools, technology, and other resources offered by your 
plan’s service providers (e.g., recordkeeper, third-party administrator, or plan 
advisor). Is there a service or technology offered by a current provider that you 
aren’t taking advantage of? 

Key Takeaways for Retirement Plan Fiduciaries  

When benchmarking investment or administrative fees, everything should tie back to a 
thoughtful, well-documented process. Benchmarking retirement plan fees is not a simple 
exercise. If you need help, tap into the expertise of your plan’s service providers, such as 
a retirement plan advisor, who has specialized knowledge and access to resources for 
evaluating retirement plan investments and service providers. A retirement plan advisor 
can also assist you in making the right choices for your company and your employees. 
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Despite Pandemic, Employers Remain Committed to Financial 
Well-Being 
 

Despite the COVID-19 pandemic turning life upside-down for many Americans and 
countless businesses, research has shown employers remain as committed as ever to 
helping their employees’ financial well-being. Hot Topics in Retirement and Financial 
Wellbeing 2021, a report from Alight Solutions, highlights that most employers are not—
nor do they have any intention of—adjusting employer-matching contributions within 
their workplace retirement plans as a result of the pandemic. Here are a few notable data 
points from the report:  

• 91 percent of employers made no changes to their employer-matching 
contributions in 2020.  

• And, though 9 percent suspended matching contributions, they expressed a 
commitment to restoring contributions once the pandemic ends.  

• 99 percent of employers plan on making no changes to their employer-
matching contributions in 2021 because of the pandemic.  

 
Contact us to learn more about benchmarking and employers’ commitment to financial 
well-being. We’re ready and willing to help. 
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Investments are subject to risk, including the loss of principal. Some investments are not suitable for all investors, and there is no 
guarantee that any investing goal will be met. Past performance is no guarantee of future results. Talk to your financial advisor 
before making any investing decisions.   
 
Securities and advisory services offered through Commonwealth Financial Network®, member FINRA/SIPC, a Registered 
Investment Adviser. Financial planning services offered through Canby Financial Advisors are separate and unrelated to 
Commonwealth.  Fixed insurance products and services offered through Canby Financial Advisors or CES Insurance Agency. 
 

 

 

Canby Financial Advisors 
161 Worcester Road, Suite 408 
Framingham, MA 01701 
508.598.1082 
canbyfinancial.com 


