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A competitive retirement plan is an 
increasingly important employee benefit 
for independent schools — not only to 

attract, reward and retain talent at every age 
range, but also to promote retirement readiness 
among existing staff. In a TIAA survey earlier this 
year of not-for-profit plan sponsors, more than 
half of participants expressed concern about their 
employees not having enough money to retire and, 
consequently, delaying retirement. 

TIAA’s 2017 Not-for-Profit Plan Sponsor 
Insights Survey, conducted by KRC Research in 
early 2017, had 835 not-for-profit plan sponsor 
participants, 96 of them from independent 
K–12 schools across the country. Here are some 
survey findings, along with tips from NBOA 
member schools on how they prepare employees 
for a comfortable retirement and measure plan 
outcomes.

MATCHMAKERS, BIG SAVERS
Just under 70 percent of independent K–12 schools 
offer a 403(b) plan, the most widely used plan, 
according to Spectrem Group. Our survey found that 
plan sponsors at independent schools help boost 
total contribution rates in a variety of ways:

• 45 percent offer matching contributions (most 
matching contributions are within the range of 
4 percent to 6 percent).

• 30 percent offer non-matching contributions 
(where the employer’s contribution does not 
require a match from the employee).

• 25 percent offer a combination of matching and 
non-matching contributions.
Improving employees’ saving rates is a key 

concern for David Wright, finance director at 
University School, in Shaker Heights, Ohio. “We 
know how important it is for our employees to start 
saving early and at the right levels,” he said. “We 
want them to target a savings rate of 15 percent, 
including our contribution. To accomplish this, 
we offer both a matching and non-matching 
contribution, and we’re happy to say that our 
aggressive employer contributions have also 
resulted in 100 percent participation.”

North Shore Country Day School, in Winnetka, 
Illinois, “has a graduated mandatory savings 

rate based on years of service,” explained Susan 
Downing, director of finance. The combined 
contribution is 12 percent annually, broken down 
as follows:

• Staff with one to five years of service contribute 
6 percent of their income; the school’s match is 
6 percent.

• Staff with six to 10 years of service contribute 4 
percent; the school matches 8 percent.

• Staff with more than 11 years of service contribute 
2 percent; the school matches 10 percent.
The school prioritizes the match long-term, 

along with additional expenses for health care and 
a generous tuition remission program, because the 
whole package is of value and makes the school 
competitive, Downing explained.

Beyond retirement contributions, many 
schools encourage employees to seek advice 
from the financial consultants supporting their 
retirement plans. These professionals can help 
faculty and staff envision how they would like to 
retire and create a plan to get there. University 
School offers plan participants access to one-on-
one financial advice, as do 82 percent of schools 
in the TIAA survey.

Schools also benefit from offering appropriate 
default investment options to employees who 
do not take an active role in their retirement 
planning. Sixty-two percent of the independent 
school plan sponsors surveyed offer a default 
option. Two-thirds use a target date fund as the 
default investment.

For more on default options, see "Default Disruption: 
Nuts and Bolts of QDIAs" (Sept/Oct 2016 Net Assets).

TRACKING OUTCOMES
Schools also want to know how their employees are 
doing with their retirement planning — is the plan 
succeeding? Retirement plans have many moving 
parts, and it’s not surprising that 50 percent of 
independent school plan sponsors surveyed find 
it challenging to measure the success of their 
retirement plans. Here’s what they consider their 
plan’s most important success measures: 

• Participation rates (45 percent) 

• Fiduciary compliance (36 percent)

Independent Schools Take Stock  
of Retirement Plans 
Whether required or optional, more schools’ plans are shooting for 100 percent employee participation.
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• Retirement income adequacy/ income 
replacement rates (35 percent)

• Contribution rates (32 percent)
While broad employee participation is 

critical to plan goals, enrollment alone is no 
assurance that employees will have adequate 
income replacement (comparable to their 
current income) in retirement. TIAA believes 
it is important to focus on income as the 
outcome. In the survey, only 10 percent of 
independent school plan sponsors said they 
track income replacement rates, compared 
to 35 percent who said they consider income 
replacement among the top three measures 
of plan success. 

By tracking income replacement at 
the plan level, sponsors can zero in on 
segments of employees who are falling 
short of income goals and may benefit from 
greater education or engagement strategies. 
Consider tracking not only to understand 
how your plan is doing, but also to measure 
the effectiveness of your communication, 
education and advice efforts.

At North Shore Country Day School, the 
mandatory retirement benefit program 
was designed with income replacement in 
mind, according to Downing. “In general, 
the hope was through investment planning 
and regular one-on-one fiscal counseling 
appointments, levels could grow to 
represent approximately one-third of an 
individual’s salary in retirement.” North 
Shore also offers a supplemental retirement 
plan as a means of providing for additional 
retirement needs.

Measuring and tracking a plan’s success 
may sound time-consuming and difficult 
for already overtaxed business officers, 
but schools’ retirement providers or 
advisors can help in selecting appropriate 
metrics, providing reporting assistance and 
identifying ways to improve shortcomings. 
Taking these steps can help improve the 
competitiveness of a school’s retirement 
plan and the odds that your employees will 
retire on time with adequate income. 

by discussions about how they would 
handle certain situations, and writing 
values statements.

IMPROVED COMMUNICATION
I was a graduate of the first class of LW, 
when I was the school’s assistant vice 
president. The program helped me see 
where I fit within the leadership spectrum, 
and it was beneficial when I was an 
applicant for the CFO position. I don’t 
think I would be as effective in my work or 
as strong at interacting with other people 
and meeting them where they are had I 
not gone through the program. I’m hugely 
grateful to have a leader willing to invest in 
me personally.

Other employees who have been through 
LW say they feel more confident in how 
the school makes decisions. They rate the 
program highly in surveys, often write 
letters of appreciation for the opportunity 
to participate, and sometimes stop me or 
Dr. Gulley to let us know how much they 
enjoyed it. The best evidence of its success 
is that at least four people apply for every 
space available.

Communication and problem-solving 
have improved at Woodward. We think 
that’s happening because people are more 
comfortable with each other. When issues 
come up, those who’ve been through the 
program are more apt to work together 
effectively. Friendships have developed that 
we wouldn’t have expected.

We also know that while LW has 
helped individuals progress into different 
positions at Woodward, it has been equally 
successful in helping people who don’t 
want to advance their careers feel satisfied 
in their jobs. Those are our “leaders in 
place.” They are happier in their jobs, 
more communicative and have a greater 
appreciation of the school.

One possible consequence of developing 
leaders is the risk that we will lose talented 
people. We’re okay with that. We are 
fortunate at Woodward in having a leader 
who wants to know everyone on campus, 
and who believes in cultivating other 
people whether they stay at Woodward or 
grow somewhere else. It makes for better 
educators overall. 

STRATEGIES continued from p10

Retirement Metrics Tracked

Total College or 
university

Private 
K–12 

school

Not-for- 
profit 

hospital

Government 
agency

Other 
nonprofit 
institution

Participation rates 52% 58% 53% 57% 41% 55%

Contribution rates 46% 48% 49% 50% 40% 44%

Average account 
balances

25% 26% 25% 34% 22% 21%

Participant 
investment 
diversification

21% 17% 19% 34% 17% 17%

Participant data 
by age groups or 
generation, such  
as Gen X

20% 25% 19% 26% 15% 16%

Participant data  
by gender

17% 21% 17% 23% 14% 11%

Average income 
replacement rate

14% 19% 10% 20% 10% 10%

Findings from the 2017 Not-for-Profit Plan Sponsor Insights Survey. Of the 835 participants, 96 were 
independent schools. More than half (55 percent) of sponsors consider it difficult to determine if their 
retirement plan is successful. Twenty-seven percent cite participation rates as the most important 
measure of plan success, followed by income replacement rates in retirement (21 percent). However, 
while 52 percent track employee participation, only 14 percent track those income replacement rates. 
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