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This article by Michelle Capezza, ESQ. 
discusses the initial considerations an 
organization should engage in when 

instituting wellness programs.

Maintaining the employer-employee 
relationship is essential for an employee’s 

satisfaction and a company’s long-term 
growth.This article disccusses why.

Based on our interview with Dixon 
Schwabl, this article focuses on 5 tips for 
creating and maintaining a benefits and 

perks program.
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Happy 2015 Everyone!

This issue of Confero focuses more broadly on employee benefits than we have in 
the past.  While our firm focus has a definite tilt toward retirement benefits, our clients 
and readers of Confero are at times consumed with the challenges, regulations, and 
competitive pressures which arise from providing a total benefits program to their 
organization.

We begin the conversation with a contribution from Michelle Capezza, Esq. from 
Epstein Becker & Green who discusses the initial considerations an organization 
should engage in when instituting wellness programs.  Included in these deliberations 
is whether these programs comply with the appropriate federal and state laws.  These 
types of benefits come with varying degrees of participation and interest depending 
on the age and experience of the workforce.

Roland Salmi, MBA –—the newest member of the Westminster family —discusses 
how non-monetary benefits can be used to attract potential employees and retain 
current ones.  Mr. Salmi’s discussion focuses on Recognition Programs and Career 
Development along with a comprehensive table of many other monetary and non-
monetary programs.

We are very pleased to have Lauren Dixon and Karen Simms of Dixon Schwabl sit 
down for our regular feature, 9 ½ Questions.  Dixon Schwabl, a Rochester, NY based 
advertising and public relations firm has been recognized by Forbes magazine as one 
of the Top 20 Small Company Workplaces in America.   Find out what make Dixon 
Schwabl a fun and outstanding firm to work for on page 18.

Based on our interview with the folks at Dixon Schwabl, our final feature for this 
issues of Confero centers on Top 5 Tips for Creating and Running a Successful Benefits 
and Perks Program.  

Best wishes on a healthy and prosperous New Year.  Please enjoy this issue and we 
always welcome your comments.

Thank you for your continued support.

PUBLISHER’S LETTER
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IRS Tax Exempt & Government Entities Advisory 
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of its Employee Plans subcommittee, and received the 
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of Employee Benefits Counsel.  For the past six years, 
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being a frequent guest on FOX, CNN, Bloomberg, 
NBC and other televised media outlets.    
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myRA Launching January-

March

The President’s myRA retirement savings program 
(a Roth IRA) is being launched with savings 
bonds available in the program. These bonds are 
designed to protect the principal contributed while 
earning interest at a rate previously available only 
to federal employees invested in the Government 
Securities Investment Fund (G Fund) of the Thrift 
Savings Plan. The initial investment can be as low 
as $25 which will increase the accessibility of this 
program.  One limit imposed on the program is 
once contributions and growth accumulate to 
$15,000 the balance will be shifted to a private-
sector Roth IRA. There are no tax consequences 
if you take the money out of the plan. Which 
some say it may be a good investment vehicle 
for those saving up to put a down payment on 
a house. — myRA.treasury.gov

IRS Gives Guidance on 
Recordkeeping for Plan 

Sponsors

The IRS gives guidance to employers sponsoring 
a retirement plan on what they  are required by 
law to keep on their books and records to have 
available for review by the IRS if necessary. 
—IRS.gov, 12/6/14

Study Suggests Cost of 
Defined Benefit Plans

are Half as Expensive as 
Defined Contribution Plans

National Institute on Retirement Security’s study 
“Still a Better Bang for the Buck: An Update on 
the Economic Efficiencies of Defined Benefit 
Pensions,” shows Defined Benefit (DB) plans are 
cheaper than Defined Contribution (DC) plans 
by as much as 48 percent. DB plans are able to use 
longevity risk pooling, the ability to maintain a 
well-diversified portfolio over a long investment 
horizon, low fees, and professional management 
to reduce overall costs. For employees looking for 
a pension type payout of their retirement assets, 
they can annuitize their DC account balance, but 
this does not erase the DB pension cost advantage. 
The employee would have to buy this through an 
insurance company which charges higher fees 
than a DB plan. Annuities purchased at historical 
average interest rates only modestly decrease 
costs, while annuities purchased  at 2014 rates 
would increase costs. Shifting from a DB pension 
to a DC plan reduces the investment risk borne 
by employers and taxpayers, but comes with an 
unavoidable tradeoff —either increased costs 
or, more likely, significant retirement benefit 
cuts that are larger than the savings realized by 
the employer.
—National Institute on Retirement Security, 
December 2014.

Retirement Plan Landscape Stabilizing

A study by Towers Watson showed that fewer U.S. companies last year moved from defined benefit 
(DB) plans to offering only a defined contribution (DC) plan to new salaried employees. The study 
also showed that insurance and utility industries are bucking the trend from DB to DC plans. More 
than half the companies in these sectors still offer DB and DC retirement plans to new salaried 
employees. The Study found that only 118 Fortune 500 companies offered any type of DB plan to 
new hires at the end of 2013, down from 299 companies 15 years ago. Half of the employers that 
sponsored a DB plan maintained a hybrid plan (typically a cash balance plan). With DC plans 
steadily becoming the primary retirement vehicle, more responsibility and risk is being shifted to 
employees. —Towers Watson, 9/4/14

Did 2014 Do Anything for Women at Work?

A statistic released by Bloomberg Businessweek stated that women graduating from business 
school in 2014 were slated to earn $14,548 less than their male counterparts in their first job out 
of school. The gender-wage gap held steady even when women and men entered the same field 
and had roughly the same level of experience. —Bloomberg Business Week, 12/29/14

New Years Resolutioners 
Prioritize Health/Wellness 

Over Financial Stability

49% of respondents to the 6th annual New Year’s 
Resolution Survey from Allianz Life Insurance say 
health/wellness is the most important focus area 
for the upcoming year, compared to 30% focusing 
on financial stability. However nearly one-quarter 
(23%) of respondents said they are more likely 
to seek the advice of a financial professional in 
2015, up from 19% in 2013. When asked about 
the one thing they could do to improve their 
finances in 2015, most respondents said “pay 
off credit cards” (19%), “followed by build my 
emergency savings” (17%) and “increase my 
retirement savings” (14%). —Allianz Life Insurance 
Company of North America, November 2014
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The U.S. Department of Labor (“DOL”) 
has provided new guidance to plan 

fiduciaries of terminated defined contribution 
plans for locating missing or unresponsive 
participants in order to distribute their 
benefits.  The guidance, which comes in the 
form of Field Assistance Bulletin (“FAB”) 
2014-0, replaces the prior guidance provided 
in FAB 2004-02.  

FAB 2014-01 outlines the mandatory 
steps that plan fiduciaries must take to 
discharge their duty to locate missing 
participants and provides acceptable options 
for distributing a benefit when participants 
remain unresponsive.  

Background.  The inability to locate and 
make distributions to participants when 
terminating a retirement plan can present 
several quandaries for plan fiduciaries, 
including:

• Delaying the filing of the plan’s final 
Form 5500.  All plan assets must be 
distributed from the plan’s trust before 
a final Form 5500 can be filed.

• Voiding a favorable determination 
letter issued by the Internal Revenue 
Service (“IRS”) in relation to the 
plan’s termination.  In order to rely 
on an IRS determination letter, a 
plan administrator must make final 
distributions within a reasonable time 
following the plan termination.

• The Internal Revenue Code’s mandate 
that fiduciaries must seek affirmative 
direction from plan participants when 
making termination distributions. 

Prior Guidance.  To address these concerns, 
in 2004 the DOL released FAB 2004-02.  
FAB 2004-02 provided plan fiduciaries with 
guidance on how to meet their obligations 
under ERISA to locate and distribute benefits 
to missing participants in the context of a 
defined contribution plan termination.  FAB 
2004-02 advised plan fiduciaries to use 
the following methods to locate missing 
participants:

• Send notices by certified mail;

• Review related plan and employer 
records;

• Contact the participant’s designated 
beneficiary; and

• Use the letter-forwarding services of the 
IRS or Social Security Administration 
(“SSA”).

Internet search tools, commercial locator 
services and credit reporting agencies were 
also recommended as search resources.  
FAB 2004-02 relied heavily on the IRS 
and SSA letter-forwarding programs.  Both 
of these programs, however, were recently 
discontinued.  (The SSA program ended 
in May of this year, and the IRS excluded 
retirement plans from its program effective 
August of 2012.)
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DOL Safe Harbor Regulations.  In 2006, 
DOL issued regulations to provide fiduciaries 
of terminating defined contribution plans 
with “safe-harbor” procedures for making 
distributions to participants who do not 
affirmatively request distributions.  (See 
ERISA Regulation Section 2550.404a-3.)  
These regulations specify the content and 
manner for providing notice to missing 
participants, as well as various options for 
distributing an unresponsive participant’s 
account balance.  Distribution options 
include transferring the participant’s account 
balance to: 

• an interest bearing bank account;

• an individual retirement account 
(“IRA”) in the participant’s name; or 

• the unclaimed property fund of the 
state in which the participant was last 
known to reside.

FAB 2014-01.  FAB 2014-01, which 
supersedes FAB 2004-02, reflects certain 
changes that have occurred over the last 
decade, including the expansion of internet 
search tools and the discontinuance of the 
IRS and SSA letter forwarding programs.  
Similar to the prior guidance, FAB 2014-
01 requires plan fiduciaries to take certain 
steps to locate missing participants in a 
terminated defined contribution plan and 
outlines certain additional steps that, in 
the DOL’s opinion, plan fiduciaries must 
consider to fully discharge their duties 
under ERISA.  

DOL Issues New Guidance on 
Locating Missing Participants

By Marcia Wagner  |  Wagner Law Group



ERISA 404(a) requires plan fiduciaries to 
act prudently and solely in the interest of 
plan participants and beneficiaries. While 
DOL views the decision to terminate a 
retirement plan as a “settlor” function 
not regulated by ERISA, it maintains that 
steps taken to implement this decision are 
fiduciary activities, including steps taken 
to locate missing participants and distribute 
unresponsive participants’ account balances.  
Thus, FAB 2014-01 notes that in accordance 
with their duties of prudence and loyalty, 
plan fiduciaries must take reasonable steps 
to locate missing participants.

Required Search Steps.  Where plan 
fiduciaries are unable to locate participants 
through routine delivery methods, such as 
first class mail or electronic notice (i.e., 
e-mail), FAB 2014-01 indicates that plan 
fiduciaries must take the following steps 
(before concluding their search efforts for 
the missing participants):

• Send notices by certified mail;

• Review related plan and employer 
records;

• Contact the participant’s designated 
beneficiary; and

• Use free electronic search tools (e.g., 
internet searches, public records 
databases, etc.).

NOTE:  DOL considers the failure to take 
these steps as a breach of fiduciary duty. 

Additional Search Steps.  If all four 
required search methods are unsuccessful, 
plan fiduciaries must determine whether 
additional steps are appropriate.  In making 
this determination, plan fiduciaries must 
consider the size of a participant’s account 
balance and the cost of further search efforts.  
Additional steps include fee-based Internet 
search tools, commercial locator services, 
credit reporting agencies, information 
brokers, and investigation databases and 
similar services that may include charges.  

NOTE:  DOL maintains the position 
that plan fiduciaries may charge missing 
participants’ accounts for search-related 
costs, provided the charges are reasonable.  
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Distributing an Unresponsive Participant’s 
Account.  Where a missing participant remains 
unresponsive, a plan fiduciary must determine 
the appropriate method for distributing that 
participant’s account balance.  FAB 2014-01 
establishes a range of options for distributing 
benefits to unresponsive participants after 
a plan fiduciary has exhausted the search 
efforts described above.  Specifically, FAB 
2014-01 identifies a preferred method and 
two alternative methods for consideration if 
the preferred approach is not viable.  

NOTE:  These methods are the same as 
those provided under the DOL’s 2006 safe-
harbor regulation. 

The preferred method for distributing 
a missing participant’s account is to roll 
over the benefit to an IRA established in 
the participant’s name.  DOL prefers this 
method because it avoids immediate taxation 
of the benefit and it is the option most likely 
to preserve the benefit. 

NOTE:  Because the selection of an IRA 
provider and the manner in which the benefit 
will be invested in the IRA are fiduciary 
actions, plan fiduciaries are advised to rely on 
the DOL’s 2006 safe-harbor regulations when 
effectuating rollovers missing participants’ 
accounts to IRAs.  

Alternative methods for distributing a 
missing participant’s account include: 

• transferring the benefit to an interest-
bearing account (in the name of the 
missing participant) in a federally 
insured bank; or 

• transferring the benefit to a state 
unclaimed property fund.  

When deciding between these two options, 
the plan fiduciary must consider the attendant 
facts and circumstances, including bank 
charges, interest rates, and the process for 
searching the state’s unclaimed property 
fund.  Before deciding to take either of 
these steps, however, the plan fiduciary 
must first conclude that using these methods 
is appropriate despite the adverse tax 
consequences to participants as opposed 
to the tax-free rollover to an IRA.

FAB 2014-01 clarifies that 100% income tax 
withholding is not an acceptable method for 
distributing a missing participant’s account 
balance.  In the past, plan fiduciaries have 
withheld 100% of a missing participant’s 
distribution, thereby essentially turning 
the benefit over to the IRS.  The DOL has 
confirmed that this method is objectionable 
because it does not necessarily result in an 
offset to the participant’s income taxes and 
can deprive a participant of his or her benefit.  

Action Steps for Plan Fiduciaries.  Plan 
fiduciaries should review their plan procedures 
for missing participants and amend them, 
if needed, to conform to FAB 2014-01’s 
guidance.  In addition, plan administrators 
should be sure to thoroughly document all 
steps taken to locate and make distributions 
on behalf of missing participants.  

While FAB 2014-01specifically applies to 
locating missing participants in connection 
with a defined contribution plan termination, 
it may provide useful guidance in other 
similar circumstances involving missing 
participants, such as un-cashed checks and 
required minimum distributions. n

Marcia Wagner is a specialist in pension and 
employee benefits law, and is the principal of 
The Wagner Law Group. She can be reached at  
marcia@wagnerlawgroup.com

DOL maintains the position that 
plan fiduciaries may charge missing 

participants’ accounts for search-related costs, 
provided the charges are reasonable.  ” 
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The modern workplace continues to evolve and change.  
One factor greatly influencing workplace dynamics as 
well as employee benefits needs is the multigenerational 
composition of the workforce.  Studies regarding employee 

benefits trends show that millennials (a generation that began in 
the early 1980s), who have entered the workforce, desire a wide 
array of employee benefits—even more so than Generation X-ers 
or baby boomers. For millennials who came of age in the time 
of the “helicopter parents”, the desire for employer support and 
protection with regard to retirement, health, and welfare security 
has increased.  As compared to the independent-minded Generation 
X-ers, millenials are less opposed to employers being involved in 
their health and they prefer a paternalistic approach with regard 
to employee benefits. Baby boomers are focused on having less 
time to financially recover from the recession before they retire 
and may plan to work past age 65 or even on a part-time basis 
when they retire. Employers seeking to capture the loyalty of their 
diverse employees must take note of the different expectations of 
their multigenerational workers, as well as the impact that they 
will have on the attractiveness of an employee benefits program.

As employers continue to navigate the requirements of the 
Affordable Care Act, one type of employee benefit program that has 
gained increased interest by employers and employees is the wellness 
program which can help save health plan costs, promote healthly 
lifestyles and workplace environments, and reduce absenteeism. 
Recent studies also show that millenials are particularly health 
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Wellness Programs in a 
Multigenerational Workplace

By Michelle Capezza, ESQ.  |  Epstein Becker & Green, P.C.

conscious, interested in monitoring their personal health data, healthy 
workplace cultures, as well as increasing savings for health care 
costs in vehicles such as health savings accounts.  Yet, wellness 
programs are complex and must be analyzed not only under the 
Affordable Care Act and HIPAA nondiscrimination rules, but also 
under such laws as the Americans with Disabilities Act (“ADA”), 
Genetic Information Non-Discrimination Act (“GINA”), Title VII 
of the Civil Rights Act, the Age Discrimination in Employment 
Act (“ADEA”), HIPAA privacy rules, applicable state laws, the 
Code, and ERISA.

Participatory wellness programs do not include conditions for 
obtaining rewards that are based on an individual attaining a 
standard based on a health factor, and they are not required to meet 
the more elaborate requirements of health-contingent wellness 
programs. Participatory wellness programs include programs that:

• reimburse costs for gym memberships; 

• offer diagnostic testing, such as those that provide a reward for 
taking a series of biometric tests without regard to the results; 

• reimburse employees for costs of participating (or provide 
a reward) for participating in a smoking cessation program 
without regard to whether the employee quits smoking; 

• provide a reward to employees for attending health education 
seminars; and 



• provide a reward to employees who complete a health risk 
assessment regarding current health status without any further 
action required by the employee. 

Any rewards provided in connection with a participatory wellness 
program do not count toward the current 30 and 50 percent 
permissible reward thresholds of health-contingent programs. 
Further, reasonable alternative standards do not need to be made 
available under participatory wellness programs.

Health-contingent wellness programs (including “activity-only” 
or “outcome-based” programs) must meet several requirements in 
order to not discriminate based on health status:

• frequency of opportunity to qualify—employees must be 
able to qualify for the reward at least once per year; 

• size of reward—rewards may have a value for all health 
contingent programs up to 30 percent of the total cost of 
the annual premium for employee-only coverage (or up to 
50 percent for programs to prevent or reduce tobacco use); 

• reasonable design—a reasonable standard must be imposed 
to promote health or prevent disease that is not overly 
burdensome or a subterfuge for discrimination based on a 
health factor or highly suspect in method chosen to promote 
health or prevent disease; 

• uniform availability for all similarly situated individuals 
and reasonable alternative standards—if it is unreasonably 
difficult due to a medical condition to meet the standard of 
the program or to attempt to satisfy it, an alternative must be 
provided or the participation in the program must be waived 
to obtain the reward; and 

• notice of availability of reasonable alternative standards—
disclosures must be provided in all plan materials describing 
the program regarding the availability of alternative standards 
to qualify for the reward and, if applicable, the possibility of 
a waiver of the otherwise applicable standard. 

In addition to the foregoing, wellness programs must be analyzed 
under many laws. Under the ADA, employers cannot discriminate 
against disabled employers in connection with the terms, conditions, 
or privileges of employment, or make disability-related inquiries 
or require medical exams of employees (unless job-related and 
consistent with business necessity). Under limited EEOC guidance, 
such inquiries may be permissible under a wellness program if 
the program is voluntary and employees are neither required to 
participate nor penalized for non-participation. To date, the EEOC 
has not published bright-line rules but, instead has brought litigation 
against companies as a result of their wellness program practices. 
In these cases, the EEOC has raised issues where programs impose 
large penalties (such as full cost of insurance, cancellation of 
insurance or even termination of employment) on employees for 
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refusing to participate in medical examinations, biometric testing 
or health risk assessments (HRA) or make inquiries that violate 
GINA.  GINA requires that an HRA must state that any incentive 
will be given for completing the HRA regardless of whether the 
employee answers the questions seeking genetic information.  The 
outcome of these cases, and potentially others, is not yet clear but 
must be monitored.  

A wellness program could also potentially violate Title VII if 
it results in disparate treatment or has a disparate impact on a 
protected class. The program could also violate the ADEA, for 
example, if it can be shown that the wellness program provides 
financial incentives based upon health standards that are more 
difficult for older workers to achieve. 

State laws can also be implicated, including state laws on 
confidentiality of information, anti-discrimination and lifestyle 
(sometimes referred to “off-duty conduct”) laws. Any information 
obtained in conjunction with wellness programs should also be 
protected under applicable federal laws regarding confidentiality, 
privacy, storage, and use. Service providers should be prudently 
selected and monitored, and any service agreements entered into 
should include provisions (as well as any applicable Business 
Associate agreement) to protect any personal information and 
data collected in conjunction with the program in accordance 
with HIPAA and other confidentiality and data privacy laws. 
Employers must also determine whether the wellness program 
is part of their overall group health plan or, rather, whether such 
program constitutes a stand-alone arrangement that is subject to 
ERISA. Employers must also consider whether the type of reward 
must be taxed as income (e.g., gift cards).

While wellness programs may be desirable and can serve to 
promote a wellness culture at work, care should be taken to ensure 
that the program is designed to comply with all applicable laws.  
Importantly, thought should also be given to the composition of 
the workforce, potential for adverse impacts against different 
multigenerational members, and whether the program would be 
welcomed or perceived as a violation of rights.

Michelle Capezza, ESQ. is an attorney at Epstein Becker Green. She can be reached 
at mcapezza@ebglaw.com

Studies regarding employee benefits 
trends show that millennials (a 
generation that began in the early 

1980s), who have entered the workforce, 
desire a wide array of employee benefits—
even more so than Generation X-ers or 
baby boomers.” 
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clear view of retirement,
improving outcomes

We keep participants on course toward a funded retirement.
What makes our approach to retirement readiness so effective is that it’s so 

personalized. At any time, participants can check their own retirement forecast  

to get an idea of whether they’re on course toward a funded retirement and,  

if not, what steps they can take to improve it. Think how much more engaged your 

clients’ participants would be with this kind of actionable guidance. To learn more,  

call 888-401-5826 or visit trsretire.com.

Securities offered through Transamerica Investors Securities Corporation (TISC), 
440 Mamaroneck Avenue, Harrison, NY 10528. Transamerica and TISC are affiliated companies.
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Robert L. Weber, the author of A Random Walk in 
Science, an anthology of witty, insightful stories about 
scientific inquiry and the scientific method, is said to 
have remarked playfully that “basic research is what I 

am doing when I don’t know what I’m doing.”  Nowadays, in the 
age of “big data,” easily accessible search engines, online databases 
and internet-based publication tools, we often encounter the effort 
of one business enterprise or another to make sense of the tons of 
information at its disposal.  Transamerica Retirement Solutions’ 
interest in not-for-profit research is the result of its decades-long 
leadership role in this marketplace. During this period, we have 
consistently shared our findings and insights with retirement plan 
advisors, sponsors, public policy experts, government officials 
and academic consultants.  When it comes to retirement readiness 
in the not-for-profit (NFP) sector, we do indeed have a very good 
sense of what we’re doing.

The recently published Retirement Plan Trends in Today’s 
Healthcare Market—2014 is the eleventh annual study conducted 
by Transamerica Retirement Solutions and the American Hospital 
Association. The study provides important insights on current issues 
that impact defined contribution and defined benefit plans in the 

healthcare market. The healthcare study is complemented by our 
newly minted research report, Retirement Plans for Institutions of 
Higher Education, our second such study, published in October, 
2014, which offers findings based on our survey of over 100 plan 
sponsors at institutions of higher education.  Taken together, these 
publications uncover and analyze important savings plan trends, 
detail comprehensive benchmarking information, and present an 
informative overall picture of retirement savings plans in the not-
for-profit sector.

Although for the purposes of this article I will concentrate on 
three areas of interest – plan design, investment options and the 
role of the advisor – I urge interested readers to contact me for a 
full copy of both reports.

403(b) Still the Plan of Choice to Increase Retirement Readiness

Helping employees accumulate income for retirement is by far the 
most common primary goal of the retirement plan for healthcare 
sponsors. More healthcare plan sponsors are stating that it’s the 
right thing to do, indicating an increased awareness among plan 
sponsors about the need to assist employees in becoming ready 
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Research Findings Provide 
Valuable Insights into 

Not-for-Profit Marketplace
By Rob Goldman  |  TransAmerica
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for retirement.  More healthcare plan sponsors are also stating the 
goal of their plan is to recruit employees.  This could be related to 
the fact that participants themselves are seeing the value, and the 
importance, of the company-sponsored retirement plan.

Defined Contribution Plan Types - Healthcare (Fig.1)

Nearly three quarters of all healthcare organizations have a 403(b) 
plan, and ERISA plans represent a majority, 74 percent.  About four 
in ten have a 401(k) and this has remained relatively steady since 
2012.  Most healthcare plan sponsors still have a single vendor 
arrangement, 89 percent.  Among the 11 percent who have multiple 
arrangements, two is the average.

Healthcare plan sponsors are less likely to have added or replaced 
a vendor in 2014 as compared to 2012.  Where there was an 
addition or replacement, it was about equally likely to have been 
a recordkeeper, investment manager, or an advisor.

As our report illustrates, 403(b) plans are still the dominant 
plan type in higher education, but the number of such plans has 
decreased over the last year.  And when it comes to the number of 
plans offering group contracts as opposed to individual contracts, 
a clear trend toward group contacts has emerged.

Defined Contribution Plan Types – Higher Ed (Fig. 2)
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Contracts Offered – Higher Ed (Fig.3) 

Investment Options – Less Is Becoming More

There is some evidence that healthcare organizations are streamlining 
their investment options.  While many, 39 percent, still offer 20 
or more investment options, this has decreased considerably since 
2012, when 48 percent were offering 20 or more.  The “sweet spot” 
of investment options offered is somewhere around 11 to 15, where 
there are enough to provide diversity, but not enough where there 
are many redundancies in type, and confusion to the participant.  

Investment Options—Healthcare (Fig.4)

Fewer healthcare plans include a stable value fund as compared 
to 2012.  In 2014, 51 percent of healthcare plans included a stable 
value fund, down from 64 percent in 2012.  

Our research has indicated that Higher Education institutions have 
been reluctant to exercise discretion over investments, allowing 
the number of options to exceed manageable levels in some cases.   
However, institutions are more likely to exercise due diligence 
nowadays.  In 2014, investment arrays in Higher Education averaged 



17 options. The number is in line with what plans in the corporate 
sector offer.  This is another example of how Higher Education 
plans come closer to mirroring corporate plans over time.  

Average Number of Options in the Investment Array- Higher Ed (Fig.5)

Clearly Defined Role for Retirement Plan Advisor

Advisor presence is common in healthcare organizations.  71 
percent of healthcare plan sponsors work with advisors.  This 
advisor is most likely a professional retirement plan advisor.  32 
percent of healthcare organizations work with an investment advisor 
or securities broker who works exclusively with retirement plans, 
another 29 percent work with advisors who work primarily with 
retirement plans.  Only 18 percent work with individual advisors.

Leading responsibilities of the advisor are reviewing investment 
options, explaining provider fees, and supporting investment 
provider due diligence—with more than eight in ten healthcare 
plan sponsors stating this as an advisor responsibility.  More 
than seven in ten state the advisor is responsible for learning 
the benefits philosophy, monitoring the service, and assisting 
with the implementation of the fiduciary process.  Advisors are 
also responsible for due diligence support, making plan design 
recommendations, making sure the plan is within regulations, and 
monitoring participant access—more than half of plan sponsors 
have advisors responsible for this.  

Leading Advisor Responsibilities - Healthcare (Fig. 6)

Large Higher Education institutions are more likely than smaller 
institutions to rely on an advisor or consultant to assist them with 
the investment selection and plan compliance. Smaller institutions 
tend to rely on an advisor or consultant to assist with ongoing 
investment monitoring, to act as a plan fiduciary, or to assist 
with plan design changes.  They will sometimes band together 

to jointly develop a plan design, formulate an investment policy 
and hire a service provider, saving time, and money for the plan 
and participants.

Leading Advisor Responsibilities – Higher Ed (Fig.7)

Other Areas of Study Provide Additional Insights

Transamerica’s proprietary research in the NFP industry has 
also analyzed on-site representation, loan activity, withdrawals, 
choice architecture, deferral rates, employer contributions, and 
a variety of other areas of interest to sponsors and their advisors.  

I encourage you to contact me with questions and comments.

Rob Goldman is the regional vice president of the TransAmerica New York regional office. 
Rob has over 25 years of extensive retirement plan sales and consulting expertise. Email: 
Robert.Goldman@transamerica.com  |  Phone: 914-627-3333

Plan Sponsor and Financial Professional Use Only

Transamerica Retirement Solutions is prohibited by law from providing tax or 
legal advice outside the company. The information contained in this article is 
intended solely to provide general summary information and is not intended to 
serve as legal or tax advice applicable to certain matters or situations. For legal or 
tax advice concerning your situation, please consult your attorney or professional 
tax advisor. Although care has been taken in preparing this material and presenting 
it accurately, Transamerica disclaims any express or implied warranty as to the 
accuracy of any material contained herein and any liability with respect to it.
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According to Lauren Dixon, the CEO of Dixon Schwabl, 
a PR firm in Rochester, New York, business is all about 
people.   This simple axiom from her father, she claims, 

was the best piece of advice she had ever received and is the core 
belief for how she runs her business. Dixon and Schwabl has 
been ranked No. 5 on the Advertising Age list of 40 Best Places to 
Work in Advertising & Media, and No. 7 on the 2014 Best Small 
Workplaces list (a prestigious list put together by the Great Places to 
Work Institute and published by Fortune magazine). The company 
was also ranked No. 1 in Rochester Business Journal’s most recent 
list of marketing communications firms, and No. 62 on the 2014 
Rochester Top 100 list of fastest-growing privately held firms. 

Lauren credits Dixon Schwabl’s success on the company’s culture.  
In this edition of 9 ½ questions, Lauren Dixon and Karen Simms, 
Dixon Schwabl’s Vice President of People and Development, discuss 
how Dixon Schwabl was founded, some of the benefits and perks 
offered to employees,  tips on how companies can begin to work 
towards making their company a great place to work, and some 
other interesting tidbits. 

1. Thank you for having us in. Dixon Schwabl is such a unique 
place to work, but as with any great company there was always 
the startup. Could you tell us how you came to create the firm?

Lauren Dixon: I started this business on a whim and a prayer. 
I don’t have a business background— I’ve never even taken a 
business class. My degree is in broadcast journalism and I have 
a minor in French, Spanish, German, and Italian. So it makes a 
whole lot of sense that I’m running this business right? It probably 
makes no sense at all. I was in television for a long time, 12 years 
or so, both on the broadcast side and on the sales side. My father 
is the one who encouraged me to start a business since he owned 
a trucking business for around 40 years, and he too, didn’t have a 
business background. …One of the things I thought about when 
I started the company was what was going to be my company’s 
differentiator. Back 28 years ago, there were a million advertising 
agencies, so I called 30 CEOs that owned companies who hired 
advertising agencies and asked them the three things they loved 
about their advertising agency and the three things which really 

bugged them. So I met with 30 people and the three things that 
bugged them were all the same. They said it in different language, 
but at the end of the day they were all the same. So I made those 
three things my point of differentiation. I wrote a white paper and 
my promise back to the participants for their time, was I would 
share the results with them. 

It was just so curious that the three things that bugged them were 
all the same. The first thing was “my advertising agency really 
doesn’t care about me.” I thought that was interesting. When I 
probed further they were real specific about what their advertising 
agency didn’t do: they didn’t thank them for their business, they 
didn’t follow up after a campaign to find out how it was going, 
and they didn’t follow up in the middle of the campaign to see if 
it was tracking on target—three simple things. The second thing 
was that production costs were too high. Then the third thing was 
“the estimate I received never matches the bill”. My question was, 
“So you paid it?” Everyone said yes! In the white paper I wrote 
my findings, as I begin my business these three points were going 
to be my points of differentiation. Of the thirty people, two people 
called me and asked me if I would be their advertising agency. No, 
it was not genius on my part, I had no idea what I was doing. The 
first 48 hours I picked up two very significant pieces of business. 
That week I met with the first one which was Hoselton’s and the 
owner said to me, “Would you like an auto dealership in Buffalo, 
one of our friends owns the largest dealership in Buffalo and I don’t 
think he has an advertising agency.” I’m scratching my head like 
really?! They dial the phone and to make a long story short, I had 
an appointment with them at 10 o’clock the next day and won his 
business. My revenues were $3.5 million dollars that first year and 
that never ever, ever happens. So I went from me, myself, and I 
that first week to hiring six people. But I started very conservative 
and slow. 

2. What was the best piece of business advice you have received?

LD: [My Father] gave me the best piece of advice I’ve ever gotten 
which is: hire people smarter than you and motivate and excite 
them into wanting to come into work every single day. And if you 
can do those two things well your business will be successful. 

91/2 Questions:
An Interview with Dixon Schwabl

By Roland Salmi and Gabriella Hunt  | Westminster Consulting

An Interview with Dixon Schwabl
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And he was right. At the end of the day it’s all about people and 
bringing the brightest people in and then just getting out of their 
way. Many leaders have big egos, but you can’t have too big of an 
ego to believe you have all the great ideas. I think early on when 
I started the business I probably hadn’t learned that lesson as well 
as I’ve learned it today and the times I have backed off have been 
the times when the biggest and best ideas were born.  

We have a belief here that if you think you have a big idea, you 
come to my office. Tell me how it’s going to meet our 3 to 5 year 
strategy and I will either make a decision on the spot or I will get 
back to you in 48 hours to tell you if we are going to do it now or 
in the future; and what that says to people is that their ideas are 
important. They are going to keep coming back with more and 
more ideas, so let them act and then get the heck out of their way 
and let them do their thing. Trust and know they are going to make 
the best decisions for your company. And as I’ve gone through 
this journey, 28 years into it, I just count my lucky stars every day 
that we have had the opportunity to hire the best and the brightest 
because I don’t have to look over their shoulder. I don’t have to 
micro manage them.

3. Do you think if enough people start to grasp this new approach 
of grassroots focus and allow their employees to become more 
empowered will it become a wave for corporate America or 
do you think it is going to be “niche-y” where only a few select 
industries will adopt this strategy?

LD: That’s a great question. 50% of the audience looks at you 
like you have 10 heads, because what they’re thinking is “Are you 
kidding me? This is the soft stuff, I can’t do that. I’m not going 
to waste time on the soft stuff. The things you are talking about, 
Lauren Dixon, is the nice to have, maybe sort of, but it isn’t going to 
affect my business.” The other 50% are nodding their heads, seeing 
how it’s going to increase productivity thus increasing profitability.

…When we were ranked No. 1 in 2008, my CFO said to me, “All 
these people think it’s the soft stuff—it’s not.” When you look at 
what has transpired in our organization year over year: A 142% 
increase in job applications. We had over 300 people apply to a 
position we had recently from all over the world—from London, 
Italy, NYC, Boston, Chicago—but that didn’t happen when we had 
first started our company or even 10 years into it. It’s happening 
because we’re being recognized as a great place to work. Guess 
what: that’s what team members want. They want to feel valued, 
feel they’re contributing and have an opportunity at work to make a 
difference in the community or in the work they do. What that says 
to me is get the heck out of their way and let them do what you’ve 
hired them to do. If that other 50% can stop and look (whatever 
industry they’re in) and can see that, they can make more money. 
Until they can see that, they’re not going to do it for sure. You look 
at Wegmans and 92 percent of their workforce is between the ages 
of 15 and 18. So, if a company ran by teenagers can be a great place 
to work, I think any industry can make that happen. 

It is a mind switch in terms of a leader’s approach and philosophy 
about how to run a company. And many leaders are very financially 
driven and that’s the thing that gets them up in the morning. That’s 
not the thing that gets me up in the morning. The thing that gets 
me up in the morning is: “how am I going to make Dixon Schwabl 
irresistible to my team members?” and then. at the end of the day, 
asking myself “how did I deliver on that?” Some days are better 
than others. If you focus on people first, the profits will happen. 
Focusing only on profits without regard to people? Not gonna happen.

4. What do you say to the other 50%, “the nay-sayers”, the ones 
that say it’s impossible to implement something like this and 
make money? How do you convince them otherwise? 

LD: First I share all of my data. The 242% increase in applications 
is huge, because then you ensure you are getting the best and the 
brightest: those that are going to be making the best decisions for 
your company. The second thing was we got a 126% increase in 
college internships—that is important for our industry and our 
organization. Right now, 21% or our employees were college 
interns. We love that because we can test-drive them, we can test 
their raw talent and their attitude which is everything. We don’t 
want one piece of poison to infiltrate this organization, so how do 
we ensure that is not going to happen? You snuggle up to them 
for three months and find out if they have what it takes. We have 
had, this year, a 50% increase in new business. Why? Because 
businesses are attracted to great places to work. When we’re up 
against three other companies, what is our point of differentiation? 
This becomes one—culture does. 

I use outcomes of other companies. Badger Mining Company has 
been on the best small companies to work list for three years in a 
row now; How can a mining company be a great place to work? 
Every industry under the sun has had a spot on the Great Places to 
Work list. There are manufacturing organizations that say, “we’re 
not special, we’re manufacturing, we couldn’t possibly be a great 
place to work”. I would challenge them and say, “absolutely, 
positively you can”. Because there are manufacturing companies 
on the list—they do things that are different. Do they do all the 
perks we do? Absolutely not. Fun is one of our core values: that 
may not be a core value of a mining company and that’s ok. But 
how our brand personality shows up and our behaviors fall in line 
with that will be very different than a manufacturer or a hospital. 
We bring squirt guns to brainstorming sessions; we have ice cream 
Thursdays. Can a hospital do that? Possibly. Would an accounting 
firm want to do that? Maybe. When I speak, people are there writing 
everything down, I tell them not to write everything down—don’t 
copy what we’re doing. Understand your brand personality and 
create those things that are true to that, not copying what someone 
else is doing. First you have to figure out what your core values 
are then behave and act on those. 

Karen Simms: We’ve found the best perks aren’t the most expensive. 
Like ice cream Thursdays generally comes out on top—70% of 
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our employees cite that as their favorite even though we have a 
bonus program and profit sharing which arguably is much more 
expensive. Sometimes when you ask what people like, you are 
surprised. We have a company band that had such a huge response 
that there is 16 people in it now. You just have to ask people what 
they want which, isn’t necessarily going to be the budget busters. 
For example, Yoga is very cost effective and it’s a wellness program. 
What we do is we ask “what do you want?”, but then we empower 
them to implement it. It’s not all on the managing partners, HR, or 
department heads. People really feel like they have a voice in what 
we’re doing here, which leads to more engaged employees because 
you’re giving them what they want. And it usually all makes sense 
anyway with our core values and wellness and giving back. That 
has been what we’ve found.

5. What was the first non-monetary perk that you gave to your 
employees?

KS:  It was the Make-It-Happen day where employees can take 
time from work to go volunteer and still get paid for it. Ice cream 
Thursdays was probably second. We’ve done other things like 
hand out squirt guns to people before, besides the profit sharing 
and bonus program. 

LD: We have another reward called the Jazz Janie award that was 
created to keep the memory of one our leaders alive who was such 
an amazing human being. She co-lead our public relation team and 
she passed away from cancer. So, to keep her memory alive, one 
Wednesday a month we award the Jazz Jannie award and we talk 
about the person and its keeping all the things she embodied alive. 
We demonstrate, in a paragraph, why that person is being named 
Jazz Janie because of all of those special things this person did this 
past month. And then they get a big trophy before they pass it on 
to the next month’s recipient. They also get the parking lot’s most 
coveted spot—right out front. So that’s a recognition memorial, 
but that’s been around for a while. Its special … We also decided 
we were going to set up a scholarship for her at SUNY Geneseo, 
her alma mater, for a public relations student … Every year we 
do a fundraiser a golf tournament, right now the scholarship is up 
to $150,000+.

KS: We’ve had students come back and tell us the scholarship 
had enabled them to take an extra class, it really did make a big 
difference. It was very nice to have the kids come back from the golf 
tournament and tell us. So it did exactly what Jane wanted which 
has kept her memory alive and it also reinforce her commitment 
to the profession and excellence overall. I know Geneseo is very 

If you focus on 
people first, the 

profits will happen. 
Focusing only on 
profits without regard 
to people? Not gonna 
happen.” 
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appreciative.

LD: So now we’re able to give six  [scholarships] a year. I know 
every year we keep raising the bar saying, “another $50,000 more, 
let’s get it up to half a million”. I think that’s what our new goal is, 
so we can keep awarding scholarships in her name. She really meant 
the world to us, and talk about embodying the culture. And we have 
so many Jane-isms it’s not even funny. Her favorite expression was, 
“help me, help you”. We do keep her memory alive every single 
month. So that’s another non-monetary thing. 

KS: We also have the Spouse-Of-The-Month award. Our most 
recent recipient was our audio engineer that also does a lot of our 
IT work, so he’s here some nights and weekends updating things 
on the server. So it’s something to give back to the spouse for their 
patience for when someone is away or when people travel. We’ve 
given it to some people that work on a golf tournament in South 
Carolina. We give them a gift certificate to 2Vine [restaurant] to 
show them appreciation for the time they take to be away from 
their family for a little bit. 

LD: I don’t think many leaders take the simple things like hand 
written notes, the thank you, the little tiny things that go so far. 
Every Friday I come in an hour early and the reason I do this is 
because its not a natural thing for me, I’m always on the move and 
onto the next thing … I know how important it is. If I go around 
this building, I can see my notes up on people’s bulletin board. It 
means something to them. It means something to them that I’m 
acknowledging them for going above and beyond. Its very important 
for leaders to do this … Every Friday I come in and write my 10 
notes—I’ve been doing that for 15 years now maybe. It takes a 
little discipline, but it means so much to people by just saying a 
simple thank you.

6. How do you collect your data?

LD: We do it by the Great Places to Work survey. So there are 52 
questions in different categories: Trust, Camaraderie, Fairness, 
Pride, Respect, and Credibility. There are 50 questions where you 
rate us 1-5 and two others: “Why is this great place to work?” and 
“what could we do to make this a better place to work?” We get 
those surveys back verbatim so we can see exactly what they need 
and want. Karen and I sit and go over them. Karen always goes to 
the best and I always go to the worst. They’re not earth shattering 
things —like “Can you make the parking lot bigger?” which we’re 
working with the town to get another lane. The Great Place to 
Work survey is the thing we look at every year. We focus on three 
things and we work really hard all year long, and we convene a task 
force. The great thing about this survey is that it breaks it down by 
demographic group. That is very important because different demos 
rank us differently depending on the question. So we can attack 
every single thing in a very thoughtful meaningful way. Karen 
and I sit and we discuss the things we’re hearing and how we’re 

going to go about trying to raise the bar in that area. Training is a 
good example. One year we had a lousy score. It was by a specific 
demographic group, 25-34 years olds, ranked us horribly in training. 
Above 35 we scored a 100%. What we found out was their [25-34 
years olds] definition of training was different than our definition 
of training. So what we had to do was adjust our language going 
forward. They didn’t think webinars were training or “lunch-and-
learns” were training—they’re training. Their definition of training 
was “send me to New Orleans for a creative workshop; send me 
somewhere where I’m going to have fun”. Every Wednesday we 
have a company-wide meeting and all we had to do was adjust 
the way we talked about it. So now when we broadcast it, we say 
we have the following trainings scheduled this week, we have a 
webinar this day and a lunch-and-learn this day so who wants 
to sign up for these opportunities? It’s really a business acumen 
thing than anything else, but it’s not on them, it’s on us—it’s our 
responsibility. This young group they want training back to back. 
That’s a good thing, not a bad thing. Many CEOs bang their heads 
against the walls because they want millennials to behave like 
baby boomers; they’re not going to, so get over yourself already. 
Adjust your management style to what it is that they want, end of 
discussion. It’s an interesting group because they are different than 
boomers; they are different from the X-generation as well. 

7. How do you come up with your perks?

LD: We don’t create any of the perks, none of the management team 
does. The managing partners don’t create anything. It’s all created 
within. So if someone wants to start a volleyball team, they start it. 
We have a budget item called “Fun” and they can tap into the Fun 
budget. They get monies that way to create things. Recently when 
we were doing our health care benefits we listened to them, they 
wanted three options and we had only had two options before. I think 
what the managing partners are really good at is getting everyone’s 
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thoughts/feelings and then acting. It doesn’t come from the top; 
it all comes from the bottom up which is an interesting approach.

It has really helped us retain employees; it’s also helped us attract 
employees because the buzz internally is such that people want 
to work here. It’s really interesting to me because we’ve turned 
it upside down and backwards; and I’ve really learned a lot from 
Danny and Colleen Wegman who own and run Wegmans. Their 
approach is very similar. I admire and study their leadership; they 
obviously have it right and have been doing it a long time. 

8. You and Mike Schwabl just recently just got named as co-
chairs for the United Way 2015 Campaign. What drives you 
both in being so active to giving back?

LD: It’s one of our core values and it goes back to that. We live it 
every single day. Mike and I are on many boards—I’m on 13 boards 
and he’s also on a lot. I think it is our responsibility as business 
owners who have had any degree of success to give back to people 
who need our help. We’re there to deliver on that. This has been 
something, since day one, Mike and I have been passionate about. 
Mike comes from a journalism background like me, but he also 
comes from a not-for-profit background; he worked at Easter Seals. 
I’ve always been passionate about giving back even as a child, we 
did fundraising things like lemonade stands for the little community 
I grew up in. I come from a family that whole-heartedly believes 
in giving back and that it is a responsibility more than anything. 
The other thing is we know what our people want, they’ve told 
us—they want to feel good. What we do is not rocket science; we’re 
not saving lives … Side bonus: we’ve learned along the way is that 
people want to do business with people who give back. That’s not 
why we did it day one, but it’s a benefit that we’ve certainly seen 
over the years. So it’s not bad for business. 

9. As far as all the perks go that you have, how do you keep 
costs under control where its not cutting into your profits?

LD: Our productivity here is so high it takes care of itself. We do 
scrutinize; we don’t spend lavishly on perks. The perks that have 
the most meaning are the perks that don’t cost the most money. 
We get creative with how we deliver them. 

KS: We always have a Columbus Day clam bake for example 
and it’s put on by the business office so it’s not catered. We have 
people volunteer and bring equipment from home and people 
can bring a dish to pass. We get everything from Palmers and it 
takes up some time, but only that one day a year. For people with 
spouses that work at banks, they have off. So for them to have to 
come to work let’s try to make it as fun as possible—now it is in 
its 6th year. People really appreciate when you do volunteer and 
don’t just pick up the phone and call a caterer. That is actually a 
pretty cost effective event. 

LD: We do really cost effective things, like pumpkin carving 
contests; we buy pumpkins for everyone and send them home and 
their families get involved. That is important to us, that work-life 
balance. How can we contribute to having a fun opportunity at 
home, but then bring it back into the office, so families share with 
other families? That’s not an expensive thing. We’re very mindful 
because we do have profit sharing—we don’t want people thinking 
we’re spending frivolously because there is something in it for them 
too. So we have to be very, very careful and strike the right balance 
there. But because the productivity is so high our profitability is 
in check. So we don’t really have to worry too much about that, 
but we are mindful of it.

9 ½. How do you slowdown in an industry that never stops?

Lauren: I asked my dad a similar question, six months into my 
business I would get up every single night and write myself notes 
in the middle of the night. “When do you stop and start sleeping 
all night long? When does your brain just turn off?” He had an 
interesting answer and didn’t skip a beat. He said, “Lauren, the day 
you do that, it’s time to get out of the business because you’ve lost 
your competitive edge.” You can never slow down. Our business 
is going faster today than it was 28 years ago. I mean now it’s on 
steroids for god sake. Then the only thing I had to do was come 
up with the campaigns for radio, TV, print, and maybe billboards. 
Today, I have to think about how this is going to work on social; 
how’s it going to feel on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram. Forget about 
blogs and everything else you have to consider: video, email blasts, 
regular email, television, print, Google words. It’s just crazy! It’s 
more complicated and faster. Google changes every minute and 
a half and how do you keep up with that? Thank god we have an 
interactive and a digital department because I would be totally in 
the dark. The things we learn every Wednesday, the things that can 
happen in a week, is mind blowing, just mind blowing. So you can’t 
slow down ever—keep taking your vitamin B12. n

Many CEOs bang their heads 
against the walls because 
they want millennials to 

behave like baby boomers; they’re 
not going to, so get over yourself 
already. Adjust your management 
style to what it is that they want, 
end of discussion.” 
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Employees often feel under-appreciated by their 
employers.  Maintaining the employer-employee 
relationship is essential for an employee’s satisfaction 

and a company’s long term growth. Since training is a top 
three cost in the work place, reducing employee turnover 
should save costs. Why not focus on employee retention 
and engagement instead? 

In many ways employment is like a marriage. The employer 
and employee enter into an engagement together with certain 
expectations.  Trading labor for wages is the most basic 
level of expectation; but most employees aspire to more 
and have higher expectations over time.  If over time the 
expectations of “spouses” are not met, the relationship will 
begin to break down. (When I think of this relationship, I 
always quote my mother: “happy wife, happy life”.) 

To promote employee satisfaction, non-financial incentives 
have been embraced by employers. A Towers Watson survey 
states nearly half of the respondents (320 U.S. companies) 
expect voluntary benefits and services to become more 
important to employees in the next five years. Non-financial 
incentives can make an employee feel like a valued player 
and companies can embrace these incentives to retain their 
top talent and affirm vital relationships with employees. 

Feature
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New employees, from different generations, will have 
different expectations for starting a career with a new 
company. Generation Y, the wellspring for new hires, is 
more interested in flexibility and plans which will mold to 
their needs.  Non-financial incentives will attract employees 
by offering choice and convenience. These non-financial 
benefits may be particularly well suited to attracting and 
retaining the new Gen Y workforce.

Let’s look at some examples of non-financial incentive 
programs and how they may be received and implemented.

Non-financial incentives:  Wellness Programs 

Wellness program attempt to reduce absenteeism by 
supporting a healthy lifestyle. Common offerings of wellness 
programs include: free health screenings, counseling services, 
financial counseling, stress-management and exercise 
initiatives. Often these initiatives are better received if 
upper management themselves are the first to embrace 
these offerings and exemplify their importance to their 
workers. Once the wellness program is established, you can 
customize the plan to match the needs of your work force.  
For example, the wellness program could offer community 
gym memberships (or simply have a gym onsite).  An 

How To Attract And Retain Employees: 
A Focus On Non-Monetary Benefits

By Roland Salmi, MBA  |  Westminster Consulting
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established communication plan is also essential for the 
use of the wellness program; it is a waste of resources if no 
one knows about it. Finally, wellness programs can foster 
a sense of community within your workforce. 

Non-financial incentives:  Recognition Programs

Globoforce Limited recently did a study on recognition 
programs and their effect on the workplace. Employees want 
recognition:  81 percent of participants said recognition made 
them more satisfied with their work.  Recognition programs 
are typically inexpensive—or free—to the employer; making 
it a win-win situation for both parties. Despite this, 41 percent 
of respondents said they had not been recognized in six 
months or longer. This is a huge opportunity for companies 
to improve performance metrics, lower their attrition rate, 
and hopefully attract new prospective employees. 

Globoforce’s study demonstrates the positive impact 
of recognition to employees. 76 percent of consistently 
recognized employees love their jobs, compared to 37 
percent of those who were not recognized within the last six 
months. Appreciation has been proven to drive performance 
and improve worker happiness. 78 percent of workers 
indicated they would work harder if their efforts were better 
recognized and appreciated. One could call it the “warm 
and fuzzy” effect.

Employee turnover, and their associated costs, can be reduced 
significantly through Recognition programs. Employees who 
don’t feel appreciated are 40 percent more likely to look 
for a different job. 

As Globoforce’s study states:  “Employee engagement is 
linked again and again in studies to motivation, productivity, 
and increased earnings and profits for companies.”

Non-Financial Incentives: Career Development 

Employee training and development is a critical investment 
for employers to increase employee productivity and retention. 
As an employee progressively takes on more tasks and 
responsibilities it naturally leads to career progression. It is 
important for companies to lay out what formal training is 
needed but also to structure informal (on the job) training. 
Informal training typically proves to be more effective 
and less costly for the employer. Informal training can be 
a mentoring program, cross-functional training, and team 
meetings. Over time, this even leads to more comradery 
among employees. 

Non-Financial Incentives: Insurance Benefits

The most common voluntary benefits that people think about 
are life, vision, disability, dental and accident insurance. 
There are cafeteria plans offered by many insurance 
companies to employers looking to offer their employees 
additional insurance benefits without carrying the cost 
themselves. Employers typically can get preferential group 
rates on optional insurance plans that they can pass along 
to employees. Employers are in a tough position between 
offering competitive benefits and not inflating costs.

In summary there is a lot involved with creating a desirable 
workplace for employees to strive in. In the end the effort 
pays off as shown by some of the statistics from the studies 
we referenced. On the following page you will find a chart 
that covers the major categories involved with providing 
a comprehensive benefits package to employees. It is very 
thorough in laying out a company’s value proposition by 
laying out compensation, benefits, work-life, performance 
and recognition, and development and career opportunities.n
Roland Salmi, MBA is an Associate Analyst at Westminster Consulting. Roland 
can be reached at rsalmi@westminster-consulting.com 
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Workforce Mood Tracker Spring 2012 Report.” Globoforce Limited. 2012. http://
go.globoforce.com/rs/globoforce/images/Mood_Tracker_Spring2012-final_2.pdf 
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To get a comprehensive view of your organization’s value proposition, simply 
check off the rewards your organization currently provides.

Development &  
Career Opportunities

Learning  
Opportunities
 Tuition Reimbursement

 Tuition Discounts

 Corporate Universities

 New Technology Training

 On-the-Job Learning

  Attendance at  
Outside Seminars  
and Conferences

  Access to Virtual Learning, 
Podcasts, Webinars

 Self-Development Tools

Coaching/ 
Mentoring
 Leadership Training

  Exposure to Resident 
Experts

  Access to Information  
Networks

  Formal or Informal  
Mentoring Programs

Advancement  
Opportunities
 Internships

 Apprenticeships

 Overseas Assignments

  Internal Job Postings

  Job Advancement/  
Promotion

  Career Ladders  
and Pathways

 Succession Planning

  On/Off Ramps through 
Career Lifecycle

 Job Rotations

Performance
 1:1 Meetings

 Performance Reviews

  Project Completion/ 
Team Evaluations

  Performance Planning/ 
Goal Setting Sessions

Recognition
 Service Awards

 Retirement Awards

  Peer Recognition 
Awards

 Spot Awards

  Managerial Recognition 
Programs

  Organization-wide 
Recognition Programs

  Exceeding Performance 
Awards

  Employee of the Month/ 
Year Awards

  Appreciation Luncheons, 
Outings, Formal Events

  Goal-Specific Awards  
(Quality, Efficiency,  
Cost-Savings,  
Productivity, Safety)

  Employee Suggestion 
Programs

Performance  
& Recognition 

 

Your Total Rewards Inventory 

Compensation

Base Wages
 Salary Pay

 Hourly Pay

 Piece Rate Pay

Premium Pay
 Shift Differential Pay

 Weekend/Holiday Pay

 On-call Pay

 Call-In Pay

 Hazard Pay

 Bi-Lingual Pay

 Skill-Based Pay

Variable Pay
 Commissions

 Team-Based Pay

	

 Bonus Programs

	   Referral Bonus

	   Hiring Bonus 

	  Retention Bonus

	   Project Completion 
Bonus 

  Incentive Pay 
 

Short-term:

	  Profit Sharing

	   Individual 
Performance Based 
Incentives

	   Performance- 
Sharing Incentives

	 Long-term:

	  Restricted Stock

	  Performance Shares

	  Performance Units

	  Stock Options/Grants

Benefits

 Legally  
Required/Mandated
 Unemployment Insurance

  Worker’s Compensation 
Insurance

 Social Security Insurance

 Medicare

  State Disability Insurance 
(if applicable)

Health & Welfare
 Medical Plan

 Dental Plan

 Vision Plan

 Prescription Drug Plan

  Flexible Spending  
Accounts (FSAs)

  Health Reimbursement  
Accounts (HRAs)

  Health Savings  
Accounts (HSAs)

 Mental Health Plan

 Life Insurance

  Spouse/Dependent  
Life Insurance

 AD&D Insurance

  Short-Term/Long-Term  
Disability Insurance

Retirement
 Defined Benefit Plan

 Defined Contribution Plan

 Profit Sharing Plan

 Hybrid Plan

 Pay for Time  
Not Worked
 Vacation

 Holiday

 Sick Leave

 Bereavement Leave

  Leaves of Absence  
(Military, Personal  
Medical, Family Medical) 

Work-Life

Workplace Flexibility/ 
Alternative Work 
Arrangements
 Flex-Time

 Telecommuting

 Alternative Work Sites

 Compressed Workweek

 Job Sharing

 Part-time Employment

 Seasonal Schedules

Paid and Unpaid Time Off
 Maternity/Paternity Leave

 Adoption Leave

 Sabbaticals

Health and Wellness
  Employee Assistance Programs

 On-site Fitness Facilities

    Discounted Fitness Club Rates

  Weight Management Programs

  Smoking Cessation Assistance

  On-Site Massages

  Stress Management Programs

 Voluntary Immunization Clinics

 Health Screenings

 Nutritional Counseling

 On-Site Nurse

  Business Travel Health Services

 Disability Management

 Return to Work Programs

  Reproductive Health/ 
Pregnancy Programs

 24-Hour Nurse Line

 On-Site Work-Life Seminars 
    (Stress-Reduction, Parenting, etc.)

 Health Advocate

Community Involvement
  Community Volunteer Programs

 Matching Gift Programs

 Shared Leave Programs

 Disaster Relief Funds

 Sponsorships/Grants

 In-Kind Donations

Caring for Dependents
  Dependent Care	

 Reimbursement Accounts

  Dependent Care  
Travel-Related Expense 
Reimbursements

  Dependent Care Referral 
and Resource Services

  Dependent Care Discount 
Programs or Vouchers

  Emergency Dependent 
Care Services

 Childcare Subsidies

  On-site Caregiver 
Support Groups

 On-Site Dependent Care

  Adoption Assistance Services

  After-School Care Programs

  College/Scholarship Information

 Scholarships

 Privacy Rooms

 Summer Camps & Activities

 Special Needs Childcare

 Disabled Adult Care

 Geriatric Counseling

 In-home Assessments  
    for Eldercare

Financial Support
  Financial Planning 

Services and Education

 Adoption Reimbursement

 Transit Subsidies

 529 Plans

 Savings Bonds

Voluntary Benefits
 Long Term Care

 Auto/Home Insurance

 Pet Insurance

 Legal Insurance

 Identity Theft Insurance

 Employee Discounts

 Concierge Services

 Parking

Culture Change Initiatives
 Work Redesign

 Team Effectiveness

  Diversity/Inclusion Initiatives

  Women’s  Advancement Initiatives

  Work Environment Initiatives

  Multigenerational Initiatives

YOUR TOTAL 
REWARDS 
INVENTORY
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 Your 
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Borrowing from Your 
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The Energy Sector

What powers the modern economy?  
Oil.

What is the most universal cost for 
a business?  We could make a good 
argument labor costs are the most 
basic expense for any business.  After 
that, I think we could make an equally 
compelling argument energy is a nearly 
universal expense.  In our early history, 
we generally relied on muscle power—
human or animal—to get the job done.  
After the creation of basic tools and our 
earliest cooperative ventures, energy 
costs become fundamental at every 
level of a value chain.    Pre-industrial 
cottage industries and post-industrial 
revolution energy sources were usually 
some combination of wood and coal.  
Since the industrial revolution, these 
materials made it possible for energy 
sources to exist separately from the 

natural energy powered industries 
(water-mills, windmills).  However, 
when we talk about the modern energy 
sector, we’re solidly focused on oil 
and natural gas.  For the past 100 
years, most modern machines—and by 
extension, modern economies—depend 
on petroleum products.

Alternative energy is growing in 
importance, but not a full replacement 
for oil yet

We can already hear the naysayers 
challenging us, “what about alternative 
energy sources?”  Broadly speaking, our 
electrical grid is sophisticated, flexible, 
and it can accept power generation from 
many sources. Nuclear energy, coal 
plants, hydro (river & wave), wind, 
and solar are established alternatives 
to petroleum with varying degrees of 
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importance and potential.  For instance, 
France relies heavily on nuclear, while 
other European countries are expanding 
clean energy sources.  The United 
States still uses coal widely.  Brazil 
invests heavily in biofuel (sugarcane) 
while other ethanol solutions (notably, 
corn) vie for widespread adoption.  
The widespread proliferation of solar 
technology has pushed the costs for 
generating a kilowatt of power from 
solar to parity with traditional natural 
gas, with promise of even greater 
efficiencies in the future.

This is all very well and good for 
utility companies and the support 
of an electrical grid which keeps 
our smartphones charged and the air 
conditioners running.  Sadly, none 
of these alternative energy sources 
is yet a fully viable candidate for 



replacing our oil & gasoline based 
infrastructure.  The problem is energy 
density:  hydrocarbons are really good 
at packing a lot of power in a small 
volume, cheaply.  We have no doubt 
that someday, perhaps within a few 
decades, we can create a cheap, energy-
dense, battery alternative which will 
utterly transform our current oil-based 
transportation infrastructure.  For the 
foreseeable future, however, we’re 
stuck with gasoline-based cars.

Moreover, for poorer nations and their 
businesses, there is exactly one trump 
factor for deciding which energy source 
to use:  today’s price.  The environmental 
impact of fossil fuels is a far away cost 
which is debatable in scope.  Worrying 
about global warming is a luxury only 
the very rich can afford.  Similarly, 
the implications of supporting another 
petro-dictatorship are only going to be 
felt by rich, developed countries.  Even 
though alternative energy sources are 
coming down in price, the widespread, 
continued adoption of fossil fuel powered 
machines suggests oil is still king.

What’s happening to oil and natural 
gas now?

So, we’ve established two ideas.  
First, oil is key to modern machinery.  
Second, petroleum-based machines are 
still the least expensive, most viable 
technology, which have been honed 
and popularized over the past 100 
years.  Given these two factors alone, 
one would think oil should become 
inexorably more dominant over time 
as it becomes more ingrained in the 
global economy.

However, the price of oil has recently 
plummeted to multi-year lows.  At the 
time of writing this article, December 
8th, the price of oil hit $63 per barrel 
– the lowest it’s been since mid-2009.  
Moreover, the forecasts from large 
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investment banks (Morgan Stanley, 
Goldman Sachs, and others) suggest 
more struggles for the oil producers 
in the near and medium term, with oil 
prices on a secular downward trend.  
What happened?

Supply

If asked to explain a price-drop for a 
key commodity, an economics student 
might take a look at a classic supply-
and-demand graph and ask if the supply 
of that commodity had increased.  
Generally speaking, if the supply for 
goods increase, you can expect the 
price to fall. 

Actually, if we were to look at global 
news over the past year, we might expect 
difficulty in maintaining a steady supply 
of oil and natural gas.  For example, 
key energy exporter Russia threatened 
shutting down its natural gas supply 
to Europe over Ukrainian conflict 
sanctions.  Iran still faces sanctions 
over its nuclear energy program, which 
further constrains supply.  Militant 
Islamists in the Middle-East and 
North Africa threaten the existing oil 
infrastructure.  Finally, an Ebola scare 
in West Africa could stifle regional 
trade & production.

In the final analysis, these supply-
scares in the traditional oil supply 
regions may have bolstered existing oil 
prices, but these potential limitations 
did not compensate for the additional 
access to oil and natural gas across 

North America as a result of new 
technology.  Hydraulic fracturing 
(fracking) from the Great Lakes region, 
through the upper plains, and down 
into Texas has created a glut in oil 
and natural gas.  Oil sand refining in 
Canada has reached an efficient level 
of sophistication to become profitable 
during the prior decade.  The previous 
generation’s dream of North American 
energy independence is reality; in fact, 
we’re now trying to figure out how to 
effectively transport excess natural gas 
out of the US for sale.

Certainly, the traditional consortium of 
oil suppliers—OPEC, Organization of 
the Petroleum Exporting Countries—
could have restrained their output to 
try and increase the price of oil.  The 
latest OPEC meeting in late November 
demonstrates some states within the 
cartel are in favor of limiting production, 
but there are a few more problems to 
limiting supply now.  First, OPEC 
members have less combined control 
of global oil supply.  The United States 
and Canada are not in OPEC and they 
have the ability to ramp up production 
if OPEC limits supply, potentially 
taking even more market share.  Yes, 
there would be necessary lead time to 
increasing oil production which would 
probably boost the short-term price 
of oil.  However, boosting the short-
term supply of oil now may simply 
incentivize production (i.e. drilling 
more fracking wells) and encourage 
higher efficiency output techniques (i.e. 

... these supply-scares in the traditional oil 
supply regions may have bolstered existing 
oil prices, but these potential limitations 

did not compensate for the additional access to 
oil and natural gas across North America as a 
result of new technology. ” 
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using ceramic pellets instead of cheap 
sand for fracking).  Moreover, OPEC 
members are not universally aligned 
in their goals.  For instance, the OPEC 
cartel members each have different 
“break-even” prices for balancing their 
budgets; more specifically, Saudi Arabia 
can afford to keep oil cheap longer 
than its geopolitical rival, Iran.  Given 
these complications, OPEC decided 
to maintain a high-supply, cheap oil 
environment, with some commentators 
even suggesting a “price-war” against 
US fracking operations.

Demand

Going back to the supply-and-demand 
graph, our economics student might also 
wonder if the price drop in oil could 
be explained by a lower demand.  On 
the surface, there is no obvious reason 
to presume a lower demand for oil.  
The IMF hasn’t projected huge rates 
of global growth, but even uneven 
global growth targets of 3.3% and the 
assumed increase in global affluence 
and a developing middle class should 
still support increased demand for oil. 

After greater consideration, however, we 
must realize prices are often a reflection 
of market expectations for demand and 
supply in the future.  In other words, if 
the expectation of global growth falls, 
that looks like a decrease in the projected 
demand.  For instance, if expectations 
for GDP growth in China were to fall 
from an assumption of 8% growth 
to a more modest, for an emerging 
market country, 4% growth, we must 
understand the Chinese economy is 
still growing, but commodity prices 
were set with a higher expectation of 
growth and demand.  Thus, the current 
lowering of growth expectations from key 
emerging market countries, like China, 
has softened the future expectations of 
oil demand.  Moreover, the developed 
world continues to investigate diversified 

sources of alternative energy, substitutions 
to traditional oil (some of which we 
discussed earlier) while simultaneously 
improving its fuel efficiency standards, 
further curbing market demand.

Oil producers are in trouble

There are other factors which are 
contributing to the weakness in the price 
of oil.  For example, US dollar strength 
tends to weaken commodities, which are 
priced in dollars.  The end result is the 
same:  traditional oil energy producers 
are going to be facing downward price 
pressure for the foreseeable future.  
This affects individual companies, 
small and large, but particularly those 

which depend on higher energy margins, 
including ceramic hydro-fracturing 
pellet manufacturers, wildcatting oil & 
gas drillers, and multinational vertically 
integrated oil & gas companies.  Falling 
energy prices weaken the energy industry, 
already the worst performing sector this 
year, including both oil & gas firms and 
alternative energy producers.  Finally, 
countries which rely on high energy 
prices, including Russia, Venezuela, Iran, 
and others are going to be negatively 
affected by the bearish trends in the 
industry. n

Gabriel Potter, MBA is an Senior Analyst at Westminster 
Consulting. Gabriel can be reached at gpotter@
westminster-consulting.com
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Find Out What Your 
Employees Want.

Too often employers enact a benefit 
or perk they believe is going to be a 
huge success only for it to fall short 
in the eyes of their employees.  The 
end result is frustrated employers and 
employees and wasted resources, time, 
and money. 

Here is one example we recently heard:  
A company spent a significant amount 
of money and resources building a 
cafeteria, hiring chefs, etc. in order to 
provide breakfast, lunch, and dinner 
to their employees. Great idea right? 
Well, in theory it was. It turns out 
employees took this as “I have to stay 
and work later since my employer is 
providing me all 3 meals.” Because 
of this, employee counseling service 
use increased and moral decreased. 
Employees were working significantly 
longer days and therefore, having more 
problems at home. So this project, 
which all of management was excited 
about, turned out to be a complete flop 
and caused headaches. 

There is a simple solution: Ask your 
employees what they want. This can 
be as simple as a company email or 
survey. You might be surprised at how 
simple the requests of your employees 
can be (Think:  ice cream Thursdays 
or ½ day Fridays). Later on, the email 
or surveys you send can also become 
great goal-setting tools.

Money Does Not 
Equal Success.

The days of thinking that money is 
the driver of productivity are gone.  
More and more studies are showing 
that benefit packages are starting to 
sway people away from higher-paying 
jobs if another company offers a more 
desirable benefits package.  

Its Not About You, 
It’s About People.

 Whether it’s donating to charities 
and giving your employees incentive 
to be involved or ensuring that your 
company is a great place to work, if 
you make your business about people 
success should follow. Businesses want 
to work with companies that give back. 
Generally speaking, happy employees 
equal greater productivity which is 
good for the bottom line.

This Applies to 
ANY Business.

If you think this article doesn’t apply 
to your company, it does. Any business 
can run a successful benefit and perks 
program and thereby, become touted 
as a great place to work. 

In a recent article by Forbes Great 
Places to Work Institute: Best Small 
and Medium Workplaces 2014, Badger 
Mining Corporation was named one 
of the top small places to work. It has 
been top of the list for the past three 
years so if a mining company be a best 
place to work, no one has an excuse 
as to why they are not improving their 
work environment.  The Great Places 
to Work list contains companies from 
almost every industry. 

Empower Employees. 
Employees want to do their job, so give 
them the opportunity to do so. Don’t 
micro-manage. If employees feel their 
ideas, opinions, position matters, they 
will do what is best for your company.  
Let them do what they are hired to do 
and get the heck out of their way.

3.

1.

5.

4.

2.

Recently,we were able to chat 
with Lauren Dixon, the CEO 
of Dixon Schwabl. Lauren gave 

us considerable insight into how she 
operates her business and  continually 
provides a geat work enviroment—
one which has earned the company 
numerous awards. During our interview, 
(which you can read on page 18) we 
were able to pinpoint five core tips we 
believe, helps to make Dixon Schwabl 
successful and maintain their award-
winning status. 
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