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Key findings

66% of small businesses 
are likely to consider an 
open MEP.

A vast majority of small-
business decision-
makers cite “it’s the 
right thing to do” as 
the top reason to off er 
a workplace plan to 
employees.

When we asked 
interested employers 
to select the single 
most important MEP 
attribute, they prioritized 
the variety of plan and 
fund options (29%) and 
lower costs for both 
the organization and 
employees (19%).

On off ering open MEPs On reasons to off er a plan On open MEP attributes

66%
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A WHITE PAPER

Open MEPs: A promising way to narrow 
the coverage gap

Employers play a substantial role 
in helping employees prepare for 
retirement. Yet small businesses state 
that cost and other administrative 
concerns limit their ability to off er 
their employees access to a workplace 
retirement plan. Open multiple-
employer plans (MEPs) off er a solution, 
allowing small businesses to band 
together under one workplace plan.

Policymakers are currently considering multiple proposals to 
expand access to open MEPs, potentially giving more small 
businesses the opportunity to support workers’ retirement 
readiness. New research from Empower Retirement 
suggests that business owners are enthusiastic about 
this prospect, with one survey fi nding that 66% of small 
business owners who don’t off er a retirement plan are likely 
to consider an open MEP. And the same proportion of small 
business owners who do off er a retirement plan say they 
would consider switching to an open MEP.

As discussions continue about expanding access to 
workplace retirement plans, it’s important to understand 
the dynamics driving both the coverage gap and small 
businesses’ decision-making when it comes to retirement 
plans. Following, we’ll outline the current state of retirement 
readiness in the United States, provide an update on the 
latest eff orts to expand MEPs and summarize the research 
we conducted with small business owners. 

An overview of the coverage gap

Many employees today are behind on saving for retirement, 
and those who are not eligible for an employer-sponsored 
retirement plan are even less likely to be prepared for 
retirement. The size of the latter group is considerable: 
One-third of U.S. households are not eligible for workplace 
retirement plans, a fi gure that has remained essentially 
unchanged since we began collecting this data in 2011.1

Workers who aren’t eligible to participate in a workplace 
plan face diffi  culty matching the savings of workers who are 
enrolled in a sponsored plan. For example, U.S. households 
eligible for a plan are on track to replace 79% of their income 
in retirement while those that aren’t eligible are on track to 
replace just 45% of their income in retirement according to 
Empower’s Retirement Progress Score.2

Research indicates employers want to offer workplace 
retirement plans, but many are cost-prohibitive for small 
business owners

Eligible for employer retirement plan

2018

2016

2015

2014

2013

2012

2011

33%

31%

34%

32%

30%

31%

35%

1 “Scoring the Progress of Retirement Savers,” Empower Institute, April 2018.

2 DEPARTMENT OF LABOR, Employee Benefi ts Security Administration, 29 CFR Part 2510 RIN 1210-AB88 Defi nition of “Employer” 
under Section 3(5) of ERISA – Association Retirement Plans and Other Multiple-Employer Plans.

Source: “Scoring the Progress of Retirement Savers,” 
Empower Institute, April 2018.
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3 John Manganaro, PlanAdviser, “Open MEPs Top DCIIA’s Retirement Plan Coverage Gap Wish List,” April 2018.

4 Department of Labor, Employee Benefi ts Security Administration, 29 CFR Part 2510 RIN 1210-AB88 Defi nition of “Employer” 
under Section 3(5) of ERISA – Association Retirement Plans and Other Multiple-Employer Plans.

The solution seems obvious: Allow more people to 
access workplace plans. But the reality is complicated, 
especially for small businesses that have diffi  culty 
justifying the expense and potential complexity of 
administering a retirement savings plan. Open MEPs, 
which have widespread support across the retirement 
industry, provide an appealing way to bridge the coverage 
gap. In fact, open MEPs were at the top of the Defi ned 
Contribution Institutional Investment Association’s 
(DCIIA’s) 2018 wish list for improving retirement readiness.3

Understanding MEPs

Through an MEP, multiple employers elect to participate in 
a single retirement plan as a means to, for example, reduce 
costs and simplify administration. The U.S. Department 
of Labor’s Employee Benefi ts Security Administration 
issued proposed regulations in October 2018 defi ning 
the circumstances under which an employer group or 
association may sponsor a workplace retirement plan. 
Under the proposed regulations, participating employers 
in an MEP may include employers in the same industry, 
trade, line of business or profession, or employees that 
“have a principal place of business within a region that does 
not exceed the boundaries of the same state or the same 
metropolitan area.”4

Taking this concept a step further, a regulatory structure 
supporting an open MEP would allow unrelated and 
unaffi  liated employers to participate in a single plan — 
regardless of their industry or geographic location. These 
workplace plans would off er all the best practices and 
administrative economies of scale found in the 401(k) plans 
off ered by large employers.

Many industry watchdogs are optimistic that there will be 
some progress toward open MEPs in the near future, making 
them accessible to more employers and, by extension, 
more employees. Currently, the U.S. Senate, the House of 
Representatives and the executive branch are all exploring 
various MEP strategies. Their considerations include issues 
such as fi duciary duty, administrative responsibilities and 
rules about who will be able to participate in an MEP.

RETIREMENT PROGRESS SCORE VS. PLAN ACCESS

PERCENTAGE OF INCOME REPLACED

797979797979797979797979797979797979797979
4545454545454545454545454545454545454545

ELIGIBLE / HAVE ACCESS (67%)

NONE (33%)

Retirement progress score 
vs. plan access

Source: “Scoring the Progress of Retirement Savers,” 
Empower Institute, April 2018.
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The small business perspective on open MEPs

Should policymakers come to agreement on next steps 
for open MEPs, small business owners will have critical 
decisions to make. In fall 2018, we asked 304 small 
businesses — across industries and ranging in size 
from fi ve to 250 employees — if they would consider 
an open MEP; if so, why; and what type of organization 
they would trust to run such a plan. (For more on our 
methodology, see “Researching the small business 
perspective” on page 10.)

Importantly, our survey revealed that small businesses 
generally understand the importance of off ering 
a retirement plan, with the vast majority of survey 
respondents selecting “it’s the right thing to do” as their 
top rationale for off ering or wanting to off er a plan to their 
employees. (In fact, 84% of those surveyed already off er 
a workplace retirement plan.) This altruistic response 
outranked business objectives such as retaining and 
attracting talent. What’s more, over half of the businesses 

that don’t have a plan said they are likely to consider off ering 
one within the next two years.

For businesses that don’t currently off er a plan, cost is the 
biggest concern, followed by their perception that they are 
not large enough to off er a plan and their lack of expertise. 
While employer expense is a serious issue, many employers 
feel a strong desire to help boost their employees’ fi nancial 
wellness and readiness for retirement. Such fi ndings 
indicate that an open MEP may be an attractive option 
for many businesses.

I personally need a retirement plan

Ability to hire in a tight job market

Offer a benefit that not many small businesses offer

Attract the most talented employees

Employee retention

It's the right thing to do

What are the biggest advantages you see to offering your
employees a retirement plan?

36%

37%

48%

59%

59%

63%

“Doing the right thing,” “employee retention” and “attracting 
talent”  are the top three advantages of offering a plan   
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The threat of employees' lawsuits over my company's retirement
plan is a strong disincentive to providing a plan.

Our employees know how much they should be saving
for retirement.

My company is moving toward a benefits program that is customized for
the needs of individual employees.

Our employees are satisfied with the benefits my company
currently offers.

My company feels a strong sense of responsibility toward helping
employees meet their retirement savings goals.

Employee preferences play a large role in determining the benefits
my company offers.

Employee retirement readiness is an important measure of our
retirement benefits success.

MEP prospects: Please indicate how much you agree with the following statements

Employees prefer their workplace compensation to be in the form of
salary instead of other benefits.

My company's retirement benefits are generous compared to other
companies similar in size and industry.

My company is very successful in meeting the goals of its retirement
benefits program.

My company feels a strong sense of responsibility toward offering
employees financial education.

The positive outcomes associated with offering a retirement plan to
our employees outweigh potential downsides.

OUR RESEARCH ALSO CONSIDERED THE FOLLOWING TOPICS:

Employer attitudes on retirement readiness

We asked employers who expressed interest in open MEPs to indicate how much they agree with a set of statements 
about retirement readiness. Overwhelmingly, they responded that the positives of off ering a retirement plan outweigh the 
negatives. They also said they feel a strong sense of responsibility to provide fi nancial education to employees, and they 
believe that retirement readiness is an important measure of retirement benefi t success. Overall, employers feel both a 
sense of responsibility for their employees and a desire to meet employees’ needs, often prioritizing these areas ahead 
of business objectives.

Source: Empower Retirement Small Business Open-Multiple Employer Plan (MEP) research. Research conducted by Harris Insights 
and Analytics on behalf of Empower. 304 small business decision-makers completed an online survey. October 2018.
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Reasons for employer interest in open MEPs

When we compared employers who expressed interest in open MEPs and those who did not, we found that interested 
employers are most intrigued by the plans’ potentially lower costs. By contrast, uninterested employers prioritized oversight 
and fi duciary support from a leading retirement provider along with low employer liability.  

Please tell us which of these you most associate with a multiple-employer plan (MEP).
MEP prospects
MEP rejecters

1%

30%

43%

39%

49%

47%

49%

54%

55%

5%

38%

60%

27%

52%

56%

50%

42%

50%

None of these

Protections under ERISA for all participating employees

Oversight and fiduciary support from a leading retirement provider

Straightforward administration for your benefits staff

Comes with help from financial professionals

Low level of liability/risk to our organization

Variety of plan and fund options to meet the needs of all employees

Low fees for employees/plan participants

Potentially lower cost for your organization

Prospects are most interested in lower costs; rejecters most 
interested in  oversight/fiduciary support and less liability  

Source: Empower Retirement Small Business Open-Multiple Employer Plan (MEP) research. Research conducted by Harris Insights 
and Analytics on behalf of Empower. 304 small business decision-makers completed an online survey. October 2018.
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MEP prospects: Which of the following attributes associated with a multiple-employer
plan (MEP) would be the most important to you in considering such a plan?

Protections under ERISA for all participating employees

Straightforward administration

Oversight and fiduciary support from a leading retirement provider

Comes with help from financial professionals

Low level of liability/risk to our organization

Low fees for employees

Lower cost for your organization to offer a retirement plan

Variety of plan and fund options to meet the needs of all employees 2929292929292929292929292929%%%%%%%%29%29

1919191919191919191919191919%%%%%%%%19%19

1414141414141414141414141414%%%%%%%%14%1414%14

1212121212121212121212121212%%%%%%%%12%12

101010101010101010101010101010%%%%%%%%10%1010%10

66666666%%%%%%%%6%66%6

5555555%%%%%%%%

3333333%%%%%%%%

When we asked interested employers to select the single most important MEP attribute from a list of possible attributes, they 
prioritized the variety of plan and fund options (29%) and lower costs for both the organization and employees (19%). These 
fi ndings indicate that employers are considering many of the same aspects as policymakers. 

MEP prospects view variety of plan/fund options and lower costs 
for both the organization and employees as most important

Source: Empower Retirement Small Business Open-Multiple Employer Plan (MEP) research. Research conducted by Harris Insights 
and Analytics on behalf of Empower. 304 small business decision makers completed an online survey. October 2018.
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Provider preferences

As policymakers continue to hone open MEP proposals, one of the topics they’ll consider is what types of organizations can 
sponsor the plans. In our research, employers said they would be most likely to consider and trust retirement plan providers 
to administer an open MEP. Banks, fi nancial advisors and the national government are all highly trusted. Coupling the advice of 
a fi nancial advisor with a retirement plan provider could be a combination for small businesses to consider if a policy proposal 
becomes law. 

Retirement plan providers are most often considered and most 
trusted as  MEP providers 

Source: Empower Retirement Small Business Open-Multiple Employer Plan (MEP) research. Research conducted by Harris Insights 
and Analytics on behalf of Empower. 304 small business decision-makers completed an online survey. October 2018.

40%

60%

80%

100%

40% 60% 80% 100%

State government
National government

Technology firm

A membership group

A provider of other business services
A trade organization

A national bank

A bank you do business with
Your personal financial advisor

A financial advisor

Retirement plan provider

Most trusted/Considered organizations

A FinTech group

MEP prospects: trust vs. consideration for potential MEP providers
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How likely would you be to TRUST a multiple-employer plan 
(MEP) offered by each of the following providers?

A trade organization
A national bank

A bank you do business withA bank you do business withA bank you do business with
Your personal financial advisorYour personal financial advisor

A financial advisorA financial advisor

Retirement plan providerRetirement plan provider
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RESEARCHING THE SMALL BUSINESS PERSPECTIVE

To better understand how small businesses view open MEPs, we surveyed 304 small business decision-makers across 
various industries. We presented them with a hypothetical open MEP concept and asked them to answer a variety of 
questions regarding their interest level in the hypothetical product. Here is some summary information regarding the 
small businesses we surveyed.
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5-24

25-49

50-74

75-99

100-120

121-199

200-249

HOW MANY EMPLOYEES WORK FOR YOUR ORGANIZATION ACROSS ALL LOCATIONS?
Audience: 304 SBDMs

1-3 YEARS

4-9 YEARS

10-24 YEARS

25+ YEARS

HOW LONG HAS YOUR ORGANIZATION BEEN IN BUSINESS?
Audience: 304 SBDMs

Survey weighted by number of employees, to the 2018 SSI data. SSI is the world’s leading global provider of first-party consumer 
and professional data based on extensive, proprietary market research panels. 

Open MEPs may offer a way forward

Open MEPs may help alleviate the coverage gap in 
workplace retirement plans by creating plans that are 
aff ordable for smaller businesses. These plans could provide 
a useful option to small businesses that aren’t currently 
off ering a workplace plan and to companies that are open 
to switching plans. However, many policy questions still 
remain, and the answers to those questions may impact 
how employers view open MEPs.

We found employers choose to off er retirement plans to 
their employees because they feel strongly that it’s the 
right thing to do. They want to help employees prepare for 
retirement and maintain fi nancial wellness beyond their 
working years. But for many small businesses, traditional 
retirement plans are cost-prohibitive.

According to our research, open MEPs are most likely to 
succeed if they off er a variety of plan and fund options 
along with lower costs than small businesses are paying 
now. What’s more, small businesses are most likely to trust 
existing retirement plan providers to off er open MEPs.

As the industry continues to develop and refi ne open 
MEPs, it’s critical that the preferences and concerns of small 
business owners are taken into consideration. Only then can 
the industry eff ectively bridge the coverage gap and help 
more employees achieve retirement readiness.

Source: Empower Retirement Small Business Open-Multiple Employer Plan (MEP) research. Research conducted by 
Harris Insights and Analytics on behalf of Empower. 304 small business decision-makers completed an online 
survey. October 2018.
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For General Informational Use Only - May Not Be Used for Guidance Purposes 

The Empower Institute is brought to you by Empower Retirement and critically examines investment theories, retirement strategies and 
assumptions. It suggests theories and changes for achieving better outcomes for employers, institutions, financial advisors and individual investors. 

Great-West Financial®, Empower Retirement and Great-West InvestmentsTM are the marketing names of Great-West Life & Annuity Insurance 
Company, Corporate Headquarters: Greenwood Village, CO; Great-West Life & Annuity Insurance Company of New York, Home Office: New York, NY, 
and their subsidiaries and affiliates, including registered investment advisers Advised Assets Group, LLC and Great-West Capital Management, LLC. 

The research, views and opinions contained in these materials are intended to be educational; may not be suitable for all investors; and are not 
tax, legal, accounting or investment advice. Readers are advised to seek their own tax, legal, accounting and investment advice from competent 
professionals. Information contained herein is believed to be accurate at the time of

Securities offered or distributed through GWFS Equities, Inc., Member FINRA/SIPC and a subsidiary of Great-West Life & Annuity 
Insurance Company. This material has been prepared for informational and educational purposes only and is not intended to provide 
investment, legal or tax advice.

The charts, graphs and screen prints in this presentation are for ILLUSTRATIVE PURPOSES ONLY.

Unless otherwise noted: Not a Deposit | Not FDIC Insured | Not Bank Guaranteed | Funds May Lose Value| Not Insured by Any 
Federal Government Agency.

The trademarks, logos, service marks and design elements used are owned by GWL&A or used with permission.

©2018 Great-West Life & Annuity Insurance Company. All rights reserved. ERMKT-FBK-22270-1811




