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Strategic Communications 
for DC Plans

An Interactive Workshop

Today’s Presenters

Jennifer Mausolf
Customer Strategies Director
Municipal Employees’ Retirement 
System of Michigan

Beth Conradson Cleary
Executive Director
City of Milwaukee

Karla Kirkling
Executive Director, Healthcare & Benefits
Chicago Public Schools

Megan Yost
Senior Vice President, Thought 
Leadership & Insights
Segal 
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• Communicating change to diverse workforces 
• Strategic communications planning and stakeholder support
• Micro-campaigns and targeted communications
• Case study: Mandatory Roth catch-up contributions 
• Wrap up and key takeaways

What We’ll Cover

Our Session Format

Sharing and reflecting

Share real-life stories

Group activities
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Communicating Change to 
Diverse Workforces 
Karla Kirkling, Executive Director, Healthcare & Benefits, Chicago Public Schools

One of the largest school districts in the U.S. and largest in Illinois:

Chicago Public Schools (CPS) TOTAL DC ASSETS

316,000 students 43,000 employees626 schools
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DB plan 
• Chicago Teacher Pension Fund (CTPF) 

or Municipal Employees’ Annuity and 
Benefit Fund (MEABF)

• Supplemental 403(b) and 457(b) DC plans

Retirement Benefits Total DC Assets

$2.67B
Number of participants with 
balance including legacy: 
39,837
Active Participants
16,000+

Plan participants

Active participants

Eligible and not participating

New hires Employees nearing retirement

Retired or separated, with balances

Employees with loans, Roth, 
making catch-up contributions

Many Layers of DC Plan Stakeholders
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Additional DC Plan Stakeholders
Employee groups and labor unions

Chicago Teachers 
Union (CTU)

SEIU and 
other unions 

Union leadership 
and LMCC 

Employee advisory 
committees/financial 

wellness

CPS executive and governance 

CPS Board 
of Education CEO/CFO Labor Relations Retirement Oversight 

Committee

Activity: Reaching People Effectively

What do 
they need?

What are 
their concerns?

How will you 
address them?

Consider your stakeholder and barrier
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Strategic Communications 
Planning and Stakeholder Support
Jennifer Mausolf, Customer Strategies Director, Municipal Employees’ Retirement 
System of Michigan

We pool over
$19 billion in assets

We provide reliable 
retirement benefits to over 
150,000 participants

MERS partners with more 
than 1,100 local units 
of government

Retirement benefits are 
determined at the local level

Municipal Employees' Retirement 
System of Michigan (MERS)

MERS is an independent retirement 
services company that was created 
to administer the retirement plans for 
Michigan’s local units of government 
on a not-for-profit basis. 
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MERS Transformational Change
A three-year journey spanning operations, plan design, and participant experience.

Duration

3 years
transformational journey

Operations

20
processes overhauled

Plan design

15
changes implemented

Content

597+
resources reviewed & 
updated + ADA compliance

Customer Experience

A clearer, more engaging experience

• Transitioned recordkeepers
• Streamlined the investment menu
• Modernized pricing to a flat fee
• Implemented free financial advice

Operational Backbone

Stronger controls. Simpler administration.

• Strengthened compliance and data integrity
• Modernized payroll reporting processes

People rarely resist simply because 
they were not informed. Understand the why

See the benefit

Trust the process & people leading the change

Empower people

Have clear communication

Why People Resist Change

What must be true for 
someone to embrace change?
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ACTIVITY 1 

The Domino Effect: Sequence The Work
At your table: arrange all 16 cards in the order you would act. 5 MIN

07

03 04

13

0605

1211
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15
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01 02

08

16

MERS Change-management Steps

Change Management Has a Deliberate Sequence
01

Create The Climate
For Change

1 Create urgency

2 Form a coalition

3 Create a vision for 
change

02

Engage & Enable

1 Communicate the vision

2 Empower action

3 Create quick wins

03

Implement &
Sustain Change

1 Build on the change

2 Make it stick
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ACTIVITY 1 

Our Actual Sequence

07

03

Meet with 
vendors

04

13

06

Issue RPFDefine plan goals 
and objectives

05

12

Staff training

11

Communicate 
to staff

14

Communicate 
to participants

09

15

Implement

10

Develop a 
timelineSelect the vendor

Plan Analysis

01 02

Gather 
stakeholder 
feedback

08

Gather 
stakeholder 
feedback

Develop project 
champions

Finalist 
Interviews

Gather 
stakeholder 
feedback
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Celebrate

Start by making three decisions. Only then choose the delivery system.

01

Objective
What is our goal or 
call to action?

02

Audience
Who needs to 
understand or act?

03

Timeline
Is there a deadline or 
timeline to 
understand?

04

Channels
Where will they 
engage with the 
message?

Strategy

Execution

Planning Communications Channels Comes Fourth 
(Not First)
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Two Planning Disciplines

Plan in context. Adjust in motion.
Calendar Planning

Look across the organization
before adding another touchpoint.

01 Scan What else is planned?

02 Align Where can timing reinforce the 
message?

03 Amplify What efficiencies or opportunities 
emerge?

Feedback Loop

Treat the plan as a learning
system—not a fixed document.

1 Listen Gather feedback along the way

2 Learn Identify friction, confusion, 
and trust gaps

3 Adjust Change the plan while it can still help

MERS Outreach Calendar
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Micro-Campaigns and 
Targeted Communications
Beth Conradson Cleary, Executive Director, City of Milwaukee

Mission: To help City of Milwaukee employees save enough in the 457(b) DC plans to help 
them retire when they want and live with dignity and sufficient income in retirement.  

About our plan:
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Micro-Campaign Examples

Micro-Campaign Examples Cont’d
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Imagine you have exactly 90 seconds 
with every new employee. 
• How would you use the micro-campaign 

framework to reach new hires?
• What three things do you want 

to convey?
• What actions(s) do you want employees 

to take?
• How can you simplify the message?

Activity: Hitting Your Mark

Consider
• What you share with new hires
• What works well
• What could be improved
• What people need to get started saving 

and investing for retirement

Case Study: Mandatory Roth 
Catch-Up Contributions 
Interactive Activity
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You need to introduce mandatory Roth 
catch-up contributions to your participants. 
How will you manage this change?
Consider:
• Who you need to inform
• How people will feel
• What you’ll share and how
• How you’ll sequence your outreach
• What you’ll ask people to do

Activity: Make an Introduction

Background
• Mandated by Secure 2.0
• Participants making greater than $150,000 

(indexed) for prior year must make catch-up 
contribution in Roth deferral

• Others can choose pre-tax or Roth deferral
• Participants must be 50+ and can save an 

additional $8,000

Wrap Up

Developing your framework for 
effective communications

Question 
and listen 

Define goals Define audiences 
and stakeholders Map campaign tactics

Develop messaging 
and creative content

Launch 
campaign

Measure results
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1. In the conference app, select this session from the schedule. 

2. Select “External QA/Survey.” 

3. Type your question and tap send.

CONTINUING EDUCATION CODE:

Questions?

Thank you!
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