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From Data to Decisions
How Plan Design and Financial Advice Improve Retirement Outcomes

Zhikun Liu, Ph.D., CFP®, Vice President, Head of MissionSquare Research Institute, MissionSquare
Josh Cohen, Managing Director, Head of DC Client Solutions, PGIM DC Solutions

Disclaimer: This presentation is the property of MissionSquare and may not be reproduced or redistributed 
in any manner. Please see the important disclosure and disclaimer at the end of the presentation.

• Employees face decades of interlinked retirement decisions affecting savings, advice, 
investment, and sustainable income.

Complex Interconnected DecisionsComplex Interconnected Decisions

• Public sector workers encounter unique challenges rooted in pension design and trust 
differing from private sector workers.

Distinct Public vs Private ChallengesDistinct Public vs Private Challenges

• Employers and providers should act as active choice architects, improving defaults and 
simplifying options for better outcomes.

Role of Choice ArchitectsRole of Choice Architects

• Smarter system design can improve retirement results without requiring employees to 
become financial experts.

Better Outcomes Through Integration, Trust, and TechnologyBetter Outcomes Through Integration, Trust, and Technology

Why Optimal Financial Decision-Making Needs Support
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What is the biggest challenge facing 
participant outcomes today?

The Slido app must be installed on every computer you’re presenting from

Survey Data

A nationally representative 2025 survey of both public and private sector employees deployed by 
MissionSquare Research Institute with Greenwald Research. 

2,020 full-time workers: 1,016 state and local government employees and 1,004 private sector 
employees. All respondents were age 18 or older.

The final data were weighted by gender, race, and industry to reflect the distribution as found in the 
U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey and the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ National 
Compensation Survey.

Financial Wellness and Mental/Emotional Survey Data

Source: How to Help Retirement Plan Participants Make Optimal Financial Decisions: Evidence From Public and Private Sector Employee Behaviors, MissionSquare Research Institute, 
2026 
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The Importance of Customized Professional Advice
Address the stress-finance connection Expand access to professional financial advice
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Financial Well-Being by Financial 
Advisor Use

Distinct Public vs Private Challenges
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Asset Categories

DC Plan Investment Allocations
By Plan Type

Public, DC only Private, DC only Public, DC and DB Private, DC and DB
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Advice-Seeking Behavior – Financial Advisor Use
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Sources Of Saving And Investing Advice, Difference Between Public And Private Sector Behavior
By Plan Type
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Defined Contribution Retirement Plan Savings
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Respondent Age

Average DC Plan Savings Rates
By Age And Sector
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Employer Match on Retirement Savings
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Difficulty of Making Investment Decisions
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Ease of Making Investment Decisions in DC Plans
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Role of Choice Architecture: The Impact of DC 
Retirement Plan Core Menu Design
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Sector and Retirement Plan Types

Retirement Plan Saving Rates
By Plan Core Menu Size and Plan Types 

Too many choices Adequate number of choices Too few choices
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Guaranteed Income Options Shape Financial Planning
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Workplace Retirement Plan Portfolio Risk/Aggressiveness

Retirement Plan Investment Portfolio Risk/Aggressiveness
With vs. Without Guaranteed Income (DB)

Public, DC only Public, DC and DB

Behavioral impact on saving, 
investing, and retirement income 
choices
• Shapes saving habits, risk 

tolerance, and confidence 
throughout careers.

• Influences saving, investment risk, 
and confidence years before 
retirement—not just at payout.

Importance of Communication
• Clear plan design and 

communication bridge the gap 
between current contributions 
and future retirement income.

Why Technology Alone Is Not Enough
Public sector workers are significantly less interested in financial technology tools
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Find Financial Technologies Useful in Managing Finances and Planning for Retirement?

Very helpful Somewhat helpful Not very helpful Not helpful at all I do not use these tools Don’t know
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Survey Data
Artificial Intelligence in the Workforce 

Source: Artificial Intelligence in Public Workforce: An In-Depth Study on Employee Perspectives and Retirement Planning Implications, MissionSquare Research Institute, 2025

A nationally representative 2025 survey of state and local government employees deployed by 
MissionSquare Research Institute with Morning Consult (N=2,000). 

This survey focuses on public sector employees’ AI adoption and usage.

The final data were weighted by gender, race, and industry to reflect the distribution as found in the 
U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey and the U.S. Census of Governments.

Trust Drives Engagement: AI and Human Advisors Are 
Complements, Not Substitutes

38 39 

27 

35 

22 

51 

44 

13 14 

6 

45 
41 

12 
8 

2 

31 32 

15 15 

7 

 -

 10

 20

 30

 40

 50

 60

 AI-Integrated Consumers
(Innovators)

 Employer-Driven AI Users
(Early Adopters)

 AI-Comfortable Minimalists
(Early Majority)

 Skeptical Adopters (Late
Majority)

 Traditionalists (Laggards)

Pe
rc

en
t U

sa
ge

 (%
)

Employee Segments

Financial Professional Usage by Employee Segment

     Tax Prep (CPA)      Uses Financial Planner (CFP)      Uses Investment Advisor (WMCP)      Uses Insurance Agent/Broker®
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Workplace AI Creates a Retirement Planning Engagement: 
Behavioral Segmentation Reveals Clear Strategy Paths
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Employee Segments

AI Tool Preferences by Employee Segment

     Estimating retirement income needs      Track progress toward retirement goals
     Investment advice or rebalancing rec.      Tax-efficient withdrawal strategies

Key Takeaways

01 Better outcomes require better decision environments

02 Plan design strongly influences participant behavior

03 Human-centered guidance remains critical in the public sector

04 Simplicity and personalization drive engagement

05 Income planning should integrate every source of retirement income
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The Bottom Line

Employees do not make one retirement decision — they make a sequence 
of connected decisions over decades.

Reduce friction
Simplify the choices participants 

actually face.

Scale the guidance
Pair behavioral design with 
technology that earns trust.

Support the journey
Deliver timely, personalized help 

across the lifecycle.

Discussion: From Evidence to Action

“How can plans create an ‘easy button’ for participant decision-making 
without oversimplifying important financial choices?”

What participant 
behavior are you 

most trying to 
change?

Where are employees 
asking for help — and 
where are they silent?

What data identifies 
friction without 

feeling intrusive?

Which simplification 
would have the 
biggest impact?

Show of hands, then open discussion.
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Questions?
Web: 

https://research.missionsq.org
Email:

Zliu@missionsquare.com
Josh.cohen@pgim.com

Thank You!
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:

Disclosure:

The information provided in this document is for informational and educational purposes only. It is not intended as, 
and should not be construed as, investment advice, tax advice, legal advice, or a recommendation regarding any 
specific financial product, strategy, or decision. The content is based on research and survey data and does not take 
into account the individual circumstances or objectives of any reader. You should not rely solely on the information 
presented here for making financial decisions. Before making any investment, tax, or legal decisions, you are 
strongly encouraged to consult with a qualified financial advisor, tax professional, or legal counsel who can provide 
advice tailored to your personal situation. Working with a financial advisor or utilizing a robo-advisor is not a 
guarantee of future performance or success. MissionSquare and the authors of this document are not liable for 
actions taken based on the information contained herein. Neither this material nor the links contained therein, is a 
solicitation or offer to sell securities.
Diversification does not protect an investor from market risks and does not assure a profit. An investor must 
consider the risk associated with all investments used to diversify assets. Past performance is not a guarantee of 
future results.
The target date and target risk funds are not a complete solution for all of your retirement savings needs. An 
investment in the Funds includes the risk of loss, including near, at or after the target date of the Fund. There is no 
guarantee that the Funds will provide adequate income at and through an investor's retirement. Selecting the fund 
does not guarantee that you will have adequate savings for retirement. 
Before investing in the Fund, you should carefully consider your investment goals, tolerance for risk, investment time 
horizon, and personal circumstances. There is no guarantee that the Fund will meet its investment objective and you 
can lose money.
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About MissionSquare Research Institute:

MissionSquare Research Institute (formerly the Center for State and Local Government Excellence at ICMA-RC) 
promotes excellence in state and local government and other public service organizations so they can attract and 
retain talented employees. The organization identifies leading practices and conducts research on retirement plans, 
health and wellness benefits, workforce demographics and skill set needs, labor force development, and topics 
facing the nonprofit industry and the education sector. MissionSquare Research Institute brings leaders together 
with respected researchers. For more information and to access research and publications, visit 
research.missionsq.org and follow on LinkedIn.

23


