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NAGDCA 2025 LEADERSHIP RECOGNITION AWARD 
The State University of New York 
Custom Target Date Fund - STARS 

 

 

Program Background 

At the heart of the State University of New York’s (SUNY) commitment to its employees is a comprehensive retirement 
program designed to offer security and flexibility throughout their careers. Whether a professor embarking on a long-term 
journey with SUNY or a doctor navigating the early phases of their medical profession, SUNY provides retirement plan 
options that recognize and adapt to the varied needs of its workforce. 

In its totality, the system includes 33 state university campuses, 30 community colleges, 3 hospital systems and New York 
State and New York City agencies with over 3,000 locations representing over 100,000 participants and $26.7B in program 
assets. 

In this submission, we focus on the SUNY Optional Retirement 401(a) Program (ORP), the Voluntary Savings 403(b) Plan 
(VSP), and the New York State Voluntary Defined Contribution (VDC) Program. The ORP and VDC are defined contribution 
plans under New York State Public Retirement, and include both employer and employee contributions. This program is 
complemented by the VSP, which allows for additional savings through pre-tax and Roth contributions. Together, these 
plans provide a comprehensive approach to retirement savings to help SUNY employees secure their financial futures. 

Plan statistics as of 12/31/24: 
ORP: 71K participants and $15.1B in assets.  
VSP: 48K participants and $7.1B in assets. 
VDC: 4k participants and $368M in assets. 

The recordkeeping responsibilities of the ORP and VSP are contracted with TIAA, Voya Financial, Fidelity Investments, and 
Corebridge Financial, who work in partnership with SUNY staff to administer the plans. 

 

Project Background  

We are nominating SUNY for their innovative launch of the SUNY Targeted Allocation Retirement Series (STARS), a custom 
target date solution serving as the new default investment alternative for the ORP, VSP, and VDC.  

This project has been a two-year endeavor aimed at enhancing the SUNY retirement program and generating improved 
retirement outcomes. The journey began with SUNY partnering with its independent investment advisor, CAPTRUST, to 
determine the most suitable retirement solution for their participants. The initial step involved a thorough demographic 
analysis of participants including age, salary, savings rate, account balance, etc. to identify any gaps and outliers within the 
program. This analysis revealed critical areas for improvement, including the need for a customized glidepath tailored to 
the program's demographics as opposed to generic options and optimizing withdrawal methods. STARS addresses these 
gaps by enabling participants to annuitize their retirement savings through exposure to TIAA Traditional in the glidepath, 
while also incorporating an equity-favored tilt to enhance opportunities for growing retirement savings at all career stages. 

Through the implementation of STARS participants experienced a reduction in fees, appropriate risk management through 
tailored investment allocations, and annuitization options with access to a guaranteed monthly lifetime income stream at 
retirement, significantly enhancing retirement security for SUNY's plan participants.  

Goals of the STARS initiative and communication campaign: 

1. Custom Solution Tailored to Participant Needs: STARS offers personalized investment strategies based on real-
time participant demographic data to ensure relevance and optimal asset allocation. 

2. Cost Efficiency: By reducing fees compared to the previous default investment alternative, STARS directly increases 
the retirement savings of participants. This focus on cost-efficiency demonstrates a commitment to maximizing 
participant benefits. 

3. Guaranteed Lifetime Income: STARS includes the option to access guaranteed lifetime income through TIAA 
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Traditional, addressing the concern of outliving retirement savings 

4. Engaging Communication Strategy: SUNY launched a galaxy-themed campaign to simplify complex retirement 
concepts and increase participant enthusiasm and engagement. 

5. Improved Participant Diversification: The new investment option can also help participants with diversification 
during their accumulation years through the addition of a guaranteed asset class within the STARS model portfolio. 

6. Ongoing Performance Optimization and Improvements CAPTRUST continuously monitor and adjusts the glidepath 
and underlying investments to align with market trends and participant needs, providing best-in-class investment 
options and fund management.  

 

In their own words 

“Given the diverse needs and varied demographics of our participants, a one-size-fits-all solution was not feasible. Our 
custom target date fund, STARS, provides tailored investment options that best suit each participant's profile, career stage 
and accumulated savings. By implementing a customized glidepath with a lifetime income solution, we’ve enhanced both 
security and growth opportunities for all our participants, ensuring a more effective and rewarding investment experience 
within our program.” 

- Michael Consorte, Director of University-wide Benefits, The State University of New York 
 

Project Description: 

To make retirement planning engaging and accessible, SUNY developed a galaxy and astronomy-themed communication 
strategy for the STARS implementation. This theme was relevant and exciting due to SUNY campuses housing 
observatories and planetariums used for research, teaching, and public viewing. The campaign used analogies to connect 
astronomy with the new investment option, STARS, capturing participants' interest and simplifying complex concepts. 

 
The communication campaign included a variety of materials and initiatives, including: 

• Interactive Webinars: Educating participants on the benefits and features of STARS. 
• Informative Brochures: Visually appealing materials explaining the new investment option. 
• Regular Email Updates: Keeping participants informed and engaged. 
• Physical Mailers: Ensuring all participants received essential information. 
 

     Customized deliverables by plan included: 
• Pre-Announcement Email/Self-Mailer: Sent according to participant communication preference, with multiple versions 

based on plan type. 
• Transition Guide: Mailed to the address of record, with multiple versions based on plan type. 
• Transaction Letters: Personalized at the participant level, by plan. 
• Welcome Kits: Personalized at the participant level, by plan/account type. 
 

This comprehensive approach aimed to ensure a seamless transition and maximize benefits for SUNY's plan participants, 
making retirement planning and investing more relatable and enjoyable. 

 

Results 
As a result of the implementation and supporting communication campaign, the following key outcomes and measurable 
benefits were achieved: 
 

• Participant Enrollment: 
 19,859 participants enrolled in STARS. 
 Less than 1% of enrolled participants opted out. 

• Assets Movement: 
 $527M in assets moved into the STARS model portfolios. 
 $89M moved into TIAA Traditional within STARS, increasing secure retirement income available to participants. 
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• Fee Savings 
 ORP: Annual estimated fee savings of $500k (43% decrease in cost) compared to the original default investment 

utilized before implementing STARS. 
 VSP: Annual estimated fee savings of $760k (56% decrease in cost) compared to the original default investment 

utilized before implementing STARS. 
• Webinars: 

 Conducted 5 webinars. 
 1,018 participants attended. 
 317 questions answered during the webinars. 
 81 individual counseling appointments scheduled during the webinars. 

 
 
Additional Results (Compared to the 3 months prior to implementation): 

• 11% increase in unique participants seeking advice (self-service, assisted, or through an assigned wealth management 
advisor). 

• 7% increase in unique participants engaging with the TIAA National Contact Center, with only a 2% increase in call volume, 
demonstrating clear communication and understanding of the transition. 

 
     These results highlight the success of the STARS initiative and its positive impact on SUNY's plan participant.



 

 

 

STARS Enrollment Guide: 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                    
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

 

STARS Participant Annoucment Letters 
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