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SURS Retirement Savings Plan
Members starting their careers with a SURS-covered employer are 
required to participate in one of three qualified 401(a) retirement 
plans, either the: 

• Traditional Pension Plan (defined benefit plan), 
• Portable Pension Plan (defined benefit plan) or 
• Retirement Savings Plan (defined contribution plan). 

The SURS Retirement Savings Plan (RSP) contains both required 
member contributions and employer contributions. 

SURS Deferred Compensation Plan
The SURS Deferred Compensation Plan (DCP) is a voluntary 457(b) 
plan created in accordance with Illinois Public Act 100-769, to provide 
members an avenue to save more and generate additional income in 
retirement. Most active SURS members employed by a state 
university, community college or other affiliated agencies throughout 
the state of Illinois can participate.

The DCP was made available on March 1, 2021, to all 58 eligible 
employers who were required to adopt the plan before members 
could begin participating. The last eligible employer was added on 
April 1, 2023.

The recordkeeping responsibilities of the SURS DCP are contracted to 
a third party, Voya Financial®, who works in partnership with SURS 
staff to administer the plan. 

Plan Profiles



Beginning in 2020, SURS began a multi-year revamp of their retirement plans:

Redesign of the SURS Retirement Savings Plan (RSP): 
New name, new fund lineup, new default investment 
option: “the SURS Lifetime Income Strategy (LIS) which 
allows members to secure guaranteed income during 
retirement”, and a new recordkeeping partner with 
enhanced tools and services.

Introduction of a new 457(b) plan, the SURS Deferred 
Compensation Plan (DCP).

Addition of automatic enrollment to the SURS DCP.

Addition of automatic contribution escalation to the 
SURS DCP.

Goals
• Offer a new, flexible default investment option that would allow members 

to remain in the plan, receive lifetime income benefits at retirement, and 
still qualify for retiree healthcare (if eligible) without giving up access to 
their entire account balance. 

• Help members better prepare for retirement while reducing market and 
point-in-time risk by offering the option of securing guaranteed lifetime 
income over time through the new Lifetime Income Strategy. 

• Improve the investment lineup by reducing fund overlap and providing 
access to more functional asset classes. 

• Streamline plan administration to improve operations and lower fees. 
• Improve communications and enhance the overall member experience. 

Project Background and Goals

September 1, 2020

July 1, 2023

March 1, 2021

July 1, 2024



September 1, 2020 
The RSP was redesigned and reintroduced to members with new features and 
improved offerings, including options to better assist with the accumulation and 
decumulation of their retirement assets. 

Prior to the changes, the plan was named the Self-Managed Plan (SMP) and was 
managed by two different recordkeepers. 

SURS recognized a few critical issues with the SMP plan design after reviewing 
the plan and interacting with members:

• At retirement, members were required to either: 
• use 100% of the assets in their account to purchase an annuity from 

the available providers to qualify for retiree healthcare benefits (if 
eligible), or  

• forfeit the healthcare benefit and take a lump-sum distribution. 
– Both options posed problems for SURS members and resulted in 

members being required to leave the plan at retirement. 
• Due in large part to the 100% annuitization requirement, most members 

failed to annuitize and thus forfeited any retiree healthcare benefit they 
had earned. The 100% annuitization requirement likely had a greater 
impact on those members with limited supplemental or emergency 
savings. 

• Members who took a lump-sum distribution where then required to either 
manage their own investments or find someone they could trust to 
provide them the assistance that they need. 

• The risk of members outliving their savings was compounded by the 
forfeiture of retiree health benefits and the fact that SURS members do 
not contribute to Social Security.  

Due in part to these issues and SURS' analysis of industry best practices for 
providing income in retirement, SURS recognized the benefits of offering a new, 
flexible default investment option that would allow members to remain in the 
plan, receive lifetime income in retirement, and still qualify for retiree healthcare 
benefits at retirement (if eligible) without giving up access to their entire account 
balance.

Retirement Savings Plan Redesign



Project Description
SURS renamed the SMP the SURS Retirement Savings Plan (RSP) to make clear 
that members were are not required to manage their own investments and also 
consolidated the recordkeeping of the RSP under one provider, Voya Financial, 
for ease of administration. SURS then partnered with AllianceBernstein L.P. to 
create a custom default investment solution named the SURS Lifetime Income 
Strategy (“SURS LIS”). With the focus to provide a solution to help members 
generate enough income in retirement to maintain their standard of living, SURS 
elected to re-enroll members’ current account balances and future contributions 
into the SURS LIS. This was an outcome-focused strategy designed to improve 
retirement security and ensure members were properly allocated to an 
investment strategy customized to their retirement age and desired level of 
income protection.

The SURS LIS: 
• Serves as the default option enabling members to build retirement wealth 

and providing members an opportunity to secure guaranteed lifetime 
income without surrendering access to their account balances.

• Addresses interest rate risks and market risks by providing members an 
option to secure retirement income over a period of 15 years prior to 
retirement. 

• The gradual phase into guaranteed lifetime income is intended to mitigate 
the risk of point-in-time annuitization and help protect against short-term 
market volatility. The solution is also designed to capture market growth 
so members can benefit from gains in rising markets.  

• Provides a guaranteed retirement income stream while going beyond that 
of a typical annuity by providing members with the flexibility to access and 
control their assets. 

• Members who convert at least 50% of their account balance into monthly 
lifetime income at retirement are not forced to forfeit their earned retiree 
health benefits.

• Gives members who die before activation the ability to pass the value of 
their account balance to a beneficiary.

• Uses customizable inputs to create an asset allocation strategy unique to 
each member based on their desired retirement age and level of income 
protection.

Retirement Savings Plan Redesign



SURS recognized that change can be daunting and unsettling for members, so 
they sought to create a robust communication and education program: 

• Members received introductory announcements via email and mail with 
newly created materials using the theme, “Your Road to a Healthy 
Retirement.” 

• Webinars covering the recordkeeper transition and asset mapping were 
held in July 2020 to communicate the investment changes and present a 
forum for members to ask questions. 

• Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) were posted on the website to help 
improve customer service by answering common questions. 

• Content specifically focused on explaining the SURS LIS and educating 
members on the benefits and flexibility of the product were created, 
including brochures, videos, website content, training materials and 
mailers.  

• A SURS LIS website was developed to provide members the real-time 
ability to see their projected income amount and allow them to adjust 
features such as contributions, retirement age and their secure income 
level. 

• Members were encouraged to set up appointments with SURS staff or 
contact the SURS call center with questions or concerns:

• The field team completed 703 appointments with members spanning 
across 51 SURS employer locations. 

• 29 webinars were held: 
• 27 webinars open to all members had a total of 2,052 unique 

attendees. 
• 2 location-specific webinars were open Q&A sessions where 

members had an opportunity to ask plan-related questions. 

Communications



LIS Information Samples



Communication Samples



As a result of the changes, members experienced: 

• Decreased recordkeeping fees due to the RFP process and consolidation to 
one recordkeeper. 

• Fees were reduced from $47 and $72 per member at the previous 
recordkeepers to $30 per member at the new recordkeeper. A 
reduction of approximately 36% and 58%, respectively. 

• Reduced investment expenses due to the revamped investment lineup 
and negotiated investment fees: 

• The weighted average expense ratio of the investments was reduced 
from 0.26% to 0.24% (excluding the SURS Fixed Account). 

• The 0.24% weighted average expense ratio includes the Secure 
Income Portfolio and the associated asset-based premium within the 
SURS LIS.  

• Excluding assets in the Secure Income Portfolio, the weighted 
average expense ratio of the investment options at Voya is 0.11%. 

As of March 31, 2025, there were: 

• 24,768 RSP members with an account balance 

• Over $4.15 billion RSP assets.
• A reduced number of investment options (29 to 16) to simplify decision 

making and limit investment overlap. 
• 82% still 100% invested in the SURS LIS.

Results



DCP Plan Rollout



Employers were able to add the DCP at different times, so the outreach efforts 
needed to be flexible, for both employers and members with income projections 
including a specific income projection for those invested in the LIS. 
For the rollout, SURS:

• Coordinated communications and educational opportunities.
• Employed single sign-on so members could manage their pension and DCP 

from one website.
• Used member support teams to ensure positive member experiences.
• Partnered with Voya’s field team to partner with employer HR teams and 

SURS Benefits Counselors.
• Encouraged supplemental savings and promoted the DCP during 

individual pre-retirement counseling appointments and group outreach 
events. 

• Provided an enhanced retirement calculator to illustrate projected income 
and any potential income “gaps.” 

• For members with a gap, there was a nudge to save more and enroll 
in the DCP. 

• Provided an enhanced quarterly statement with a specific income 
projection for those invested in the SURS LIS.  

• Created specific communications that could be deployed at the time the 
employer added the DCP: 

• Once the DCP was added to a specific employer, those members 
would receive an email and a postcard informing them of the new 
plan and its benefits. 

• Local representatives would be available to conduct onsite and 
virtual group meetings and one-on-one sessions. Emails were sent 
two weeks in advance of meetings and one-on-one sessions notifying 
members of their availability. 

• Deployed targeted emails at strategic times during the year to promote the 
plan and generate enrollment: 

• Two versions of emails for Tier II members and high earners that 
highlighted how earnings limits in the 401(a) plans would cap higher 
earners and the benefit of saving additionally in the DCP. 

Deferred Compensation Plan Rollout



Goal
To increase the retirement readiness of members measured by enrollments, 
email engagement and meeting/webinar attendance.

Email and postcard sent; 
66 webinars with 2,444 members in attendance and 
visits to 30 employer locations with 205 one-on-one 
sessions meetings conducted.

Eligibility email reminder to new members to enroll.

New Year themed targeted email
44.2% open rate, 223 new enrollments.

Tax Time themed targeted email
37.8% open rate, 123 new enrollments.

National Retirement Security Month targeted email
44.5% open rate, 123 new enrollments.

Results

As of March 31, 2023, there were:
• 2,230 participating members
• Over $22 million DCP assets
• Average contribution/pay period: ($) $811, (%) 12%

As of March 31, 2025, there were: 
• 16,623 DCP members with an account balance
• Over $106 million DCP assets 

Goals and Results

Employer Adopts 
DCP

January 21, 2022

9 months after 
member hired

April 15, 2022

October 4, 2022



Communication Samples



Communication Samples
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DCP Automatic Enrollment



In accordance with Illinois state law, beginning July 1, 2023, all newly hired SURS 
members were automatically enrolled in the DCP: 

• The contribution rate is 3%, deducted on a before-tax basis from the 
member’s paycheck. 

• The contribution is invested in the SURS Lifetime Income Strategy (LIS). 
• Members can select their own contribution rate and investment options or 

opt out within a 30-day opt-out period.
• Refresh existing materials to add automatic enrollment language the DCP 

Brochure and Plan Choice Guides.

Communications materials and processes:
• Confirmation and flyer mailed when the member becomes eligible for 

automatic enrollment. 
• Targeted communications created for members hired on or after July 1, 

2023, who are automatically enrolled.
• Targeted emails deployed at strategic points during the year to further 

promote the plan to members not subject to automatic enrollment: 
• Two versions of each email, one of which was targeted to Tier II 

members and high earners that highlighted how earning limits would 
serve to cap high earners’ pension contributions.

• Develop and distribute an email to employers, offering to come to their 
campus to conduct one-on-one or group sessions.

• Email inviting members to attend educational webinars, where they can 
learn about the DCP.

DCP Education:
• Conduct educational webinars, onsite group meetings and one-on-ones 

about the DCP.
• Local representatives available to conduct onsite and virtual group 

meetings and one-on-ones. 
• Emails sent two weeks in advance of meetings and one-on-ones 

notifying members of their availability. 

Project Description



Goal
Add automatic enrollment to put members on a better path to retirement 
security by giving them the opportunity to increase their retirement income 
through saving in the DCP.

Automatic Enrollment Results (as of 03-31-25)

Goals and Results

15,854 Members who were eligible for automatic enrollment

13,162 
(83%)

Members who were defaulted into the plan through automatic 
enrollment

2,692 
(17%) Members who made their own election

63 Onsite meeting days conducted by local representatives across 
20 different employers

885 One-on-one member meetings conducted by local 
representatives

14 DCP webinars conducted by local representatives



Communication Samples



Communication Samples



Communication Samples



DCP Automatic Escalation



Effective July 1, 2024: 
• Members who were automatically enrolled in the DCP between July 1, 

2023, and December 31, 2023, and still contributing at the default rate of 
3%, experienced an automatic 1% increase in their annual before-tax 
deferral rate.

• New members eligible for automatic enrollment are also eligible for 
automatic annual contribution escalation.

• Members who are automatically escalated will continue to see an increase 
of 1% each year up to a maximum of 10%. Advance notification sent to 
each member to inform them of the changes. 

• Members who enroll on their own can opt-in to automatic contribution 
escalation.

Communications materials and processes:
• A flyer mailed to members who were automatically enrolled between July 

1, 2023, and December 31, 2023. 
• A DCP Brochure, a Plan Choice Guides and an automatic enrollment flyer 

updated with automatic contribution escalation language.
• Local representatives conducted:

• Webinars: 19 (27% increase over 2023)
• Webinar attendees: 519 (239% increase over 2023)
• Onsite group meetings: 58
• Employer locations: 55 (8% increase over 2023)
• One-on-one sessions: 1,557 (43% increase over 2023)

• A Video created to promote the DCP which was posted to surs.org/dcp and 
includes a link in the targeted enrollment emails.

Project Description

https://cdnapisec.kaltura.com/html5/html5lib/v2.83.2/mwEmbedFrame.php/p/1234081/uiconf_id/36479391/entry_id/1_elfywfmz?wid=_1234081&iframeembed=true&playerId=kaltura_player_1714781459&entry_id=1_elfywfmz


Goal
Add automatic contribution escalation to the DCP’s existing automatic 
enrollment program to put our members on a better path to retirement security 
by giving them the opportunity to increase their retirement income with their 
DCP savings. SURS designed the DCP to make saving easy and to make sound 
investment decisions without spending significant time weighing and/or 
revisiting their choices. 

Automatic Escalation Results (as of 03-31-25)

Goals and Results

3,469 Members who received notice 30 days prior to their auto 
escalation date

2,817 
(81%)

Members whose defaulted contribution rate was increased due 
to automatic escalation

652 
(19%) Members who made their own election



Communication Samples



Communication Samples



Communication Samples



The redesign of the SURS Retirement Savings Plan (RSP) and the subsequent 
rollout of the SURS Deferred Compensation Plan (DCP), followed by the addition 
of automatic enrollment and automatic contribution escalation to the DCP 
demonstrates the commitment SURS has made to improving the outcomes for 
its members. 

A thoughtful plan design using automatic features and the addition of the SURS 
Lifetime Income Strategy (LIS) investment option helps put SURS members on a 
path to a secure retirement now and into the future.

In Conclusion
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