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Plan Profile 

Milwaukee County offers its employees a defined 
contribution 457(b) plan serving a diverse public 
workforce. As of March 2026, the plan includes 5,799 
participants with an asset size of $428,847,675. 
Empower partners with Milwaukee County to provide 
recordkeeping, education and advisory services.   

Background  

Milwaukee County’s automatic enrollment efforts 
were shaped by a 2020 ethnicity study that revealed meaningful disparities in retirement 
plan participation and savings behaviors. Participation rates were approximately 57%, with 
particularly pronounced gaps among minority employees and those early in their careers. 

These findings showed that too many employees were not engaging in the plan early 
enough, and many faced barriers such as behavioral, structural, or informational, that 
prevented them from taking the first step. County leadership recognized that improving 
outcomes would require more than education alone. It would require a plan design change 
that actively supported participation, reduced friction, and aligned with broader equity 
goals. 

Goals  

Milwaukee County established a focused set of objectives to guide its approach. The 
County aimed to increase participation across the workforce, improve overall retirement 
readiness, and reduce disparities identified in the ethnicity study. At the same time, leaders 
aimed  to increase contribution rates through plan design and to strengthen engagement 
through accessible, ongoing communication and support. 

  

“Automatic enrollment has 
increased participation, 
improved contribution rates, and 
strengthened retirement 
readiness across our diverse 
workforce.” 

Stephen Cady 
Chairman, Milwaukee County 



Project Overview & Purpose 

Milwaukee County implemented automatic enrollment with annual escalation as a 
strategic response to the participation and equity gaps identified in its workforce. Rather 
than relying solely on voluntary action, the County introduced a structure that helps 
employees begin saving immediately and increase contributions gradually over time. 

Effective January 1, 2024, employees are automatically enrolled at a 3% contribution rate, 
with annual increases of 1%, up to 6%. This design reflects a deliberate shift toward 
behavioral solutions that simplify decision-making and support long-term financial 
outcomes. 

Timeline 

The initiative was the result of a multi-year effort grounded in careful planning and cross-
department collaboration. Following the 2020 ethnicity study, County leadership spent 
several years evaluating plan design options, engaging stakeholders, and ensuring 
operational readiness. In 2022, Empower & Milwaukee County began working on 
participant education and notification materials. In 2023 the Milwaukee County Select 
Committee voted unanimously to adopt automatic enrollment and escalation, effective 
January 1, 2024. On January 1, 2024, automatic enrollment officially began. The first wave 
of escalations occurred in January 2025. Education efforts around times of re-enrollment 
and escalation were increased to ensure participants were aware of the changes coming.  

What Was Done 

Execution required coordinated effort across multiple stakeholders. The Milwaukee County 
Select Committee provided strategic oversight, while finance, payroll, and budget teams 
ensured seamless implementation. Local retirement plan advisors played a critical role in 
participant education and engagement. 

County staff were deeply involved at every stage. They led the evaluation and approval of 
plan changes, coordinated implementation across departments, and worked with 
Empower to develop a communication strategy that ensured employees would be well 
informed and educated on the change.  

Communication was continuous rather than episodic. Employees were supported through 
monthly webinars, Q&A sessions, newsletters, quarterly updates, and in-person and virtual 
events.  

 

 



Significance to Plan Operations 

This initiative meaningfully strengthens plan operations across several dimensions. By 
embedding participation into the default experience, the County reduced administrative 
complexity and reliance on manual processes. Participants had a more accessible entry 
point into saving, while governance improved through consistent monitoring of 
participation, contribution, and readiness metrics. 

Most importantly, the initiative advanced the County’s commitment to equity. By 
addressing barriers that disproportionately affected certain groups, the plan design helped 
create more consistent outcomes across the workforce. At the same time, increased 
engagement demonstrated that employees were not only participating but actively 
interacting with their retirement strategy. 

Results (as of March 2026) 

Across the board, participation and contribution rates soared.  

• Overall participation increased from 57% to 79% 
o Asian American participation increased from 52% to 79% 
o African American participation increased from 46% to 76% 
o Hispanic participation increased from 46% to 70%  

• Total participants with balances grew from 4,094 to 5,799 (+1,705 participants) 
• Median contribution rate increased from 3% to 6% 
• Lifetime Income Score improved from 62% to 77% 
• Percentage of employees on track to replace at least 75% of income increased from 

9% to 23% 

Feasibility for Use by Other Governments 

Milwaukee County’s approach is highly transferable to other public sector plans. The core 
elements—automatic enrollment, escalation, and data-informed design—can be 
implemented using standard plan infrastructure without complex customization. 

The County’s experience underscores several key lessons. Early alignment among 
stakeholders is essential to successful implementation, and demographic data can play a 
powerful role in shaping targeted and effective solutions. Behavioral design, when paired 
with consistent communication, can drive meaningful improvements across diverse 
employee populations. 

The model is scalable across plan sizes and can be adapted to different workforce 
characteristics.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


