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Plan Profile: 
As of March 12, 2026, the combined asset size of both the 401(k) and 457 plans is 
$6.6B in assets with a total participant count of 296,797 participants. 

Background: 
In May 2025, ERS modernized the Texa$aver plan’s Qualified Default Investment 
Alternative (QDIA) by transitioning participants from the BlackRock LifePath® 
Portfolio Index Target Date Funds to the Nuveen Lifecycle Index CIT Series, Class B 
Target Date Funds. The change became effective after market close on May 16, 
2025 and included both existing balances and future contribution elections for 
participants invested in the prior target date series. 

This was a high-impact plan design and administration initiative because target 
date funds are the default investment option for newly hired state employees 
automatically enrolled in Texa$aver, and a significant share of plan assets are held 
in target date strategies, with approximately $1.5B in target date fund assets  and 
nearly 229,000 participants at the time of the change. 

Plan design enhancements: 
• QDIA upgrade: Nuveen target date funds became the plan’s new QDIA, 

strengthening the default investment path for automatic enrollment and 
long-term participants. 

• “Through” glidepath design: The new series is built to continue adjusting 
allocations into and through retirement, aligning the default investment 
with participants’ retirement income and longevity needs. 

• Structure improvement: Adoption of the Nuveen Lifecycle Index CIT 
Series – Class B as the target date solution enhanced plan structure and governance outcomes. 

Cost and value: 
• Fee reduction: The target date fund expense ratio decreased from 0.08% to 0.05% (a 0.03% reduction). On 

approximately $1.5B in target date assets at the time of transition, this represents an estimated $450,000 annual 
reduction in participant investment expenses (illustrative estimate; asset levels fluctuate). 

Execution Excellence and Participant Experience: 
ERS and Empower executed a highly coordinated operational conversion and participant communication effort: 

• Operational success: 100% of target date assets mapped to the new Nuveen target date funds; no errors or issues 
reported. 

• Proactive education on “target year may change”: Because the new target date series uses a “through” glidepath, 
some participants’ target year changed. Communication materials proactively addressed this and explained how 
participants could confirm or adjust their fund if desired. 

• Multi-channel communication campaign: Included web pop-ups, a key program news article, targeted emails, 
mailed letters, statement messaging, webinars, on-demand education video, a transition presentation, fund overview 
and FAQ flyers, and retirement plan advisor support. 

Communications Reach and Engagement: 
• The Implementation email sent April 8, 2025 to 136,181 participants had a 64% open rate. Of those who opened the 

email 1886 participants clicked to attend a webinar. 
• Fund change letter sent to 92,702 participants. 
• 5 virtual group meetings with 869 participants attending. These meetings were collaborative with Texa$aver, 

Empower, and Nuveen.  
• On-demand video with 267 views. 

In their own words 
 
“The Employees Retirement System of 
Texas merits recognition for a 2026 
NAGDCA Leadership Award in the Plan 
Design and Administration category due to 
its strong focus on participant outcomes 
throughout the modernization of its target 
date funds. By implementing a well-
governed selection process, reducing costs, 
and executing a coordinated rollout and 
education strategy, ERS enhanced the 
Texa$aver program’s default investment 
option for nearly 229,000 participants. The 
seamless transition completed without 
operational disruption reflects ERS’s 
commitment to simplifying retirement 
investing, improving cost efficiency, and 
supporting long-term financial security for its 
members.” 
 
- Nora Alvarado, Manager of Deferred 

Compensation Plans, Employees 
Retirement System of Texas 
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1. The Need: Strengthening the Default Investment Path at Scale 

Texa$aver is a large, diverse governmental defined contribution program serving hundreds of thousands of public 
employees across Texas. Target date funds play an outsized role in participant outcomes because they are the default 
investment option for newly hired state employees who are automatically enrolled in the 401k plan, and they are 
widely used by participants who prefer a simplified, professionally managed approach with 85% of participants in the 
Texa$aver 401(k) plan and 32% of participants in the Texa$aver 457 Plan using the target date strategy.  

ERS identified an opportunity to strengthen the plan’s default investment solution by upgrading the target date series 
used as the QDIA, ensuring the default investment better aligns with participant needs throughout the full retirement 
journey, while also improving overall plan structure and efficiency. ERS formally approved the change in December 
2024 and executed the implementation effort January through May of 2025. 

2. What Changed: A Clear Plan Design Improvement (Not Just a Manager Swap) 
ERS’ initiative was intentionally framed as a plan design and plan administration enhancement, not merely a 
replacement of one investment manager with another. The changes included: 

A. QDIA Enhancement 
ERS updated the plan’s QDIA to the Nuveen Lifecycle Index CIT Series – Class B, reinforcing that the plan’s 
default investment is designed to be suitable for participants across different ages, savings levels, and 
retirement timelines, especially for participants who are automatically enrolled and may remain in the default 
investment for long periods. 

B. “Through” Glidepath for Better Retirement Alignment 
The new target date series offers a “through” glidepath, meaning the portfolio continues to evolve into and 
through retirement. This design supports participants who may remain invested in the QDIA after retirement 
begins and need a strategy designed for both accumulation and decumulation phases. 

C. Methodology and Performance Net of Fees 
ERS emphasized the selection factors most relevant to participant outcomes and fiduciary oversight, 
focusing on: 

• Glidepath approach (“through” retirement suitability) 
• Target date methodology and construction 
• Strong risk-adjusted performance considerations evaluated net of fees 

D. Structural Improvement (CIT-Based Series) 
The initiative also represented a structural improvement through adoption of the Nuveen Lifecycle Index CIT 
Series share class created for the plan, aligning with a plan sponsor’s goals of strong oversight, operational 
fit, and cost efficiency. 

3. Administration and Implementation: Operational Precision with Minimal Participant Burden 
A plan design improvement only succeeds if it is operationally executed with accuracy, clarity, and minimal 
disruption. ERS and Empower delivered a transition approach that prioritized participant continuity and confidence: 

A. Automatic, Birth-Year-Based Mapping 
Participants invested in the legacy target date funds were automatically mapped based on birth year into the 
appropriate Nuveen target date vintage. The conversion occurred after market close on May 16, 2025, and 
included both: 

• Existing balances in the legacy target date funds 
• Future contribution investment elections 

 
This design minimized participant burden and prevented gaps in investment direction. 

 



B. Successful Conversion at Scale 
The transition resulted in: 

• 100% of target date fund balances mapping successfully to the new Nuveen target date series. 
• No reported errors or issues, reinforcing strong administration controls, vendor coordination, and 

conversion readiness. 
C. Participants Retained Control and Flexibility 

Although the change was automatic for those invested in the legacy target date funds, communications 
repeatedly reminded participants that they retained the ability to: 

• Reallocate balances and future contributions if they preferred another investment strategy 
• Obtain support from a local salaried Retirement Plan Advisor or the Texa$aver service center 

 
4. Communication Strategy: Clear, Multi-Channel, and Proactive on Key Participant Questions 

For plan design changes affecting defaults, ERS and Empower prioritized communication that was both broad and 
targeted ensuring participants understood what was changing, why it was changing, and what (if anything) they 
needed to do. The Retirement Plan Advisors had specialized training with the Nuveen Portfolio Manager to ensure they 
deeply understood the differences when talking with participants. 
 

A. Sequenced Campaign (Awareness, Education, Action Readiness) 
The communication strategy began with early awareness and continued through implementation, including: 

• Web pop-ups (pre-launch and updated pop-up with FAQ/webinar registration) 
• A prominent program news article explaining the change and where to get help 
• FAQ document addressing common questions and “what changes for me” 
• Targeted emails and mailed letters timed ahead of the transition date 
• Statement messaging (2Q2025) to reinforce awareness 
• Webinars and an on-demand educational video 
• A transition presentation and participant-friendly flyer 
• Messaging support through advisor resources and ERS communication channels 

 
B. Engagement and Reach Demonstrate Participant Awareness 

The campaign achieved strong engagement among affected participants: 
• The Implementation email sent April 8, 2025 to 136,181 participants had a 64% open rate. Of those 

who opened the email 1886 participants clicked to attend a webinar. 
• Fund change letter sent to 92,702 participants 
• 5 virtual group meetings with 869 participants attending. These meetings were collaborative with 

Texa$aver, Empower, and Nuveen.  
• On-demand video with 267 views 

 
These results reflect a successful education effort that reached participants in multiple formats, enabling 
them to feel informed and supported. 

C. Proactive Education: “Your Target Year May Have Changed” 
A key participant-facing nuance was that because Nuveen uses a “through” glidepath, a participant’s mapped 
target date year could change. The initiative addressed this proactively by: 

• Explaining why the “through” glidepath design can lead to a different mapping outcome than the prior 
series 

• Encouraging participants to confirm that the fund aligns with their expected retirement timeframe 
• Providing clear instructions and access to no-cost Retirement Plan Advisor support for personalized 

education and guidance.  This included specialized training by Nuveen’s portfolio manager with the 
Retirement Plan Advisors. 
 

This approach helped prevent confusion and supported participant trust. 

5. Measurable Outcomes: Lower Costs, Strong Governance, and Smooth Participant Experience 
ERS’ initiative delivered meaningful measurable results: 

• Lower participant investment costs: Expense ratio reduction from 0.08% to 0.05% (0.03% reduction). 
• Operational success: 100% of target date assets mapped; no issues reported. 



• Scale and significance: Texa$aver serves 296,797 participants and $6.6B in assets as of March 12, 2026 with 
target date funds representing a meaningful share of plan assets, approximately 23% or $1.5B across both 
the 401(k) and 457 at the time of the change. 

• Stable adoption: No significant change in overall target date utilization, consistent with a transition that 
preserved participant confidence and continuity. 
 

6. Why This Merits Recognition (Plan Design & Administration) 
This initiative demonstrates excellence in plan design and administration because it: 

• Strengthened the plan’s default investment structure (QDIA) with a retirement-aligned glidepath 
• Reduced costs in a way that can materially benefit participant outcomes over time 
• Executed a large-scale investment mapping with high operational discipline 
• Delivered a thoughtful, multi-channel communication strategy that anticipated participant questions and 

promoted advisor support 
• Offers a replicable blueprint for other public plans modernizing their target date/QDIA approach 
• Created a best practice project plan for future investment changes that engages multiple stakeholders within 

Texa$aver, Empower and the investment firm 
 

Click here for PDF documents  

   

https://docs.empower.com/EE/TexasWR/DOCS/Nuveen-Fund-Change-Materials.pdf


 

  


