Table 11 provides an overview of the different populations

of plan participants and how the benefits of different fee
structures affect each group. For example, newer companies
and organizations with younger workers are more likely to have
lower accumulated assets and experience rapid growth from
new contributions. In contrast, mature workforces may see
distributions offset or exceed new contributions, which can
influence fee allocation and overall cost structure. PPPs are
likely to tailor their pricing models to attract adopting employers
with specific workforce characteristics that align with their fee
structures.

By carefully evaluating fee structures and documenting the

rationale behind pricing decisions, employers can ensure they
fulfill their fiduciary responsibilities while selecting a PEP that
aligns with their workforce demographics and long-term goals.

How Pricing Models Apply to
Individual Plan Participants

In addition to evaluating the overall fees of a PEP, adopting
employers should understand how the PEP’s pricing structure
affects different groups of participants. While the methodology
of allocating plan fees is typically determined by the PPP, the
adopting employer may have the option to subsidize a portion

of fees directly, thereby reducing the costs borne by plan
participants. Modeling the PEP’s fees at various participant asset
thresholds, as demonstrated in Chart 6, can help employers
determine whether subsidizing fees is a prudent decision.

Table 11
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Using a higher base fee may be attractive in situations where
the PEP’s fee structure differs significantly from the legacy
Single Employer Plan or when the adopting employer previously
absorbed a portion of plan expenses, such as the cost of a
registered investment advisor or the accountant’s fees for the
annual audit. In the illustration in Chart 6, participants with
smaller account balances benefit from the low per-capita fee
in PEP#1, since asset-based fees are not significant for these
participants. For balances between $20,000 and $66,667,
participants would incur the lowest fees under PEP#3. PEP#2
offers the lowest cost for participants with an account balance
exceeding $66,667, due to its minimal asset-based fees.

Beyond recordkeeping and fiduciary fees, differences in
investment management fees, managed account fees, and
transaction fees can also have a significant impact on the total
costs for participants. While these fees are not emphasized in

this paper, they need to be carefully evaluated to ensure the PEP

aligns with the needs of the adopting employer’s workforce.*®

Estimating PEP Fees from Form
5500 Data

To frame the cost of PEPs, we revisited the average total costs

of small Single Employer Plans of 84 basis points (bps), or
0.84%, referenced in Pooled Employer Plans: Big Plans for Small
Business.*® This figure was in a Morningstar article from March
2024 but was actually the average total costs of all 401(k)
plans, regardless of size based on a study from ICI/ISS leveraging
2020 data from BrightScope which also included fees based on
plan size. The most recent version of this report, using 2023 data,
indicates the average total fees for 401(k) plans of all sizes was
74 bps in 401(k) plans of all sizes, but fees varied widely by plan
size, as listed in Chart 7.5

Chart 6
Illustration of Annual Fees
For participants with a $10,000, $50,000, $100,000 or $500,000 balance
(Assumes Employer Pays Base Fees Directly)

$55
Employee1- $1,000Balance $201
$103

$100
Employee 2 - $10,000 Balance $210
$125
$300
Employee 3 - $50,000 Balance $250
$225
$550
Employee 4 - $100,000 Balance $300
$350

Employee 5 - $500,000 Balance

$0 $500

m PEP #1

$1,000

$2,550
$700
$1,350

$1,500 $2,000 $2,500 $3,000

mPEP #2 mPEP #3

Source: Authors’ calculations. Assumes Employer A is invoiced for the following base fees: PEP #1: $2,500; PEP #2: $1,000:

PEP #3: $5,000.

48 U.S. Department of Labor, Employee Benefit Security Administration (EBSA). (2019). “A Look at 401(k) Plan Fees.”

49 U.S. Department of Labor, EBSA. (2025). “CFR Parts 2510, 2520, 2550 — Pooled Employer Plans: Big Plans for Small Businesses.”

50 Rekenthaler, John. (2024). “No, 401(k) Funds Do Not Cost 2% Per Year.” Morningstar.

51 ICI & MarketPro Retirement — Powered by BrightScope. (2026). “The ICI/ISS MI Defined Contribution Plan Profile: A Close Look at 401(k) Plans, 2023.” ICI.
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To estimate the fees associated with PEPs, we analyzed the 2024
plan year Form 5500 filings for the Top 25 PEPs ranked by assets
as of December 31, 2024.52 Recognizing that many PEPs are
experiencing rapid growth, simply dividing the total fees by the

160% —1.47%

1.40%
1.20%
1.00%
0.80%
0.60%
0.40%
0.20%
0.00%

Less than
$1IM

Total 401(k) Plan Costs in 2023 by Assets

ending total assets would understate the fees as a percentage of
assets and on a per-capita basis. Instead, dividing the total fees

by the average assets provides a more accurate approximation of

Chart 7

Total Plan Costs

0.97%

$1Mto
$10M

0-70%

$50M

0.54%

$100M

Source: ICI/ISS & MarketPro leveraging data from Brightscope.

Illustration of BPs Fees Paid in Arrears
(PEP growing from $1 billion to $2 billion)

QI 2024

Table 12

Q2 2024

0.42%

$250M

Q3 2024

fees for a growing PEP, as illustrated in Table 12.

0.38%

>$10Mto >$50M to >$100M to >$250M to >$500M to More than
$500M

0.33%
0.25%

$1B $1B

2024
Full Year

Q4 2024

Beginning balance $1.00B $1.25B $1.50B $1.75B
Ending balance $1.258 $1.50B $1.75B $2.00B
Average annual fee rate 0.20% 0.20% 0.20% 0.20%
Quarterly fees $500,000 | $625,000 | $750,000 $875,000
Source: Authors’ illustration.
52 The methodology we used to estimate fees was based on the total fees listed on Schedule H - Part 11 -i (12), divided by the average of the beginning and

ending assets for asset-based fees. Following a similar approach, we divided total fees by the average of the beginning and ending participants with a
balance for per-head fees. For average total fees by adopting employer, we divided total fees by the number of adopting employers as of 12/31/2024.
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In this example, the total fees paid from the PEP for the 2024
plan year in the amount of $2,750,000 would be detailed on Form
5500. However, without knowing the average annual fee rate

of 0.20%, estimating fees based solely on the ending balance
would result in a significant understatement. For instance:

e Dividing by the ending balance
$2,750,000 + $2,000,000,000 = 0.1375%
(Understates fees by more than 30%)

e Dividing by the average balance
$2,750,000 + $1,500,000,000 = 0.1833%
(Provides a more accurate estimate)

Many PEPs offer tiered fee structures based on a combination
of participant counts and assets, which further complicates fee
estimation. While we did not have access to sufficient data to
estimate fees at the individual adopting employer level, we were
able to approximate fees for the average adopting employer in
each PEP in the Top 25 ranked by assets.5®

When examining the administrative and fiduciary fees of the Top
25 PEPs for the 2024 plan year, we observed the following trends.

1. Higher Fees and a Wider Range of Fees for Smaller
Adopting Employers. PEPs with smaller average adopting
employers (i.e., under $10 million in assets) tended to
have higher fees as a percentage of assets, as illustrated
in Chart 8.

2. Lower Fees for Larger Adopting Employers. Conversely,
the five PEPs with average adopting employers exceeding
$10 million in assets had administrative and fiduciary fees
below 40 bps. This suggests that larger employers benefit
from economies of scale and more favorable pricing
structures.

3. Flat Trendline for Per-Capita Fees. When measuring fees
on a per-capita basis, the trendline in Chart 9 remained
relatively flat, regardless of the average assets of adopting
employers. However, for plans under $10 million, there was
significant dispersion in per-capita fees, which could often
be traced back to adverse underwriting characteristics and
may also be a result of differences in annual base fees billed
directly to the employer.

The fees listed on Form 5500 do not include investment
management expenses, which the ICI/ISS & MarketPro study
included in total fees. To provide an appropriate comparison, we
added the 28 bps average investment expense cited by ICI/ISS &
MarketPro, leveraging 2023 data from BrightScope for the PEPs,
in Table 13. Like Single Employer Plans, the investment fees will
vary depending on the investments offered in the PEP, with the
primary factor being whether an active, passive, or hybrid target
date fund is used as the Qualified Default Investment Alternative.

These findings highlight the importance of competitive forces in
the PEP market, which help to ensure that adopting employers
have access to PEPs with appropriate services at a market-
competitive cost.

The insights presented here are the result of extensive research
on the PEP marketplace conducted over the past two years,
requiring significant expertise and resources that may not be
readily available to most employers. Given the ERISA standard
of care, which requires fiduciaries to act as prudent experts,
employers may need to engage third-party professionals

to conduct this level of analysis, which may add significant
additional costs to evaluating and monitoring a PEP.

Table 13
Comparison of Plan Weighted Fees Between Single Employer Plans and the Top 25 PEPs

Average

Range of

Average

401(k) Costs PEP Costs PEP Costs
Less than $1M 1.47% 1.08% 0.70% - 1.26%
$IMto $10M 0.97% 0.86% 0.36% - 1.40%
>$10M to $50M 0.70% 0.68% 0.60% - 0.82%
>$50M to $100M 0.54% 0.44% 0.41% - 0.48%

Source: Authors’ calculations

53 Itis important to note that only fees paid from plan assets are reported on Form 5500. Thus, any fees for the PEPs that were paid directly by the adopting
employers are not captured. This would also be the case for a Single Employer Plan where the employer pays certain fees directly.
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Chart 8
Average Administrative and Fiduciary Fees in the Top 25 PEPs — Annual Fees Measured in
Basis Points by Average Assets of Adopting Employer
(Excluding expenses of the investment offerings)
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Source: U.S. DOL. EFAST (2024) “Form 5500 filings for plan years ending in 2024.”

Chart 9
Average Administrative and Fiduciary Fees in the Top 25 PEPs — Annual Fees Per-Participant Measured
in Dollars by Average Number of Participants per Employer
(Excluding expenses of the investment offerings)
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The PEP vs. Single Employer Plan Decision:
Factors, Responsibilities, and Adoption Patterns

According to Cerulli Associates’ most recent survey data, the top
reasons companies with existing retirement plans choose to join
a PEP vary depending on the size of their existing Single Employer
Plan, as shown in Table 14.5 Small and mid-sized plan sponsors
cited “lowering administrative costs” as the leading factor for
joining a PEP, while large plan sponsors placed a higher priority
on simplification of plan administration and compliance.

When deciding whether to retain a Single Employer Plan or
participate in a PEP, employers are likely to weigh several factors.
Larger employers often have greater leverage to negotiate
competitive services and fees for customized solutions,
including the ability to outsource fiduciary responsibilities while
maintaining a Single Employer Plan. This means that the primary
consideration for larger employers may be freeing up internal
staff time for other initiatives, rather than additional cost savings.

Employers may be more likely to retain a Single Employer Plan
under the following circumstances:

e Ability to Negotiate Competitive Services and Fees
— large employers with significant leverage to secure
customized solutions at competitive rates.

e Experienced Benefits Staff — employers with skilled
benefits professionals capable of managing plan
administration responsibilities effectively.

e Strong Fiduciary Committee — senior leaders available
to form a robust fiduciary committee and oversee plan
governance.

e Comfortable Managing Risk — employers who are
confident about maintaining reasonable levels of fiduciary
risk through formal governance structures, prudent policies,
and thorough documentation of decisions.

e Business Needs Dictate Specific Features —
organizations requiring investment offerings, plan
provisions, or other features not available in a PEP structure.

Table 14
Primary Factor for Selecting a PEP

Decision-Making Factors

Sponsors

Small Plan

Midsized Plan
Sponsors

All Plan
Sponsors

Large Plan
Sponsors

(<$25M)

(S25M-$250M) (>=$250M)

Lowering administrative costs 30% 40% 27% 34%
| (e.g., recordkeeping fees)

Simplification of plan 23% 21% 30% 24%

administration and compliance

Simplification of investment 16% 24% 16% 20%

selection and monitoring

Lowering investment costs 16% 9% 14% 12%

(e.g., access to institutional

share classes)

Outsourcing fiduciary liability 14% 6% 14% 10%

Source: Data from Cerulli for PLANSPONSOR.

54 Lin, Natalie. (2024). “Pooled Employer Plan Assets Reach $10B, Cerulli Reports.” PLANSPONSOR.
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Employers may be more likely to consider joining a PEP under
these circumstances:

e Limited Service Provider Options — difficulty securing
services at reasonable fees or limited availability of
competitive providers.

e Lean Benefits Staff — employers with minimal benefits
staff or those relying on other departments to manage plan
administration responsibilities, particularly when this has
led to operational defects requiring corrective action.

e Limited Senior Leadership Availability — turnover or
competing responsibilities limiting the availability of senior
leaders to serve on a fiduciary committee.

e Preference to Outsource Liability — desire to minimize
fiduciary risk by outsourcing responsibilities to a PPP.

e Comparable Plan Structure — plan investment structure
and service offerings unlikely to differ materially between a
Single Employer Plan and a PEP.

These factors vary even among small-, medium-, and large-
sized employers, meaning that the decision about which type of
retirement vehicle to offer will depend on a variety of factors, not
just company size.

Employer Responsibilities After
Adopting a PEP

Transitioning to a PEP does not eliminate all the governance
responsibilities for adopting employers. Itis critical for
employers to maintain their governance structure, because they
remain responsible for key decisions, including the selection
and ongoing monitoring of the PPP and, potentially, other PEP
fiduciaries.

Depending on the specific PEP structure, adopting employers
may retain decision-making authority for certain aspects of the
investment lineup, such as optional provisions like managed
accounts or self-directed brokerage accounts. In addition,
employers should confirm the PPP is adhering to IRS and ERISA
regulations to maintain tax-qualified status, including timely
deposits of contributions; filing the annual Form 5500 filing and
audit on time; reviewing the annual nondiscrimination testing for
accuracy; and ensuring any necessary corrections are processed
promptly.

Even after adopting a PEP, an employer should maintain a
fiduciary committee to oversee their responsibilities. Key
responsibilities include:

e Selection and Monitoring of the PPP — Ensure the PPP
continues to meet the needs of the plan and its participants.

e Annual Fund Performance Review — Meet at least
annually to evaluate the performance of the investment
lineup and the PPPs oversight of the 3(38) Investment
Manager.

e Stay Informed about PEP Offerings — Remain updated
about the PEP’s investment options, financial wellness
services, and other participant-focused products.

Adopting employers should actively monitor the PPP and other
service providers to ensure they are fulfilling their responsibilities
and delivering value to participants. Key considerations include:

* Process Adherence — Confirm that the PPP and service
providers are following their stated processes and meeting
service standards.

e Participant Success Metrics — Track key metrics such as
participation rates and participant savings levels to assess
the plan’s effectiveness.

e Evaluate New Services and Features — Consider optional
services and features as they become available, including
those introduced with a negative election (or opt-out)
structure.

e Compliance Reviews — Regularly review System
and Organization Controls (SOC) 1 & 2 reports,*®
nondiscrimination testing results, the Form 5500 filing, and
the auditor’s report to ensure compliance with regulatory
requirements.

Benchmarking Services and Fees — Periodically compare
the PEP’s services and fees against the broader marketplace
to confirm they remain competitive and reasonable. This

is especially important because the pace of PEP market
growth is significant.

While the PPP assumes many fiduciary responsibilities, adopting
employers still retain certain liabilities and should ensure

they have appropriate insurance coverage. Key considerations
include:

e Payroll and Contribution Responsibilities — Adopting
employers remain responsible for ensuring timely and
accurate payroll contributions.

e |mpacton Insurance Premiums — The PPP’s assumption
of fiduciary liability may reduce, but does not eliminate, the
employer’s fiduciary liability insurance premiums.

e Separate Policies — Adopting employers should maintain
their own fiduciary liability insurance and fidelity bond
coverage in addition to the PPP’s coverage.

e Annual Review of Coverage — Revisit insurance coverage
at least annually and adjust as needed to reflect changes in
plan size, structure, or risk exposure.

55 Hemmer, Nicole. (2023). “What is the Difference Between a SOC 1 and a SOC 2 Report?”
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Size of Employers Adopting PEPs

In conducting recordkeeper searches for Single Employer

Plan 401(k)s, there are differences in provider capabilities in
different market segments. While participant-facing technology,
such as websites and mobile apps, is often consistent among
plans of different sizes, smaller employers may encounter
limitations in certain areas, such as plan design customization,
communications, and fee structure flexibility. Consequently,
employers with Single Employer Plan 401(k)s under $10 million
are less likely to experience significant limitations compared to
Single Employer Plans when transitioning to a PEP.

To better understand the size of adopting employers in PEPs,
we analyzed the 2024 plan year Form 5500 filings and compiled
a summary of the 51,162 adopting employers by their assets in
the PEP, as detailed in Table 15. While the majority of adopting
employers in PEPs had assets under $10 million, we identified
350 adopting employers with assets of $10 million or more as of
December 31, 2024.

Adopting employers with assets of $10 million or more account

for roughly half of total PEP assets, but represent less than 1% of
the total number of adopting employers. This disparity highlights

the concentration of assets among a small subset of larger
employers in PEPs, while most adopting employers are smaller
organizations with assets under $10 million.

For smaller employers, a PEP may provide access to economies
of scale and streamlined administration without sacrificing
participant-facing technology or service quality. Larger
employers may find that their ability to negotiate customized
solutions and fee structures in a Single Employer Plan remains
advantageous, particularly if their assets exceed $100 million. As
stated earlier, fees are typically not the primary factor for larger
employers that influence a company’s decision to join a PEP.

By understanding the distribution of adopting employers by asset
size, stakeholders can better evaluate the role of PEPs in serving
different market segments and assess whether PEPs align with
their organizational needs and goals.

Table 15
PEP Use by Adopting Employer Asset Size

PEP-Adopting Employers as of # Adopting Assets
December 31, 2024 SEEOTEE

Under $10M 50,812 $10.4 billion
$10M to <$25M 257 $3.7 billion
$25M to <$50M 54 $1.8 billion
$50M to <$100M 25 $1.7 billion
$100M to <$250M 10 $1.4 billion
$250M to <$500M 4 $1.2 billion
$500M or greater None None

Source: U.S. DOL. EFAST (2021-2024) “Form 5500 filings for plan years ending in 2021-2024.”
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Noteworthy PEP Market Developments in 2025

Accessing accurate and timely data about the PEP marketplace
remains a challenge, due to limitations in publicly available
information, such as Form 5500 filings with lagged data,
incomplete data from industry surveys, and reporting
inaccuracies. These gaps underscore the importance of
supplementing historical data with real-time updates to better
understand the evolving PEP landscape.

Key Developments and Trends

The dynamic nature of the PEP marketplace was evident in
several structural changes and provider transitions during 2025.
For example, the AGC Select 401(k), a former MEP, transitioned
to a PEP in 2024 under NPPG Plan Professionals as the PPP and
later to Empower as the recordkeeper in August 2025.% Similarly,
Principal partnered with FuturePlan, a subsidiary of Ascensus,
to serve as the PPP for its largest PEP, the Principal Ease 401(k)
Plan.%” Unlike Single Employer Plans, where changes to service
providers are employer-driven, PEP transitions are dictated

by the PPP and apply uniformly to all adopting employers.
While PPP oversight can streamline transitions, employers

and participants may face challenges such as payroll feed
adjustments, staff training, and participant communication.

PEPs are also beginning to influence the more established PEO
market. In December 2025, ADP launched the Save4Retirement
Pooled Employer Plan with Pentegra as the PPP.%¢ ADP, a leader
in payroll and recordkeeping services, also sponsors the largest
PEO MEP, with $9.2 billion in assets and more than 346,000
participants as of December 2024.%° The Tandem HR 401 (k)
Plan — a PEO sponsored PEP, with $310 million in assets —
transitioned from a MEP to a PEP in 2022. These developments
suggest PEOs may increasingly consider PEPs, weighing trade-
offs, such as outsourcing fiduciary liability to a PPP, versus the
loss of controlinherent in the PEP structure.

In June 2025, Vestwell became the PPP for a new PEP serving
Amazon’s Delivery Service Partner (DSP) program. This initiative
aims to expand retirement savings access to tens of thousands
of DSP employees; more than 4,400 owners and 390,000
drivers.®® The PEP structure eliminates the need for sponsorship
by a lead employer, which makes it appealing to industries with
exclusive service providers or franchisee models, such as the
food and beverage industry, service-related fields, and business
support services.®

56 Boyle, Emily. (2025). “Empower to Recordkeep $600M PEP.” PLANSPONSOR.

Over time, as the PEP marketplace matures, addressing delays
in data updates and efforts to improve data quality for reporting
will be helpful. For now, it is important for industry professionals,
employers, and policymakers alike to keep abreast of the latest
developments and innovation to ensure proper guidance when
beneficial and intervention when needed.

57 Principal. (2025). “Principal collaborates with FuturePlan to meet heightened demand for pooled retirement plans.”
58 ADP Media Center. (2025). “ADP®’s New Save4Retirement Pooled Employer Plan Cuts Cost and Complexity.”

59 U.S. Department of Labor. (2024). EFAST Form 5500 Series Search.

60 Vestwell. (2025). “Vestwell Launches Retirement Solution for Amazon Delivery Service Partners (DSPs) Program.” Tomay, Beryl. (2024). “Amazon is investing
an additional $2.1 billion in the Delivery Service Partner program — its biggest investment yet.”

61 Frannet. (2024). “Top 3 Most Common Franchising Industries {And Why}.”
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PEP Opportunities

Unlock Advantages of Scale
for More Small and Mid-Size

Employers

PEPs offer small and mid-sized employers access to
institutional-quality retirement benefits by pooling assets among
multiple employers to achieve economies of scale. This scale
lowers investment management and recordkeeping costs;
unlocks more sophisticated investment options; and enables
the PPP to integrate financial technology tools, strengthen
cybersecurity protections, and implement auto-portability
solutions that would be too costly or complex for some
individual employers to manage on their own.

PEPs also support the introduction of retirement income
products and private market assets in diversified investment
lineups — innovations typically limited to large Single Employer
Plans — by generating sustained liquidity as new employers

join. Employers considering a PEP should evaluate the PPP’s
capabilities, governance structure, and transparency to ensure
innovations are grounded in fiduciary prudence and deliver
measurable participant outcomes. For the right employer, a

PEP can lower costs, support new innovative products, reduce
administrative burden, and transfer fiduciary responsibilities and
risk. However, not every PEP delivers equal value, and employers
need to exercise care to evaluate structure, pricing, and services
carefully before joining one.

Mitigate Fiduciary Risk

One of the key advantages of PEPs is the transfer of some of the
fiduciary responsibility and risk to the PPP and other fiduciaries.
Itis important to note, though, that adopting employers

retain the responsibility and associated risk for selecting and
monitoring the PPP that cannot be outsourced to a third party.
Small employers with limited or no benefits staff may find they
still need to seek external professionals to meet their fiduciary
duties under a PEP, which adds costs.

In addition to their PEP offerings, several PPPs have introduced
solutions that mirror the 3(16) Plan Administration and
Investment Management services of their PEP with a Single
Employer Plan. Commonly referred to as Group of Plans
(GoP) solutions, these arrangements allow employers to
retain their Single Employer Plan structure while benefiting
from professionalized oversight and administrative support.
This flexibility may appeal to employers who prefer to retain
certain plan features or governance structures while reducing
their fiduciary risk, or to employers with plans below the audit
threshold.

Expand Participant Services

PEPs can give participants access to services that small
employers often cannot offer on their own, such as financial
wellness tools, managed account options, retirement income
solutions, and more. Depending on the structure of the PEP,
these solutions may be proprietary to the PPP, the investment
advisor, or the plan recordkeeper, or may be supported by other
third-party providers. For employers maintaining Single Employer
Plans, the decision to offer additional participant services —
whether in-plan or out-of-plan — can be daunting. By shifting
responsibility for selecting and monitoring services to the

PPP, PEPs can alleviate this burden for employers and provide
participants with access to a broader range of solutions.

For example, while small and medium-sized companies
maintaining Single Employer Plans are often limited to a single
managed account solution offered by their recordkeeper,®? or
may have no option at all, the PPP can leverage the aggregated
assets of their PEP (or multiple PEPs) to attract independent
managed account providers for consideration. Unlike Single
Employer Plans, which may be constrained by the proprietary
offerings of their recordkeeper, PEPs benefit from the PPP’s
ability to negotiate and select non-proprietary solutions tailored
to the needs of participants.®®

The range of services varies widely among PEPs. Some prioritize
simplicity and low cost over a full-service menu. Employers
should be careful to look for conflicts of interest when a PPP’s
affiliated firms provide the plan’s investment or wellness
services.

Reduce Internal Administrative
Work

Managing a retirement plan can take significant staff time, from
drafting communication materials and notices® to overseeing
compliance, working with auditors, and responding to
participant questions. Under a PEP, the PPP, often acting as the
3(16) Plan Administrator, takes on most of these responsibilities,
freeing up internal HR or benefits staff. Payroll processing and
funding remain the adopting employer’s responsibility, although
PEPs may offer access to third-party payroll aggregation services
to simplify data submissions. These services add cost, but the
time savings can outweigh the expenses for employers without
dedicated benefits staff.

62 U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2014). “401(k) Plans: Improvements Can Be Made to Better Protect Participants in Managed Accounts.”

63 Employers in a PEP where the PPP also serves as the managed account provider, or in a PEP where the PPP has selected the recordkeeper’s managed
account solution, should ask for clarification about the process for selecting and monitoring these services, given the potential conflict of interest.

64 While the 3(16) administrator may be responsible for these notices, the preparation and fulfillment for hard copy mailings may be billed back to the plan

sponsor, depending on the fee structure of the PEP.
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PEP Challenges

PEPs hold considerable promise for reducing the cost and
administrative burden of offering a workplace retirement plan,
but realizing that promise depends on addressing a set of
structural and operational challenges that have persisted as
the market has grown. Importantly, many of these challenges
are not unique to PEPs — they reflect broader difficulties that
Single Employer Plans face as well — but they take on added
complexity in the PEP context, given the centralized structure
and the scale at which PPPs must manage compliance for
dozens or hundreds of adopting employers. This section reviews
these challenges.

Payroll and Data Sharing
Challenges

Payroll and data sharing challenges remain a persistent
problem. Keeping employee data current, including hire dates,
address changes, employment status, and other data items,
remains the employer’s responsibility. Errors in the data can
trigger compliance failures and disrupt enrollment, loans, and
distributions.

Adopting employers are still responsible for submitting payroll,
and evidence from Form 5500 filings suggests that late deposits
are a recurring issue. Among the Top 10 PEPs for the 2024

plan year,®® all 10 reported late deposits, averaging 2% of total
contributions, and only two had fully corrected them to within
$500, while the majority listed late contributions that still require
corrections for multiple plan years. Larger PEPs with more
employers generally experienced a higher percentage of late
deposits, except where the payroll provider or an outsourced
human resources group served as the PPP.

Managing multiple payrolls in a PEP can exacerbate these
challenges, because errors affecting small populations in the
PEP may be more difficult to identify and resolve, particularly for
PPPs managing thousands of data feeds from different payroll
providers. To mitigate these issues, PEPs administered by payroll
providers or outsourced human resources groups may offer
advantages in reconciling payroll discrepancies and ensuring
timely contributions.

Audit Filing and Form 5500
Reporting Issues

Auditing PEPs is more complex than auditing Single Employer
Plans because it requires consolidated reporting for all adopting
employers, including small employers that may never have

been subjected to an audit before. Timely audit filing remains a
challenge for some PEPs. For the 2024 plan year, 40 PEPs filed
their Form 5500 without completing their audit by the October

15, 2025, deadline, and most had not filed an amended return
by December 31, 2025. Five PEPs missed the October 15, 2025,
deadline entirely, raising concerns about the PPP’s ability to
meet such regulatory requirements.%®

Form 5500 reporting compliance also is a growing problem.
Efforts to improve the identification and oversight of PEPs

have led to several changes in the form reporting requirements
in recent years. These include the introduction of the 2W
characteristic code in 2022 to distinguish PEPs from other
MEPs, the requirement to include the PPP’s Acknowledgment

ID (ACK ID)¥” on Schedule MEP beginning in 2023, and

expanded reporting in Schedule MEP Part Il to include detailed
participating employer information. Nevertheless, reporting
errors persist. Some established PEPs omitted required codes
(like the 2W code identifying them as PEPs), while some non-PEP
plans included them incorrectly. Other common inaccuracies
included omissions of codes such as 2S, which indicates

the plan provides for automatic enrollment, and 2T, which
indicates the plan allows for total or partial participant-directed
accounts. Schedule MEP filings also often contain incomplete
or inaccurate data, including incomplete employer lists, missing
ACK ID, or outdated information. These errors complicate the
identification process and may hinder regulatory oversight.

What Needs to Improve

Addressing these challenges will require proactive efforts by
PPPs, including:

1. Faster audit completion and timely amended filings when
deadlines are missed.

2. Stronger quality controls on Schedule MEP and employer
reporting.

3. Better payroll integration tools and error detection support
for adopting employers.

4. Training to help employers understand their compliance
obligations.

These challenges reflect the growing pains for a rapidly
expanding PEP marketplace. By addressing these issues
proactively, PPPs can strengthen the operational and fiduciary
oversight of PEPs, ensuring delivery on their promise of cost-
efficient professional plan administration and broader retirement
plan access.

65 The Top 10 PEPs as measured by assets on their 2024 Form 5500 filing as of December 31, 2024.
66 Form 5500 filings are due seven months after the end of the plan year (i.e., July 31 for a calendar year plan) or can be extended an additional two and a half

months on request by filing Form 5558.

67 The ACK ID is a unique identifier issued by the DOL, confirming the successful submission and registration of the PPP, which demonstrates that the PPP

has met the initial registration requirements of the SECURE Act.

36 © 2026, Georgetown University. All Rights Reserved.

Pooled Employer Plans (PEPs): Five Years of Growth, Market Evolution,
and the Opportunities and Challenges Ahead



Barriers to PEP Adoption

PEPs offer an additional way to expand workplace retirement
savings, especially for small and mid-sized employers. By
pooling employers together, PEPs can reduce administrative
burdens and shift some fiduciary responsibility to a PPP.
Nevertheless, PEP adoption has been slower than expected.
A range of operational, compliance, and administrative
complexities continues to create friction for employers and
providers.

Limited Awareness and Education

PEPs are still relatively new. Many employers do not fully
understand how they work, what responsibilities employers
retain, or how PEPs compare to Single Employer Plans. This

lack of familiarity can lead to hesitation, delays, or misinformed
decisions. Clear, practical education about costs, fiduciary
roles, and transition requirements is essential if PEPs are to gain
broader traction. One of the main barriers for small employers is
the lack of resources to gain access to the necessary information
of different PEP offerings to make informed decisions, including
the residual fiduciary responsibilities and risk they retain.

While there are several tax credits for employers under SECURE
2.0 to entice small employers to offer retirement plans, limited
awareness remains a concern. These incentives help offset the
costs associated with starting and maintaining administrative
costs and employer contributions permitted for both Single
Employer Plans and PEPs, as detailed in Table 16.

Table 16
SECURE 2.0 Tax Credits Summary

SECURE 2.0 Tax Who is eligible?

Credit

Amount

Duration Purpose

Employers who have
not maintained Up to $250 per
another qualified NHCE, max 20 Offset the cost of
401(k) startup tax : \
. plan in the past 3 employees 3 years starting a new
credit : .
years with 1-100 retirement plan
employees and at Max $5,000 per year
least one NHCE
Up to $1,000 per
Employers with up to employee Encourage employer
Employer 401(k) 50 employees & e contributions to
contribution credit (phased out for 51— | Phased: 100%, 75%, y employee retirement
100) 50%, 25%, 0% over 5 accounts
years
Any employer that Encourage adoption
Auto-enrollment includes automatic 500 ervedr TR of automatic
credit enrollment in the Pety y enrollment to boost
plan design participation
Employers with < $200 per military
spouse plus up to
100 employees who . .
- : . $300 in employer Support retirement
Military spouse offer immediate g Up to 3 years per : s
S s N contributions savings for military
participation eligibility and spouse famili
. o amilies
vesting to military Max $500 per
spouses P
spouse, per year
Source: ADP.
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Transition and Liquidity
Restrictions

Moving from a Single Employer Plan to a PEP can be complex.
Capital preservation investments such as stable value funds,
insurance general account products, and separate account
products often include redemption restrictions. These may allow
portfolio managers to delay redemptions for 12-24 months

or impose Market Value Adjustments (MVAs), or multi-year
redemption schedules requiring installments over five to 10
years. As a result, employers may need to retain legacy plans
longer than anticipated, increasing costs and administrative
work to avoid disruptions and ensure compliance.

Safe Harbor and Protected Benefits
Considerations

Transitions for safe harbor plans also present timing challenges,
because employers must align their transitions with regulatory
constraints. Protected benefits, such as grandfathered
provisions, must also be carefully accounted for to remain in
compliance with anti-cutback requirements under ERISA.58
Employers must also adopt any open amendments to their
legacy Single Employer Plans after transitioning to a PEP.

After adoption, the final Form 5500 filing for the legacy plan
must be completed, including a final audit if applicable. Since
the Form 5500 filing is due seven months after the end of the
plan year, the filing deadline will depend on the transition date.
For mid-year transitions to a PEP, the end of the plan year for
the legacy plan coincides with the transition. For example, a
transition to a PEP on March 31, 2024, would mean the legacy
Single Employer Plan’s final Form 5500 is due October 31,
2024, or January 15, 2025, with an extension. Ensuring timely
completion of this filing is critical to avoid penalties and
maintain compliance.

Roth IRA Rollover Limitations

An employer participating in a state-facilitated auto-IRA program
could decide to join a PEP or offer a Single Employer Plan due to
changes in their workforce demographics or expansion across
state lines. Under current IRS rules, Roth IRAs cannot be rolled
over to a 401(k) — whether a Single Employer Plan or a PEP — or
any other employer-sponsored retirement plan. Since the state
IRA programs use Roth IRAs, employees would be required to
maintain two separate accounts, resulting in duplicated costs
and administrative complexity. This limitation may discourage
employers from transitioning to a PEP or create confusion for
employees managing multiple accounts. Roth IRAs should be
made fully portable.

Spin-Off and Exit Challenges

Leaving a PEP can also be complicated. An adopting employer
cannot simply terminate its portion of the plan. In certain
situations, such as mergers or acquisitions, the employer may
have to establish its own stand-alone employer-sponsored
retirement plan to accept the assets from the PEP, which

then can be terminated.®® This creates additional costs and
administrative burden, and extends the timeframe to terminate
the plan after a change in ownership or unwinding of a business.

Establishing a new 401(k) plan is no small task, and this added
step can easily add three to four months to the termination
process. Even when the PEP’s recordkeeper is used for the new
plan, the process includes establishing a new plan document
and summary plan description, building the new Single
Employer Plan on the recordkeeping system, and creating the
required disclosures and communications for plan participants.
Depending on the investment lineup, the newly established
Single Employer Plan may not qualify for the same investments
offered in the PEP, not to mention that the employer is fully
responsible for the selection and monitoring of investments in
the new plan. While the new Single Employer Plan may only be
needed for a short period of time, a Form 5500 filing will still be
required, which adds additional time and expense. Simplifying
spin-off processes would reduce friction and make PEP adoption
less risky for adopting employers.

Audit Thresholds and
Administrative Burdens for Frozen
Assets

Participant counts are aggregated at the PEP level and can
unintentionally subject small employers to costly audit
requirements that they would not face with a Single Employer
Plan. Employers transitioning frozen legacy plans into a PEP may
face unnecessary administrative burdens, such as continued
Form 5500 filings and audits. For example, a frozen capital
preservation fund that is subject to redemption restrictions

may have to be left in the legacy Single Employer Plan for a year,
or longer in some cases. These all increase participant and
employer costs.

68 The anti-cutback rule is designed to protect participants in tax-qualified plans, including 401(k) plans, from retroactive reductions in benefits that have

already been earned or accrued under the plan’s terms.

69 Droblyen, Eric. (2022). Employee Fiduciary. “Good Luck Escaping a Pooled Employer 401(k) Plan (PEP).”
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2026 Pooled Employer Plan Bulletin

The DOL’s Employer Benefit Security Administration (EBSA)
published the 2026 Pooled Employer Plan Bulletin presenting
data it receives about PPPs and PEPs.” The bulletin is based

on Form PR filings submitted through December 31, 2024, and
Form 5500 data for statistical years 2021-2023 (defined as plan
years ending in 2021-2023). While the data sources used in the
bulletin are the same as those referenced in this paper (Form
5500 and Form PR filings), the DOL’s analysis was conducted
independently and completed before the 2024 Form 5500 filings
were available. Given the inconsistencies in the application of
the 2W characteristic code and differences in methodology, it is
not surprising that the totals we arrived at in our analysis differ
slightly. For example, this paper excludes PEPs with an ending
balance of $0, which may account for some of the variation in
the number of PPPs and PEPs.

The bulletin highlights that beginning in statistical year 2023,
the DOL will be able to extract additional information about
employers participating in PEPs from Form 5500, due to the
requirement for PEPs to attach the new Schedule MEP. However,
as noted in our analysis, inaccuracies in reporting, alternative
submission formats, and missing information may resultin

gaps in the data. These issues underscore the importance of
improving reporting accuracy to ensure reliable insights into the
PEP marketplace.

Key Observations from the Bulletin

1. Pooled Plan Providers (PPPs): As of December 31,
2024, there were 167 PPPs, with fourteen terminating
between 2020 and 2024.7" This reflects the relatively
small but growing number of entities operating in the PEP
marketplace.

2. Challenges in Identifying PEPs: The bulletin acknowledged
challenges in relying on characteristic codes to identify
PEPs, instead cross-referencing Form PR filings to ensure
accuracy. The DOL’s Form 5500 reporting compliance
program determined that a high percentage of plans
that used the 2W code had done so erroneously, without
submitting a corresponding Form PR.”2 This observation
aligns with our findings about reporting inconsistencies and
the need for improved oversight.

3. PEP Assets: In statistical year 2023, PEPs held slightly under
$12 billion in assets, with the top 20% of PEPs accounting
for 86% of total assets.” This concentration of assets among
a small subset of PEPs is consistent with our analysis of
the 2024 plan year data, where larger PEPs dominate the
marketplace.

70 U.S. Department of Labor, Employee Benefit Security Administration
71 U.S. Department of Labor, Employee Benefit Security Administration

73 U.S. Department of Labor, Employee Benefit Security Administration
74 U.S. Department of Labor, Employee Benefit Security Administration
75 Vanguard. (2025). “How America Saves” (p. 9).
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4. Participant Counts: The bulletin reported 1,155,000 total
participants, including 1,052,000 active participants and
103,000 retired or separated participants and 484,000
participants with a balance. This results in a participation
rate of approximately 36.2%,”* which aligns with our analysis
of the 2024 plan year filings. Only three of the Top 10 PEPs
by Assets had participation rates above 50% in 2024, and
the participation rates ranged between 15% and 75%. This
is surprisingly low, compared to Vanguard’s plan-weighted
average participation rate of 82%.7° The low participation
rate observed may improve in future years because auto-
enrollment mandates under SECURE 2.0 took effect
beginning January 1, 2025.

5. Active PEPs per PPP: The percentage of PPPs operating
more than six PEPs was 15% in statistical year 2023. Among
the 167 PPPs that registered, a handful appeared to have a
common affiliation. This suggests that an increasing number
of PPPs are sponsoring multiple PEPs, and the PPP market
may be more concentrated than it seems.

6. Products or Services Reported by PPPs: Among PEPs, 76%
reported offering additional products or services. The most
common offerings included: (i) plan administration (64%);
(ii) investment management (43%); (iii) other administrative,
fiduciary, or other services (33%); and (iv) custodial
or trustee services (36%). These findings highlight the
multifaceted roles PPPs can play in and differences among
PEP structures available in the marketplace and the need for
employers to identify and vet potential conflicts of interest.

7. Adopting Employer Data: The bulletin did notinclude
information about adopting employers by state, which
could provide valuable insights into geographical trends in
PEP adoption and the impact of state-facilitated programs.
Future analyses leveraging Schedule MEP data may help
address this gap once the information becomes readily
available.

Reflections on the Bulletin

While the 2026 Pooled Employer Plan Bulletin provides useful
statistical insights, its observations are based on data that

is dated, due to the timing of Form 5500 filings and reporting
challenges that extend the necessary time to compile data.
This differs from state-facilitated programs and government-
sponsored programs abroad, where information is readily
available on a monthly or quarterly basis. Additional reporting
requirements for PPPs — including quarterly updates about
assets and participant counts — could contribute to a better
understanding of the adoption and growth of PEPs.

. Pooled Employer Plan Bulletin.
. Pooled Employer Plan Bulletin (p. 7-8).

. Pooled Employer Plan Bulletin (p. 14).

)
)
2026). Pooled Employer Plan Bulletin (p. 9).
)
)

. Pooled Employer Plan Bulletin (p. 11-12).
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DOL PEP Request for Information (RFI)

OnJuly 28, 2025, the DOL’s EBSA issued a public RFI soliciting
comments and responses to questions aimed at determining
whether additional guidance could facilitate small employers
joining PEPs.”® The RFl included 25 questions categorized into
three areas: (i) General Questions; (ii) Conflicts of Interest and
Mitigation; and (iii) Safe Harbor Considerations. Many of the
General Questions focused on the types of organizations acting
as PPPs, including other roles they may hold in the PEP structure
and whether PEOs are offering PEPs.

Of the 25 questions, 11 were categorized under Safe Harbor
Considerations. These questions explored the structure of
PEPs, roles held by PPPs, permissible ranges of fees, and use of
proprietary investment products. Notably, the final question in
this section diverged from the others, asking whether offering a
safe harbor to the PPP itself would encourage the formation of
high-quality PEPs.

While the DOL has not commented about or issued additional
guidance to the RFl since it closed on September 29, 2025, they
posted the responses, which highlighted a range of perspectives,
from strong support for expanding PEPs to concerns about
potential shortcomings, consistency with congressional intent,
and cautioning the DOL about potentially overreaching its
authority to calls for safe harbor provisions for cost-effective
Single Employer Plans instead. Many perspectives fell in the
middle, advocating for consistency of safe-harbors, disclosures,
and other requirements between Single Employer Plans and
PEPs to ensure both remain on equal footing.

We reviewed the public comments that were received, which
can be found on the DOL website.”” The responses included
comments on these topics:

1. Regulatory Approach and Market Neutrality. Many of
these comments emphasized that DOL should notissue
guidance that favors any particular PEP business model
(bundled vs. unbundled; affiliated vs. independent service
providers) over another, and should not characterize PEPs
as the preferred plan structure relative to Single Employer
Plans or other qualified plan options. One commenter
pointed to SEC Rule 180, limiting the use of collective
investment trusts in PEPs that permit self-employed
individuals. This barrier was addressed by the SEC on May
4, 2026, with a statement that it would not object to a PEP
that treats itself as a single employer to avoid registration
as an investment company, provided that the pooled
employer plan: (i) is subject to ERISA and (ii) meets all of the
requirements of the relevant section of the Code referenced
in Section 3(c)(11).78

2. Fiduciary Responsibility Allocation. Almost all the
comments reviewed addressed the question of how
fiduciary responsibility should be allocated in PEPs,
particularly with respect to investment management

oversight. Consumer advocates and researchers made

the point that fiduciary oversight responsibilities should

be strengthened and communicated more clearly to small
employers, who often do not understand that selection and
monitoring a PPP cannot be delegated.

. Safe Harbor Considerations. Commenters provided a

range of opinions about the need for and design of any

safe harbor. Many industry groups cautioned against any
safe harbor that would favor any particular plan model or a
specific PEP model, impose fee caps, require unaffiliated
investment managers, or mandate specific investment
structures, arguing this would distort the market and limit
employer choice. A smaller number of industry groups
support a well-designed safe harbor that would give small
employers certainty in meeting fiduciary obligations.
Consumer advocates express concern that a safe harbor fee
threshold would undermine ERISA fiduciary protections and
stifle innovation. Others noted that a safe harbor focusing
on small employers could be helpful, including requiring
administrative fees to be paid directly by the employer,
rather than assessed to plan participants, and extending the
seven-business-day safe harbor for funding for small plans
to adopting employers in a PEP.

. Disclosures and Fee Transparency. Comments about

disclosures and fee transparency varied, with industry
groups generally making the case that existing disclosure
requirements are sufficient and no additional requirements
should be required for PEPs, while consumer advocates
and researchers call for more standardized, comparable
data while questioning the cost competitiveness of PEPs
compared with other plan options available to small
employers. Some industry groups argue that existing fee
disclosure requirements are robust and any additional
requirements would be redundant and undermine
administrative simplicity goals.

. Exemption from Audit Requirements. Several of the

commenters called on DOL to advocate for Congressional
action to exempt small-participant employers from the
ERISA large-plan audit requirement when their own
participant account is below 100, noting that the current
rule triggers audit obligations based on total PEP size rather
than the individual employer’s workforce, which creates
unexpected cost burdens for small businesses joining large
PEPs. Conversely, one commenter pointed to the increased
likelihood of errors in small plans and the complexity of the
administration in a PEP as potentially increasing error as a
rationale to not only retain the audit requirement but also
expand the employer-level reporting.

76 U.S. Department of Labor, EBSA. (2025). “Pooled Employer Plans: Big Plans for Small Businesses.”
77 U.S. Department of Labor, EBSA. (n.d.). “Pooled Employer Plans: Big Plans for Small Businesses.” Public Comments.
78 U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission. (2026). “Staff Statement Regarding Pooled Employer Plans.”
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6. Affiliated Service Providers and Fiduciary Responsibility. The diversity of opinions in the RFl responses underscores the

This issue generated mixed reactions. Some respondents complexity of balancing regulatory oversight with the desire

argued that PPPs should be allowed to hire affiliated for flexibility that still supports innovation in PEP design. While

investment managers or other affiliated service providers some stakeholders view additional guidance and safe harbor

with certain safeguards in place since restrictions could provisions as critical to expanding access to PEPs, others

increase costs, and limit flexibility and innovation in the PEP  caution against imposing requirements that could inadvertently

marketplace. discourage participation or limit solutions for employers. These

insights provided by commenters will likely shape DOL’s future

7. Procedures for Addressing Conflicts of Interest. There regulatory actions and the evolution of the PEP marketplace.

was broad agreement about the need for clear procedures
to identify and mitigate common conflicts of interest in
PEPs, particularly those involving proprietary investment
products and affiliated service providers.

8. Protecting Exit Rights. Several commenters highlighted the
importance of protecting exit rights for adopting employers,
both in terms of investment liquidity and the ability to
transition out of a PEP. Concerns were raised about the
cumbersome process of moving from a PEP to a Single
Employer Plan and subsequently terminating the plan,
which could create barriers for employers seeking to exit.

Frances Perkins
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Department
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Constitution Avenue NW
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Fiduciary Tips for Small Employers Selecting a PEP

Pending additional guidance, the DOL has prepared the following
tips to assist small business owners in selecting a PEP. These
tips, included in Pooled Employer Plans: Big Plans for Small
Business,”® emphasize the importance of careful evaluation and
ongoing oversight to ensure the PEP aligns with the needs of the
employer and its participants.

1. Consider what a PEP can offer you and your employees.

2. Make sure you understand the type of PEP under
consideration.

3. Make sure you consider the experience and qualifications of
the PPP.

4. Make sure you ask questions about the PEP’s fees.
5. Make sure you understand the investment options.

6. Ask questions about your exposure to fiduciary liability for
investments.

7. Ask questions about your exposure to fiduciary liability
should you join the PEP.

8. Do not forget to monitor your PEP on an ongoing basis.

9. Make sure you fully inquire about the implications of exiting
the PEP.

These tips highlight the importance of conducting a thorough
due diligence process before adopting a PEP and maintaining
active oversight after joining. By following these guidelines, small
employers can make informed decisions that align with their
fiduciary responsibilities and support the long-term financial
security of their employees.

79 U.S. Department of Labor, EBSA. (2025). “CFR Parts 2510, 2520, 2550 — Pooled Employer Plans: Big Plans for Small Businesses.”
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Conclusion

When Congress created PEPs through the SECURE Actin 2019,
the goal was to give employers — particularly small and mid-
sized businesses — a professionally administered, lower-cost
alternative to the traditional Single Employer Plan. More than
five years into the PEP experiment, this paper offers an early but
substantive assessment of how that promise is being fulfilled,
and where important work remains to be done.

The growth trajectory is encouraging. PEPs accumulated more
than $20 billion in assets by the end of 2024, and total assets
are expected to exceed $30 billion when 2025 plan year data
become available — a roughly 50 percent year-over-year
increase. The number of PPPs and participating employers
has grown steadily, and the top PEPs are beginning to achieve
meaningful scale.

Yet, the composition of that growth matters. Most PEP assets

to date reflect the migration of existing Single Employer Plans
into PEPs, rather than a significant expansion of retirement

plan coverage. PEPs are fulfilling an important part of their
congressional mandate, professionalizing plan administration
and realigning fiduciary responsibility, but their role in closing the
retirement coverage gap remains modest.

PEPs can offer real advantages for some employers if the
conditions are right. They may be right for some, but not for all.
Like all other plan options, they are a valuable new tool in the
toolbox intended to help expand coverage to all workers. By
pooling unrelated employers under a single plan administered
by a PPP, PEPs can reduce the time, cost, and complexity of
plan sponsorship. They can give smaller employers access to
institutional-quality investment options; financial wellness
tools; and emerging solutions, such as lifetime income products
and alternative investments, that would otherwise be out of
reach. The transfer of significant fiduciary responsibilities to the
PPP is a meaningful benefit, particularly for employers without
dedicated benefits staff.

At the same time, employers must enter with clear eyes.
Adopting a PEP does not eliminate fiduciary responsibility;
employers retain the duty to select and monitor the PPP; a
responsibility that cannot be delegated. Fee structures in the
PEP market vary widely, and our analysis of Form 5500 data
confirms that PEP fees are comparable to, but not always lower
than, Single Employer Plans. Employers must scrutinize contract
terms; understand what they are and are not outsourcing; and
evaluate potential conflicts of interest, particularly where the
PPP and affiliated entities provide multiple services to the

plan. Transitioning into a PEP carries operational complexities,
and exiting one can be even more difficult. Employers should
approach the decision with the same rigor they would bring to
any major benefits decision.

The structural and operational challenges documented in

this paper are important to consider. Audit filings and Form
5500 reporting compliance remain problematic throughout
the market, undermining the ability of regulators and others to
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effectively monitor the PEP marketplace. Market concentration
among Pooled Plan Providers and recordkeepers raises
legitimate concerns about the pace of competition and
innovation, and about the potential for conflicts of interest to
affect plan outcomes. These are not insurmountable problems,
but they require attention from PPPs, recordkeepers, and
regulators alike. PPPs must invest in stronger payroll integration,
audit quality controls, and compliance infrastructure.
Recordkeepers and other service providers should prioritize
transparency and standardized reporting. The DOL, in
responding to its 2025 Request for Information, should use its
regulatory tools to strengthen oversight without inadvertently
favoring one PEP business model over another or disadvantaging
Single Employer Plans that serve employers well.

Several specific policy actions would strengthen the PEP
marketplace and protect employers and participants better.
Congress should address the Roth IRA rollover limitation

that prevents employees from consolidating their savings

into another employer-sponsored plan — a gap that creates
unnecessary complexity and discourages seamless retirement
savings portability. Congress should also revisit the audit
threshold rules that can subject small employers to large-plan
audit obligations simply by virtue of joining a large PEP.

Several potential DOL regulatory actions would address some
of the current barriers. Simplifying the spin-off and exit process
for employers leaving a PEP would reduce a meaningful barrier
to adoption. More timely and granular reporting from PPPs,
including quarterly updates on assets and participant counts,
would give regulators, researchers, and the market far better
visibility into how PEPs are performing than the current annual
Form 5500 data cycle allows. Greater fee transparency and
standardization in disclosure formats would also help employers
make more informed comparisons among PEP structures and
between PEPs and their alternatives.

Ultimately, the success of PEPs will be measured not by assets
under management or the number of adopting employers, but
by whether they meaningfully improve retirement outcomes for
workers. That is a high bar and one that will require the sustained
commitment of everyone in the ecosystem. PPPs and service
providers must continue to invest in innovation, operational
excellence, and genuine transparency. Employers must engage
as informed fiduciaries, not passive participants. Policymakers
must ensure that the regulatory environment keeps pace with a
market that is still finding its footing and one that supports high-
quality PEPs while preserving robust protections for participants
and maintaining a level playing field among all retirement plan
options. Five years in, PEPs have demonstrated real promise. The
work now is to make sure that promise is fully realized.
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