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There are currently over 55 million work-
ing Americans that do not have access to 
a workplace retirement plan (CRI, 2018).  

Small business owners, employing 50 or fewer 
employees, are a signif-
icant catalyst to this 
problem.  67% of small 
business owners do not 
offer their employees a 
workplace retirement 
plan (GAO, 2017), and 
33 million Americans 
work for a small busi-
ness (GAO, 2017). 
There is a significant 
difference in retirement 
preparedness between workers that have ac-
cess to a workplace retirement plan and those 

who do not, as illustrated in Figure 1 (following 
page). 
When workers are not offered a workplace re-
tirement plan, 67% have less than $1,000 saved 

for retirement.  But 
when they do have ac-
cess to a plan, that fig-
ure goes down to 9%.  
The purpose of this 
research is to discov-
er why small business 
owners are so much 
more likely to not offer 
a workplace retirement 
plan compared to larg-
er companies and what 

methods we can employ to increase that adop-
tion rate.

The research described in this 
paper was shown to increase 

workplace retirement plan adop-
tion with small business owners 

through the application of a unique 
combination of two artefacts.
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Findings
Through the Diagnosis Cycle I interviewed indus-
try experts and small business owners, learning that 
there is an information void that is unique to small 
business owners.  Financial advisors are the main 
source of information about workplace retirement 
plan options for most employers, but not for small 
businesses.  This void takes place because financial 
advisors rarely take the time to work with small busi-
nesses because they believe it is difficult for them to 
make money in this environment.  Therefore, small 
business owners are left to fend for themselves and 

Methodology
I use action design research as the method of re-
search.  This allows me to work through several 
cycles to diagnose the problem, design artefacts 
based on what I learned in the Diagnosis Cycle 
and implement the artefacts I designed in the De-
sign Cycle during the Implementation Cycle.  This 
method is also iterative by its nature, allowing for 
reflections and improvements throughout the re-
search..

are usually uninformed or misinformed about what 
their workplace retirement plan options are and the 
costs associated with those options.  Most small 
business owners believe the 401(k) plan is the only 
option available, and that is too expensive and re-
quires too many internal resources to operate.
I combine two artefacts, the elicitation script and the 
adaptive default nudge in the Design Cycle to edu-
cate the small business owner and then guide their 
decision-making process.  The elicitation script is 
a series of eight general questions designed to have 
the small business owner talk about some of their 
challenges to growth and the importance of attract-
ing and retaining quality employees.  I follow this 
with a brief education of three plan types, the 401(k), 
the SIMPLE IRA, and the Payroll Deduction IRA.  I 
finish the elicitation script with seven polling ques-
tions designed to determine the best plan type for 
that individual based on their particular situation.  
This script is followed by an adaptive default nudge, 
which presents four options: the three plan types, 
and the fourth option, which is no plan.  One of the 
options is pre-selected as a “best fit” option based 
on the information I gather.  One option is no plan, 
because freedom of choice is a key tenet of nudging 

Figure 1: Worker Savings Amounts (Reprinted by Permission)
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principles.  In most cases, the small business own-
er agreed with the pre-selected option.  Many stated 
that they felt counseled and consulted, and the pro-
cess gave them confidence in their selection.
The practical implications of these findings is the 
education of financial advisors on how they can 
sell to small business owners and support them in 
a profitable manner.  Another practical implication 
is the opportunity to create a web-based portal that 
can deliver the same experience to tens of thousands 
of small business owners and increase workplace re-
tirement plan adoption in a meaningful fashion.
Limitations on the research include sample size and 
geographic dispersity of the group of small business-
es interviewed.

Conclusions
The results of the research tell us that small business 
owners have identified employees as their biggest 
obstacle to growth.  Specifically, attracting and re-
taining quality employees.  This research goes on 
to tell us that small business owners are uniformed 
and/or misinformed about their options related to 
workplace retirement plans, and when briefly edu-
cated, they are significantly more likely to adopt a 
workplace retirement plan.

Where to Find Out More
More information about this research can be found 
in Closing America’s Retirement Savings Gap: Nudg-
ing Small Business Owners to Adopt Workplace Re-
tirement Plans (Kirtland, 2019).
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