
Copyright © 2014 by PBI Actuarial Consultants Ltd.  All rights reserved. Page 1 

  

VANCOUVER: Suite 1070, One Bentall Centre, 505 Burrard Street, Box 42, Vancouver, BC  V7X 1M5 
Telephone 604-687-8056  ▪  1-877-687-8056   ▪  Fax 604-687-8074  ▪   www.pbiactuarial.ca 

TORONTO: 1 Yonge Street, Suite 1801, Toronto, ON  M5E 1W7 
Telephone 416-214-7748  ▪  Fax 416-369-0515  ▪   www.pbiactuarial.ca 

MONTRÉAL: 465, rue McGill, bureau 200, Montréal (Québec)  H2Y 2H1 
 Téléphone 514-317-2338  ▪  1-877-748-4826  ▪  Télécopieur 514-281-6945  ▪  www.pbiactuariat.ca  

Pensions 
Effective Member Communications Planning 
October 2014 

With the complexities of pension plans and a changing pension 
world, keeping up with and understanding what’s going on is 
difficult enough for plan sponsors, let alone pension plan members.  
Member communication is becoming increasingly important in such 
a changing world.  Effective communication will help build a better 
understanding and appreciation of your pension plan and will have 
a long lasting impact. 

How well do plan members understand their pension plan? 
Below are some questions members might have that can, with the 
right communication, be addressed appropriately. 

 What is my pension entitlement? 

 What are the eligibility requirements? 

 How have pension plan changes impacted me as a 
member? 

 What will happen in the event of a plan windup? 

 Will I get a pension when I retire? 

In addition to the above basic questions about their own pension, members might also be concerned about 
the many challenges faced by pension plans today (e.g. legislative and regulatory hurdles, fluctuating 
economic conditions, funding challenges, etc.).  A good communication strategy will help alleviate any gaps in 
information and promote knowledge and understanding. 

“Don’t communicate to be understood; rather, communicate so as not to be misunderstood.”  
Amy Rees Anderson, Managing Partner and Founder of REES Capital 
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The Five Ws and one H of pension plan communication 
Set up a pension plan communication strategy by going 
through the Five Ws and one H. 

WHO is your audience? 
Your audience is pension plan members and possibly 
potential plan members.  It could also be a subset of 
your membership that is impacted by a change to the 
pension plan and needs to be informed.  For example, a 
change to future service benefits would only impact 
your active members, and the message should be 
directed only to them.  Opening up communication on 
specific matters to all members may cause confusion. 

Know your target audience. 

WHAT is your message? 
Once you have identified your target audience, you need to grab their attention.  What is the purpose of your 
message?  Pension plan member communications need to be clear, understandable, and concise.  The tone 
of your message is very important; focus more on the positive rather than negative. 

Present one idea at a time. 

WHERE will your communications be available?  
In this day and age, there are a number of channels you can use to communicate.  The task is determining 
what will work best for you and your members.  Your plan members’ communications should be found where 
they are more likely to look for it.  Members’ opinions 
can help determine what channels to use and how to 
target certain audiences.  The “Where” of your 
communication strategy will also depend on the 
importance of your message.  For example, if your plan 
is required to communicate with a small portion of your 
membership and responses are required within a tight 
deadline, you might need to send the message in a way 
that guarantees, and provides proof, that each member 
has received it in time to respond before the deadline: 
by registered mail. 

Match your communication channel to the preferences 
of your members and the purpose of your message. 
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HOW? 

WHEN will you communicate? 
Depending on your message and the reasons for communicating it, you could produce semi-annual/quarterly 
communications, hold annual meetings, include inserts in annual pension statements, etc.  Is the message 
required by legislation or is the purpose to educate your members?  There will be more flexibility on timing 
for pension plan education as it will depend on your members’ needs and your intent.  However, new 
pension legislation may require special communication to be completed in a certain timeframe.  Try to also 
take into account your members’ availability to decide on when to publish.  For example, it is better to avoid 
trying to communicate with active plan members during the peak holiday season. 

Timing is everything. 

WHY do you communicate? 
Communication to pension plan members is important: it will help educate your members while also helping 
dispel myths and rumours.  Good communication also prevents misunderstanding.  With the right message, 
misperceptions will be cleared up and your members will have a better appreciation for their pension plan. 

Create a dialogue with your members, know their needs, and build them into your intentions. 

HOW will you communicate? 
What format will you use to communicate?  When deciding on 
how to communicate, the focus should be on getting your 
message across as clearly and efficiently as possible.  The 
format of your communication should take into account 
all of the Five Ws, but should mainly be based on the 
“WHAT” of your communication.  For example, if 
what you need to share is news with a lot of 
numerical data and comparisons, you should 
consider using graphs, or even infographics.  If your 
plan’s administration team has to  
answer the same questions about information that is 
already in your plan’s member handbook, you might choose to 
also create and share the information in the format of an FAQ. 

A picture is worth a thousand words. 

FAQ 

education session 

mobile app 

infographic 

graph 

newsletter 

audio recording 

video 

booklet 
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Now you are ready to set up a communication strategy for your pension plan members.  Your strategy will 
need to constantly evolve in the ever changing pension world of pensions.  Evaluate your effort in order to 
continuously improve it.  Remember, the better your communication, the less frequently you will have to do 
it. 

While pensions are a vital part of members’ post-retirement income, they are only one part of their overall 
compensation.  A good communication strategy can be applied to all aspects of your members ‘employment 
benefit programs. 

Communication is an ongoing responsibility, not simply something to do in bad times or when required by 
legislation.  Remember, communication works both ways; it is as important to keep your members informed 
as it is to listen to them. 

With communication, as in many aspects of business and life, it is better to be proactive than reactive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you have questions regarding this article, or would like to submit your comments, please do not hesitate to 
contact Nisha Singh at 416-214-4277 or by email at nisha.singh (at) pbiactuarial.ca. 

PBI publishes articles, memos and guides periodically.  If you wish to subscribe to PBI’s newsletter, please 
email us your request with your full contact information. 

 About PBI 

PBI Actuarial Consultants Ltd. is a dynamic and growing company providing actuarial, strategic, administrative 
and investment consulting services for pension and benefit plans, as well as other trust funds across Canada. 

Visit our website at www.pbiactuarial.ca or email info@pbiactuarial.ca to learn about our services or connect 
with our experts for more information. 
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