Transcript from Full Interview with PMSLIC Insurance

Julie Burns, vice president of Human Resources for PMSLIC Insurance describes her company’s “cradle to grave” approach to retirement saving education.
Chris
Hello, I am Chris Bowman, vice president at the Principal Financial Group.  It’s one thing to offer a strong retirement program to employees and quite another to make sure they understand it and participate in it.  

PMSLIC Insurance based in Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania, has found a way to do just that. My guest is Julie Burns, vice president of Human Resources at PMSLIC. 

Julie, thanks for joining us.

Julie Thank you.  I’m glad to participate.

Chris  

Julie, maybe you could start by just telling us a little bit about PMSLIC.

Julie  

PMSLIC was formed in 1978 by the Pennsylvania Medical Society and we are a leading provider of professional liability insurance for physicians in Pennsylvania and recently expanded to Delaware.  We have approximately 95 employees located at our Mechanicsburg office.

Chris 

Ok. Great.  You offer your employees a very impressive and well rounded package of benefits but I’ve been in the retirement business for 26 years now and I can tell you have a very generous retirement program.  Why don’t you tell us about it? 

Julie 
Well, we have both a defined benefit plan that’s active and a 401(k) plan.  

Within the 401(k) plan we allow for immediate participation for employee deferrals, we begin the match after a year of service and we match 100 percent up to 5 percent of what employees contribute.  And the company match is immediately vested.  We do have 90 percent of our participants saving up to the match.  And our overall participation rate is about 95 percent.
Additionally employees on average are saving 7.7 percent of their salary.

Chris
Well, I can tell you those are, those are very impressive numbers.  And you do have a great match, but what else are you doing you do get such a high participation?
Julie 

When we have new hires we are aggressive on our follow-up to talk about the benefits of the 401(k) plan and encourage them to join immediately upon hire.  We offer annual retirement education sessions and we have a lot of attendance at those sessions.

I think most importantly we set the tone from the top.  Our CFO, our VP of finance, our other executives -- they attend those retirement education meetings.  They also talk about how great our plan is, how important it is, and I think that sends a message down through the, to all of the employees.
Chris 

So, you have a great program for getting employees to get into the plan.  How do make sure that they continue to increase their savings that they are actually investing at a good allocation process?

Julie 

That actually has been our recent focus -- our annual retirement education sessions tended to talk more about getting employees to participate, but the past couple years we recognized that we have a great participation rate now.  How should we tweak the education?  
And we’ve started to focus on sending out monthly articles or having our education session focus more on the importance of increasing your deferrals and ensuring that you are allocating them appropriately.

We offered Lifecycle funds so employees who don’t want to be an active investor can participate and invest in those funds and let someone else manage for them. 
We also offered a 1 percent challenge last year where we challenged employees to increase their deferrals by 1 percent - we did this in May. 
They were awarded with either the option of music cards or stamps. 
And we will continue in 2008.  Now that we have the lifecycle funds we want employees to understand how best to take advantage of them.  And to continue to actively monitor their plan.
Chris
So what’s been the response by employees to all these additional things you offered and the education you have offered?

Julie 

We   have about 10 percent of our contributions in the lifecycle funds currently and approximately 7 percent of the total balance in the lifecycle so that’s why I now want to put the emphasis on our education pieces on helping employees understand they are available, what to be used for, but we have some participation.

We had about 10 – 15 percent of employee who participated in the 1 percent challenge and we plan to offer that again this year and last year we didn’t time it as close to the annual increases but this year we plan to do so.
We also brought in a financial planner. We had about 30 percent of our employees participate in that to meet with the financial planner and helped them understand their retirement objectives and how our retirement plan fit in with the participant.
Chris
 Very impressive.  It is obvious that financial education is very important to you and your firm.  
I also understand that you are providing education that is customized by life stage. Maybe you could tell us what you are doing for employees in the 50 plus age category for example.

Julie 

Last year we introduced what we called approaching retirement session.  About 25 percent of our employees are in that age group and we invited this group along with their spouses to attend the session that focused on what are the sources of retirement income, what are the retirement issues and challenges that they will face and strategies they should incorporate to increase their retirement savings.  

We had about 20 employees participate along with their spouses and we had enough interest from other employees in this notion that for 2008 we plan to offer another session that would include those age 40 to 50, of course maybe even older than that if they want to attend. 

Employees are thinking about this, becoming more aware that they need to begin to planning now for replacement income and ensuring their investment strategies will help meet their needs.

Chris
Once again Very impressive.  I applaud for getting after those employees and citing interest among those employees even as early as age 45.

 Chris
Hey, to turn the tables on you a bit. We’re hearing a lot about automatic enrollment.  Have you thought about automatic enrollment for your plan? 

Julie 

We haven’t because we have really low turnover.  It’s ranged I think last year it was maybe 3-5 percent so we have very few new employees coming in; we’re small and centralized enough that we do our own aggressive approach so we haven’t taken that step yet.

Chris
Ok. Well you are making sure that your employees are financially fit…but we know that you are also focused on their physical fitness and their health. So tell us about your wellness program. 

Julie 

We kicked it off in 2005, and we developed quarterly themes, and then offered education sessions or programs centered around the themes.

Our first semester, the first quarterly theme was about Fitness walking, stress and we introduced a 10,000 steps a day walking program.  We organized into teams and we had 60 employees participate. We gave pedometers and we tracked the progress of the teams on a big map of the Appalachian Trail.  

It’s really boosted the competitive spirit.  Employees were walking at lunch, all around the building trying to increase their totals because we had a lot of intermediate awards for those most improved. It was a big success.
Chris
Yeah, beyond the initial success and excitement you got from the employee group, are you seeing some long term success of the program? 

Julie 

We are community rated so we don’t see a direct impact on premiums. What I have noticed is it has created an overall awareness. 

Employees are talking about healthy eating - we have a Weight watchers program that is subsidized and we offer it on site.  Those who participate bond together to support each other.

You continue to see employees walking at lunch and before work.  We’ve had Wellness screenings, and high levels of participation.  There’s just an overall awareness of health, the importance of it and their willingness to learn more about general health terms and their own current health conditions.

Chris
Well, Julie, you clearly have a very impressive set of programs for a small company.  What is the company’s philosophy about offering such great benefits?

Julie 

Well, it is right within our mission statement - we have a bullet that includes we strive to be the employer of choice. And as part of that, it means we should invest in our employees.  

We also know that offering a strong benefit program enables us to have a compensation strategy of paying at the 50th percentile. 

So our overall total compensation package is very competitive with strong benefits program. 

Chris
My guest has been Julie Burns, vice president human resources of PMSLIC, one of The Principal 10 Best Companies for 2007.  Julie, thanks very much for joining us.  

Julie  

Thank you for asking me to participate.

Chris
If you’d like more information on The Principal 10 Best program, visit our web site at www.principal.com/10.  (That’s the number 10) 

There you can get to know more about our winners like PMSLIC, you can enter your company in the 2008 competition and you can download our Best Practices Guide. 

I’m Chris Bowman. Thanks for joining us. 
