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your duties as  
an ERISA plan  
fiduciary by sharing 
best practices.
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Checklist
With the evolving legal and regulatory 
environment, it is more important than  
ever that you understand your role as  
a retirement plan fiduciary.  
 
This checklist for fiduciaries offers sample 
questions for self-assessment tied to the 
four principal fiduciary best practices, along 
with additional items for consideration.

In addition, we’ve summarized some 
specific Vanguard services and products 
that can assist you in fulfilling your fiduciary 
responsibilities for your retirement plan.
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Fiduciary  
best practices



Does your company . . .

c  Ensure appointment and  
oversight of plan fiduciaries?

c   Appoint well-qualified and 
knowledgeable fiduciaries—and  
ensure that they receive appropriate 
training and support?

c   Ensure fiduciaries have a full  
understanding of their legal duties  
and personal liability?

c   Conduct regular meetings on all  
aspects of the plan, both administrative 
and investment-related?

c   Obtain fiduciary insurance?

c   Ensure that plan documents describe 
committee structure, composition, role, 
and purpose? 

c   Document all fiduciary decisions, 
including minutes of committee 
meetings?

Looking for solutions?

Vanguard relationship managers, investment 
professionals, and consultants from Strategic 
Retirement Consulting (SRC) can provide 
assistance on committee structures, member 
qualifications and training, and other key 
committee-organization components.

For more information, see page 13 of 
companion piece Best Practices for  
Plan Fiduciaries. 

Another companion piece, Fiduciary 
Best Practices in Action: Your Guide to 
Retirement-Committee Success, provides 
a sample annual committee calendar with 
suggested meeting topics. 

Organization of committees
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Does your company . . .

c   Establish clear goals and objectives of the 
plan’s investment options, with well-defined 
measures for success?

c   Develop an appropriate investment 
strategy for the plan’s assets and  
oversee its execution?

c   Maintain a disciplined process for hiring, 
evaluating, and terminating investment 
managers for the plan?

c    Offer a qualified default investment 
alternative (QDIA) for defined 
contribution (DC) plans?

c   Document all of the above in  
an investment policy statement?

c   Qualify for additional fiduciary 
protection under ERISA Section 404(c) 
and conduct a periodic 404(c) analysis?

Looking for solutions?

Vanguard relationship managers, investment 
professionals, and SRC consultants can 
assist committees in their investment 
decision-making by providing:

• Assistance in setting goals,  
establishing strategies, and  
evaluating managers.

• Analysis of investment lineup.

•  Analysis and data for monitoring 
investment performance.

• Reviews of mutual funds,  
with manager oversight.

Vanguard’s publication Framework for 
Investment Policy Statement, guides plan 
sponsors in drafting their investment  
policy statement.

Vanguard Investment Strategy Group  
offers a variety of publications on 
investment-related topics, including best 
practices for investment committees and 
group decision-making.

Vanguard Center for Investor Research 
offers many papers relevant to investment 
committees, including publications about 
reenrollment, target-date funds, and 
retirement readiness.

Find out more on page 19 in Best Practices 
for Plan Fiduciaries.

Investment selection and monitoring
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Does your company . . .

c    Understand fully the difference  
between settlor and plan expenses?

c     Monitor and understand the plan’s all-
in fees, including all direct investment 
and administrative charges, as well 
as any third-party or indirect fees or 
reimbursements?

c     Provide all required fee disclosures to 
plan participants and to the government?

c   Assess whether plan fees are 
reasonable?

c   Ensure that all plan fees charged  
to participants are clearly disclosed  
to them?

Looking for solutions?

Vanguard offers an All-in Fee Report to help 
clients understand their complete costs, 
including direct and indirect charges.

In addition, Vanguard can assist with 
producing and distributing required fee 
disclosures to plan participants.

Vanguard also provides quarterly participant 
statements with information for specific 
participant investments as well as access 
online to vast fund information available in 
the plan.

Find out more about plan costs on page 33 
in Best Practices for Plan Fiduciaries.

Plan costs
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Does your company . . .

c   Maintain current plan documents and 
review plan documents and processes on 
a regular basis to ensure that they comply 
with all relevant laws and regulations of the 
IRS, Department of Labor (DOL), Pension 
Benefit Guaranty Corporation (PBGC), and 
the Securities and Exchange  
Commission (SEC)?

c   Ensure that the processes used to  
manage the plan conform to the written  
plan documents?

c   Conduct a periodic review of all plan 
transactions?

c   Ensure administrative compliance with 
the following rules: 

• Participant notifications required under 
the law?

• Claims appeal processes?

• Timely remittance of contributions?

c   Comply with federal nondiscrimination 
testing rules for DC plans?

Looking for solutions?

Vanguard consultants from SRC can assist 
plan sponsors with optimizing retirement 
plan design.

Vanguard’s annual SOC 1 report  
describes Vanguard control procedures 
designed to ensure effective plan  
operations. The SOC 2 report describes 
controls Vanguard has in place to  
safeguard clients’ data and information.

Regulatory Briefs, SRC bulletins, webcasts, 
and our presence in Washington, D.C., 
provide Vanguard clients with ongoing 

information about the changing legal and  
regulatory environment—and how it affects 
all aspects of plan design and administration.

Vanguard can assist plan sponsors in 
ensuring compliance with nondiscrimination 
testing and other tax law rules. SRC can 
help with alternative strategies to mitigate 
nondiscrimination testing issues, such as 
safe-harbor plan designs, automatic plan 
design strategies, and targeted  
education programs.

More information can be found on page  
41 in Best Practices for Plan Fiduciaries.

Administrative oversight
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Additional  
fiduciary  
considerations



Looking for solutions?

Find out more information on page 49  
in Best Practices for Plan Fiduciaries.

Does your company . . .

c   Gain an in-depth understanding  
of the actuarial valuation report  
by meeting with the actuary?

c   Perform self-audits to ensure that the 
plan is operating in accordance with its 
plan documents?

c   Oversee funding status for, and ensure 
compliance with, relevant rules of: 

• The Internal Revenue Code? 

• The company’s auditors  
and shareholder reporting?

• The PBGC?

• The DOL? 

Defined benefit
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Does your company . . .

c   Offer an enrollment education 
program?

c   Provide ongoing education  
in the workplace?

c   Offer investment advice programs  
to plan participants?

c   Evaluate and monitor advice  
providers on an ongoing basis?

c   Develop objectives and measures 
for success of education and advice 
programs?

Looking for solutions?

Vanguard offers plan sponsors a range of 
education and advice services, including:

• A complete education program on 
enrollment, saving and investing,  
and retirement preparation.

• Multichannel delivery—online, email, 
on-demand, print, and meetings.

• Personalized, targeted communications. 

•  Participant advice from Vanguard and 
Financial Engines.* 

Vanguard measurement reports can assist 
in developing strategies for education and 
advice services, and can help evaluate 
effectiveness. Vanguard conducts 
behavioral-based research studies to better 
understand participant behavior and to drive 
education program development.

More information can be found on page  
53 in Best Practices for Plan Fiduciaries.

Education and advice

*  Financial Engines is a trademark of Financial Engines, Inc. Financial Engines Advisors LLC, a federally registered investment 
advisor and wholly owned subsidiary of Financial Engines, Inc., provides all advisory services.
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Does your company . . .

c   Ensure adequate training for fiduciaries?

c   Certify company stock as a prudent 
plan investment at least annually and 
document the decision?

c   Evaluate company stock  
performance on an ongoing basis  
and document the evaluation?

c   Remind participants of the dangers  
of single-stock concentration?

c   Discourage concentrated holdings in 
company stock through plan design?

c   Prepare for sudden or gradual 
deterioration in the performance of  
the company’s stock?

Looking for solutions?

Vanguard SRC consultants can provide 
an assessment of the benefits and risks 
of company stock within DC plans and 
can identify risk-mitigation strategies in 
the areas of plan design and participant 
communications.

Vanguard education materials identify 
company stock as the highest-risk 
investment option in a plan because of 
its single-stock risk. Our communication 
consultants can assist clients in developing 
educational materials about single-stock risk.

Find out more details on company stock on 
page 59 in Best Practices for Plan Fiduciaries. 
 

Company stock in DC plans
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Does your company . . .

c    Evaluate the brokerage option in terms 
of its prudence and its potential impact 
on the diversification of plan assets, as 
with other investments in the plan? 

c     Communicate the risks and  
costs of brokerage accounts clearly  
to participants?

c   Consider limits on the assets transferred 
to a brokerage account by a participant, 
particularly if the brokerage option permits 
investments in single stocks?

c   Monitor and evaluate brokerage 
holdings on an ongoing basis? 

Looking for solutions?

Vanguard’s service offer for a plan brokerage 
option can be tailored to limitations set by 
the plan sponsor—e.g., limiting brokerage 
holdings to mutual funds or limiting the 
amount invested in the brokerage account  
to a percentage of the participant’s account. 

More information can be found on page 67 
in our Best Practices for Plan Fiduciaries.

Brokerage accounts in DC plans



Does your company . . .

c   Evaluate ways to provide employees with 
tools and products that will allow them to 
receive some form of lifetime income?

c   Determine whether it is appropriate 
to offer a lifetime income solution as a 
feature of the plan (an “in-plan” solution) 
or to leave the decisions regarding 
lifetime income solely to the participant 
(an “out-of-plan” solution)?

c   Assess available information on each 
income option to reach a reasonable, 
informed decision about whether it is  
an appropriate option for the plan?

c   Understand the stability of the 
organization offering the product, 
the service provider’s experience 
with offering similar products, fees 
associated with the product, and any 
related services, including participant 
communications and education?

Lifetime income
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Looking for solutions?

More information can be found on page 71 
in Best Practices for Plan Fiduciaries. 
 



In Vanguard’s view,  
the fiduciary standards  
of ERISA and best  
practices can be 
summarized by a 
single phrase: “doing 
the right thing for 
plan participants.”
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