
Who Does What in
a 401(k) Plan?

Why this guide

A well-run 401(k) plan is a team effort. Each provider has a
distinct role, and clear coordination helps the plan operate
smoothly, supports informed decisions, and creates a
better participant experience.

Whether you sponsor a plan for your company or
participate in one, this guide explains who handles what, so
you know where to turn. Cassaday & Company prepared it
to help sponsors and participants alike understand how
these roles fit together.
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At a glance

PA R T N E R P R I M A R Y  F O C U S T H I N K  O F  T H I S  PA R T N E R
A S …

Financial advisor
Investment guidance and plan-level
coordination

The guide

Third-party administrator (TPA) Plan design, compliance support, and testing The rules specialist

Recordkeeper
Participant accounts, transactions,
technology, and service

The operating platform

01 How the partners work together
The strongest service model is not three separate silos. It is a coordinated process with clear ownership, timely
information sharing, and documented decisions.

PLAN SPONSOR   ·  Sets goals and makes plan decisions

FINANCIAL ADVISOR
Guides investments and coordinates

TPA
Applies plan rules and performs

testing

RECORDKEEPER
Maintains accounts and processes

activity

PARTICIPANTS   ·  Save, invest, and use plan resources
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02 The three core service-provider roles
The exact division of responsibilities may vary by provider and contract. The descriptions below reflect
common arrangements and should be read together with the plan document and service agreements.

Financial
Advisor
Investment guidance +
coordination

Helps the plan sponsor establish and follow a prudent process for selecting and
monitoring the plan’s investment menu, consistent with the advisor’s
engagement and fiduciary status.
Provides participant investment education and, when permitted by the
engagement, individualized investment guidance or advice.
Coordinates communication among the plan sponsor, TPA, recordkeeper, and
other providers so questions reach the right party.
Conducts periodic plan reviews that may address investments, participation,
plan features, service, and fees.
Helps the plan sponsor understand options and make informed decisions. The
plan sponsor retains the responsibilities not expressly delegated.

TPA
Plan rules +
compliance support

Helps design the plan around the employer’s goals and workforce needs.
Prepares, maintains, and updates plan documents and amendments within the
scope of its engagement.
Performs required compliance testing, such as nondiscrimination testing and
contribution-limit testing.
May prepare or support required government filings and notices, depending on
the service agreement.
Provides technical guidance on plan administration and regulatory changes,
and helps identify operational issues for correction.

Recordkeeper
Accounts +
transactions +
technology

Maintains participant account records, balances, elections, and transaction
history.
Receives contribution data and allocates contributions to participant accounts
based on instructions and investment elections.
Processes plan transactions such as loans, withdrawals, distributions, rollovers,
and investment changes, subject to plan rules and required approvals.
Provides participant websites, statements, educational tools, and customer
service.
Produces plan and participant reporting and shares data with the plan sponsor
and other providers.
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03 An important point for plan sponsors
Hiring service providers does not automatically transfer every fiduciary responsibility. Plan sponsors should
understand which responsibilities have been delegated, monitor providers and fees, review reports, address participant
concerns, and document decisions. Fiduciary status depends on the functions performed and the applicable
agreements.

04 Other partners you may encounter
Payroll provider: supplies compensation, deferral, and eligibility data and helps transmit contribution information.
Custodian or trustee: holds plan assets and executes transactions based on authorized instructions.
ERISA counsel, auditor, or other specialist: may assist with legal questions, audits, corrections, or complex plan
matters.

How Cassaday & Company supports the team

As the financial advisor, Cassaday & Company helps bring the pieces together. We work with the plan sponsor
and the plan’s other providers to support investment oversight, participant education, periodic reviews, and
clear communication. Our goal is to help plan sponsors make informed decisions and help participants use the
plan with greater confidence.

Questions? Contact your advisor.

For additional information
U.S. Department of Labor: Meeting Your Fiduciary Responsibilities
U.S. Department of Labor: Working With Retirement Service Providers

Important disclosure: This material is for general educational purposes only and is not intended as legal, tax, fiduciary, or investment
advice. Provider responsibilities vary by plan design, service model, and contract. Plan sponsors should consult the plan document, service
agreements, and appropriate professionals regarding their specific responsibilities. Investing involves risk, including possible loss of
principal.

8180 Greensboro Dr., Suite 1180, McLean, VA 22102 | (703) 506-8200 | www.cassaday.com

Securities offered through Osaic Wealth, Inc., member FINRA/SIPC. Investment advisory and insurance services offered through
Cassaday & Company, Inc., a registered investment adviser not affiliated with Osaic Wealth, Inc.

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ebsa/about-ebsa/our-activities/resource-center/publications/meeting-your-fiduciary-responsibilities
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ebsa/employers-and-advisers/small-business-owners/working-with-service-providers

