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Insights and Implications for the Digital Retirement Experience

Companies and consumers expect the Internet to be the 
main touch point for all aspects of retirement planning such 
as research, plan enrollment, changing investments, and 
withdrawing funds. However, more often than not 
consumers struggle online because the digital retirement 
experience does not provide what is truly needed. This 
session will outline areas to focus on and what key pitfalls to 
avoid when designing digital retirement experiences. These 
insights are gathered from the User Experience Center’s 
many years working with clients in the retirement plan 
industry.
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Introduction



Bentley University User Experience Center (UXC)



Full-Service UX Consulting



The Senior Staff



Two State-of-the-Art Usability Labs



Affiliated with the master’s program in Human Factors in 
Information Design 
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Some of our Clients
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Insights and Implications for the Digital Retirement Experience

• The internet is the way we are expected to communicate and conduct 
business today.
• In the Retirement industry, companies are constantly updating their web 
sites and mobile apps so customers and prospective customers can meet 
their needs online.
• Consumers expect the Internet to be the main touch point for all aspects 
of retirement planning such as plan enrollment, changing investments, and 
withdrawing funds.
• A nice looking web site with the right amount of functionality and 
technology is not enough
• More often than not consumers struggle online because the experience 
does not provide what is truly needed
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Insights and Implications for the Digital Retirement Experience

• The UXC has been consulting with clients since 1999
• Work with clients in all industries
• Many of our clients are in financial services and retirement
• Our services span User Experience:

• UX Strategy
• User/customer research
• Information Architecture
• Design 
• Accessibility
• Expert Review
• Usability Testing

• Users come to our lab between 60-90 minutes for a 1-on-1 
session.  
• Moderator ask participant to complete 5-10 tasks on 
wireframes, prototype, web site, or mobile app (no training)
• Participants think out loud 
• Report issues and recommendations back to client
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Methodology
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Insights and Implications for the Digital Retirement Experience

• Some example usability testing projects that I will discuss today:
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Methodology

Project Description Platform Year Number of 
Participants

Responsive site redesign Web, mobile, 
tablet

2014 15

IRA Enrollment Web 2015 12

Retirement plan balance Mobile app 2015 9

Required Minimum 
Distribution

Web 2016 12
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Insights and Implications for the Digital Retirement Experience

• Language and Terminology
• Setting Expectations
• Calculator Results
• Customer Experience  
• Accessibility
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Areas of Concern
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Language and Terminology
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• On every study in the retirement space this is always one of the major issues 
encountered
• Unfamiliar terms due to assumptions of financial knowledge or the way a process is 
worked
• If users don’t know a term they want an easy way to look it up
• If the language and terminology is critical for understanding the process or making 
a decision, users will probably call support or their financial advisor.
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Language and Terminology
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Enrolling in an IRA

• During the IRA Enrollment participants were asked how to fund their IRA
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Language and Terminology
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Enrolling in an IRA

• Transfer caused confusion during 
usability testing
• Some thought it meant electronic 
fund transfer for their bank
• Some thought it was similar to 
rollover but were not sure of the 
difference
• Sone knew it meant bringing over 
an existing IRA from another financial 
services company
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Language and Terminology
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Enrolling in an IRA

Recommendations

• Provide additional information to 
define each term: Cash Contributions, 
Rollover, Transfer.
• Provide an examples and/or 
comparisons in the definitions so users 
have an easier time understanding.
• Make sure help text and examples 
are actually helpful and don’t provide 
a circular definition.

@pmcnallyux @BentleyUXC               Insights and Implications for the Digital Retirement Experience

Language and Terminology
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Overview of an Annuity Policy

• What catches your eye?
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Language and Terminology
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Overview of an Annuity Policy

• Many participants mistakenly believed that
“unavailable” in the Free Withdrawal
Amount line meant that the money—rather
than the information—was unavailable.

• The message explaining why the
information was unavailable was difficult to
detect.
• There was not an asterisk signifying it.
• Poor color contrast
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Language and Terminology
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Overview of an Annuity Policy

• Some of participants that did manage to click 
“click here” 

• Upon filling out the Request Information form, 
some believed they were requesting a withdrawal 
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Language and Terminology
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Overview of an Annuity Policy

Recommendations

• Ideally always provide values…
• Add asterisk to explanatory note and use strong 

color contrast 
• Change “unavailable” to more neutral term.
• Change the color of “unavailable” (or

neutral term) to a more neutral color.
• Make “unavailable” (or neutral term) look

like a link.  Don’t rely on asterisks.
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Language and Terminology
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Setting Expectations
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• Many of the tasks we ask users to do online are complex and involve many steps
• Enrolling in a plan
• Taking a distribution

• Furthermore these tasks are non-trivial and their decisions will have a great 
impact on their future

• We need to make sure our customers know what to expect when they begin and 
as they progress through the process.

• Also we need to let customers know what to expect when finished online and how 
to get support if needed.
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Setting Expectations
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Enrolling in an IRA

• Example of a progress bar used in an IRA enrollment process.
• Progress bar implies there are four main steps
• However, conceptually there are more, e.g., Funding the IRA
• The number of sub-steps in each main step was inconsistent

• Few in Beneficiaries
• Many in Final Steps
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Setting Expectations
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Enrolling in an IRA

Recommendations
• Provide an overview of the process before it begins to set users expectations
• Make sure the steps in progress bar match to the mental model of customers. 

• Interview customers to understand how they think about the process
• If the process is new or not familiar to customers then provide an overview 
• Don’t base the process on how the back-end works

• With multi-step process provide users with a progress indicator (prominent on 
every page/step)  so they know where they are and how many steps are left in the 
process

• Let users go backwards or make changes to earlier steps
• Allow customers to save unfinished work and return later to complete
• Allow customers to submit minimum or incomplete transaction 

• May want to consult with family members before submitting/finalizing
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Setting Expectations
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Calculator Results
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• Calculator defined as any “tool” that that asks users for input and makes 
recommendations, e.g.,
• Retirement calculator 

• How much money will I have when I retire?
• How I am doing against my peers?

• What type of IRA should I choose?
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Calculator Results
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Enrolling in an IRA
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Calculator Results

• Users were asked their age, tax filing 
status, earned income, and if eligible 
for a workplace retirement plan.

• Based on this input either Traditional 
or Roth was recommended.

• In general, users felt the calculator did 
not ask them enough questions in 
order to provide a good 
recommendation.

• Users thought the $5,500 contribution 
this year was based on their income 
and age not federal law (under 50).

• Users wanted to know why one IRA 
was recommended over the other.

• Users were confused about what to do 
next if they did not agree with the 
recommendation.
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Enrolling in an IRA

Recommendations
• Provide clearer information about what the

recommendation is based on, and why the particular
recommendation is being made.

• Provide information about why the other
type of IRA is not recommended for the user.

• Clarify that the $5,500 figure is based upon federal
regulation

• Explain why/the results? If not on the main page then provide online help.
• If any factors are used in calculations then explain, (e.g.,  life expectancy and 

inflation) and how they are calculated and factored into the results.
• When projecting dollars in the future, offer a way to toggle between today’s 

dollars and dollars adjusted for inflation (at retirement)
• When projecting if retirement saving is enough, provide a way for users to input 

location where they may retire and anticipated expenses
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Calculator Results

In general 
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Customer Experience
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• Customer Experience is the entire experience not just what the digital experience.
• Many times we strive for a great “user experience” but forget that in the 

customers point of view everything is important and related: web, mobile, 
customer support, advisors, paper forms.

• When building digital experience we found that the line between completing a 
transaction online and giving up and calling support or their advisor is very thin. 

• As stated earlier we need to make digital clear and straightforward, however we 
need to be prepared that customers will use other channels when they feel it is 
necessary.

• Am I doing this right? I don’t know what this means? I’ll just call instead.
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Customer Experience
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Contacting Advisors

• Customers are very interested in getting in touch with their current advisor or 
finding an advisor from the web or mobile.
• Qualifications and detail information (bio, etc.) about advisors are important.
• Chat comes up as useful feature mentioned.
• Other suggestions include a way to know if the advisor was available and a 
customer could call him right away.
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Customer Experience

jcollins@abc.com
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Recommendations
• Where feasible implement chat, texting, etc. for contacting advisors and/or 
customer support.
• Allow users to save partial transactions/applications and send to advisor for 
completion or walkthrough over phone or in office.
• Prominently display all customer support phone numbers.
• Provide easy access to all forms, e.g., spousal waiver, etc.  

• Make clear up front what additional forms and information (e.g., spouse’s 
SSN) will be required in order to complete process.
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Customer Experience
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Accessibility
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“I’m very grateful for Schwab’s significant commitment to 
website accessibility. I have been blind since I was one year old, 
and I value my ability to independently and privately conduct my 
financial transactions online. Schwab has been a wonderful 
company to invest with, and I applaud the people of Charles 
Schwab for recognizing the needs of their customers with 
disabilities.”

Kit Lau, Schwab customer
http://www.lflegal.com/2012/05/schwab-press/#release

• Kit Lau had to sue Charles Schwab first before they made 
their site accessible.
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Accessibility

http://www.lflegal.com/2012/05/schwab-press/#release


36

• Giving the people with disabilities the ability to use your products and services
• Giving everyone the ability to use your product and services
• ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) 

• Specifics for retirement
• Blind users
• Older users 
• Font size adjustable
• Color contrast
• Using color as the only way to understand
• Keyboard access (in addition to the mouse)

• Yes, need to comply with ADA, but accessibility is good for business.
• 54 million in US have disability
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Accessibility
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Mobile app portfolio overview

• Example from a mobile app
• Users could spin the pointer to a different wheel segment (different shade) and see 
the percentage of their portfolio
• What do you think the problems were?
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Accessibility
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Mobile app portfolio overview

• Users struggled to identify how many different 
sections were shown in the wheel.

• This appeared to be an issue across all age 
groups. 

• The colors used in the wheel were too similar.
• More of a problem for color-blind and users 

with low-vision.

Recommendations
• Do not use color as the sole visual cue to 

communicate.  Display a unique pattern 
corresponding to each color in the wheel. 

• Ensure adjacent colors in the in graphics are 
distinct and have sufficient contrast
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Accessibility
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Retirement Calculator

• Retirement calculator from Web site.
• Overall positive with concept.
• Users entered retirement age, current 
salary (not shown)
• As participants moved slider to right, 
monthly contribution increased.
• Also, separate graph of projected 
monthly income increased (not shown).
• Worked well for users with mouse
• Users relying on keyboard could not 
use.

Recommendations
• Ensure keyboard accessibility for slider. 
• Users can tab to slider.
• Allow left/right arrow keys to move 

slider.
• Review for WCAG 2.0 AA compliance
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Accessibility
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Insights and Implications for the Digital Retirement Experience

• Language and Terminology
• Setting Expectations
• Calculator Results
• Customer Experience  
• Accessibility
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Areas of Concern
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Questions



Thank You!

User Experience Center, Bentley University
www.bentley.edu/uxc
@BentleyUXC
Linked in group: Bentley UXC

Peter McNally
Senior User Experience Consultant
pmcnally@bentley.edu 
@pmcnallyux


