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Exhibit 1 | Expanding Presence Upmarket

Over the last several years, PIMCO’s Defined Contribution 
Consultant Study (DCCS) has revealed distinct trends in the 
strategic priorities of retirement aggregators (RAs) and 
institutional consultants (ICs). Between 2021 and 2024, 
key firms were surveyed to identify their top strategic DC 
priorities for each calendar year. Among the priorities 
presented to respondents, notable selections included 
expanding upmarket presence, enhancing OCIO (Outsourced 
Chief Investment Officer) capabilities, expanding investment 
research capabilities, and merging with or acquiring other 
firms. This white paper examines these emerging trends, 
providing an overview of how RAs and ICs prioritize their 
goals across four critical variables.

Expanding Presence Upmarket

In 2021, 66% of ICs prioritized expanding their presence 
upmarket, compared to 36% of RAs. By 2022, both groups 
showed equal interest, with 40% prioritizing this goal.  
The focus intensified in 2023, as 63% of ICs and 65%  
of RAs emphasized this priority. However, in 2024, while 
56% of ICs continued to prioritize expanding upmarket,  
RAs did not identify this as a top priority. See Exhibit 1.
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Exhibit 2 | Enhancing OCIO Capabilities

Source: Cerulli Associates
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Cerulli research (2024) indicates that DC consultants are 
primarily focused on the mid-sized market ($25 million – 
$250 million) but have increasingly focused on the large 
market ($250 million – $1 billion). Several factors drive these 
trends, including the greater revenue potential associated with 
larger plans, the demand for advanced expertise to manage 
complex investment strategies, and heightened fiduciary 
concerns and litigation risks. These factors underscore the 
strategic importance of expanding upmarket, as firms seek 
to capitalize on lucrative opportunities while addressing 
the sophisticated needs and regulatory challenges of larger 
clients. This shift reflects a broader industry trend toward 
targeting higher-value market segments to enhance growth 
and competitive positioning. 

As ICs and RAs jockey for position upmarket, it is important 
to note the distinguishing features between the two groups 
concerning participant service offerings. PIMCO’s 2024  
DCCS finds that RAs are more likely to offer direct participant 
services, including financial wellness programs, on-site 
participant education, and advisor-managed accounts.  
In contrast, ICs are much more likely to offer services related 

to plan and benefits design, white-label development, and 
retirement income implementation. 

Even with respect to asset allocation services, PIMCO’s DCCS 
shows that ICs are more likely to offer custom target date 
services, while RAs are more focused on offering advisor-
managed accounts. For plan sponsors in the large and mega 
market segments, the challenge will be determining which 
services are most beneficial for participants.

Enhancing OCIO Capabilities

The survey results for enhanced OCIO capabilities highlight 
a growing institutional emphasis among ICs and RAs. In 
2021, 34% of ICs and 27% of RAs prioritized enhancing 
OCIO capabilities. This focus increased in 2022, with 44% 
of ICs and 30% of RAs affirming this priority. The trend rose 
sharply in 2023, with 69% of ICs and 25% of RAs focusing on 
OCIO enhancements. By 2024, the priorities were nearly 
equal, with 68% of ICs and 67% of RAs highlighting the 
importance of enhanced OCIO capabilities. See Exhibit 2.
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Cerulli data indicates that all OCIO providers managing 
DC plan assets offer comprehensive services, including 
plan design, investment manager monitoring, and selection 
for their full-discretion clients. Several factors help explain 
these trends, including the increasing demand for delegated 
investment management, the increasing complexity of DC 
plan investment lineups, and the need for customization 
to improve participant outcomes. OCIO also represents 
increased revenue opportunities for ICs and RAs. These 
drivers underscore the strategic importance of OCIO 
capabilities, as firms seek to address the sophisticated needs 
of DC plans and deliver better results for participants through 
tailored investment solutions and expert management.

Expanding Investment Research Capabilities

For expanding investment research capabilities, the results 
reveal fluctuating priorities among ICs and RAs. In 2021, 
31% of ICs and 27% of RAs prioritized expanding research 
capabilities. This focus peaked in 2022, with 50% of ICs and 
36% of RAs emphasizing this area. However, the priority 
decreased in 2023, with 31% of ICs and 25% of RAs focusing  
on research expansion. By 2024, 36% of ICs continued to 
prioritize this area, while RAs did not select it as a top priority. 
See Exhibit 3.

Exhibit 3 | Expanding Investment Research Capabilities
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Several key elements help explain these trends, including 
rising client expectations for more sophisticated and 
tailored investment advice, the evolving investment 
landscape that requires continuous research and 
adaptation, and a growing focus on retirement income 
solutions. These factors underscore the importance of 
robust research capabilities to meet client demands, 
navigate complex markets, and develop innovative 
retirement strategies.

Source: Cerulli Associates
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Merging or Acquiring Other Firms

The survey results for merging with or acquiring other firms 
highlight a significant divergence in priorities between ICs and 
RAs. For ICs, this strategy has consistently been a low priority, 
with only 10% prioritizing mergers or acquisitions in 2021, 4% 
in 2022, and 12% in both 2023 and 2024. In contrast, for RAs, 
mergers and acquisitions have consistently registered as a 
top-two priority. In 2021, 45% of RAs prioritized this strategy, 
which surged to 70% in 2022, decreased slightly to 50% in 
2023, and reached 100% in 2024. See Exhibit 4.

Fundamental drivers of these trends include the desire 
for rapid scale and market share growth, the opportunity 
to capitalize on industry fragmentation, and the need to 
prepare for fee compression and margin pressures. These 
factors underscore the strategic importance of mergers 
and acquisitions for retirement aggregators as they seek 
to enhance their competitive positioning and operational 
efficiency in a consolidating market. 

Additionally, when RAs merge or are acquired, they often 
combine their client bases, leading to an increase in the 
overall size of their client pool. RAs will have to be nimble,  
as a larger client base can lead to operational complexities 
and challenges in maintaining consistent client service.
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Exhibit 4 | Merging or Acquiring Other Firms
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Cerulli Research and Consulting
For over 30 years, Cerulli has provided global asset and wealth management 

firms with unmatched, actionable insights. Cerulli Associates is an international 
research and consulting firm that provides financial institutions with guidance 

in strategic positioning and new business development. Our analysts blend 
industry knowledge, original research, and data analysis to bring perspective  

to current market conditions and forecasts for future developments.

PIMCO is a global leader in active fixed income with deep expertise across 
public and private markets. We invest our clients’ capital across a range of 

fixed income and credit opportunities, leveraging our decades of experience 
navigating complex debt markets. Our flexible capital base and deep 

relationships with issuers have helped us become one of the world’s largest 
providers of traditional and nontraditional solutions for companies that need 

financing and investors who seek strong risk-adjusted returns.

https://www.cerulli.com/
https://www.cerulli.com/
https://www.cerulli.com/
https://www.cerulli.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cerulli-associates/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cerulli-associates/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cerulli-associates/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cerulli-associates/
https://twitter.com/cerulli_assoc?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://twitter.com/cerulli_assoc?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://twitter.com/cerulli_assoc?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://twitter.com/cerulli_assoc?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.cerulli.com/
https://www.pimco.com/us/en
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cerulli-associates/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/pimco/
https://x.com/cerulli_assoc
https://x.com/PIMCO?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor


IMPORTANT NOTICE

The 2024 PIMCO US DC Consulting Study contains opinions of survey respondents and 
not necessarily those of PIMCO. The study captures data, trends and opinions from 28 
consulting and advisory firms who serve over 15,379 clients with aggregate DC assets  
in excess of $7.94 trillion. All responses were collected from January 8, 2024 through 

February 26, 2024. The analysis of key findings is for illustrative purposes only, intended  
to highlight major themes identified within survey responses. 

All investments contain risk and may lose value.

Statements about financial market trends or portfolio strategies are based on conditions 
at the time of publication, which are subject to change. There is no guarantee that these 

investment strategies will work under all market conditions or are appropriate for all 
investors. Individual investors should evaluate their ability to invest for the long term, 

especially during periods of downturn in the market. All opinions, outlook and strategies are 
subject to change without notice.

 

Target Date Funds are designed to provide investors with a retirement solution tailored to 
the time when they expect to retire or plan to start withdrawing money (the “target date”). 
Target Date Funds will gradually shift their emphasis from more aggressive investments 
to more conservative ones based on their target dates. Target Date Funds invest in other 

funds and instruments based on a long-term asset allocation glide path developed by 
PIMCO, and performance is subject to underlying investment weightings, which will change 
over time. An investment in a Target Date Fund does not eliminate the need for an investor 
to determine whether a Fund is appropriate for his or her financial situation. An investment 
in a Fund is not guaranteed. Investors may experience losses, including losses near, at, or 

after the target date, and there is no guarantee that a Fund will provide adequate income at 
and through retirement.

PIMCO as a general matter provides services to qualified institutions, financial 
intermediaries and institutional investors. Individual investors should contact their own 
financial professional to determine the most appropriate investment options for their 

financial situation. This material contains the opinions of the author but not necessarily 
those of PIMCO and such opinions are subject to change without notice. This material 
has been distributed for informational purposes only and should not be considered as 

investment advice or a recommendation of any particular security, strategy or investment 
product. Information contained herein has been obtained from sources believed to be 
reliable, but not guaranteed. No part of this material may be reproduced in any form, 

or referred to in any other publication, without express written permission. PIMCO is a 
trademark of Allianz Asset Management of America LLC in the United States and throughout 

the world. ©2025, PIMCO

Pacific Investment Management Company LLC, 650 Newport Center Drive,  
Newport Beach, CA 92660 | 800.387.4626
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