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Dollar in Your Workplace Plan

Most 401(k) mistakes happen after the contribution is already being made.

Employees leave money in expensive funds, forget to rebalance, never revisit

the Roth-versus-traditional choice as income changes, skip beneficiary

updates after marriages or divorces, and roll accounts poorly when jobs

change. A good 401(k) optimizer turns the plan into an intentional portfolio:

low-cost funds, a written allocation, clean beneficiaries, and a transition plan

for every future job move.

1. Foundation

Contributing to a 401(k) is only the first half of the job. The second half is what the

money is actually invested in. Many workplace plans default new participants into target-

date funds, stable value options, or money market funds. Some default choices are

perfectly reasonable, but others are expensive or badly mismatched to the employee's

timeline. The optimizer mindset is simple: every dollar already in the plan deserves the

same scrutiny as the next dollar going in. Expense ratio, asset class coverage,

concentration, and rebalancing policy all compound over time.

Fund selection inside a 401(k) is not about finding the “best” manager; it is about finding

the lowest-cost way to own broad asset classes. That usually means a U.S. stock index,

an international stock index, a bond index, and perhaps a stable-value or short-term

bond option if you truly need a defensive sleeve. Avoid actively managed funds with

expense ratios north of 0.60% unless the plan menu is genuinely awful and the fund fills

a gap the index options cannot. A 0.80% fund may not sound expensive, but on a six-

figure balance it quietly siphons hundreds to thousands of dollars per year from future

compounding.

The Roth-versus-traditional choice should also evolve with income. A young worker in the

12% or 22% bracket may prefer Roth 401(k) contributions. A peak-earning professional in
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the 32% or 35% bracket may get more value from traditional contributions today and use

Roth conversions later. The wrong move is leaving the election unchanged for a decade

just because that is how it was set during the first week of employment. Tax brackets,

state residency, and retirement timing all change, so the election deserves an annual

review.

Finally, 401(k) optimization includes the boring legal and administrative details that

matter only when they matter a lot. Beneficiary designations override what many people

assume their will controls. In-service withdrawal rules can create planning opportunities

in some plans. And when you change jobs, the choice between leaving assets in the old

plan, rolling to the new plan, or moving to an IRA can affect fees, creditor protection, and

future backdoor Roth strategy. The optimizer's edge is not excitement; it is preparedness.

In practical terms, the highest-leverage inputs are core fund lineup, target allocation, and

tax election. If those are guessed from memory, the rest of the plan turns into opinion

instead of execution. Pull them from current statements, quotes, payroll records, or plan

documents before making changes. That groundwork is what turns the rest of the guide

from good advice into a usable operating plan.

2. Step-by-Step System

Run these steps in sequence. The early work on audit the current menu and identify the

cheapest broad-market building blocks, set the asset allocation and rebalancing rule for

the plan, and review the roth versus traditional election using your current tax bracket

determines the quality of the later execution. Skipping ahead usually creates rework

because the answer depends on information gathered earlier in the process.
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Audit the current menu and identify the cheapest broad-market

building blocks

Log into the plan and list every fund you currently own, the expense ratio, and the

category each fund covers. Then identify the cheapest broad-market option for U.S.

stocks, international stocks, and bonds. In many plans that means an S&P 500 or

total U.S. stock fund, an international index, and a core bond fund. If the plan's

target-date series is low-cost and well-diversified, it may already be an acceptable

one-fund solution. The key is deciding on purpose rather than inheriting the default.

When the menu is weak, optimize what you can control. Use the lowest-cost broad

options in the plan and fill gaps in an IRA or taxable account if needed. A mediocre

menu is frustrating, but it is still better to use a mediocre low-cost fund than to sit

in cash.

2

Set the asset allocation and rebalancing rule for the plan

Choose a stock-bond mix that fits your full household portfolio, not just the 401(k)

in isolation. If your household target is 80/20 and the 401(k) is your largest

account, let it do most of the allocation work. Some plans allow automatic

rebalancing every quarter or every six months. If yours does, that can be a useful

set-it-and-forget-it tool. If not, choose a manual review date and a drift threshold.

Keep the policy simple enough that you will actually follow it. Example: review

every January and rebalance only if a sleeve drifts more than 5 percentage points

from target. Complexity is not sophistication here; consistency is.
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3

Review the Roth versus traditional election using your current tax

bracket

Pull last year's tax return or current pay stub and identify your marginal federal and

state tax rate. If you are in a low or moderate bracket and expect higher earnings

later, Roth 401(k) contributions can be attractive. If you are in a high bracket today

and expect lower taxable income in retirement or in early-retirement conversion

years, traditional contributions usually deserve the lead role. You can also split

contributions if the plan permits it, but do so with a reason, not because deciding

felt uncomfortable.

Revisit the choice after major events such as a promotion, marriage, relocation to a

different state, or a spouse leaving work. The best 401(k) tax election at age 27

may be the wrong one at age 42.

4

Check plan features people ignore: in-service withdrawals, brokerage

window, loans, and beneficiary designations

Read the summary plan description for overlooked features. Some plans allow in-

service withdrawals or in-plan Roth conversions after a certain age or after-tax

contribution threshold. Some offer a brokerage window that expands your fund

choices, though that feature is only worthwhile if costs stay reasonable and you

can keep the portfolio simple. Most important, verify primary and contingent

beneficiaries today. Marriage, divorce, remarriage, births, and deaths frequently

leave stale designations behind.

These are not academic details. A beneficiary error can send the account to the

wrong person, and a missed in-service option can cost years of flexibility.

5/15/26, 2:28 AM 401k Optimizer Kit: Maximize Every Dollar in Your Workplace Plan | Wingman Protocol

file:///opt/sovereign/revenue/data/published/store/401k-optimizer-kit/guide/index.html 4/10



5

Decide in advance what you will do when changing jobs

Every job change creates the same fork in the road: leave the money where it is,

roll to the new employer plan, or roll to an IRA. Leaving assets in the old plan can

be fine if fees are low and creditor protection matters, but scattered plans are easy

to forget. Rolling to the new plan can simplify management and preserve backdoor

Roth flexibility if you want to avoid pre-tax IRA balances. Rolling to an IRA can

unlock better fund choices, but it can complicate future backdoor Roth

contributions because of the pro-rata rule.

Write your default rule now so the next job change does not turn into a six-month

procrastination project.

6

Create an annual 401(k) review ritual that takes less than 30 minutes

The system only works if it is actually revisited. Schedule one annual review to

check contribution rate, allocation drift, fund lineup changes, beneficiary

designations, and any plan notices about fees or features. Record the expense

ratios and your tax-election reasoning in a one-page note. If the plan adds a

cheaper index fund or improves the target-date series, you want to know. If the

employer changes recordkeepers or match policy, you want to know that too.

Optimization is not constant tinkering. It is one disciplined review per year and one

deliberate action when the facts change.

3. Key Worksheets & Checklists

Use these worksheets to turn the 401(k) from a payroll deduction into a managed

system. The right lineup, tax election, beneficiary setup, and rollover rule are all easier to

maintain once they are written down.
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Work the cards in order. Start with core fund lineup, target allocation, and tax election

while the relevant documents are open. Then move through the execution checklist from

top to bottom so the highest-value actions happen before lower-value cleanup work.

Finally, put the first action windows—Q1, Midyear, and Open enrollment—on your

calendar so the guide becomes dated follow-through instead of something you read once

and forget.

401(k) Optimization Worksheet

Core fund lineup List the lowest-cost U.S. stock, international stock, and

bond options in the plan, plus any acceptable target-

date alternative.

Target allocation Write the stock-bond mix for the full household portfolio

and note how much of that mix this 401(k) will carry.

Tax election Document whether new contributions are traditional,

Roth, or split, and why the current tax bracket supports

that choice.

Plan features Note whether the plan offers automatic rebalancing,

brokerage window access, after-tax contributions, in-

service withdrawals, or Roth conversions.

Beneficiaries Record the named primary and contingent beneficiaries

and the date you last reviewed them.

Job-change rule Choose your default rollover destination for the next

employer transition and note any exceptions, such as

preserving backdoor Roth strategy.
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Execution Checklist

Replace expensive or redundant holdings with the cheapest broad-market

options the plan offers.

Set one allocation and one rebalance rule for the whole household portfolio.

Review whether Roth or traditional contributions fit the current tax bracket

better.

Confirm beneficiaries and contingent beneficiaries today.

Read the plan features you usually ignore, especially in-service options and

brokerage window rules.

Document what you will do with the account the next time you change

employers.
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30-60-90 Day Tracker

Window Action Evidence Complete

Q1 Audit fund costs and

update contribution

percentages after raises

or bonuses.

Current lineup and

savings rate reviewed

Midyear Check drift, tax-election

logic, and any plan

notices or fee changes.

Allocation still

intentional

Open enrollment Review plan feature

changes and beneficiary

designations.

New plan documents

checked

Job change Apply the written

rollover rule

immediately.

No stranded old account

Year-end Save a one-page

summary of allocation,

tax treatment, and next

review date.

Fresh optimization note

stored

4. Common Mistakes

The expensive errors in this topic usually come from some combination of staying in

expensive active funds because they sound sophisticated, never revisiting roth versus

traditional, and forgetting beneficiaries. Read these before implementing so you know

where otherwise-solid plans most often break down.
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Staying in expensive active

funds because they sound

sophisticated

In many 401(k)s the cheapest broad

index option quietly beats the flashy

0.90% fund simply by wasting less of

your return.

Never revisiting Roth versus

traditional

Tax treatment should change when

income, filing status, and retirement

timing change. Leaving the election

untouched for years is passive drift,

not strategy.

Forgetting beneficiaries

A stale beneficiary form can override

assumptions baked into a will or

family conversation.

Treating a job change as a future

problem

Old plans pile up, paperwork gets lost,

and bad fund menus keep charging

fees while you postpone the rollover

decision.

5. Next Steps

The biggest upgrade you can make to your 401(k) is not a secret fund. It is a written

process: cheapest broad funds available, one target allocation, one annual review date,

one tax-election rationale, and one default rule for job changes. Put that process in place

and the account becomes far easier to manage than the average workplace plan

participant ever realizes.

If you only implement a short list in the next month, use the four checklist items below

as your operating plan. They move the biggest lever first and create momentum before

smaller cleanup work crowds the calendar.

Replace expensive or redundant holdings with the cheapest broad-market options the

plan offers.

Set one allocation and one rebalance rule for the whole household portfolio.

Review whether Roth or traditional contributions fit the current tax bracket better.

Confirm beneficiaries and contingent beneficiaries today.

After those first actions are in motion, use the tracker checkpoints—Q1, Midyear, and

Open enrollment—to confirm the change actually stuck. Most financial systems fail in
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follow-through, not in first-day enthusiasm. A dated review catches billing reversals,

allocation drift, paperwork delays, or missed implementation details while they are still

easy to fix.

Back to store Need help? support@wingmanprotocol.com
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