
 

 

 

 

 

  

Opening the 401(k) Channel | 

Operational & Technological 

Implications of Alternatives Access 



 

 

Opening the 401(k) Channel 
 

The U.S. Department of Labor’s (DOL) recent move to enable private credit, private equity, and other alternative 
assets within 401(k) retirement savings plans is best viewed as an acceleration of an existing trend, rather than a 
step change in its own right. 
 

The industry has been moving towards the “democratization” of private markets for several years, driven by demand 
for diversification, improved yields, and access to differentiated return streams. The DOL’s action has reduced 
one of the key barriers to broader adoption — fiduciary uncertainty — and in doing so, has brought the defined 
contribution (DC) market more clearly into scope. 
 

Given the size and stability of the U.S. retirement market, this is significant; however, the implications are less about 
access and more about execution. For both asset managers and asset owners, the challenge now is how to deliver 
private market exposure in a way that is operationally robust, scalable, and appropriate for a DC environment. 

 

Product Evolution & The Need for Scalable Structures 
 

Private market strategies have historically been designed for institutional investors, with closed-end fund 
structures, limited liquidity, and bespoke servicing models; the DC environment introduces different requirements: 

 

As a result, asset managers are increasingly exploring: 

 

This represents a shift from bespoke product design towards more industrialized delivery models. In practice, many 
existing operating platforms, whether designed for traditional mutual funds or institutional mandates, require 
adaptation to support these hybrid structures effectively. 
 

Data, Valuation, & Transparency 
 

Extending private assets into a 401(k) context raises investor expectations around data quality, valuation, and 
transparency. Fiduciaries must be able to demonstrate that investments have been assessed in a consistent and 
robust manner, while participants and platforms expect clear and timely reporting. This conflicts inherently with 
the underlying characteristics of private markets, where: 
 

 



 

 

 

Addressing this requires investment in more integrated data environments, with stronger governance and clearer 
data lineage. For many firms, this will involve enhancing existing architectures to support both institutional-grade 
processes and retail-scale reporting requirements. 
 

Liquidity Management as an Operational Discipline 
 

Mismatch of available liquidity remains a central consideration. Private market strategies are not naturally aligned 
with the daily dealing expectations of DC plans. As allocations increase, firms will need to develop more robust 
approaches to liquidity forecasting, cash management, and broader model stress testing. 

 

These capabilities move beyond investment management into core operations, requiring systems and processes 
that can support ongoing monitoring and scenario analysis. For many organizations, this represents a step change 
in operational sophistication. 
 

Distribution, Platforms, & the Role of Partnerships 
 

The DC market is highly intermediated, with recordkeepers and platforms playing a central role in product 
distribution and administration. This creates notable constraints around: 

 

Operational compatibility becomes a key determinant of success; it also highlights a structural dynamic within the 
industry: relatively few firms have both the distribution capabilities required to access the DC market and the 
investment capabilities in private markets. 

 

As a result, we expect to see continued growth in partnerships between traditional long-only managers with 
established distribution networks and alternative managers with specialist capabilities. In many cases, these 
partnerships will be necessary to bring viable solutions to market. 

 

Governance & Fiduciary Oversight 
 

While the DOL’s position provides greater clarity, it also reinforces the importance of demonstrable fiduciary 
process. Plan sponsors must be able to evidence that investment decisions are well-informed, appropriately 
assessed, and consistently applied. 

 



 

 

 

This increases the need for structured governance frameworks, supported by technology where appropriate. In 
practice, this may involve greater use of workflow tools, documentation standards, and audit capabilities, 
particularly as product complexity increases. 
 

Broader Operating Model Implications 
 

The inclusion of alternatives in 401(k)s brings together private markets, wealth and retirement distribution, and 
core operational functions, areas of the business that have historically operated separately. Delivering effectively in 
this space requires closer alignment across these areas, supported by: 

For many firms, this will require incremental but meaningful change, rather than wholesale transformation. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The expansion of alternatives into the 401(k) market is unlikely to result in rapid or universal adoption; however, it 
represents a clear continuation and acceleration of the broader trend towards wider access to private 
markets. 
 

For asset managers, this opens access to a large and stable pool of capital. For asset owners and plan sponsors, it 
introduces new opportunities alongside additional operational complexity and technical nuances. 
 

The key challenge is not whether private assets can be included in DC portfolios, but if they can be delivered in a 
way that is operationally sound, scalable, and aligned with fiduciary expectations. Firms that focus on these 
practical considerations, particularly around data, liquidity, and operating model design, will be better positioned to 
participate successfully as the market develops. 
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