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Honing Your Trustee 
Communication Skills 
Part I and Part II
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Why communication
skills matter for trustees

Key communication
scenarios trustees face

Strategies for
resolving conflicts

What We Will Learn Today
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• Name, role
• What is the most 

important issue you are 
facing as a trustee?

Introductions
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Why Communication
Skills Matter for Trustees
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Oversee fund 
management

Ensure compliance with 
ERISA regulations

Make decisions that 
impact beneficiaries’ 
well-being

Trustees’ Responsibilities
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• Building trust, transparency, 
and collaboration

• Navigating complex
benefit issues

• Effective decision-making
• Navigating change
• Conflict resolution

Why Communication Is Key
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Key Communication
Scenarios for Trustees
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• Making sure everyone 
understands complex 
financial and legal 
information

• Collaborating on
decision-making

• Ensuring all voices are 
heard

Trust Fund Meetings
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Effectively engaging with 
actuaries, attorneys, and 
investment consultants

Asking the right questions 
and translating expert 
insights for other trustees

Communicating With Plan Professionals
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• Explaining benefit updates, 
policy changes, or new 
regulations to participants

• Translating complex 
concepts into clear, 
straightforward language

Engaging With Participants
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• Balancing the
needs of employers,
union representatives, 
and participants while 
ensuring the fund’s 
sustainability

Communicating With Other Stakeholders
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Common Trustee 
Communication Challenges
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• Legal, financial, and 
regulatory language can 
be difficult to explain or 
interpret

• There is no such thing as 
a stupid question

• Your plan professionals 
are there to help you

Complexity of Information
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Default position for 
management may be
to save money

Default position for labor
may be to provide the best 
possible benefits for members

You must take off your 
management or labor cap and 
put on your trustee fiduciary cap

Different Perspectives and Interests
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• Adapting communication 
strategies to engage both 
older and younger 
members

• Each have different 
expectations and 
preferences

Multigenerational Teams and Audiences
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Strategies to Improve 
Communication Skills
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• Read the materials your plan 
professionals send you

• Attend all trust fund meetings
• Ask questions at the meetings
• Ask questions outside of 

meetings
• Attend IFEBP conferences
• Use other IFEBP resources

like books, articles, webinars, 
and live help

Educate Yourself About Trust Fund Issues
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• https://www.ifebp.org/

IFEBP Resources:
Website
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IFEBP Resources:
Benefits Knowledge Center
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IFEBP Resources:
Ask a Benefits Question
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IFEBP Resources:
Ask a Benefits Question
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• Active listening
• Respectful 

language
and tone

• Positive 
nonverbal 
communication

Key Communication Skills
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• Give full attention to the speaker
• Don’t interrupt
• Listen to understand,

not just to react
• Talk less, listen more
• Use body language to

show you are listening
• Ask clarifying questions
• Summarize what they said

Build Your Active Listening Muscles
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• Understand the diverse 
perspectives of active 
union members, retirees, 
and employers

• Put yourself in other 
people’s shoes

• Pay attention to your 
language and tone

Empathy
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• Avoid jargon when 
discussing complex issues

• Tailor explanations to 
audience’s level of 
understanding

Ask for and Use Clarity and Simplicity
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Engaging a
Multigenerational

Audience
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Workforce Is Becoming More Diverse

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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• Silent Generation:
Born before 1946

• Baby Boomers: 
Born 1946-1964

• Generation X: 
Born 1965-1980

• Millennials: 
Born 1981-1996

• Generation Z: 
Born 1997 and later

Generations at the Table or in Audience
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• The following slides contain 
broad generalizations each 
generation’s communication 
preferences

• Get to know people
as individuals, not as 
generational stereotypes, so 
you can tailor your message 
most effectively

Warning!
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• Respect for authority
• Personal relationships
• Face-to-face 

communication

Silent Generation Preferences
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• Recognition and respect
• Face-to-face 

communication
• Detailed explanations

Baby Boomer Preferences

31



• Autonomy
• Technology 

integration
• Direct, efficient 

communication
• Email or calls

Generation X Preferences
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• Expect real-time 
communication

• Prefer digital platforms

Millennial Preferences
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• Expect real-time 
communication

• Prefer digital platforms

Gen Z Preferences
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Adapted from: Loden, Marily & 
Rosener, Judy, “Workforce America! 
Managing Employee Diversity as a 

Vital Resource,” McGraw‐Hill 
Professional Publishing, 1990. 
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• Use a mix of in-person 
meetings, emails, 
messaging apps, and 
collaboration tools

• Choose communication 
channels based on nature 
of message and audience

Use Multiple Communication Channels
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• Your health fund faces rising 
costs that might require 
increasing contributions or 
changing benefits

• How could use to communicate 
about the situation to 
participants, unions, and 
employers to minimize alarm 
and confusion?

Practice Scenario
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Conflict Resolution
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• Is all conflict bad?

Reflection Question
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• Resolving disagreements 
in a respectful and 
constructive manner

What Is Conflict Resolution?
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• Destructive
• Constructive

Two Types of Conflict
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• No constructive purpose 
or outcome

• Damaged relationships
• Decreased productivity

Destructive Conflict
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• Not listening
• Disrespectful language 

and tone
• Personal attacks
• Stubbornness
• Escalation

What Leads to Destructive Conflict?
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• Positive purpose
or outcome

• Disagreements or 
differences lead to 
improvements, 
innovation, or 
strengthened 
relationships

Constructive Conflict
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• Think about a time 
you were involved 
in a conflict

• Did it get resolved 
constructively?

• If so, how?
• If not, why not?

Reflection Questions
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Use calm, respectful 
dialogue to resolve 
disagreements

Frame issues around 
common goals (the fund’s 
health and sustainability)

Useful Conflict Management Techniques
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• Self-awareness
• Regulating your 

own emotions
• Social awareness

Emotional Intelligence
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• Pay attention to how you 
typically react in conflict

• Identify what triggers your 
emotional responses

• Work on remaining calm 
and finding a constructive 
solution

Strengthen Self-Awareness
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• Identifying issues
• Generating options
• Evaluating solutions

Problem-Solving Skills
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• Expressing needs, 
opinions, and 
boundaries clearly
and respectfully

• Don’t be passive or 
aggressive (or passive-
aggressive)

Assertiveness
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• Focus on issues,
not personalities

• Use "I" statements 
instead of ”you” 
statements

• Take a break if
necessary

How to Communicate Respectfully
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• Finding common
ground and mutually 
acceptable solutions

• Requires flexibility, 
creativity, and the
ability to compromise

Negotiation
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• Practice through
role-playing with
a friend or colleague

• Simulate real-life 
situations and experiment 
with different approaches

• Seek feedback and
be open to it

Role-Playing Conflict Resolution
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• Negotiate with your bank or
credit card company about fees

• Negotiate with your child about
snacks or candy before meals

Practice in Real Life
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• Sometimes the parties 
aren’t making progress 
resolving conflict

• A neutral third party can 
facilitate communication, 
encourage collaboration, 
and guide the resolution 
process

Mediation
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• Projections show your pension plan will face 
underfunding without an increase in contributions 
or changes in plan structure or benefits

• One set of trustees adamantly wants to increase 
contributions, one set is open to exploring 
changes in plan structure or benefits, and one 
key trustee wants to do nothing

• What steps could your trustees take to resolve 
the conflict?

Practice Scenario
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Key Takeaways
Your Feedback 
Is Important. 
Please Scan 

These QR Codes.
Part I Evaluation

Part II Evaluation

• Educate yourself about trust fund
issues and trustee responsibilities

• Adjust your communication methods
and style to your audience

• Conflict resolution skills include respectful 
communication, active listening, problem 
solving, and negotiation
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