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once upon a time, de-
fined benefits pen-
sion plans were 
not just a benefit of 

“public service” employment 
by state and local governments, 
but were also an expected part 
of corporate life.  Employees 
worked at the same company 
for decades and retired know-
ing that their pensions would 
allow them to live comfortably 
and without financial worries.  
but from the employer ’s point 
of view, defined benefits plans 
have a serious drawback - they 
place all the investment risk on 
the employer.  

The terms of these pension 
plans require the sponsoring 
employers to pay retired em-
ployees the agreed-upon ben-
efits, whether or not the pen-
sion’s funds are adequate to 
meet those needs.  If the pen-
sion’s investments do poorly 
and if the contributions into 
the plan aren’t enough, the em-
ployer is forced to make up the 
difference. 

 That’s why defined benefits 
plans have been almost entire-
ly replaced in corporate Amer-
ica by defined contribution 
plans, in which the employer 
and/or employee contributes 

a certain sum but the employ-
er is not required to provide a 
“defined” retirement benefit 
at the end.  defined contribu-
tions plans, which most com-
monly appear in the form of 
the familiar 401(k) plan, place 
all the investment risk on the 
employee - if he or she hasn’t 
accumulated enough money in 
the account to live on during 
retirement, that’s their prob-
lem.  

 “The introduction of 401(k)-
type plans has, over time, dis-
placed defined benefit plans 
for many companies,” said 
Marc Hopkins, a spokesperson 
for the Pension benefit Guaran-
tee corporation (PbGc).  The 
PbGc is a government entity 
that steps in to protect pension 
benefits if the employer can no 
longer meet its obligations.   It 
is funded by insurance premi-
ums paid by companies that 
sponsor defined benefit pen-
sion plans.  The PbGc’s most 
recent annual report says that 
there are about 27,000 private-
sector pension funds today 
that have 25 or more enrolled 
workers.  That’s down from the 
all-time high of over 114,000 
pension plans in 1985.  In 2011 
alone, PBGC took over benefits 

responsibilities for more than 
4,300 failed pension plans.  
And, according to Hopkins, 
since 1975 over 170,000 plans 
have ended in a standard ter-
mination - meaning that those 
companies chose to discontin-
ue their defined benefit pen-
sion plans.  

  “There are what I’ll call a 
‘perfect storm’ of issues which 
have led to [pension plan fail-
ures],” said david Hildeb-
randt, who is a senior partner 
at the law firm of kirton & Mc-
Conkie and an internationally 
recognized expert in pension 
and welfare benefit plans. “The 
most common one is probably 
the aging population of partic-
ipants.  If participants live lon-
ger, the liability for a defined 
benefit plan increases.  The 
second is the current finan-
cial and capital markets’ envi-
ronment.  And the third one is 
that the actuarial assumptions 
for assumed investment earn-
ings in these plans are some-
times in excess of 7%, which is 
proving to be unrealistic in to-
day’s market.”

 Joe Saburn, an attorney who 
was formerly in-house ERISA 
counsel for AT&T and is now 
a partner at Ogletree Deak-
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Whether you are a new graduate, 
a career changer, or simply look-
ing for work, choosing and then 
pursuing a new profession can 
be a daunting task. Many people 
frantically search for a solution to 
streamline success but they may 
not have to look as far as they 
think. Studies show that when 
professional work is in sync with 
what a person enjoys, it creates a 
virtuous circle of passion and en-
ergy that is a prerequisite for pros-
perity.

“The best way to determine 
what to do (professionally) is to 
figure out the things you spend 
time on that you don’t get paid 
for,” said Michelle Patterson, CEO 
of Event Complete. “Do what you 
love, because you will fall in love 
every day.” 

Event Complete, a full-service 
event management company, was 
created by Patterson after years of 
working as an organizer for Taste 
of Ladera, the largest not-for-prof-
it charity event in Orange County, 
California. “I’ve always had that 
mindset of putting on events and 
pulling people together,” Patter-
son told “The Suit.” 

Patterson and her team offer 
a slew of services that help turn 
just about any event into a thriv-
ing, revenue-generating affair. 
The company’s Event Concept 
Development Plan provides the 
know-how for everything from 
site logistics, media relations and 

security to invitations, stage and 
entertainment management, and 
even alcohol and beverage control. 

But Event Complete isn’t expect-
ing to host any birthday parties in 
the near future. Patterson is also 
executive producer of The Califor-
nia Women’s Conference, the larg-
est women’s symposium in North 
America. The historic conference 
boasts many A-list members and 
keynote speakers such as First 
Lady Michelle Obama, Deepak 
Chopra, Jane Fonda, Oprah Win-
frey, former British Prime Minister 
Tony Blair, the Dalai Lama, Bar-
bara Walters and countless other 
celebrities. “What I found is that 
the individuals who are really suc-
cessful are the best to work with,” 
Patterson said with a laugh. 

Event Complete, which is com-
mitted to supporting charities, 
has developed both the social en-
terprise and the expertise needed 
to help generate funds. Patterson 
notes that communicating with 
both short-term and long-term 
sponsors plays a crucial role in 
efficient fund-raising. “It’s impor-
tant to understand what the tar-
get is you’re focused on for your 
fund-raising efforts and make 
sure that (it) is not only commu-
nicated through the sponsorship 
package, but that it gets out to the 
masses,” she said. Social media, 
whose influence on fund-raising is 
unparalleled, can be a useful tool 
in reaching out to the target audi-
ence. “Women represent 78% of 
consumers and 85% of  decision 

makers,” Patterson figured. “The 
companies that recognize the im-
pact that social media plays in the 
marketplace and directly related 
to women are the companies that 
are succeeding and doing well.” 

For many, the logistics of events 
can be overly stressful, which is 
why event planners have become 
so highly sought after. But Pat-
terson, who says she “works well 
under pressure,” also feels com-
fortable in high-octane environ-
ments and affirms the need to 
keep one’s cool. “It’s important, 
as the leader, to be able to set that 
tone. It’s being able to go ahead 
and stay close to what the overall 
vision and mission is,” she said. 
Patterson also tells her volunteers 
to keep things in perspective and 
not let the stress take hold of them. 
“I don’t ever want to see them 
running across the exhibit hall,” 
she mused, then added seriously, 
“People notice your energy levels. 
If you’re stressed out and feeling 
overwhelmed, then your crowds 
and audiences will feel that same 
way.” 

Coming into 2013, Patterson 
plans on going even further in 
her profession. She has numerous 
events planned nationwide and 
internationally, including blue-
prints for programs in Singapore 
and for the United Nations. “You 
can never start soon enough,” she 
said. 
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Michelle Patterson, CEO of Event 
Complete and Executive Producer of 
The California Women’s Conference, 
the largest women’s symposium in 
North America.


