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introduction
For decades, Americans had access to a strong “three-lane highway” to retirement—a traditional pension, Social Security, and individual savings. As the first
of some 78 million Baby Boomers begin to retire in 2011, they are speeding on a
dangerous road full of potholes:
!" Fewer private sector employees have access to
traditional pension plans. In 1975, a full 88% of private
sector workers with a workplace retirement plan had
pension coverage; by 2005, this number had dwindled
to 33%.1

!" Scheduled increases in Social Security’s retirement
age mean lower benefits—a particularly painful
development for lower income workers who rely most
heavily on Social Security to make ends meet.

Against this backdrop, the National Institute on Retirement
Security commissioned a nationwide public opinion
research project to assess how average Americans feel about
retirement and their views on policies that could improve
their retirement prospects. This research is intended to
serve as a valuable tool for policymakers, thought leaders,
and retirement service providers as they work to improve
the U.S. retirement infrastructure.
The key research findings are as follows:

!" Americans continue to struggle to save enough in

!" When it comes to retirement, Americans continue

their 401(k) accounts—the median balance was only
$59,381 at year-end 2009.2

to have high anxiety. An overwhelming majority
of Americans are anxious about their retirement
prospects. Some 84% are concerned that current
economic conditions are impacting their ability to
achieve a secure retirement, with more than half (54%)
of Americans very concerned. This level of anxiety
has not dissipated, with 83% of Americans in 2009
reporting retirement concerns.

Only 59% of Americans have access
to any type of employer-sponsored
retirement plan.

What’s even more startling is that only 59% of Americans
have access to any type of employer-sponsored retirement
plan, and only 45% of employees participate in a retirement
plan at all.3

!" Americans have low retirement expectations.
Generally, Americans consider a secure retirement
simply surviving or living comfortably (34%), paying
their bills (17%), maintaining their pre-retirement
lifestyle (11%), and paying healthcare and health
insurance costs (8%). Only 11% expect retirement to
include leisure, travel, restaurants, and/or hobbies.
Moreover, Americans are taking a number of actions
to improve their retirement prospects—saving more,
getting rid of debt, delaying retirement, or looking for
jobs with a pension.
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!" The U.S. retirement system is under stress and in
need of reform. Nearly 9 out of 10 Americans believe
the retirement system is under stress and needs to be
reformed. More than 80% of Americans believe that the
recent economic downturn exposed the risks of America’s
retirement system. Nearly three-quarters of Americans
believe that stock market volatility makes it impossible for
the average American to predict how much money they
will have in their nest egg when they retire, underscoring
the potential flaws of the current retirement system.

!" Pensions are reliable and relieve retirement anxiety.
Some 84% of Americans indicated that those with

pensions are more likely to have a secure retirement,
and 72% of those who have a pension are confident it
will be there at retirement. Moreover, 77% believe the
disappearance of pensions has made it harder to achieve
the “American Dream.”

!" Washington is disconnected from Americans’
retirement anxiety. Nearly 80% of Americans believe
leaders in Washington do not understand how hard it
is to prepare for retirement in this economy. And 80%
believe that Washington leaders need to give a higher
priority to ensuring more Americans can have a secure
retirement.

NIRS and Greenwald asked:
How would you personally define what a financially secure retirement means to you?

"Being able to afford to remain in my home, have decent health
care. I may have to make concessions on a limited income to be
able to live comfortably, not extravagantly."

"One where I can have a roof over my head and not worry about
paying for it. And, taking care of the bills and having medical
coverage. Not having to worry about money."

"Being able to live long enough without losing the house from
expenses that are not covered, and having adequate health care.
And being able to handle family responsibilities as well."

"The ability to pay your bills, have a place to
live, food to eat, and health care."

"Enough to pay your bills so I don't have to make decisions, like
whether I can eat or take medications. I'm not sure, however, if
people in the future will be able to do this. I think the next generation will never have this security for retirement."
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when it comes to retirement,
americans have high anxiety
Experts often define an adequate retirement income as one that enables an
older household to take care of its needs in retirement. Experts also agree that
Americans are most likely to be self-sufficient in retirement when they have
access to a strong “three-lane highway” to retirement: a traditional pension, Social
Security, and individual savings like 401(k)-type plans. For decades, large shares
of Americans had access to this “three-lane highway” to retirement. In 2011, the
first of 78 million Baby Boomers turn 65. As this generation of Americans speeds
toward retirement, the road is dangerous with all three lanes full of potholes.
The pension lane of the highway finds fewer private sector
employees with access to traditional pension plans. In
1975, a full 88% of private sector workers had a defined
benefit pension. By 2005, this number had dwindled to
33%.4 And private-sector DB plan freezes have continued
through the 2000s. In 2004, just 4% of Fortune 1000 plan
sponsors had frozen DB plans; yet by 2009, a full 31%
of these companies had frozen plans.5 At the same time,
public sector pensions are under pressure in the wake of the
financial crisis, and are making a wide variety of benefit and
funding changes to ensure pensions remain the cornerstone
of retirement security for their employees.

recently reported that the median household headed by a
person aged 60 to 62 with a 401(k) account has less than
one-quarter of what is needed to maintain its standard of
living in retirement. This is according to data compiled
by the U.S. Federal Reserve and analyzed by The Boston
College Center for Retirement Research. The analysis also
indicates that even when accounting for Social Security,
pensions or other savings, most 401(k) participants appear

Additionally, as scheduled increases to the Social Security
retirement age begin to take effect, many Americans
will receive lower benefits. This is a particularly painful
development for lower income workers who rely most
heavily on Social Security to make ends meet. And,
discussions continue among Washington policymakers to
further reduce benefit levels.

has less than one-quarter of what is

The individual savings lane also is in disrepair. Even before
the crisis on Wall Street, Americans were struggling to save
enough in their 401(k) accounts. The Wall Street Journal

The median household headed by a person aged 60 to 62 with a 401(k) account
needed to maintain its standard of living in retirement.

to have insufficient savings. The WSJ also reports that
the financial crisis has exacerbated the savings shortfall.6
What’s more, the problem of low individual savings has
been worsened by employers reducing or eliminating 401(k)
matching programs in response to the economic crisis.
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Concerns also linger regarding 401(k) fees and the fact that
these accounts are leaky. That is, employees borrow against
their retirement accounts for other purposes, eroding
retirement savings by depriving the accounts of investment
earnings and/or suffering from penalties from the failure to
repay the loans.

Figure 1: Recovering Financial Losses
72% Disagree with the Statement:
Most Americans will be able to make up any financial losses
before they retire.

5%

Strongly Agree

20%
39%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree
33%

Strongly Disagree

Figure 2: Retirement and the Economy
84% are Concerned about Retirement
How concerned are you about current economic conditions
affecting your ability to achieve a secure retirement?

But how do Americans feel about their retirement
prospects? Against this backdrop, we gauged the level of
concern among Americans in terms of achieving a secure
retirement. We found that:
Nearly three-quarters polled feel most Americans won’t
be able to make up financial losses before they retire. (See
Figure 1.)
An overwhelming majority of Americans are anxious about
their retirement prospects. Some 84% are concerned that
current economic conditions are impacting their ability to
achieve a secure retirement. More than half (54%) are very
concerned. This level of anxiety has not dissipated, with
83% of Americans in 2009 reporting retirement concerns.
(See Figure 2.)
More than three-quarters of Americans feel the average
worker cannot save enough in the current economy on
their own to guarantee a secure retirement. (See Figure 3.)
Perhaps because of this anxiety, Americans are taking/took
before retirement a variety of actions such as (See Figure 4.):

52%

2009

54%

•! Two-thirds are cutting/planning to cut spending in
retirement (68%)

2011
31%

•! More than half are increasing savings (52%)

30%

•! About half are paying down credit card (52%) or
7%

5%

Not at All
Concerned

9%

mortgage debt (47%)

10%

Not Too
Concerned

Somewhat
Concerned

Very
Concerned

•! More than a third are planning to delay their retirement
or have done so already (36%)

•! More than a quarter are seeking a job with a pension
or did so before they retired (28%)
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The financial crisis has exacerbated the
savings shortfall. The problem of low
individual savings has been worsened
by employers reducing or eliminating

Figure 3: Average Workers’ Savings
78% Agree with the Statement:
In this economy, the average worker cannot save enough on their
own to guarantee a secure retirement.

401(k) matching programs in response
to the economic crisis.
7%
Strongly Agree

13%

Somewhat Agree
51%
Somewhat Disagree

27%

Strongly Disagree

Figure 4: Actions to Improve Prospects
Which of the following, if any, are you doing/have you done to improve your prospects for a secure retirement?
Percent Yes
68%

Cutting back or planning to cut back your spending once retired

Increasing the amount you are saving

52%

Trying to pay off credit card debt

52%

47%

Trying to pay down your mortgage

Delaying when you retired or will retire

Changing your investments

Working longer hours or taking an additional job

Looking for a job with a pension (before retirement)

36%

34%

32%

28%
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americans have low retirement expectations
As mentioned earlier, experts often define an adequate retirement income as
one that enables an older American household to take care of its own needs in
retirement. That often means not depending on family or public assistance to
meet those basic needs, nor continuing to work into advanced years to pay for
necessities like housing, clothing, and medical expenses.
But how do Americans define a secure retirement? Is
it the ability to travel and enjoy other luxuries, or it is
just being able to cover the day-to-day expenses without
turning to outside assistance?
Most often, Americans consider a secure retirement
simply surviving or living comfortably (34%), paying

their bills (17%), or maintaining their pre-retirement
lifestyle (11%). Only 11% expect retirement to include
leisure, travel, restaurants, and/or hobbies. As mentioned
earlier, Americans are taking a number of actions to
improve their retirement prospects—saving more, getting
rid of debt, delaying retirement, or looking for jobs with
a pension.

How would you personally define what a financially secure retirement means to you?

"I get Social Security and I haven't had a cost of living raise in two
years. That kind of bothers me. Everything is going up but my pay.
It means being able to pay my bills. Having enough money to help
my daughter get into college."

"Having enough money to meet my monthly expenses and medical insurance. I'm currently paying $720 per month for medical
coverage because I have a preexisting condition."

"The ability to make my house payment, automobile payment,
medical costs including insurance payment, and utilities."

"Being able to afford essentials and health
care would be nice."
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u.s. retirement system under stress,
in need of reform
As outlined earlier, the retirement infrastructure in the United States is in
disrepair. The once-stable road to retirement is shaky and full of potholes.
Pensions are disappearing in the private sector, and public
sector plans are undergoing modifications to contend
with the impacts of the financial crisis felt by all investors.
Social Security benefits are decreasing, and talks of more
cuts via raising the retirement age continue at a louder
volume.

But to what extent do Americans understand or feel the
impacts of the crumbling retirement system and volatility of
the stock market? Our polling suggests that Americans feel it
acutely, and they want change.

!" Nearly 9 out of 10 Americans (86%) believe the retirement
system is under stress and needs to be reformed.

Meanwhile, the average savings of American households
is woefully inadequate. The outlook is worsened by the
sting of the unprecedented drop in the financial markets
that wiped out a substantial amount of the value 401(k)
individual accounts, creating an ever more dire situation for
Americans at or near retirement without sufficient time to
recoup their losses.

!" About 80% of Americans believe that recent economic
downturn shows just how risky America’s retirement
system can be.

!" 73% believe that stock market volatility makes it
impossible for the average American to predict how much
they will have in their nest egg when they retire.

Figure 5: A Crumbling Retirement System
86% Agree with the Statement:

53%

81% Agree with the Statement:

49%

33%

7%

5%

The retirement system in this country is
under stress and needs to be reformed.

32%

10%

7%

The recent economic downturn shows just how
risky America’s retirement system can be.

73% Agree with the Statement:
Changes in the stock market make it
impossible for the average American to
predict how much money they will have
in their nest egg when they retire.

48%

0%

Strongly Agree

Somewhat Agree

25%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Somewhat Disagree

15%

60%

70%

80%

9%

90%

100%

Strongly Disagree
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pensions reliable, relieve retirement anxiety
A wide body of research finds that older American households with pension
income are far better positioned to be self-sufficient in retirement than those
without. This is because pensions provide a stable monthly retirement benefit
that cannot be outlived, and offer spousal protections.
For example, researchers at Boston College found that
those with pensions are much less likely to be at risk of
inadequate retirement income than those who rely on
individual accounts or have no retirement plan. Specifically,
they found that for households approaching retirement,
about one in four is at risk of falling short.7 But among
those with a pension plan, just 15% are at risk, as are just
12% of those that can count on both a pension and an
individual account.8

and hardship among older Americans. Rates of poverty
among older households lacking pension income were
about six times greater than those with such income. The
analysis also finds that pensions reduce—and in some cases
eliminate—the greater risk of poverty and public assistance
dependence that women and minority populations
otherwise would face.
But how do Americans view pensions and their role
in relieving retirement anxiety? Our polling finds that
Americans are highly favorable on pensions in terms of
their reliability and ability to address retirement anxiety.
An overwhelming majority of Americans believe all
Americans should have access to pensions so they can be
self-sufficient in retirement. Further, more than 75% of
Americans believe the disappearance of pensions has made
it harder to achieve the “American Dream.”

Similarly, a 2007 Federal Reserve study found that pension
plans are highly effective at ensuring that retirees have
sufficient resources to support themselves. Some 96% of
households that can count on receiving pension benefits
will have sufficient income to exceed the poverty line. By
contrast, more than one-third of households that rely only
on individual accounts plans will have income either below
or near the poverty line.9

Americans are confident about the reliability of pension
benefits. 72% with pensions are confident that their pension
will be there at retirement. (See Figure 6.)

And, the NIRS Pension Factor report finds that pension
income plays a critical role in reducing the risk of poverty

Figure 6: Pensions and Retirement Anxiety
72% of Workers with Pensions are
Confident about Their Reliability:

40%

32%

17%

9%

How confident are you that your pension
will be there when it is time to retire?
0%

Very Confident

8

10%

Somewhat Confident
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20%

30%

40%

50%

Not too Confident

60%

70%

80%

90%

Not at all Confident

100%

Pensions would relieve retirement anxiety. 58% of those
without pensions said a pension would make them more
confident about their chances of having a secure retirement. In
2009, polling showed 55% of Americans felt a pension would
make them feel more confident about their chances of having
a secure retirement. (See Figure 7.)

in retirement. (See Figure 8.)
Some 84% say Americans with pensions are more likely than
those without to have a secure retirement. (See Figure 9.)
More than three quarters of Americans believe the
disappearance of pensions has made it hard for workers to
achieve the American dream (77%). (See Figure 10.)

About 8 in 10 Americans believe all Americans should have
access to a pension so they can be independent and self-reliant

Figure 7: Pensions and Retirement Confidence
Would having a traditional pension plan at work have made you feel any more or less confident about your chances of having a comfortable retirement?

9%

Much more confident than you are now

6%

25%

A little more confident than you are now
About as confident as you are now
22%

A little less confident than you are now
Much less confident than you are now
33%

Figure 8: Pensions and Self-Reliance
81% Agree with the Statement:

I believe that all workers should have
access to a pension plan so they can be
independent and self-reliant in
retirement.

55%

0%

Strongly Agree

26%

10%

Somewhat Agree

20%

30%

40%

50%

Somewhat Disagree

60%

11%

70%

80%

6%

90%

100%

Strongly Disagree
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Figure 9: Pensions and Retirement Security

84% Agree with the Statement:

45%

39%

10%

5%

Americans with traditional pensions are
more likely than those without pensions
to have a secure retirement.
0%

Strongly Agree

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Somewhat Disagree

Somewhat Agree

70%

80%

90%

100%

Strongly Disagree

Figure 10: Pensions and the American Dream

77% Agree with the Statement:

49%

28%

12%

8%

80%

90%

The disappearance of traditional
pensions has made it harder for workers
to achieve the American Dream.

0%

Strongly Agree

10%

Somewhat Agree

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Somewhat Disagree

70%

100%

Strongly Disagree

How would you personally define what a financially secure retirement means to you?

"Just enough money to be able to pay the bills you have. Yesterday, I
received a $300 electric bill. I wasn't home half of the time. I don't want
to be rich. I just want money to be able to pay my bills because everything
else is going up. And medicine is outrageously expensive. I am very concerned about retirement—how much we get, and medical."

"Just being able to pay my bills; and if I want
to go to a ballgame on Friday night, I can."
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washington disconnected
from retirement anxiety
Legislative activity in Washington since the Great Recession focused on
contending with the financial crisis, growing the economy, and reforming health
care. On the retirement front, temporary funding relief was provided to private
sector pension plan sponsors, and hearings related to reforming and expanding
individual accounts were held.
Now that the economy is recovering, it appears there is an
opportunity for leaders in Washington to focus on pragmatic
measures to address the looming retirement income crisis.
As discussed in the NIRS inaugural policy conference report,
retirement experts agreed that changes must be made to the
U.S. retirement system—inaction is not an option.
The various policy solutions run the gamut: strengthening
pensions and encouraging the formation of new ones,
retooling defined contribution plans to work better, and even
implementing new retirement programs and approaches.
The highly popular Social Security program, with a legacy
of keeping elder Americans out of poverty, also is frequently
discussed, especially as pensions disappear and individual
accounts attempt to recover from the financial crisis.

The nation does not suffer from a shortage of ideas. Clearly,
the more difficult, and necessary, task remains—translating
these ideas into action in order to raise the bar on Americans’
retirement security.
How do Americans feel about the understanding of and
level of attention given to retirement security issues
by leaders in Washington? Our research indicates that
Americans feel leaders in Washington are out of touch. They
do not understand the challenges ordinary Americans face in
saving for retirement, nor do they place the required level of
attention to help implement solutions to improve retirement
prospects. Additionally, Americans overwhelmingly are not
supportive of cuts to Social Security, and would like to see
pensions available to more Americans.

How would you personally define what a financially secure retirement means to you?

"That I can put food on the table and have health insurance. I've worked
all my life and don't have savings accounts. It's bad. I want my children
to be secure. They also work very hard. All the groceries, car payments,
insurance has gone up and nobody is getting raises. "

"A defined benefit pension plan through the company. I am quite
comfortable doing the same things as before I retired."
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Nearly 8 of 10 Americans (79%) indicate that leaders in
Washington do not understand how hard it is to prepare for
retirement in this economy. (See Figure 11.)

for today and tomorrow. Specifically, 68% polled are opposed
to cutting benefits for current retirees, and 59% are opposed to
cutting benefits for future retirees. (See Figure 13.)

Some 80% of Americans believe leaders in Washington need
to give a higher priority to ensuring more Americans can have
a secure retirement. (See Figure 11.)

Of three actions specified in the survey, by far, Americans
believe strengthening Social Security is the most important
action that leaders in Washington can take. Some 47% prefer
this option, far exceeding support for giving tax breaks to
employees (29%) and giving tax breaks to companies (20%).

More than 8 out of 10 Americans (83%) continue to believe
that government should make it easier for employers to offer
pensions. (See Figure 12.)
While policy makers consider further cuts to Social Security
benefits, support remains strong for maintaining benefit levels

Some 75% of Americans believe that employers not offering
a retirement plan should be required to automatically enroll
employees into an Individual Retirement Account, with
employees having the choice to opt out. (See Figure 14.)

Figure 11: Washington and Retirement Security Issues
80% Agree with the Statement:

60%

79% Agree with the Statement:

56%

Leaders in Washington need to give a higher
priority to ensuring more Americans can have
a secure retirement.

Leaders in Washington do not
understand how hard it is to prepare for
retirement in this economy.

0%

Strongly Agree

20%

10%

23%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Somewhat Disagree

Somewhat Agree

8%

13%

70%

80%

6%

90%

100%

Strongly Disagree

Figure 12: Government’s Role for Employer-Sponsored Pensions
83% in 2009 and 2011 Agree with the Statement:
The government should make it easier for employers to offer traditional pension plans.

51%

32%

9%

7%

Strongly Agree

2011
Somewhat Agree
48%

35%

9%

6%

Somewhat Disagree

2009
Strongly Disagree
0%

12

10%

20%
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Figure 13: Social Security

68% Disagree with the Statement:

11%

The government should cut spending in all
areas, even if it means reducing Social
Security benefits for CURRENT retirees.

59% Disagree with the Statement:

17%

The government should cut spending in
all areas, even if it means reducing Social
Security benefits for FUTURE retirees.

0%

Strongly Agree

19%

17%

22%

10%

20%

51%

19%

30%

40%

40%

50%

Somewhat Disagree

Somewhat Agree

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Strongly Disagree

Figure 14: Automatic IRAs
75% Believe IRAs are a Good Idea:
Some believe that employers who don’t offer a retirement plan should be required to automatically enroll employees in an Individual Retirement
Account or IRA. The employee could still opt out of the program if they wished. How do you feel about this idea?

10%
28%

Very Good Idea

14%

Pretty Good Idea
Pretty Bad Idea
Very Bad Idea

47%
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conclusion
The evidence is clear. As some 78 million Baby Boomers begin to retire in 2011,
the road to retirement for Americans is in disrepair. Fewer private sector employees
have access to traditional pensions. Increases in Social Security’s retirement age
mean lower benefits, and more cuts are possible. And Americans continue to
struggle to save enough in their 401(k) accounts. The Wall Street Journal reports
that the median household headed by a person aged 60 to 62 with a 401(k)
account has less than one-quarter of what is needed to maintain its standard of
living in retirement, and the financial crisis has worsened the saving shortfall.
This public opinion research assesses how average
Americans feel about retirement, and their views on
policies that could improve their retirement prospects. The
key findings are as follows:

!" When it comes to retirement, Americans continue
to have high anxiety. An overwhelming majority
of Americans are anxious about their retirement
prospects. Some 84% are concerned that current
economic conditions are impacting their ability to
achieve a secure retirement.

the recent economic downturn exposed the risks of
America’s retirement system.

!" Pensions are reliable and relieve retirement anxiety.
Some 84% of Americans indicated those with pensions
are more likely to have a secure retirement, and 72%
of those with pensions are confident their pensions
will be there at retirement. Moreover, 77% believe
the disappearance of pensions has made it harder to
achieve the “American Dream.”

!" Washington is disconnected from Americans’
!" Americans have low retirement expectations.
Americans consider a secure retirement simply surviving
or living comfortably (34%), paying their bills (17%),
or maintaining their pre-retirement lifestyle (11%).
Only 11% expect retirement to include leisure, travel,
restaurants, and/or hobbies. Moreover, Americans are
taking a number of actions to improve their retirement
prospects—saving more, getting rid of debt, delaying
retirement, or looking for jobs with a pension.

!" The U.S. retirement system is under stress and in
need of reform. Nearly 9 out of 10 Americans believe
the retirement system is under stress and needs to be
reformed. More than 80% of Americans believe that
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retirement anxiety. Nearly 80% of Americans believe
leaders in Washington do not understand how hard it
is to prepare for retirement in this economy. And 80%
believe that Washington leaders need to give a higher
priority to ensuring more Americans can have a secure
retirement.
The impending retirement income crisis is a critical
public policy issue with serious fiscal consequences for
individuals, employers, and society at large. As lawmakers
work in Washington and state capitals across the nation,
we hope this research will provide a valuable tool to guide
effective public policies. The American people clearly need
and want relief from their retirement anxiety.

methodology
The survey was conducted as a nationwide telephone interview of 800 Americans age 25 or older to assess their sentiment regarding retirement
and actions the new Congress and Administration could take. Mathew Greenwald & Associates balanced the data to reflect the demographics
of the United States for age, gender, and income. The margin of error is plus or minus 3.5%.
Totals presented in figures may not equal 100% due to rounding and/or omission of "don't know" and "refused" responses.
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