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executive summary
The 2016 U.S. elections made two issues abundantly clear: the
nation remains deeply divided from a political standpoint and
many Americans are angry about their economic prospects.
This report finds that despite deep political polarization,
Americans are united in their anxiety about their economic
security in retirement and in their dissatisfaction with national
policy makers’ inaction to address the nation’s retirement
crisis.

2.

This anxiety comes at a time when the once stable retirement
infrastructure has degraded dramatically, resulting in a national
retirement crisis for middle-class Americans. Pensions for
private sector workers continue to disappear under a complex
regulatory environment. Social Security benefits have been
cut, and Congress is said to be eyeing additional benefit
reductions. A large portion of Americans lack access to, or do
not participate in, workplace retirement plans. Additionally,
Americans are not saving enough in their individual
retirement accounts at a time when retirement income needs
are increasing thanks to rising longevity and costs.

3.

Against this backdrop, the National Institute on Retirement
Security (NIRS) commissioned its fifth nationwide public
opinion research project. The survey is conducted on a biennial
basis to monitor over time how Americans feel about their
economic security in retirement and to assess their views on
policies that could improve their retirement outlook.
The key research findings are as follows:
1.

Across party lines, Americans are worried about
economic insecurity in retirement.
Three-fourths (76 percent) of Americans are concerned
about economic conditions affecting their ability to
achieve a secure retirement. For respondents that
identified themselves as Democrats, the level of concern
was at 78 percent compared to 76 percent for Republicans.

Americans in overwhelming numbers continue to
believe the nation faces a retirement crisis.
Some 88 percent of Americans agree that the nation faces
a retirement crisis, holding steady from 2015 (86 percent).
The level of concern is high across gender, income, age
and party affiliation. Importantly, more than half (55
percent) strongly agree that there is a crisis.
Americans regard pensions as a route to economic
security in retirement, and see these retirement plans as
better than 401(k) accounts.
We find that some 82 percent of Americans have a
favorable view of pensions. A full 85 percent say all
workers should have access to a pension plan so they
can be independent and self-reliant in retirement. More
than three-fourths of Americans (77 percent) say the
disappearance of pensions has made it harder to achieve
the American Dream. Some 71 percent of Americans say
that pensions do more to help workers achieve a secure
retirement as compared to 401(k) plans, and 65 percent
say pensions are safer than 401(k) plans.

4.

Americans say national leaders still don’t understand
their retirement struggle, and they remain highly supportive of state efforts to address the retirement crisis.
An overwhelming majority of Americans (85 percent) say
leaders in Washington do not understand how hard it is to
prepare for retirement, which held steady from 87 percent
in 2015. Similarly, 86 percent say leaders in Washington
need to give a higher priority to ensuring that Americans
have a secure retirement. In terms of solutions, 82 percent
of Americans say government should make it easier for
employers to offer pensions. Americans also believe that
state-sponsored retirement savings plans for workers not
covered by an employer’s plan are a good idea (75 percent),
and 81 percent say they would consider participating in a
state plan.
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5.

Protecting Social Security remains important to
Americans.
Some 76 percent of Americans say it is a mistake to
cut government spending in such a way as to reduce
Social Security benefits for current retirees, up from 73
percent in 2015 and 67 percent in 2013. When it comes
to benefits for future generations, 73 percent oppose
cutting government spending that reduces Social Security
benefits.
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6.

Americans strongly support pensions for public sector
workers and see them as a strong recruitment and
retention tool.
Americans strongly support pensions for police officers
and firefighters (90 percent) and for teachers (81 percent).
The research also finds that Americans overwhelmingly
support retirement security for workers who face job risks,
such as corrections officers (90 percent). More than half
of Americans (52 percent) believe that public pension
benefits levels are about right at $2,205 per month,
while 37 percent say the benefits are too low. Americans
overwhelmingly agree (92 percent) that pensions are a
good way to recruit and retain public sector workers like
teachers, police officers and firefighters.

introduction
The 2016 U.S. elections made two issues abundantly clear: the
nation remains deeply divided from a political standpoint and
many Americans are angry about their economic prospects.
This report finds that despite deep political polarization,
Americans are united in their anxiety about their economic
security in retirement and in their dissatisfaction with national
policy makers’ inaction to address the nation’s retirement crisis.
On the issue of the political divide, the Republican Presidential
candidate, Donald Trump, won the Electoral College by a
wide margin (306 to 232), while the Democratic candidate,
Hillary Clinton, won the popular vote by nearly three million
votes. In the U.S. Congress, the political division is similar.
Republicans held control of both chambers with a slim margin
of 52 seats in the U.S. Senate and held a wider margin in the
U.S. House of Representatives with 241 seats.1
When it comes to Americans’ economic concerns, the 2016
Economic Anxiety Index finds that Americans’ economic
anxiety has reached a new high. Americans are increasingly
worried about losing their jobs and their ability to pay their
mortgage or rent, with a full 30 percent of respondents fearful
that they will lose their jobs, up from 10 percent.2
Economic and income inequality data seem to explain
Americans’ financial worries. For the past 30 years, economic
risks for households have risen. Wages and salaries have
become more volatile, unemployment cycles have increased,
stock prices have experienced wider boom and bust cycles,
housing costs have seen swings, and household debt has
increased.3 Research from the National Bureau of Economic
Research published in 2016 finds that since 1980, the income
of the top one percent of Americans has doubled, while the
bottom half ’s share has shrunk. Stagnant wages also are part of
the problem, given that incomes have barely changed for many
Americans, while wages have tripled for the top one percent.
Also, the source of the income gain has shifted, with those in
the top one percent of income earning more from investment
returns rather than wages, making it even harder for those in
the bottom half with less capital to catch up.4 The Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities reports that the top three percent
of U.S. households own more than half of all wealth, and their

share has been rising since 1989. Meanwhile, the share of U.S.
wealth that the bottom 90 percent of households holds has
fallen to 25 percent while declining over the period.5 And
Oxfam finds that the gap between rich and poor is far greater
than previously estimated.6
Interestingly, there is political divide when it comes to
economic concerns. The Pew Research Center found that
while 43 percent of voters say the economy has worsened since
2008, Trump backers were far more pessimistic than Clinton
supporters on the economy. A full 71 percent of supporters of
the Republican candidate, Donald Trump, said the economy
has worsened since 2008, while in contrast 67 percent of
supporters of the Democratic candidate, Hillary Clinton,
said economic conditions have improved.7 Gallup research
concurs, finding that political supporters hold opposite
views about the economy, which could be “a consequence
of the strong political polarization that has influenced how
individuals view a host of issues.”8 And, many analysts have
said the Democrats’ failure to deliver a strong economic
message to voters was a significant factor in losing the White
House.9 Gallup reported post-election that the “increase
in economic confidence mostly stems from Republicans'
more positive views after Donald Trump won the election.”
Earlier, Gallup had noted that Americans “view the economy
through a political lens. Republicans have had a dismal view
of the economy—especially of its future direction—during
Democratic President Barack Obama's two terms.”10
Despite this political and economic polarization, our research
finds that Americans are united in their anxiety about the
economic conditions putting retirement at risk and concern
regarding national policymakers’ lack of action.
For example, we find that:
•

Some 76 percent of Americans say that economic
conditions are impacting their ability to achieve a secure
retirement, and this holds true across party lines. Among
Democrats, 78 percent are concerned, as are 76 percent of
Republicans, and 73 percent who identify themselves as
belonging to an “other” political affiliation.
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•

•

•

In terms of sentiment regarding the nation’s retirement
crisis, 88 percent of Americans agree there is a problem.
For Democrats, 92 percent agree. For Republicans, 88
percent agree. For “other” political affiliations, 80 percent
agree.
When asked if leaders in Washington do not understand
how hard it is to prepare for retirement, 85 percent of
Americans agree. Once again, the agreement is consistent
across party lines
—82, 88 and 82 percent agree for
Democrats, Republicans and “other” political affiliations,
respectively.
Similarly, 86 percent of Americans agree that leaders in
Washington need to give a higher priority to ensuring
more Americans can have a secure retirement. Across
party lines, 98 percent of Democrats agree, 82 of
Republicans agree, and 77 percent of those with another
party affiliation agree.

It’s important to note that there was a time when the U.S.
had a strong retirement infrastructure in place. Middleclass Americans could maintain their standard of living in
retirement with three key sources of income: Social Security,
defined benefit (DB) pension plans, and defined contribution
(DC) individual savings accounts like 401(k) plans. This
infrastructure enabled Americans to be self-reliant after a
lifetime of work, a critical accomplishment in the U.S. given
the impoverished conditions older Americans faced during the
Great Depression that led to the creation of Social Security.
In recent years, however, the once stable retirement
infrastructure has degraded dramatically. Pension coverage for
private sector workers continues to decline as plans “freeze”
and close under a complex regulatory environment. Now,
most defined benefit plans have been replaced with individual
401(k) plans. Social Security benefits have been cut, and
Congress is said to be eyeing additional benefit reductions. A
large portion of Americans lack access to or do not participate
in workplace retirement plans. Additionally, Americans are
not saving enough in their individual accounts at a time when
their retirement income needs are increasing thanks to rising
longevity and costs.
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Perhaps this unanimity of agreement on the issue of retirement
insecurity can be explained by this data:
•

The Boston College Center for Retirement Research at
Boston College finds that 52 percent of households are
“at risk” of not having enough to maintain their living
standards in retirement.11

•

The Government Accountability Office finds that many
retirees and workers approaching retirement have limited
financial resources. About half of households age 55 and
older have no retirement savings.12

•

The typical working household has virtually no retirement
savings. When all households are included—not just
households with retirement accounts—the median
retirement account balance is $2,500.13

•

The number of private sector pension plans continues
to decline thanks to a complex regulatory environment.
There were some 29,000 private sector pensions in 2006,
and that number has fallen to 22,000 by 2014.14 In 1975, a
full 88 percent of private sector workers with a workplace
retirement plan had pension coverage.15

•

Social Security is a central component of retirement
security for Americans, and for most it is the only source
of lifetime income adjusted for inflation. As the normal
retirement age rises to 67, its benefits are being reduced.
And, there is discussion of further benefit cuts. Almost
22 percent of people age 65 and older live in families
that depend on Social Security benefits for 90 percent or
more of their income. Another 24 percent receive at least
half, but less than 90 percent, of their family income from
Social Security. Reliance on Social Security increases with
age, with 30% of persons aged 80 and older depending
on Social Security for 90% or more of family income.
In 2012, Social Security kept almost a third of older
Americans out of poverty.16

•

For households nearing retirement with a 401(k) plan,
the typical account balance is only $111,000—including
any assets that were rolled over into individual retirement
accounts (IRAs). This translates to less than $400 per
month in retirement to supplement Social Security
benefits. Moreover, only half of private sector workers
have access to an employer sponsored retirement plan.17

•

Women face unique challenges when it comes to preparing
for retirement. Overall, women are 80 percent more likely
than men to be impoverished at age 65 and older, with
the poverty gap increasing with age. Women age 75 to 79
were three times more likely to fall below the poverty level
as compared to their male counterparts.18

•

If current trends continue, the U.S. soon will face rates of
poverty among senior citizens not seen since the Great
Depression. Of the 18 million workers between the
ages of 55 and 64 in 2012, more than four million will
be poor or near poor at age 65. This includes 2.6 million
Americans considered middle-class prior to retirement.
And by 2035, it is projected that nearly 20 million retirees
will be living in poverty or near-poverty, with that number
rising to 25 million by 2050.19

Some 88 percent Americans agree that the rising cost
of long-term care is a major factor that makes preparing
for retirement more difficult, slightly up from 85 percent
in 2015. For respondents that identified themselves as
Democrats, 91 percent agreed that it is a major factor and
89 percent of Republicans agreed. Americans say other
factors that make retirement more difficult are: salaries not
keeping up with the cost of living (83 percent), increasing
debt from student loans, housing or credit cards (81
percent), fewer pensions (64 percent), living longer (64
percent), funding and managing their retirement savings
on their own (52 percent), and stock market volatility (44
percent). Here again, Democrats and Republicans alike
consistently agree on the level of importance of these
factors in making retirement more difficult.
2.

Against this backdrop, the National Institute on Retirement
Security (NIRS) commissioned its fifth nationwide public
opinion research project. The survey is conducted on a
biennial basis to monitor over time how Americans feel
about their financial security in retirement and to assess their
views on policies that could improve their retirement outlook.
This research is intended to serve as a tool for policymakers,
thought leaders and retirement service providers as they work
to stem the retirement crisis and re-fortify the U.S. retirement
infrastructure.

Some 88 percent agree that the nation faces a retirement
crisis, holding steady from 2015 (86 percent). The level
of concern is high across gender, income, age and party
affiliation. Importantly, more than half (55 percent)
strongly agree there is a crisis. Nearly three-fourths of
Americans (74 percent) say that part of the problem is
that employers do not contribute enough money for
workers to be able to achieve a secure retirement. And
three-fourths (75 percent) also say that preparing for
retirement is only getting harder. In fact, Americans are
so worried about economic security in retirement that
they are willing to trade pay for retirement benefits. Some
72 percent are willing to take less in pay increases in
exchange for guaranteed retirement income in retirement,
up from 67 percent in 2015.

The key research findings are as follows:
1.

Across party lines, Americans are worried about their
economic insecurity in retirement.
Three-fourths (76 percent) of Americans are concerned
about economic conditions affecting their ability to
achieve secure retirement. For respondents that identified
themselves as Democrats, the level of concern was at 78
percent, compared to 76 percent for Republicans. The
overall level of concern held steady from the 2015 report
(74 percent).
Additionally, a full 80 percent of Americans agree that
the average worker cannot save enough on their own
to guarantee a secure retirement, up from 73 percent
from the 2015 report. For respondents that identified
themselves as Democrats, 85 percent agreed and 77
percent of Republicans agreed.

Americans in overwhelming numbers continue to
believe the nation faces a retirement crisis.

3.

Americans regard pensions as a route to economic
security in retirement, and see them as better than
401(k) plans.
We find that some 82 percent of Americans have a
favorable view of pensions. A full 85 percent say all
workers should have access to a pension plan so they can
be independent and self-reliant in retirement, holding
steady from 2015. More than three-fourths of Americans
(77 percent) say the disappearance of pensions has made
it harder to achieve the American Dream, similar to the
2015 findings.

Retirement Security 2017: A Roadmap for Policy Makers

5

Also, 71 percent of Americans say that pensions do more
to help workers achieve a secure retirement as compared
to 401(k) plans, and 65 percent say pensions are safer than
401(k) plans because the risks are managed professionally
rather than by individual investors. An overwhelming
majority of Americans (88 percent) say Americans with
pensions are more likely than those without a pension
to have a secure retirement, up from 85 percent in 2015.
And, 87 percent say the average retiree does not know
enough about managing investments to be able to make
their retirement savings last, which is a key financial worry
for 401(k) plan participants.
4.

In the absence of federal action, more states are taking
action to expand the accessibility of retirement savings
options for private sector workers. Americans also believe
that state-sponsored retirement savings plans for workers
not covered by an employer’s plan are a good idea (75
percent). Moreover, 81 percent of Americans say they
would consider participating in a state plan, were it
available. Americans are favorable about features that
these plans might include, such as monthly checks (96
percent), portability from job to job (96 percent), higher
returns than other safe investments (90 percent), low
fees (89 percent), automatic enrollment for employees
(83 percent), and requirements that employers without
retirement plans must make the plans available to
employees (82 percent) (Figure 29).

National Institute on Retirement Security

Protecting Social Security remains important to
Americans.
Some 76 percent of Americans say it is a mistake to cut
government spending to reduce Social Security benefits
for current retirees, up from 73 percent in 2015. When
it comes to adjusting benefits for future generations, 73
percent oppose cutting government spending that reduces
Social Security benefits. The full retirement age for Social
Security is due to gradually increase to 67 for those born
in 1960 or later.20
It is interesting to note that while Americans of both
parties agree that the nation faces a retirement crisis, their
views on Social Security are not in lock step. When asked
if the government should cut spending in all areas, even
if it means reducing Social Security benefits for current
retirees, 15 percent of Democrats agree while 29 percent
of Republicans agree. When asked about reducing
Social Security benefits for future retirees, 13 percent of
Democrats agree and 36 percent of Republicans agree.

Americans say national leaders still don’t understand
their retirement struggle, and they remain highly
supportive of state efforts to address the retirement
crisis.
An overwhelming majority of Americans (85 percent) say
leaders in Washington do not understand how hard it is to
prepare for retirement, which held steady from 87 percent
in 2015. Similarly, 86 percent say leaders in Washington
need to give a higher priority to ensuring Americans have
a secure retirement, up slightly from 84 percent in 2015.
In terms of solutions, 82 percent of Americans say the
government should make it easier for employers to offer
pensions.
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5.

6.

Americans strongly support pensions for public sector
workers and see these retirement plans as a strong
recruitment and retention tool.
Americans strongly support pensions for police officers
and firefighters (90 percent), and teachers (81 percent).
The research also finds that Americans overwhelmingly
support retirement security for workers like corrections
officers who face job risks (90 percent). More than half
of Americans (52 percent) believe that public pension
benefits levels are about right at $2,205 per month,
while 37 percent say the benefits are too low. Americans
overwhelmingly agree (92 percent) that pensions are a
good way to recruit and retain public sector workers like
teachers, police officers and firefighters.
Americans support these benefits even though there is
a misunderstanding about the funding of the benefits.
Only 24 percent understand that taxpayers pay 25 percent
or less of the cost of public pension benefits. Some 81
percent say these benefits are deserved because public
employees help finance the cost from every paycheck, up
from 77 percent in 2015.

i. across party lines, americans are worried
about economic insecurity in retirement
The 2016 U.S. elections made two issues abundantly clear: the
nation remains deeply divided from a political standpoint and
many Americans are angry about their economic prospects.
This report finds that despite deep political polarization,
Americans are united in their anxiety about their economic
security in retirement and in their dissatisfaction with national
policy makers' inaction to address the nation’s retirement crisis.
On the issue of the political divide, the Republican Presidential
candidate, Donald Trump, won the Electoral College by a
wide margin (306 to 232), while the Democratic candidate,
Hillary Clinton, won the popular vote by nearly three million
votes. In the U.S. Congress, the political division is similar.
Republicans held on to control of both chambers with a slim
margin of 52 seats in the U.S. Senate, and held a wider margin
in the U.S. House of Representatives with 241 seats.21
When it comes to Americans’ economic concerns, the 2016
Economic Anxiety Index finds that Americans’ economic
anxiety has reached a new high. Americans are increasingly
worried about losing their jobs and their ability to pay their
mortgage or rent, with a full 30 percent fearful that they will
lose their jobs, up from 10 percent.22
Economic and income inequality data seem to explain
Americans’ financial worries. For the past 30 years, economic
risks for households have risen. Wages and salaries have
become more volatile, unemployment cycles have increased,
stock prices have experienced wider boom and bust cycles,
housing costs have seen swings, and household debt has
increased.23 Research from the National Bureau of Economic
Research published in 2016 finds that since 1980, the income
going to the top one percent of Americans has doubled, while
the bottom half ’s share has shrunk. Stagnant wages also are
part of the problem given that incomes have barely changed
for many Americans, while wages have tripled for those at
the top. Also, sources of income has shifted, with those at
the top earning more from investment returns rather than
wages, making it even harder for those in the bottom half with
less capital to catch up.24 The Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities reports that the top three percent of U.S. households

own over half of all wealth, and their share of the wealth has
risen since 1989. Meanwhile, the share of U.S. wealth that the
bottom 90 percent of households hold has fallen to 25 percent
over the period.25 Oxfam finds that the gap between rich and
poor is far greater than previously estimated.26
Interestingly, there is a political divide when it comes to
economic concerns. The Pew Research Center found that
while 43 percent of voters say the economy has worsened since
2008, Trump backers were far more pessimistic than Clinton
supporters on the economy. A full 71 percent of Trump
supporters said the economy has worsened since 2008, while
67 percent of Clinton supporters say economic conditions have
improved.27 Gallup research concurs, finding that political
supporters hold opposite views about the economy, which
could be “a consequence of the strong political polarization
that has influenced how individuals view a host of issues.”28
And, many analysts have said the Democrats failure to
deliver a strong economic message to voters was a significant
factor in losing the White House.29 Post-election, economic
confidence increased according to Gallup, which reported
that the “increase in economic confidence mostly stems from
Republicans' more positive views after Republican Donald
Trump won the election.” Earlier, Gallup found that Americans
“view the economy through a political lens. Republicans have
had a dismal view of the economy—especially of its future
direction—during Democratic President Barack Obama's two
terms.”30
Despite this political and economic polarization, our research
finds that Americans are united in their concern about the
economic conditions putting retirement at risk and national
policymakers’ lack of action.
For example, we find that more than three-fourths of
Americans (76 percent) say that economic conditions are
impacting their ability to achieve a secure retirement—and
this holds true across party lines. Among Democrats, 78
percent are concerned, as are 76 percent of Republicans and
73 percent who identify themselves as belonging to an “other”
political affiliation (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Regardless of party, Americans agree that economic conditions are
impacting economic security in retirement.
How concerned are you about economic conditions affecting your ability to achieve a secure retirement?
78%

76%

76%

73%

Concerned
Not Concerned

24%

21%

1%

All Americans

0.5%

Democrats

Don’t Know/Refused

26%

24%

1%

0.5%

Republicans

Other

Figure 2: Across party lines, Americans feel strongly that the nation faces
a retirement crisis.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: America is facing a retirement crisis.
92%

88%

88%
80%

Agree
Disagree
Don’t Know/Refused

7%

5%

7%

7%

10%
5%

1%
All Americans

8

Democrats
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Republicans

Other

10%

In terms of sentiment regarding the nation’s retirement crisis,
88 percent of Americans agree there is a problem, and there
is agreement across party lines, despite a polarized electorate.
For Democrats, 92 percent agree. For Republicans, 88 percent
agree. For “other” political affiliations, 80 percent agree
(Figure 2).

When asked if leaders in Washington do not understand how
hard it is to prepare for retirement, 85 percent of Americans
agree. Once again, the agreement is consistent across party
lines—82, 88 and 82 percent agree for Democrats, Republicans
and other, respectively (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Across party lines, Americans say that leaders in Washington
do not understand how hard it is to prepare for retirement.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: Leaders in Washington do not understand how
hard it is to prepare for retirement.
88%

85%

82%

82%

Agree
Disagree
Don’t Know/Refused

9%
2%

All Americans

17%

15%

12%

3%

Democrats

2%

Republicans

2%

Other
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Figure 4: Across party lines, Americans agree that leaders in Washington
need to give retirement a higher priority.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: Leaders in Washington need to give a higher priority to
ensuring more Americans can have a secure retirement.
98%

86%

82%
77%

Agree
Disagree
Don’t Know/Refused

20%

18%
13%
2%

1%

All Americans

0.5%

Democrats

2%

0.5%

Republicans

Other

Figure 5: Across party lines, Americans agree that the average worker
cannot save enough on their own for a secure retirement.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: The average worker cannot save enough on their
own their own to guarantee a secure retirement.
85%
79%

77%
69%

Agree
Disagree

30%
22%

20%
14%

1%

All Americans

10

1%

Democrats

National Institute on Retirement Security

1%

Republicans

0.5%

Other

Don’t Know/Refused

Similarly, 86 percent of Americans agree that leaders in
Washington need to give a higher priority to ensuring more
Americans can have a secure retirement. Across party lines,
98 percent of Democrats agree, 82 of Republicans agree
and 77 percent of those with another party affiliation agree
(Figure 4).
Additionally, a full 79 percent of Americans agree that the
average worker cannot save enough on their own to guarantee a

secure retirement, up from 73 percent in 2015. For respondents
that identified themselves as Democrats, 85 percent agreed
and 77 percent of Republicans agreed (Figure 5).
Democrats and Republicans alike consistently agree about the
factors that are making retirement more difficult—they share
high concerns about the rising cost of long-term care and that
middle-class wages aren’t keeping up with the cost of living
(Figure 6).

Figure 6: Across party lines, Americans agree that long-term care costs and low wages
are major factors in making retirement more difficult.
Please tell me if you believe it is a major factor, a minor factor, or not a factor making it harder for Americans to prepare for retirement as compared
to previous generations.
All Americans Say Major Factor

Republicans Say Major Factor

Democrats Say Major Factor

88%
Rising Cost of
Long-Term Care

91%
89%

83%
Salaries Not
Keeping Up

92%
80%

81%
Increasing Debt

85%
77%

64%
70%

Fewer Pensions
65%

64%
People
Living Longer

68%
61%

52%
Worker Must Fund,
Manage Retirement

61%
46%

44%
Volatile
Stock Market

54%
44%
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ii. americans in overwhelming numbers continue to
believe the nation faces a retirement crisis
There was a time when the U.S. had a strong retirement
infrastructure in place. Middle class Americans could maintain
their standard of living in retirement with three key sources of
income: Social Security, a DB pension plan and individual DC
savings accounts like 401(k) plans. This infrastructure enabled
Americans to be self-reliant after a lifetime of work, a critical
accomplishment in the U.S. given the impoverished conditions
older Americans faced during the Great Depression.
In recent years, however, the once stable retirement
infrastructure has degraded dramatically. Pensions for private
sector workers continue to disappear under a complex regulatory
environment. Social Security benefits have been cut, and
Congress is said to be eyeing additional benefit reductions. A
large portion of Americans lack access to or do not participate
in workplace retirement plans. Additionally, Americans just
are not saving enough in their individual accounts at a time
when retirement income needs are increasing due to rising
longevity and costs.

and that number has fallen to 22,000 by 2014.34 In 1975, a
full 88 percent of private sector workers with a workplace
retirement plan had pension coverage.35
•

Social Security is a central component of retirement
security for Americans, but benefits already have been
cut, and there is discussion of further benefit reductions.
Almost 22 percent of people age 65 and older live in
families that depend on Social Security benefits for 90
percent or more of their income. Another 24 percent
receive at least half but less than 90 percent of their family
income from Social Security. Reliance on Social Security
increases with age, with 30% of persons aged 80 and older
depending on Social Security for 90% or more of family
income. In 2012, Social Security kept almost a third of
older Americans out of poverty.36

•

For households nearing retirement with a 401(k) plan,
the typical account balance is only $111,000—including
any assets that were rolled over into individual retirement
accounts (IRAs). This translates to less than $400 per
month in retirement to supplement Social Security
benefits. Moreover, only half of private sector workers
have access to an employer sponsored retirement plan.37

•

Women are particularly challenged when it comes to
preparing for retirement. Women are 80 percent more
likely than men to be impoverished at age 65 and older,
while women age 75 to 79 were three times more likely
to fall below the poverty level as compared to their male
counterparts.38

•

If current trends continue, the U.S. soon will face rates of
poverty among senior citizens not seen since the Great
Depression. Of the 18 million workers between the ages of
55 and 64 in 2012, more than four million will be poor or
near poor at age 65. This includes 2.6 million Americans
considered middle class prior to retirement. And by 2035,
it is projected that nearly 20 million retirees will be living
in poverty or near-poverty, with that number rising to 25
million by 2050.39

Perhaps this unanimity of sentiment on the issue of retirement
insecurity can be explained by this data:
•

•

The Center for Retirement Research at Boston College
finds that 52 percent of households are “at risk” of not
having enough to maintain their living standards in
retirement.31
The Government Accountability Office finds that many
retirees and workers approaching retirement have limited
financial resources. About half of households age 55 and
older have no retirement savings.32

•

The typical working household has virtually no retirement
savings. When all households are included—not just
households with retirement accounts—the median
retirement account balance is $2,500.33

•

The number of private sector pension plans continues to
decline because of a burdensome regulatory environment.
There were some 29,000 private sector pension in 2006
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Despite the data and public sentiment on the retirement crisis,
some organizations deny the crisis. For example, the American
Enterprise Institute indicates that “there is no retirement
crisis” and that “Americans have among the highest retirement
incomes in the world, both in terms of absolute buying power
and relative to the incomes of the working-age population.”40
However, research indicates that retirement account ownership
rates are closely correlated with income and wealth. More
than 38 million working-age households did not own any
retirement account assets, whether in an employer-sponsored

401(k) type plan or an IRA in 2010. Households that do own
retirement accounts have 2.4 times the income of households
without retirement account assets.41
This research shows that Americans remain highly cognizant
of the nation’s unfolding retirement crisis. Some 88 percent
agree that the nation faces a retirement crisis and more than
half (55 percent) strongly agree there is a crisis, holding steady
from 2015 (86 percent) (Figure 7).

Figure 7: 88% of Americans say the nation
faces a retirement crisis.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement:
America is facing a retirement crisis.

6%

2%
5%

32%

88%
Agree

Stongly Agree
Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree

55%
Strongly Disagree
Don’t Know/Refused
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Figure 8: Across the board, Americans overwhelmingly agree that the nation faces a
retirement crisis.
To what extent do you agree or disagree that America is facing a retirement crisis.
Agree

All Americans
Male

88%

84%

Female
Income Less than $35K

91%

84%

Income Between $35 - $74K

92%

Income $75K and Above
Silent Generation

81%

Boomers

92%

GenX

92%

Millennial
Democrat
Republican
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88%
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82%

92%

88%

Importantly, the level of concern remains high across gender,
income, age and party affiliation (Figure 8).

And three-fourths (75 percent) also say that preparing for
retirement is getting harder (Figure 11).

Additionally, a full 79 percent of Americans agree that the
average worker cannot save enough on their own to guarantee
a secure retirement, up from 73 percent in 2014 (Figure 9).

In fact, Americans are so worried about economic security in
retirement that they are willing to trade pay for retirement
benefits. Some 72 percent are willing to take less in pay
increases in exchange for guaranteed retirement income in
retirement, up from 67 percent in 2015 (Figure 12).

Nearly three-fourths of Americans (74 percent) say that part
of the problem is that employers do not contribute enough
money for workers to be able to achieve a secure retirement
(Figure 10).

Figure 9: 79 percent of Americans agree
that the average worker cannot save
enough on their own for a secure
retirement.

Figure 10: 74 percent of Americans say
that employers aren't contributing enough
for workers to have a secure retirement.

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement:
The average worker cannot save enough on their own to guarantee
a secure retirement.

Please tell me whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat
disagree, or strongly disagree: Employers do not contribute enough
money for workers to be able to achieve a secure retirement.

2%

1%
6%

Strongly Agree

79%

Somewhat Agree

14%

Agree

53%

6%
18%

Strongly Agree

74%

35%

Somewhat Disagree

Agree

Somewhat Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Disagree

27%

Somewhat Agree

39%

Don’t Know/Refused

Don’t Know/Refused

Figure 11: 75 percent of Americans say
that it's getting harder to prepare
for retirement.

Figure 12: 72 percent of Americans are
willing to sacrifice pay for guaranteed
retirement income.

Do you feel that—compared to today—it will be easier or harder for
Americans to prepare for retirement in the future, or will there be
no difference?

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement:
I'd be willing to take less in pay increases in exchange for guaranteed
income in retirement.

4%

3%
Very Concerned
Harder

6%
15%

No Difference

75%

Easier

Harder
75%

Don’t Know

Strongly Agree

12%

14%

27%

72%
Agree
44%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Don’t Know/Refused
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The research also finds that Americans see that rising cost
of long-term care as a major factor that is making retirement
more difficult (88 percent), up slightly from 85 percent in
2015. Americans said that other factors making retirement
more difficult are: middle class salaries not keeping up with
the cost of living (83 percent), increasing debt from student
loans, housing or credit cards (81 percent), fewer people with
pension benefits through their employer (64 percent), living
longer (64 percent), workers forced to fund and manage their
retirement savings on their own (52 percent), and stock market
volatility (44 percent) (Figure 13).

We also wanted to understand what Americans plan to
do to help ensure a financially secure retirement. Working
Americans told us that they plan to stay in their job as long
as possible (78 percent), cut back on spending in retirement
(74 percent), seek work in retirement (57 percent), cut back
current spending (57 percent) and save more. Sixty percent
said they would save one to four percent more while only 37
percent said they would save five percent or more (Figure 14).

Figure 13: Americans say the rising cost of long-term care and low wages are
major factors making retirement more difficult.
Please tell me if you believe it is a major factor, a minor factor, or not a factor making it harder for Americans to prepare for retirement?

Major Factor

Minor Factor

Not a Factor

Don’t Know/Refused
1%

Rising Cost of Long-Term Care

88%

Salaries Not Keeping Up

83%

10%

0.5%

2%
13%

1%
3%

Increasing Debt

81%

Fewer Pensions

64%

26%

6%

People Living Longer

64%

26%

9%

Workers Must Fund, Manage Retirement

52%

Stock Market Volatility

44%
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15%

36%

37%

1%
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14%
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1%

3%

5%

Figure 14: About three-fourths of working Americans say they will work as long
as possible or cut spending in retirement to be secure in retirement.
Which of the following, if any, do you plan to do to help ensure a financially secure retirement?

Yes

No

Don’t Know/Refused

Stay in current job as long as possible

78%

Cut back spending once retired

74%

Save 1 to 4 percent more than saving now

60%

Seek work in retirement

57%

32%

Cut current spending

57%

40%

Save five percent or more than saving now

37%

20%

2%

19%

32%

55%

6%

8%

11%

3%

7%
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iii. americans regard pensions as a route to
economic security in retirement and
see pension as better than 401(k) plans
The evidence is clear that there is a savings shortfall and
Americans are deeply worried about their economic prospects
in retirement. Perhaps part of the worry is rooted in the fact that
Americans are fearful of running out of money in retirement in
an environment with fewer pensions and an increased reliance
on do-it-yourself individual DC accounts. Recent economic
downturns may have left a lasting memory that individual DC
account balances can quickly and dramatically crash, and these
plans offer no guarantees of adequate retirement income that
lasts.
In fact, those who played a role in conceiving 401(k) accounts
now express regrets about these plans, which have become
the dominant retirement savings vehicle for Americans even
though they were not designed to be a primary retirement tool.
Some acknowledge using forecasts that were too optimistic,
and say the proliferation of 401(k) plans “has exposed workers
to big drops in the stock market and high fees from Wall
Street money managers while making it easier for companies
to shed guaranteed retiree payouts.”42

In contrast, pensions are group plans that offer a monthly
retirement benefit that lasts throughout retirement. This could
explain why some 82 percent of Americans have a favorable
view of pensions, and this trend has held steady since we
released this polling in 2009 (Figure 15).
While the private sector trends away from pensions, they
remain prevalent for public sector workers. Interestingly, a full
85% of Americans say that all workers should have access to
a pension plan so they can be independent and self-reliant in
retirement, holding steady over time (Figure 16).
As the private sector has trended away from pensions,
Americans see this as detrimental to their ability to achieve
the so-called American Dream. More than three-fourths of
Americans (77 percent) say the disappearance of pensions
has made it harder to achieve the American Dream, and this
sentiment has held constant over time (Figure 17).

Figure 15: Americans overwhelmingly maintain a favorable view of pensions.
How would you describe your overall view of traditional pension plans?

Favorable

Unfavorable

Don’t Know/Refused

2017

82%

2015

83%

13%

4%

2013

83%

13%

5%

2011

81%

2009

87%
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11%

6%

15%

4%

11%
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Figure 16: 85% of Americans say all workers should have a pension to be
self-reliant in retirement.
Tell me whether you agree or disagree: I believe that all workers should have access to a pension plan so they can be
independent and self-reliant.

Agree

Disagree

Don’t Know

2017

85%

14%

1%

2015

85%

14%

1%

2013

84%

2011

81%

2009

87%

15%

17%

1%

1%

12%
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Figure 17: In 2017, 77% of Americans say the disappearance of pensions
makes it harder to achieve the American Dream, holding steady over time.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: The disappearance of traditional pensions has made it
harder for workers to achieve the American Dream.

Agree

2017

77%

2015

78%

2013

80%

2011

77%

Disagree

Don’t Know/Refused
19%

20%

17%

21%

4%

2%

2%

2%
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Figure 18: 71 percent of Americans say
that a pension does more to help workers
achieve a secure retirement than a 401(k).
Do you agree or disagree: Pensions do more to help workers achieve a
secure retirement as compared to retirement savings plans such as
401(k)s.

5%

8%

Strongly Agree

71%

16%

30%

Agree

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree

41%

Originally established to supplement rather than replace
pensions, these individual 401(k) plans have become a pension
replacement for most private sector workers with access to a
workplace retirement plan. However, this research suggests
that Americans see the shortcoming of 401(k) plans and
see the benefits of pensions. Some 71 percent of Americans
say that pensions do more to help workers achieve a secure
retirement as compared to 401(k) plans (Figure 18), and 65
percent say pensions are safer that 401(k) plans because the
risks are managed professionally rather than by individual
investors.

Don’t Know/Refused

Similarly, an overwhelming majority of Americans (88
percent) say Americans with pensions are more likely than
those without a pension to have a secure retirement, and this
sentiment has inched up since 2011 (Figure 19).

Figure 19: In 2017, 88% of Americans say those with a pension are
more likely to have a secure retirement.
To what extent do you agree or disagree: Americans with traditional pensions are more likely than those without
pensions to have a secure retirement.

Agree

2017

88%

2015

86%

2013

82%

2011

83%
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Figure 20: 87 percent say retirees don't
know enough about managing investments
to make their savings last.
To what extend to do you agree or disagree: The average retiree does
not know enough about managing investments to be able to make their
retirement savings last.

4% 2%
Strongly Agree

8%

87%
39%

Agree

Somewhat Agree

48%

With a 401(k) plan, employees fully bear the responsibility
for managing their investments and must ensure that they
spend down their savings at the appropriate rate so the funds
last through retirement. Pensions, on the other hand, offer
professional money management and a monthly check that
lasts through retirement. Given the complexities of asset
management and drawing down the assets in retirement,
it is not surprising that 87 percent of Americans say the
average retiree does not know enough about managing
investments to be able to make their 401(k) retirement
savings last (Figure 20).
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Strongly Disagree
Don’t Know

Retirement Security 2017: A Roadmap for Policy Makers

21

nirs and greenwal

In your own words, how would you describe ho

SCARED

S
U
O
V
NER

DEPRESSED FRIGHT

SCAREDANXIO

WORRIED APPREHE
UNPREPARED

TERRIFIED

FRIGHTENED

DEPRESSED

OVERWHELME
SCARED CO
ANXIOUSCO
DEPRESSED

TERRIFIED
APPREHENSIVE
STRESSED
NERVOUS
WORRIED

22

National Institute on Retirement Security

ld asked Americans:

ow you feel/felt about preparing for retirement?

TENED

ANXI
O
US
OVERWHELMED

WORRIED

CONFUSED

SCARED
STRESSED

WORRIED

OVERWHELMED

OUSCONFUSED
ANXIOUS
TERRIFIED

UNPREPARED
NERVOUS

DEPRESSED

ENSIVE
CONFUSED NERVOUS

UNPREPARED
DSTRESSED

ED
ONCERNED
ONFUSED

D

WORRIED

TERRIFIED

CONFUSED

NERVOUS

DEPRESSED

SCARED

ANXIOUS

STRESSED

Retirement Security 2017: A Roadmap for Policy Makers

23

iv. americans say national leaders still don’t
understand the retirement struggle, and they
remain highly supportive of state efforts to
address the retirement crisis
Confidence in Washington remains at historic lows. According
to Gallup, only nine percent of Americans have confidence in
Congress.43 So it should not be a shock that Americans believe
national leaders don’t seem to understand and implement
solutions to address their struggles to save for retirement.

Figure 21: 85 percent say leaders in
Washington just don't understand that
it is hard to prepare for retirement.
To what extend to do you agree or disagree: Leaders in Washington do
not understand how hard it is to prepare for retirement.

2%

This research finds that an overwhelming majority of
Americans (85 percent) say leaders in Washington don’t
understand how hard it is to prepare for retirement, which
held steady from 87 percent in 2015 (Figure 21).
Similarly, 86% say leaders in Washington need to give a higher
priority to ensuring Americans have a secure retirement, up
slightly from 84% in 2015 (Figure 22).

7%

23%

5%

Strongly Agree
Somewhat Agree

85%
Agree

Somewhat Disagree

63%

Strongly Disagree
Know
Don’t Know/Refused

In terms of solutions, 82 percent of Americans say government
should make it easier for employers to offer pensions (Figure
23).

Figure 22: 86 percent of Americans say
leaders in Washington need to give
retirement a higher priority.

Figure 23: 82 percent of Americans say
government should make it easier for
employers to offer pensions.

To what extent do you agree or disagree: Leaders in Washington need
to give a higher priority to ensuring more Americans can have a secure
retirement.
1%

To what extent do you agree or disagree: The government should make
it easier for employers to offer traditional pension plans.
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On the federal level, the Treasury Department rolled out the
myRA initiative in 2015. This is a voluntary program aimed at
helping employees at companies without retirement plans set
aside small amounts of their paycheck into a savings bond-like
account. On Capitol Hill, Congress has held hearings on the
retirement crisis and introduced legislation on several issues,
but there has not been enactment of any measures that will
begin to re-fortify the retirement infrastructure.
While these efforts can help close the savings gap, they often
are viewed as only a small step in the right direction. In the
absence of meaningful federal action, more and more states are
taking action to expand the accessibility of retirement savings
options for private sector workers. This could be because state
leaders who are closer to their communities may have a better
understanding of what is happening in their jurisdictions, and
may understand that shortfalls in retirement will mean more
pressure on their budgets when elderly citizens in their state
need help to help make ends meet.
More than 30 states have considered so-called “Secure Choice”
legislation over the past several years. This legislation makes
it easier for employees to get access to the option of payroll
deduction for retirement savings without employers having
the burden of offering a retirement plan. Research indicates
that participation rates increase dramatically when employees
have automatic payroll savings options.44

As the 2017 state legislative sessions begin, states continue
to expand the accessibility of retirement savings options for
private sector workers. California, Connecticut, and Maryland
are launching the implementation of their new laws passed
in 2016, while Illinois continues its program implementation
work. Two states—Washington and Oregon—are planning to
open programs for enrollment this year.45
We asked Americans how they feel about these state efforts
to improve retirement readiness given that about half of the
U.S. workforce does not have access to a retirement plan
through their employer. We explained that a state could set
up a low-risk, low-cost automatic-enrollment retirement
plan for employees without retirement plans at work. Private
employers would provide their employees with access to these
new retirement accounts through payroll deductions, and the
plans would be overseen and administered by the state. We
further explained that workers in these states would have
access to these retirement savings accounts, which likely would
guarantee higher returns than a bank savings account—at least
a two to three percent return on the money invested.
With that explanation, we found that Americans believe
that state-sponsored retirement savings plans for workers not
covered by an employer’s plan are a good idea (75 percent). As
these plans are being considered across the country, positive
views of these state plans has increased slightly, up from 71
percent in 2015 (Figure 24), and the support holds across
party lines.

Figure 24: 75 percent of Americans see state retirement plans as a good idea.
Overall, do you think these plans are a good or bad idea?
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25%
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20%
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51%

Don’t Know/Refused
Know
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More and more Americans say they would consider
participating in a state plan were it to be available—81 percent,
which is up from 75 percent in 2015 (Figure 25).
Americans weighed in on the various features of state
plans, and there is a high level of support for the features.
Americans are favorable that they can move the plans from
job to job (96 percent), there would be monthly checks (96
percent), that that the plans would have higher returns than
other safe investments in today’s market (90 percent), that
the plans would have low fees (89 percent), that employees

would be enrolled in the plan unless they elect not to be
included (83 percent) and that employers without retirement
plans would be required to offer the plan to employees (82
percent) (Figure 26). Social Security is a central component
of retirement security for many Americans, but these benefits
are at risk. Benefits already have been cut with the increase in
the retirement age, and there is discussion of further benefit
reductions. Reductions are particularly difficult for lower
income workers who rely most heavily on Social Security to
make ends meet.

Figure 25: 81 percent of Americans would consider participating in state
retirement plans.
How likely do you think you would be to consider participating in this plan if it were available?

Very Likely

2017

46%

2015

43%

Somewhat Likely
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Not At All Likely

Don’t Know/Refused
Know

35%

32%
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11%
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Figure 26: Americans are highly supportive of the features of state retirement
plans, particularly the monthly check and portability at 96% for each.
How appealing are each of the following aspects of this new type of retirement plan.
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Not Appealing
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v. protecting social security remains important
Almost 22 percent of people age 65 and older live in families
that depend on Social Security benefits for 90 percent or
more of their income. Another 24 percent receive at least half,
but less than 90 percent, of their family income from Social
Security. Reliance on Social Security increases with age, with
30 percent of persons aged 80 and older, who depend on
Social Security for 90 percent or more of family income. In
2012, Social Security kept almost a third of older Americans
out of poverty.46
The Social Security 2016 Trustees report indicates that the
program continues to face long-term financing issues, but the
shortfall is manageable. The deficit as a percentage of gross
domestic product (GDP) remains at about one percent with
the fund being exhausted by 2034, after which payroll taxes
still will cover about three quarters of promised benefits.47

With these facts in mind, we wanted to learn how Americans
feel about protecting Social Security. We find that support
remains strong for current and future retirees. Some 76 percent
of Americans say it is a mistake to cut government spending
in such a way as to reduce Social Security benefits for current
retirees, up from 73 percent in 2015 and 67 percent in 2013.
(Figure 27). When it comes to benefits for future generations,
73 percent oppose cutting government spending that reduces
Social Security benefits (Figure 28).

Figure 27: Americans overwhelmingly
(76 percent) oppose cuts to Social Secuity
for CURRENT retirees.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement:
The government should cut spending in all areas, even if it means
reducing Social Security benefits for CURRENT retirees.
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Figure 28: Americans overwhelmingly
(73 percent) oppose cuts to Social
Security for FUTURE retirees.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement:
The government should cut spending in all areas, even it means
reducing Social Security benefits for FUTURE retirees.
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It is interesting to note that while Americans of both political
parties are united in their agreement that the nation faces a
retirement crisis, Social Security is one area where they are
not in lock-step. When asked if the government should cut
spending in all areas even if it means reducing Social Security
benefits for CURRENT retirees, 84 percent of Democrats
disagree while 69 percent of Republicans disagree (Figure 29).

When asked about reducing Social Security benefits for
FUTURE retirees, 86 percent of of Democrats disagree
and 63 percent of Republicans disagree (Figure 30). This
difference in perspective is noticed when the nominee to head
the White House Office of Management and Budget said that
increasing the Social Security normal age to 67 for those born
in 1960 or later should be considered.

Figure 29: Across party lines, Americans
are not in agreement on cuts to Social
Security for CURRENT retirees.

Figure 30: Across party lines, Americans
are not in agreement on cuts to Social
Security for FUTURE retirees.

To what extent do you agree or disagree: The government should cut
spending in all areas, even it means reducing Social Security benefits
for CURRENT retirees.

To what extent do you agree or disagree: The government should cut
spending in all areas, even it means reducing Social Security benefits
for FUTURE retirees.
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vi. americans strongly support pensions
for public sector workers, and see them as a
strong recruitment and retention tool
Pension benefits for public employees have remained in the
spotlight—from discussions of funding levels to benefits.
Much of the attention can be attributed to funding level
declines following the financial crisis that resulted in deep
investment losses and greater volatility for all investors,
including pension funds.

At the same time, well-funded ideological organizations
opposed to government programs have sharply attacked public
retirement systems at the national and state levels. Across the
country, the debate has been charged and large amounts of
dollars have been spent to target pension benefits for public
employees like teachers and first responders. It is estimated
that one non-profit organization “has given over $53 million
to groups backing pension reform efforts in 17 states since
2008.”51 Some of the organizations also are working to switch
public employees from pensions to DC accounts.52 Such
a switch in states has proven to raise costs to taxpayers and
dramatically worsen public pension funding levels while
undermining retirement security for public employees.53

Since the financial crisis, state and local governments have
been aggressive in enacting pension reforms to ensure longterm financial sustainability of the plans. Nearly three-quarters
of state plans and over half of local plans have implemented
reforms since 2009. Also, nearly one-quarter of plans have
made changes that impact current employees and other
changes include increasing employee contributions, reductions
in cost-of-living-adjustments and pushing out age and tenure
eligibility.49 These changes, combined with overall recovery
of the financial markets, finds public sector pension plans
returning to strong financial footing. Average funding levels
climbed for the third year in a row, reaching 76.2 percent in
2016, up from 74.1 percent in 2015 and 71.5 ercent in 2014.50

Against this backdrop, Americans were asked their views
about public pensions. The data indicate that Americans
express strong support for public employee pensions because
some public employees have high-risk jobs or lower pay, the
funding of the benefits is shared with employees, and pensions
help recruit and retain skilled workers.

Figure 31: 90 percent of Americans
support pensions for risky jobs like police
officers and firefighters.

Figure 32: 81 percent of Americans
support pensions for public school
teachers given their lower salaries.

Please tell me whether you (agree/disagree): Police and firefighters
have agreed to take jobs that involve risks and therefore deserve
pensions that will afford them a secure retirement.

Please tell me whether you (agree/disagree): Public school teachers
deserve pensions to compensate for lower pay.
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Specifically, the research indicates high support for pension
benefits for police officers and firefighters at 90 percent (Figure
31), and for teachers at 81 percent (Figure 32). The research
also finds that Americans overwhelmingly support retirement
security for workers who face job risks like corrections officers
(90 percent) (Figure 33).

Figure 33: 90 percent of Americans
support retirement security for public
workers who face job risks.
Please tell me whether you (agree/disagree): Public employees such
as snow plow drivers, road repair crews and corrections officers face
risks as they do their job serving the public and therefore deserve
a secure retirement.

4%

Americans see the value in pensions as a human resources and
workforce management tool. Some 92 percent of Americans
say that pensions are a good way to recruit and retain public
sector workers like teachers, police officers and firefighters
(Figure 35).
In fact, the research finds that 81 percent of Americans say
pension retirement benefits are “deserved” because public
employee help finance the cost, up from 77 percent in 2015
(Figure 36).
Americans support these benefits even though there is a
misunderstanding about the funding of the benefits.

1%
Strongly Agree

30%

With regard to benefit levels, more than half of Americans (52
percent) believe that public pensions benefits levels are about
right at $2,205 per month, while 37 percent say the benefits
are too low (Figure 34).

Somewhat Agree

90%
Agree

Only 24 percent understand that taxpayers pay 25 percent or
less of pension costs, with most of the funding coming from
employee contributions and investment returns (Figure 37).

Somewhat Disagree

60%
Strongly Disagree
Know
Don’t Know/Refused

We also find that across party lines, Americans agree that
changes made in recent years to public pensions will enable
these retirement plans to continue providing the promised
benefits (Figure 38).

Figure 34: Most Americans believe public pension benefit levels are about right.
The average retirement benefit for public workers is about $2,205 a month, though some may receive more or less depending on their
local cost of living. Judging based on what you think is reasonable, do you think that this amount of retirement income is:

Too Low

2017

37%

2015

38%

2013

31%

30

About Right

Too High

Don’t Know/Refused

52%

48%

55%
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7%

4%

9%

5%

9%

5%

Figure 35: 92 percent of Americans say
pensions help recruit and retain qualified
employees.

Figure 36: 81 percent of Americans
support public pension benefits because
workers contribute to their retirement.

Please tell me whether you (agree/disagree): Pensions are a good
way to recruit and retain qualified teachers, police officers,
and firefighters.

Tell me whether you (agree/disagree): State and local government
employees deserve these benefits because they help finance part
of the cost.
1%

3%
5%

30%

Strongly Agree

18%

92%

Somewhat Disagree

Agree

62%
Strongly Disagree

What percentage of public pensions do you think are paid for
by taxpayers.

18%

Don’t Know/Refuse

Figure 38: How much do you agree or
disagree with the following statement
about public pensions, which are offered
to state and local government workers?
Do you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly
disagree that public pensions have made the changes
they need to in order to continue providing promised benefits?

Less than 25%

24%

%
24
Understand
20%

Disagree

81%

Figure 37: Only about one-fourth of
Americans understand that taxpayers
fund only 24% of public pension benefits.

20%

Agree

%
81
Support

Somewhat Agree

25 - 49%

Agree

50 - 74%

19%

Disagree

Don’t Know/Refused

60%

57%

60%

75% or higher
Don’t Know/Refused

33%

30%

9%

All Americans

30%

10%

Democrats

10%

Republicans
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Pensions with lifetime retirement income remain prevalent in
the public sector, which is not the trend in the private sector
that continues to shift employees to individual retirement
plans like 401(k) accounts. Interestingly, the results indicate
that public sector retirement benefits are extremely/very
important to public sector workers (important to 82 percent),
second only to health insurance (Figure 39). In contrast,

retirement benefits were extremely/very important to only 54
percent of private sector workers. This high value placed on
retirement benefits may indicate that public sector workers are
willing to sacrifice salary in exchange for a secure retirement.
Salaries for federal workers lags significantly behind their
private sector counterparts,54 and the same holds true for state
and local government employees.55

Figure 39: Public employees value highly their retirement benefits.
When making job decisions, how important are the following job features to you?

Extremely/Very Important for Public Sector Workers

Health Insurance

86%

Retirement Benefits

82%

Personal Satisfaction

81%

Job Security

79%

Salary

77%

Work Life Balance
Paid Vacation
Career Advancement
Professional Development
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73%

62%

59%

58%

conclusion
The nation faces a retirement crisis, and Americans are deeply
worried about their current and future economic security.
Economic data explain Americans’ financial worries.
For the past 30 years, economic risks for households have risen.
Wages and salaries have become more volatile, unemployment
spells have increased, stock prices have experienced wider
boom and bust cycles, housing costs have seen swings, and
household debt has increased.
At the same time, the nation’s retirement infrastructure has
deteriorated. About half the workforce still does not have
access to a workplace retirement plan. For Americans with
plans, fewer and fewer have pensions that provide lifetime
income in retirement, Social Security benefits have been cut,
and 401(k) individual accounts remain volatile, expensive and
complicated to manage.

Three-fourths (76 percent) of Americans are concerned
about economic conditions affecting their ability to
achieve a secure retirement. For respondents that
identified themselves as Democrats, the level of concern
was at 78 percent compared to 76 percent for Republicans.
2.

Some 88 percent of Americans agree that the nation faces
a retirement crisis, holding steady from 2015 (86 percent).
The level of concern is high across gender, income, age
and party affiliation. Importantly, more than half (55
percent) strongly agree that there is a crisis.
3.

As a result, the typical working household has virtually no
retirement savings. When all households are included—
not just households with retirement accounts—the median
retirement account balance is $2,500.

The key research findings are as follows:
1.

Across party lines, Americans are worried about
economic insecurity in retirement.

Americans highly regard pensions as a route to economic
security in retirement, and see these retirement plans as
better than 401(k) accounts.
We find that some 82 percent of Americans have a
favorable view of pensions. A full 85 percent say all
workers should have access to a pension plan so they
can be independent and self-reliant in retirement. More
than three-fourths of Americans (77 percent) say the
disappearance of pensions has made it harder to achieve
the American Dream. Some 71 percent of Americans say
that pensions do more to help workers achieve a secure
retirement as compared to 401(k) plans, and 65 percent
say pensions are safer than 401(k) plans.

A further complication is that nation is deeply divided
politically, making it difficult for policymakers to implement
pragmatic policy solutions that will help Americans stabilize
their financial footing.
Against this backdrop, we conducted our fifth biennial
nationwide public opinion research project to measure over
time how Americans’ views their economic prospects in
retirement and policy solutions that could address retirement
insecurity. This report is intended as a tool for policymakers,
thought leaders, retirement service provides and other
stakeholders as they work to address the retirement crisis and
rebuild America’s retirement infrastructure.

Americans in overwhelming numbers continue to
believe the nation faces a retirement crisis.

4.

Americans say national leaders still don’t understand
their retirement struggle, and they remain highly
supportive of state efforts to address the retirement
crisis.
An overwhelming majority of Americans (85 percent)
say leaders in Washington do not understand how hard
it is to prepare for retirement, which held steady from
87 percent in 2015. Similarly, 86 percent say leaders in
Washington need to give a higher priority to ensuring
Americans have a secure retirement. In terms of solutions,
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82 percent of Americans say government should make it
easier for employers to offer pensions. Americans also
believe that state-sponsored retirement savings plans for
workers not covered by an employer’s plan are a good
idea (75 percent), and 81 percent say they would consider
participating in a state plan.
5.

Protecting Social Security remains important to
Americans.
Some 76 percent of Americans say it is a mistake to cut
government spending in such a way as to reduce Social
Security benefits for current retirees, up from 73 percent in
2015 and 67 percent in 2013. When it comes to benefits for
future generations, 73 percent oppose cutting government
spending that reduces Social Security benefits.

6.

Americans strongly support pensions for public sector
workers and see them as a strong recruitment and
retention tool.
Americans strongly support pensions for police officers
and firefighters (90 percent) and for teachers (81 percent).
The research also finds that Americans overwhelmingly
support retirement security for workers who face job risks,
such as corrections officers (90 percent). More than half
of Americans (52 percent) believe that public pensions
benefits levels are about right at $2,205 per month,
while 37 percent say the benefits are too low. Americans
overwhelmingly agree (92 percent) that pensions are a
good way to recruit and retain public sector workers like
teachers, police officers and firefighters.

methodology
The survey was conducted as a nationwide telephone interview of 800 Americans age 25 or older in to assess their sentiment
regarding retirement and actions policymakers could take. 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 percent. Sums of two or more figures
may not equal the expected total due to rounding.
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