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executive summary
nirs asked americans:

There is no such thing as a secure retirement.

In your own words, what does a
secure retirement mean to you?

Changes to the U.S. retirement system during the past
several decades have put retirement in peril for most working
Americans. When all working individuals are considered,
the typical American has zero dollars saved for retirement.
Among workers who have managed to accumulate savings in a
retirement account, that typical account balance is only about
$40,000. And even when accounting for an individual’s entire
net worth—considered a generous measure of retirement
savings—more than three-fourths (77 percent ) of Americans
fall short of conservative retirement savings targets for their
age and income based on working until age 67.1
This massive retirement savings shortfall can be attributed
to a decades-long degradation of our nation’s retirement
infrastructure. Most of the workforce lacks an employersponsored retirement plan, fewer workers have stable and
secure defined benefit (DB) pensions, while 401(k)-style
defined contribution (DC) individual accounts provide less
savings and protections. Also, increases to the Social Security
retirement age translate into income cuts for retirees.
According to the U.S. Government Accountability Office
(GAO), private sector employers since the 1980s have moved
away from offering traditional pensions that provide workers
with a guaranteed, monthly income stream that cannot be
outlived and offer professional asset management.2 Instead,
private sector employers have shifted from pensions to
individual accounts like 401(k) plans, if they offer employees
any retirement plan at all.

With 401(k) plans, the risks and the bulk of the funding
burden fall squarely on individual employees, who tend to have
difficulty contributing enough on their own to accumulate
sufficient savings for retirement. Employees typically also
lack the requisite investment expertise, while many also find
it challenging once retired to calculate precisely how to spend
down their retirement savings in an optimal manner so that
their nest egg lasts as long as they live.3
Meanwhile, retiring Baby Boomers are feeling the financial
sting of changes to Social Security implemented in 1983 that
are gradually raising the full retirement age to 67. This means
that workers turning 62 in 2019 face increasing reductions in
Social Security benefits if they start receiving benefits before
their normal retirement age. For example, starting benefits
at age 62 results in receiving only 72.5 percent of the full
benefit that would be payable at age 66 and a half. If a person
born in 1957 waited until reaching age 65, he or she would
receive 90 percent of the full benefit. Once fully phased in
for Americans born in 1960 and later, the reduction in Social
Security benefits for those choosing to draw benefits at age
62 will equal 30 percent less than the benefits at the full
retirement age of 67. Despite these benefit cuts, the Social
Security program remains in need of a longer-term financial
fix. The program has resources to pay scheduled benefits until
2034, but after such time the program will have financing to
pay only 79 percent of benefits.4
Against this troubling backdrop, the National Institute on
Retirement Security (NIRS) conducted a survey of working
age Americans to measure their sentiment on a range of
retirement issues.
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The key research findings are as follows:
1.

In overwhelming numbers, Americans are worried
about their ability to attain and sustain financial
security in their older years. Three-fourths of Americans
say the nation faces a retirement crisis. Some 70 percent
say the average worker cannot save enough on their own
to guarantee a secure retirement. And 65 percent say it’s
likely they will have to work past retirement age to have
enough money to retire.

2.

Even as the nation remains deeply politically
polarized, Americans are united in their sentiment
about retirement issues. Democrats (80 percent),
Republicans (75 percent) and Independents (75 percent)
agree that the nation faces a retirement crisis. Across
party lines, Americans have highly favorable views
toward pensions (Democrats at 80 percent, Republicans
at 81 and Independents at 75 percent). Despite party
affiliation, Americans agree that leaders in Washington
don’t understand how hard it is to prepare for retirement
(Democrats at 87 percent, Republicans at 81 percent and
Independents at 84 percent).

3.

Americans continue to see government as playing
an important role in helping workers prepare for
retirement, but lawmakers in Washington, D.C. just
don’t get it. And the recent tax cut has not helped. Some
84 percent say leaders in Washington have no idea how
hard it is for American workers to prepare for retirement.
More than half agree that government needs to increase
Social Security contributions from both employers and
workers. Few Americans (34 percent) see the new tax law
as improving their retirement prospects.

4.

In contrast to the sentiment about Washington,
D.C., efforts by state lawmakers to expand access to
retirement accounts for all workers is widely supported
by Americans. Americans overwhelmingly agree (71
percent) that state-based retirement plans are a good idea,
and 74 percent of Americans say they would participate
in state-based retirement plans. Americans view many
key features of state-based retirement plans as highly
favorable, especially portability (90 percent), monthly
checks (90 percent) and higher returns (86 percent).

Americans are united in their sentiment about retirement.
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DEMOCRAT

REPUBLICAN

INDEPENDENT

Believe the nation faces
a retirement crisis.

80%

75%

75%

Concerned about achieving financial
security in retirement.

62%

57%

55%

Have favorable views
toward pensions.

80%

81%

75%

Say leaders in Washington
don’t understand how hard it is to
prepare for retirement.

87%

81%

84%

National Institute on Retirement Security

5.

6.

Americans are highly positive on the role of pensions in
providing retirement security and see these retirement
plans as better than 401(k) plans. More than threefourths of Americans have a favorable view of defined
benefit pensions. Some 64 percent say pensions are better
than 401(k) accounts in terms of ensuring retirement
security. And, 77 percent say those with pensions are
likely to feel more comfortable retiring than those relying
on individual savings.
There is strong support for pension plans for state
and local workers, and Americans see these retirement
plans as a tool to recruit and retain public workers.
Some 82 percent say police officers & fire fighters deserve
a pension because they have risky jobs, while 74 percent
say teachers deserve pensions to compensate for low pay.

The overwhelming majority (79 percent) say all workers,
not just state and local workers, should have a pension.
Some 83 percent say pensions are a good way to recruit
state and local workers.
7.

Millennials are the most concerned about financial
security in retirement and are more willing than other
generations to save more. Millennials are the most
pessimistic (72 percent) generation about achieving
financial security in retirement. Millennials are the
generation most likely to believe they will have to work
past normal retirement age (77 percent) to have a secure
retirement. More than half of Millennials are willing
to save five percent or more to help ensure a financially
secure retirement, which is more than double the response
for that level of savings from Boomers and GenX.
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i. in overwhelming numbers, americans are
worried about their ability to attain and
sustain financial security in their older years
nirs asked americans:
In your own words, what does a
secure retirement mean to you?

Having funds available for every day expenses,
medical expenses and things that come up
such as home repairs that we wouldn’t have
to dip into savings. Being sure that we have
good coverage for medical expenses including
dental and vision and prescription drugs.

The data are clear that the nation is far off-track when it comes
to preparing for retirement. When all working individuals are
included—not just individuals with retirement accounts—the
median retirement account balance is $0 among all working
individuals. Even among workers who have accumulated
savings in retirement accounts, the typical worker had a
modest account balance of $40,000. Furthermore, some 68
percent of individuals age 55 to 64 have retirement savings
equal to less than one times their annual income, which is far
below what they will need to maintain their standard of living
over their expected years in retirement.5

Figure 1: Three-fourths of Americans say
the nation faces a retirement crisis.
To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
America is facing a retirement crisis.

2%

11%

Strongly Agree

12%

75%

37%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree

Agree

Strongly Disagree

The survey results reveal that workers indeed understand
that our retirement infrastructure is broken, and that the vast
majority of Americans just are not able to save enough to
achieve financial security in retirement. A full three-fourths of
working age Americans say that the nation faces a retirement
crisis (Figure 1).
And, nearly three out of five of Americans (58 percent) believe
that they will not be able to achieve financial security in their
golden years (Figure 2).

38%

Don’t Know

Figure 2: The majority of Americans
believe they can’t achieve financial
security in retirement.
How concerned are you that you won’t be able to achieve a financially
secure retirement?

2%
Very Concerned

14%

26%

25%

58%

Concerned

Somewhat Concerned
Not Too Concerned
Not At All Concerned

33%
Don’t Know
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The shift from employer pensions to individual 401(k)
accounts has put the weight of preparing for retirement
squarely on the shoulders of workers. But Americans believe
that preparing for retirement isn’t something they are prepared
to manage on their own, with a full 70 percent saying that the
average worker cannot save enough on their own to guarantee
a secure retirement (Figure 3).

A large majority of Americans see working longer and into
their golden years as a necessity to help achieve some sense
of financial security in their older years. Some 65 percent say
it is likely they will have to work past retirement age to have
enough money to retire (Figure 4).

Figure 3: 70% say the average worker
cannot save enough on their own to
guarantee a secure retirement.

Figure 4: 65% say it’s likely they will have
to work past retirement age to have
enough money to retire.

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

How likely is it that you will need to work past the normal retirement
age to have enough money in retirement?

6%

18%

7%

Strongly Agree

70%

33%

10%
9%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree

Agree

Workers do not see any relief in sight when it comes to
preparing for retirement. More than half say it is only getting
harder (Figure 5).

16%

65%
Likely

Don’t Know

34%

Somewhat Likely
Not Too Likely
Not At All Likely

Strongly Disagree

37%

Very Likely

32%

Don’t Know

Figure 5: More than half of Americans say
it’s getting harder to prepare for
retirement.
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?

Much Harder

11%
9%

18%

56%
Harder

30%

A Little Harder
No Difference
A Little Easier

26%

Much Easier
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When asked about why preparing for retirement is more
difficult, Americans point to several issues as major factors—
the rising cost of healthcare and long-term care, stagnant
salaries, increasing debt, fewer pensions and “do-it-yourself ”
retirement plans (Figure 6).
With the growing shift from pensions to 401(k) accounts,
workers now must manage their retirement savings, develop
an investment strategy, and decide how they spend down

(decumulate) their nest egg once retired. Navigating this
decumulation stage is important because it drives whether or
not a retiree will run the risk of running out of money when
returning to work is a less feasible option. At a time when more
and more retirees are responsible for managing retirement asset
decumulation, nearly three-fourths say workers don’t have the
financial skills to manage money in retirement (Figure 7).
And equally worrisome is that 79 percent say retirees don’t
know enough about investing to ensure retirement savings last
through retirement (Figure 8).

Figure 6: Rising cost of healthcare and long-term care, stagnating salaries, increasing
debt, fewer pensions, and DIY retirement are major factors making it harder to
prepare for retirement.
To what extent of you feel each of the following issues are a factor in making it harder for Americans to prepare for retirement?

% Major Factor

The rising cost of healthcare in retirement.

74%

The rising cost of long-term care.

66%

Middle class workers’ salaries are not increasing.

61%

Increasing debt such as student loan,
housing or credit cards

57%

People are living longer.

57%

Fewer people have pension
benefits through their employers.

56%

Workers typically now must fund and
manage their retirement savings themselves.
The stock market is more volatile.
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51%

37%

In terms of improving their retirement outlook, Americans
firmly believe that their employers must be part of the solution
by contributing more to workers’ retirement. More than threefourths (77 percent) say employers need to contribute more
so Americans can have a secure retirement (Figure 9). While

workers also appear to gravitate back toward pensions and see
guaranteed income as a solution to their retirement worries,
about half would be willing to give up some of their retirement
savings in order to purchase guaranteed income, perhaps
through a costly annuity (Figure 10).

Figure 7: Nearly 3/4 say workers don’t
have the financial skills to manage
money in retirement.

Figure 8: 79% say retirees don’t know
enough about investing to ensure
retirement savings last through
retirement.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Most workers don’t have the financial skills to manage their money in
retirement.

3%
8%
15%

Strongly Agree

29%

73%

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement: The
average retiree does not know enough about managing investments to
be able to make their retirement savings last.

2%
9%

Somewhat Agree

10%
Somewhat Disagree

Agree

79%

32%

Strongly Disagree

Know
Don’t Kno

48%

Figure 9: More than 3/4 say employers
need to contribute more so Americans
can have a secure retirement.
To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Employers should contribute more money to workers’ retirement plans
to allow them to achieve a secure retirement.

2%
9%
13%

77%
Agree

Don’t Know

Figure 10: Nearly half are willing to
sacrifice control of savings to buy
guaranteed income in retirement and
another 25% don’t know.
To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement: At
retirement, I would be willing to use some retirement savings to buy
guaranteed monthly income for as long as I live in exchange for giving
up control over that portion of my retirement savings.

Strongly Agree

35%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree

13%
Don’t Know

Strongly Agree

13%

22%

Strongly Disagree

41%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree

Agree

Strongly Disagree

44%

Strongly Agree

47%
Agree

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree

34%
Strongly Disagree

18%

Don’t Know
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Americans told us that they plan to stay in their job as long
as possible (70 percent), cut back on spending in retirement

(58 percent), seek work in retirement (57 percent), cut back
current spending (57 percent) and save more (Figure 11).

Figure 11: Most Americans say they will work as long as possible or cut spending 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

Stay in current job as long as possible.

70%

Cut back spending once retired.

58%

Cut current spending.

57%

Save 1 to 4 percent more than saving now.

50%

Delay taking Social Security to get a higher benefit.

42%

Seek work in retirement.

40%

Save 5 percent or more than saving now.

39%
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18%

13%

23%

19%

30%

13%

29%

31%

30%

35%

22%

27%

30%

26%

ii. even as the nation remains deeply politically
polarized, americans are united in their
sentiment about retirement issues
nirs asked americans:
In your own words, what does a
secure retirement mean to you?

The gulf between the views of Republicans and Democrats
continues to widen and is one of the most important trends in
American society in the past two decades. This trend is most
evident in presidential job approval ratings, but also on issues
such as immigration, gun control and climate change, among
others.6
This is not the case, however, when it comes to retirement.
Democrats, Republicans and Independents are aligned in their
concern about achieving financial security in retirement. Some
62 percent of Democrats are concerned, with Republicans and
Independents closely behind at 57 and 55 percent, respectively
(Figure 12). Democrats, Republicans and Independents in
overwhelming numbers agree that the nation faces a retirement
crisis (Figure 13).

To have enough money to live on, pay rent,
pay utilities, buy food, buy clothing, pay
other bills, buy gas for car. Have insurance.

Figure 12: Democrats, Republicans and
Independents are concerned that they
can’t achieve financial security
in retirement.
How concerned are you that you won’t be able to achieve a financially
secure retirement?

62%

57%

55%

Democrats
Republicans
Independents

% Concerned

Figure 13: Democrats, Republicans and
Independents agree that the nation faces
a retirement crisis.
To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
America is facing a retirement crisis.

80%

75%

75%
Democrats
Republicans
Independents

% Agree
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Americans also are united in their dismay with national
leaders’ ability to understand the retirement plight of workers.
Some 87 percent of Democrats say that leaders in Washington
just do not understand how hard it is to prepare for
retirement, while 84 percent of Independents and 81 percent
of Republicans share this sentiment (Figure 14). There also
is strong agreement across party lines that American retirees
don’t know enough about managing investments to make their
retirement savings last (Figure 15).

In the closing days of 2017, the Republican-controlled
Congress enacted the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act that is considered
the most significant reform of the U.S. tax code in more than
30 years. The law was touted by Republican lawmakers and
President Trump as making reforms that would benefit the
financial prospects of the middle class. However, few Americans
see the tax overhaul as helping them to address retirement
savings issues. Republicans are more likely to agree that tax
reform made retirement easier, but less than half share the view

Figure 14: Across party lines, Americans
agree that leaders in Washington don’t
understand how hard it is to prepare
for retirement.

Figure 15: Across party lines, Americans
agree retirees don’t know enough about
managing investments to make their
retirement savings last.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Leaders in Washington do not understand how hard it is for workers to
save enough for retirement.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement: The
average retiree does not know enough about managing investments to
be able to make their retirement savings last.

87%

81%

83%

84%

80%

78%

Democrats

Democrats

Republicans

Republicans

Independents

Independents

% Agree

% Agree

Figure 16: Most, especially Democrats,
don’t think the new tax law is helping
them save for retirement.

Figure 17: Across party lines,
Americans have highly favorable views
about pensions.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
The new tax bill is making it easier for me to save for retirement.

“Traditional pension plans” refers to a retirement plan where you
receive a regular monthly check in retirement where the payment
amount is based on your salary at retirement and how many years you
worked. This is sometimes called a defined benefit pension (DB) plan or
a group retirement plan. How would you describe your overall view of
this type of pension?

Democrats

45%
36%
26%

Republicans

80%

81%

75%
Democrats

Independents

Republicans

% Agree

Independents

% Favorable
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that the law will help them prepare for retirement. Only 26
percent of Democrats agree the tax law will help them save for
retirement, along with 36 percent of Independents (Figure 16).

more likely to have a secure retirement (Figure 18). There also
is alignment that pensions are better at helping Americans
achieve a secure retirement in contrast to individual 401(k)
accounts (Figure 19).

When it comes to retirement plans, Americans across party
lines have highly positive views of pensions, retirement
plans that provide guaranteed income and professional asset
management. A full 81 percent of Republicans have highly
favorable views about pensions, with Democrats at 80 percent
and Independents at 75 percent (Figure 17). And they also
agree in overwhelming numbers that those with pensions are

Across the political divide, Americans also see the value
of pensions beyond providing reliable retirement income.
Democrats (86 percent), Republicans (84 percent) and
Independents (83 percent) see pensions as a valuable tool
to recruit and retain public sector workers like teachers and
public safety workers (Figure 20).

Figure 18: Across party lines and in
overwhelming numbers Americans say
those with pensions more likely to
have a secure retirement.

Figure 19: Across party lines, most
Americans say that pensions do more
than 401(k) accounts for achieving a
secure retirement.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Americans with traditional pensions are more likely than those
without pensions to have a secure retirement.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Pensions do more to help workers achieve a secure retirement as
compared to retirement savings plans such as 401(k)s.

84%

85%

77%

69%
Democrats

64%

Republicans

63%

Democrats
Republicans

Independents

Independents

% Agree

% Agree

Figure 20: Across party lines, Americans
overwhelmingly agree pensions help
recruit and retain public workers like
teachers, firefighters and police.
To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Pensions are a good way to recruit and retain qualified teachers,
police officers, and firefighters.

86%

84%

83%

Democrats
Republicans
Independents

% Agree
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iii. americans see government playing an important
role in helping workers prepare for retirement,
but lawmakers in washington don’t get it
nirs asked americans:
In your own words, what does a
secure retirement mean to you?

Congress remains mired in low approval ratings. Only 17
percent of Americans approve of the job Congress is doing.
The low approval rating is about average for congressional
approval for the past several years, but below the overall
average of 30 percent since Gallup began tracking the public
opinion regarding Congress in 1975.7
That dissatisfaction carries through to views on how
lawmakers in Washington are doing—or not doing—to

Figure 21: 84% say leaders in
Washington do not understand how
hard it is for American workers to
prepare for retirement.
To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Leaders in Washington do not understand how hard it is for workers
to save enough for retirement.

Living a simple comfortable life,
with a small home, a small, good and
functional car, and eat simply.

help Americans prepare for retirement. Some 84 percent say
leaders in Washington do not understand how hard it is for
American workers to prepare for retirement, and 53 percent
strongly agree (Figure 21).
Meanwhile, the overwhelming majority say that leaders need
to step up and give a higher priority to helping Americans
prepare for retirement. More than 80 percent agree and nearly
half (46 percent) strongly agree (Figure 22).

Figure 22: 81% say leaders in
Washington need to give retirement a
higher priority.
To what extent 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.

2%

2%

7%
6%

Strongly Agree

8%

84%
30%

Agree

10%

81%

Somewhat Agree

53%

Strongly Agree

Agree

Somewhat Disagree

35%

Somewhat Agree

46%

Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Strongly Disagree
Don’t Know
Don’t Know
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And at a time when Washington is unable to devise a long-term
Social Security fix and benefits continue to erode, Americans
want lawmakers to shore up this program. More than half
agree that the government needs to increase Social Security
contributions from both employers and workers (Figure 23).

And Americans in overwhelming numbers say they want
government leaders to find a way to bring pensions back into
the mix. A full 80 percent say the government should make it
easier for employers to offer traditional pensions (Figure 24).

Figure 23: More than half agree that the
government needs to increase Social
Security contributions from both
employers and workers.

Figure 24: 80% say the government
should make it easier for employers to
offer traditional pensions.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
To ensure that Social Security will be around for future generations,
the government needs to increase the amount that workers and
employers must contribute to Social Security.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement: The
government should make it easier for employers to offer traditional
pension plans.

2%
9%

12%
11%

20%

19%

Strongly Agree
Somewhat Agree

56%

9%

80%
Agree

Somewhat Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

37%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree

43%
37%

Strongly Disagree

Don’t Know

Don’t Know
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iv. in contrast to the sentiment about
washington, d.c., efforts by state lawmakers to
expand access to retirement accounts for all
workers is widely supported by americans

nirs asked americans:
In your own words, what does a
secure retirement mean to you?

While Washington remains mired in low approval ratings,
Americans are more optimistic about action at the state level
to address the retirement crisis.
Indeed, states are quite active, especially when it comes to
helping Americans working in the private sector who lack
employer-sponsored retirement plans. In 2018, New York
state joined the ten states that have enacted new state-based
retirement savings programs for private sector workers who
lack coverage through their employer. Additionally, 16 states
and cities introduced legislation to establish new programs
or form study groups in 2018. All totaled, 43 states have
implemented such retirement savings programs, undertaken
studies of program options or considered legislation to
establish state-facilitated retirement savings programs.8
The most popular type of plan that states are enacting
automatically enrolls workers in moderate risk, low cost
retirement savings accounts. Private employers without

14
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Having enough to live on, at or a little bit
below my current standard of living without
running out of money before death.

retirement plans must provide their employees with access to
these retirement accounts through payroll deductions. The
programs would be overseen and administered by the state,
but investments are managed by private companies. Americans
in states that offer these plans could access these retirement
savings accounts when they retire.
Americans are overwhelmingly in favor of these new statebased plans. Some 71 percent of Americans agree that statebased retirement plans are a good idea (Figure 25). And,
working-age Americans say they would be interested in
participating in these plans (74 percent) (Figure 26).
These programs typically seek to offer key features that will
be of value to workers. The features of these state-based plans
that Americans rank as most appealing include benefits that
are portable from job to job, a monthly retirement income, and
higher investment returns (Figure 27).

Figure 25: Americans overwhelmingly
agree that state-based retirement plans
are a good idea.
Overall, do you think these state retirement plans are a...

8%

Overall, based on the previous description, how likely do you think you
would be to consider participating in this plan if it were available?

23%

71%
Good Idea

5%
Pretty Good Idea

9%

Pretty Bad Idea

74%
Likely

38%
Don’t Know

36%

Somewhat Likely
Not Too Likely
Not At All Likely

Very Bad Idea

48%

Very Likely

12%

Very Good Idea

19%
2%

Figure 26: Nearly 3/4 of Americans would
participate in state-based retirement plans.

Don’t Know

Figure 27: Americans find features of state-based retirement plans highly appealing,
especially portability, monthly checks and higher returns.
How appealing are each of the following aspects of this new type of retirement plan?

% Appealing

You can take it from job to job.

90%

At retirement you would receive a check each month.

90%

The plans would provide higher returns than
other safe investments in today’s market.
The plans would have low fees.

86%

85%

Employees would be enrolled automatically in
the plan but could elect not to be included.

80%

Employers without retirement plans would be
required to offer the plan to employees.

80%
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v. americans are highly positive on the role of
pensions in providing retirement security and see
these retirement plans as better than 401(k) plans
nirs asked americans:
In your own words, what does a
secure retirement mean to you?

The evidence is clear that there is a substantial savings
shortfall and Americans are deeply concerned about their
financial security in retirement. Perhaps part of the worry can
be attributed to fears of running out of money in retirement in
an environment with fewer pensions and an increased reliance
on individual DC accounts that can be depleted in retirement.
The volatility of Americans’ individual retirement accounts
has become increasingly apparent during the last decade.
Assets in individual retirement accounts fell from a peak
of $9.3 trillion at the end of 2007 to $7.2 trillion at the
end of 2008.9 The economic downturn also reduced total

A secure retirement means that I have
saved enough that I hopefully won't have to
work full time when I reach retirement age.

contributions to DC retirement accounts as employers
stopped matching employee contributions in the wake of
the financial crisis. Total contributions fell below the 2008
levels for the subsequent three years. While the combined
value of 401(k) type accounts and Individual Retirement
Accounts (IRAs) reached $16.3 trillion by the end of 2018,10
this increase in retirement account assets did not translate to
improved retirement security for the majority of American
workers who have nothing saved.
In contrast, pensions are group plans that offer a monthly
retirement benefit that lasts throughout retirement. This could

Figure 28: More than 3/4 of Americans
have a favorable view of defined benefit
pensions.

Figure 29: Americans overwhelmingly
agree that those with pensions are more
likely to have a secure retirement.

“Traditional pension plans” refers to a retirement plan where you
receive a regular monthly check in retirement where the payment
amount is based on your salary at retirement and how many years you
worked. This is sometimes called a defined benefit pension (DB) plan or
a group retirement plan. How would you describe your overall view of
this type of pension?

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Americans with traditional pensions are more likely than those without
pensions to have a secure retirement.

Very Favorable

17%

1%
5%

77%

Favorable

36%

Somewhat Favorable

Strongly Agree

11%
8%

80%
Agree

35%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Somewhat Unfavorable

45%
Very Unfavorable

41%
Don’t Know
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explain why 77 percent of Americans have a favorable view
of pensions (Figure 28) and why 80 percent of Americans
agree that those with pensions are more likely to have a
secure retirement (Figure 29). Also, 77 percent say those with
pensions are more likely to feel comfortable retiring than those
relying on individual savings (Figure 30).

Americans also see the value of pensions in terms of their
role in ensuring American workers can be self-reliant and
independent in retirement, rather than turning to families or
government to help meet their basic needs (Figure 31). Also,
nearly two-thirds of Americans say pensions are better than
401(k) accounts in terms of providing retirement security (64
percent) (Figure 32).

Figure 30: More than 3/4 say those with
pensions are more likely to feel
comfortable retiring than those relying
on individual savings.

Figure 31: 3/4 say all American workers
should have a pension plan in order to be
self-reliant and independent in retirement.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Among people I know, those with a pension are more likely to feel more
financially comfortable retiring than those relying on their own savings.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement: I
believe that all workers should have access to a pension plan so they can
be independent and self-reliant in retirement.

3%
10%

2%

Strongly Agree

13%

9%

77%

37%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree

Agree

Strongly Disagree

40%

11%

76%
Agree

Strongly Agree

33%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree

43%

Don’t Know

Don’t Know

Figure 32: About 2/3 say pensions are
better than 401(k) accounts in terms of
ensuring retirement security.
To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Pensions do more to help workers achieve a secure retirement as
compared to retirement savings plans such as 401(k)s.

Strongly Agree

18%
3%

15%

25%

64%
Agree

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree

38%

Don’t Know
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vi. there is strong support for pension plans
for state and local workers, and americans see
these retirement plans as a tool to recruit and
retain public workers

nirs asked americans:
In your own words, what does a
secure retirement mean to you?

Most public employees continue to receive pensions as their
primary retirement benefit. In addition to providing retirement
security for workers who often have lower salaries than their
private sector counterparts, pensions also serve as a workforce
management tool to recruit and retain workers.11
In recent years, public employee pension benefits have
remained in the headlines—from articles on teachers striking
for better pay and maintaining benefits to news reports about
possible legislative changes. At the same time, state and local
governments continue to actively enact pension reforms
designed to improve funding and recover the deep investment
losses that all investors experienced in the years following the
2008 global financial crisis. Since 2009, every state has passed
reforms to one or more of its pension plans. The changes took
different forms throughout the country—from increasing
employee contributions to raising retirement ages.12
Also, ideological organizations opposed to government
programs continue to attack public retirement systems at
the national and state levels. Some of these organizations
are working to switch public employees from pensions to
DC accounts even though this wholesale change has proven
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Being able to put a roof over my head,
clothes on my back and food on the table.

to raise costs to taxpayers and dramatically worsen public
pension funding levels while undermining the public sector
work force.13
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.
Specifically, nearly three-fourths of Americas say that state and
local workers deserve a pension because they help pay for these
retirement plans (Figure 33). Unlike private sector pensions,
public employees make significant contributions to their
pensions each pay period, and those employee contributions
are rising in many jurisdictions.
In fact, the data suggest that Americans do not begrudge
public employees for their benefits, but instead would like
to receive similar retirement benefits. Some 79 percent say
all workers, not just state and local workers, should have a
pension (Figure 34).

Americans also see the value of pensions beyond providing
retirement security. These retirement plans serve as a tool
to attract and retain public workers, which is increasingly
important in the public sector especially in a tight labor market
and when state and local governments continue to face steep
recruitment and retention challenges.14 The polling finds that
some 83 percent agree that pensions are a good way to recruit
and retain state and local workers (Figure 35).

Americans also see the value of providing these retirement
benefits to public workers, including teachers, police officers
and fire fighters. Nearly three-fourths say teachers deserve
pensions to compensate for lower pay at a time when teacher
strikes over education funding and pay persist into 2019
(Figure 36). And, an overwhelming majority of those polled
(82 percent) say that police officers and fire fighters deserve a
pension because they have risky jobs (Figure 37).

Figure 33: Nearly 3/4 say state and local
workers deserve a pension because they
help pay costs.

Figure 34: 79% say all workers, not just
state and local workers, should have
a pension.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
State and local government employees deserve these retirement
benefits because they help finance part of the cost, by contributing
money out of every paycheck.

To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement: All
workers, not just those employed by state and local governments, should
have access to a pension.

3%
11%

9%

5%
11%

73%

35%

Strongly Disagree

Somewhat Agree

48%

Agree

Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree

31%

Don’t Know

Figure 35: 83% say pensions are a good
way to recruit state and local workers.
To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Pensions are a good way to recruit and retain qualified teachers, police
officers, and firefighters.

2%
8%

Figure 36: Nearly 3/4 say teachers
deserve pensions to compensate for
lower pay.
To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Public schoolteachers deserve pensions to compensate for lower
pay.

Strongly Agree

7%

Agree

Strongly Agree

Don’t Know

38%

83%

79%

Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree

Agree

38%

9%

Strongly Agree

Somewhat Agree

45%

8%

11%
Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Don’t Know

Strongly Agree

6%

74%
Agree

Somewhat Agree

43%

Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree

31%
Don’t Know
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Figure 37: 82% say police officers and
firefighters deserve a pension because
they have risky jobs.
To what extent you agree or disagree with the following statement:
Police and firefighters have agreed to take jobs that involve risks and
therefore deserve pensions that will afford them a secure retirement.

2%
7%

Strongly Agree

9%

82%
Agree

Somewhat Agree

47%

Somewhat Disagree
Strongly Disagree

35%

Don’t Know

Figure 38: Few Americans understand
that taxpayers pay only about 1/4 the
cost of pensions for state and local
government employees.
What percentage of public pensions do you think are paid for by
taxpayers?
Less than 25%

10%
8%

53%

53%
Don’t Know

12%

25-49%
50-74%
75-99%

10%

100%

7%
Don’t Know
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The polling also reveals that Americans do not fully understand
how public pensions are funded, which is significantly different
than how private pensions are funded. In state and local
government pension plans, contributions typically come from
three sources: employer contributions, employee contributions
and earnings on investments. Between 1993 and 2016, 25
percent of public pension fund receipts came from employer
contributions, 12 percent came from employee contributions
and 63 percent were from investment earnings. Earnings on
investments—not taxpayer contributions—have historically
made up the bulk of pension fund receipts, even though this
time period saw two very large market downturns within a
single decade.15
The polling finds that few Americans are aware that taxpayers
pay only about one-quarter of the cost of pensions for state
and local government employees (Figure 38).
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 important
to a majority of public sector workers (59 percent), second only
to job security (Figure 39). In contrast, retirement benefits
were extremely important to only 41 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 public
sector workers lags significantly behind their private sector
counterparts.16

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

Extremely Important for Public Sector Workers

Job Security

67%

Retirement Benefits

59%

Health Insurance

51%

Salary

50%

Work Life Balance

47%

Personal Satisfaction

45%

Professional Development

38%

Paid Vacation
Career Advancement

32%

25%

Retirement Insecurity 2019: Americans' Views of the Retirement Crisis

21

vii. millennials are the most concerned about
financial security in retirement and are more
willing than other generations to save more
nirs asked americans:
In your own words, what does a
secure retirement mean to you?

The Millennial generation—those born between 1981 and
1991—is the largest generation, numbering 83.2 million.
Millennials also are the most diverse generation in the U.S,
thus, the structure of the DC retirement system—which
favors high-income workers and exacerbates disparities along
gender, racial and ethnic lines—makes achieving a secure
retirement an uphill climb for most Millennials. Millennials
face higher life expectancies, lower income replacement from
Social Security, and are less likely to have traditional pensions.
This means Millennials must save significantly more than
previous generations to maintain their standard of living in
retirement.
Unfortunately, the retirement outlook for most Millennials
is dire. Two-thirds (66 percent) of working Millennials have
nothing saved for retirement, and those who are saving are not
saving nearly enough.
There are many factors that are contributing to this
generation’s retirement savings challenges—from depressed
wages to the lack of eligibility to participate in employersponsored retirement plans. Just a little more than one-third
of this generation actually participates in employer-sponsored
plans despite the fact that two-thirds of Millennials work
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Having the finances to work if I
want to but not because I have to.

for employers that offer retirement plans. The eligibility
requirements set by employers, which keep 45 percent of
working Millennials out of plans, drives this coverage gap
rather than Millennials choosing not to save for retirement.
Given this situation, it is not surprising that Millennials are
more concerned than other generations about achieving
financial security in retirement (Figure 40). Nearly threefourths of Millennials (72 percent) say they are concerned
about retirement security, followed by GenX (64 percent), Baby
Boomers (45 percent) and the Silent Generation (34 percent).
Millennials are most likely to believe they will have to work
past normal retirement age to have a secure retirement (Figure
41). Millennials also see the value of pensions over 401(k)
plans as compared to other generations (Figure 42).
The polling also reveals that Millennials are willing to step
up to improve their retirement outlook. Among non-retirees,
Millennials are substantially more willing to sock away
money now to ensure retirement security. Some 60 percent
of Millennials are willing to save one to four percent more
now (Figure 43). More than half (54 percent) are willing to
save five percent more, which is more than double the rate

Figure 40: Millennials are more concerned
than other generations about achieving
financial security in retirement.

Figure 41: Millennials are most likely to
believe they will have to work past normal
retirement age to have a secure retirement.

How concerned are you that you won’t be able to achieve a financially
secure retirement?

How likely is it that you will need to work past the normal retirement
age to have enough money in retirement?

72%

77%
64%

71%
56%

45%

52%

34%

Millennials

GenX

Boomers

Silent

Figure 42: Millennials see the value of
pensions over 401(k) plans.
Pensions do more to help workers achieve a secure retirement as
compared to retirement savings plans such as 401(k)s.

71%
56%

61%

63%

Millennials

GenX

Boomers

Silent

Figure 43: Millennials are more willing to
save 1% to 4% more now to ensure
retirement security among non-retirees.
Which of the following, if any, do you plan to do to help ensure a
financially secure retirement: Save about 1% to 4% more than you
are saving now.

60%
45%
36%
14%

Millennials

GenX

Boomers

Silent

Millennials

GenX

Boomers

Silent
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that non-retired GenXers are willing to increase their savings
(Figure 44).
In terms of addressing the retirement crisis, Millennials
are slightly more inclined than other generations to believe

employers should contribute more to employee retirement
plans (80 percent) (Figure 45). Millennials are substantially
more willing (63 percent) to sacrifice retirement savings in
order to purchase guaranteed retirement income to ensure
they don’t run out of money in retirement (Figure 46).

Figure 44: Millennials are more willing to
save 5% more now to ensure retirement
security among non-retirees.

Figure 45: American workers believe
employers should contribute more to
employee retirement plans.

Which of the following, if any, do you plan to do to help ensure a
financially secure retirement? Save about 5% more than you are
saving now.

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement?
Employers should contribute more money to workers’ retirement plans
to allow them to achieve a secure retirement.

80%

71%

77%

78%

Boomers

Silent

54%

26%

24%
8%

Millennials

GenX

Boomers

Silent

Figure 46: Millenials are willing to buy
guaranteed monthly income and give up
control of funds.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement?
At retirement, I would be willing to use some retirement savings to buy
guaranteed monthly income for as long as I live in exchange for giving
up control over that portion of my retirement savings.

63%

Millennials
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conclusion
The U.S. faces a persistent retirement savings crisis. The typical
American has zero dollars saved for retirement. The crisis can
be attributed to a decades-long degradation of the nation’s
retirement infrastructure that has resulted in a large swath of
the workforce lacking an employer-sponsored retirement plan.
Access to employer-sponsored retirement plans has steadily
declined since reaching a high mark in 1999 has resulted
in corresponding declines in pension and retirement plan
coverage.18 With fewer workers covered by any retirement
plan, cuts to Social Security benefits, and skyrocketing costs
for health and long-term care in retirement looming in the
future, working Americans want help from policymakers.
Against this backdrop, NIRS conducted a survey of working
age Americans to measure their sentiment on a range of
retirement issues. The research reveals that Americans
understand the depths of the retirement crisis and see
pensions as an important tool in providing financial security
in retirement. Key research findings are as follows:
1.

In overwhelming numbers, Americans are worried about
their ability to attain and sustain financial security in their
older years.

2.

Even as the nation remains deeply politically polarized,
Americans are united across party lines in their sentiment
about retirement issues.

3.

Americans see government playing an important role in
helping workers prepare for retirement, but also believe
that lawmakers in Washington, D.C. just don’t get it.

4.

In contrast to the sentiment about Washington, D.C.,
efforts by state lawmakers to expand access to retirement
accounts for all workers is widely supported by Americans.

5.

Americans are highly positive on the role of pensions in
providing retirement security and see these retirement
plans as better than 401(k) plans.

6.

There is strong support for pension plans for state and
local workers, and Americans see these retirement plans
as a tool to recruit and retain public workers.

7.

Millennials are the most concerned about financial
security in retirement and are more willing than other
generations to save more.
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methodology
Conducted by Greenwald & Associates, information for this study was collected from online interviews between January 7–16,
2019. A total of 1,250 individuals aged 25 and older completed the survey. The final data were weighted by age, gender, income,
and race to reflect the demographics of Americans 25 and older. The sample was selected using the Research Now online panel.
Research Now maintains one of the industry’s most comprehensive and deeply-profiled online survey panels. Panel members are
recruited through a controlled mix of both online and offline methods, using “By-Invitation-Only” acquisition, making this panel
more representative of the population. Tabulations in some of the charts may not add up to 100, due to rounding.
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