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Pensionomics 2023: Why This Report
• NIRS updates every two years its Pensionomics analysis that measures the 

economic “ripple effect” of payments from defined benefit (DB) pension 
plans.

• Retirees with a reliable pension can maintain spending throughout their 
retirement years, regardless of economic ups and downs, acting as an 
economic stabilizer.

• This report quantifies the economic impact of pension spending on the U.S. 
economy that will be constrained as the population ages.
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Key Findings 
• In 2020, expenditures from public and private pension benefits supported:

• $1.3 trillion in economic output nationwide

• 6.8 million jobs that paid $422.2 billion in labor income

• $738.5 billion in value added nationally

• $157.7 billion in federal, state, and local tax revenue
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Pension Plans’ Economic Impact
• Pension plans can support economic activity through several channels, for 

example…

• Benefit channel – retirees’ expenditures create incomes for others in 
the economy.

• Investment channel – the investment of pension assets provides 
capital to businesses to develop products, invest in new technologies, 
and create jobs.

• This study focuses on the benefit channel.
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The Multiplier Effect:

How spending ripples through 
the economy, supporting jobs 
and incomes in the process
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Public and Private Sector Pension Benefits, 2020
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Pension Benefits More Than Double Their Impact
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Investment Earnings Accounted for More Than 3/5 
of Public Pension Revenues
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Taxpayer Dollars Generate a Significant 
Return on Investment
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DB Pensions Support 6.8 Million American Jobs
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DB Pensions Support $1.3 Trillion in Total 
Economic Activity
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State-By-State Pension Impacts
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State Factsheets available at:  https://www.nirsonline.org/resources/pensionomics-state-data/

https://www.nirsonline.org/resources/pensionomics-state-data/


Fortifying Main Street: Why This Research

● Previous NIRS research (Pensionomics) has focused on the downstream 
economic impact of the spending of pension benefits. This research 
focuses on the raw dollar amounts of pension benefits at the county level.

● New data on Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by county only became 
available in the past few years, enabling new areas of research.

● Previous research by other organizations had indicated that rural areas 
received a greater relative economic impact from the flow of pension 
benefit dollars than cities and other metropolitan areas.

● Cities likely receive a greater amount of pension benefit dollars in 
absolute terms, but these are dwarfed by the size of the economy in large 
cities.
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States Included in This Research
● 2020 edition: CA, IA, ID, IL, KS, ME, MN, MO, MS, ND, NM, 

NV, NY, PA, SC, SD, TX, WI, WY

● 2022 additional states: AL, AR, CO, FL, GA, HI, IN, KY, LA, 
MD, MI, MT, NE, NH, OH, OK, OR, RI, TN, UT, VA, VT, WA, WV

● States not included in this research: AK, AZ, CT, DE, MA, 
NC, NJ
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Key Findings

• Public pension benefit dollars represent between one and 
three percent of GDP on average in the 2,922 counties studied.

• Rural counties have the highest percentages of their 
populations receiving public pension benefits.

• Small town counties experience a greater relative impact in 
terms of both GDP and total personal income from pension 
benefit dollars than rural or metropolitan counties.
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Key Findings, Continued

• Rural counties experience a greater relative impact in terms of 
total personal income than metropolitan counties.

• Counties that contain state capitals are outliers from other 
metropolitan counties, likely because there is a greater density of 
public employees in these counties, most of whom remain in 
these counties in retirement.

• On average, rural counties have lost population while small 
town counties and metropolitan counties have gained population 
in the period between 2000 and 2018.
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Summary of County Data Findings

National Institute on Retirement Security 18



California 
County Type
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California 
Percent of 
GDP
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California Percent 
of Total Personal 
Income (TPI)
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Oklahoma County Type
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Oklahoma Percent of GDP
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Oklahoma Percent of Total Personal 
Income (TPI)
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Online Map with State Fact Sheets

https://www.nirsonline.org/resources/fortifying-main-street/
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CalSTRS Value chain
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Pension Plans as Long-Term Investors

• U.S. state & local pension plans manage approximately $5 
trillion dollars in assets across every asset class.

• These plans invest for the long-term and are not subject to the 
same economic incentives for short-term decision-making that 
drive other investors.

• What effect does this long-term outlook have on financial 
markets in the U.S. via the economic impact of pension plan 
investment activity?
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Public Plans Hold 5.5% of U.S. Equities
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Source: SIFMA Insights, “Who Owns Stocks in America”



Fund Flows 
Show Retail 
Investors 
Exhibited Poor 
Market Timing 
– Global 
Financial Crisis
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Public Plans Actively Rebalance 
Investments
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