
26 The Participant Winter/Spring 2016

DCUNDERSTANDING 
GENERATION

State Street Global Advisors



 ssga.com/definedcontribution 27

Plan sponsors must understand their participants’ needs 
and experiences to build a plan and design effective 
engagement strategies. Segmenting participants by 

generation might seem like a useful way to gain these kinds 
of insights; after all, sociologists and marketers frequently 
study generational attitudes and preferences to define these 
populations’ characteristics. 

What if these generational “types” turned out to be poor 
measures of your participants’ needs or experiences? 
State Street Global Advisors decided to test generational 
assumptions in our January 2016 Biannual DC Investor 
Survey by polling only people considered Millennials  
(ages 22–32, born between 1983 and 1993) and Generation X 
(ages 33–50, born between 1965 and 1982).1 We have named 
this broad group “Generation DC” because it represents a 
watershed population: employees who rarely had access to 
a defined benefit plan2 and instead are responsible for their 
own retirement savings through a defined contribution plan.3 

Our initial findings show commonalities across Generation 
DC (ages 22–50), as well as significant differences within it — 
specifically between people ages 22–25 and those 40-plus.  
We believe these differences are based on age and life stage, 
rather than on unique generational characteristics.  
Following are initial highlights from our research,  
along with related actions plan sponsors can take. 

SHARED CORE BELIEFS
Participants are more likely to achieve their financial goals 
if they grasp some basic retirement tenets. The good news is 
that members of Generation DC understand the importance 
of retirement savings, value their DC plans and welcome 
assistance from their employers (see Figure 1).

Our latest survey reveals why  
these groups have more in common 
than you think, and where real 
differences present opportunities  
for engagement

Forget Millennials vs. Generation X

 TAKEAWAY
Frame communications around what participants know  
versus what they need to know. For example, lead with an 
idea such as, “Living longer = saving earlier. Take action now.”  
Also, if you’re not already auto-escalating, put it on your  
plan design agenda for 2016.

87%
Agree it’s important 
to start saving for 
retirement early

69%
Say it’s OK if their 
employer increases their 
savings rate 1% each year

80% Say they like their jobs and 
value employee benefits

73%
Say that compared to 
previous generations, they 
are going to live longer

83% Agree that saving 
is a priority

Generation DC takes retirement seriously 
Figure 1.
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AGE VS. GENERATION
The interesting differences within Generation DC emerge  
at the extreme ends of the population’s age range. We believe 
these differences result more from participants’ age, life 
stages and experience with DC plans, rather than from 
characteristics specific to their generations. 

Take the widespread belief that Millennials prefer interacting 
with technology. Our survey did find that 22–25-year-olds 
were most likely to say they want apps to help them prepare 
for retirement. But that doesn’t mean the youngest members 
of Generation DC eschew human help; in fact, they said they 
prefer an annual human intervention more than the oldest 
members did (see Figures 2 and 3).

The Newbies: A more strategic 
approach to onboarding 
While it’s true that younger employees change jobs more 
frequently (see Figure 4), plan sponsors shouldn’t assume that 
those experiences make onboarding any less overwhelming for 
new employees. And as important as auto-enrollment has been 
in boosting plan participation rates, it may have a downside: 
Plan sponsors could neglect to emphasize employees’ role  
in determining their retirement future, as well as the value  
and benefits of the plan, at the time of enrollment.

 TAKEAWAY
Digital solutions shouldn’t replace personal help for younger 
participants. Instead, technology might be most effective to 
remind and nudge participants of all ages, supplementing 
thoughtful use of human guidance. 

TARGETING THE BOOKENDS
By focusing on age, life stage and experience, rather than 
assumptions about generational characteristics, plan  
sponsors can identify points of inflection when members  
of Generation DC need special attention. In particular,  
we see the opportunity to address two of the biggest  
downfalls to retirement readiness: 

• Not starting to save early enough

• Attempting to catch up too late

Plan sponsors can tackle those challenges by developing 
targeted engagement efforts focused on the ends of  
the Generation DC spectrum: the newbies and the  
over-40 crowd.

A desire for technology and the human touch 
Figure 2.
Employers could make it easier to prepare for retirement with  
a simple app that keeps me informed and encourages me to take 
action a few times a year

66 %
Generation DC — ALL

Agree or strongly agree

71% Ages 22-25

52% Ages 45-50

Gen X

Millennials

56 %
Generation DC — ALL

Figure 3. 
I want to meet with a person once a year; technology isn’t 
really going to help 

59% Ages 22-25

38% Ages 45-50

Gen X

Millennials

Agree or strongly agree

State Street Global Advisors

MILLENNIALS + GENERATION X = GENERATION DC
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The Over-40 Crowd: Ready for the 
retirement conversation
As with the youngest members, those in the 40-plus group are 
a little different than the rest of Generation DC: They are more 
mature. They are more experienced. They are less likely to  
job-hop. And they finally get it: Retirement is on the horizon. 

We see this in the ways their answers differ from the rest  
of Generation DC when asked questions about knowledge 
and engagement (see Figure 6). Starting at age 40, retirement 
awareness begins increasing, and at age 45 the shift is 
complete: These participants are thinking seriously  
about retirement.

We believe this inflection point after age 40 — and certainly 
by age 45 — presents a prime opportunity for engagement 
on retirement planning that isn’t currently being exploited. 
What’s more, these participants have more time to make  
up for lost savings than a 50- or 55-year-old — the age when  
the DC industry more typically begins the “retirement talk” 
with participants.

 TAKEAWAY
Develop engagement strategies that get into the hearts and 
minds of the 40-plus cohort. For example, help them understand 
the importance of maintaining retirement savings even when 
saving or paying for children’s education. Encourage them  
to focus on bridging the gap between accumulation and 
decumulation. For example, they could set clear 5-, 10-  
and 15-year goals between now and retirement.

 TAKEAWAY
Onboarding alone isn’t enough to give participants confidence 
about retirement savings. Consider engaging employees at 
least once a year — or more frequently for new employees 
— by providing a simple, three-point message about starting 
early, saving adequately and diversifying.

Young job hoppers 
Figure 4.
Changed place of employment 1-4 times in the last five years

Generation DC — ALL

54 % 60% All 67% Ages 22-25

46% All 29% Ages 40-50

Gen X

Millennials

In fact, young Millennials are the most likely to admit  
that they don’t know much about retirement (see Figure 5). 
The combination of automatic enrollment with infrequent 
communications could leave younger employees uninformed 
about their retirement plan and their role in achieving 
retirement goals.

Young and uninformed 
Figure 5.
I think I am saving, but I don’t really know much about retirement

Generation DC — ALL

59 % 63% All 65% Ages 22-25

35% All 36% Ages 45-50

Gen X

Millennials

Agree or strongly agree

The shift in thinking by age 45 
Figure 6.
I don’t understand investing

Generation DC — ALL

45 % 47% All 51% Ages 22-25

42% All 29% Ages 45-50

Gen X

Millennials

Agree or strongly agree

Figure 7.
I don’t read my retirement statements

Generation DC — ALL

41 % 43% All 50% Ages 22-25

36% All 22% Ages 45-50

Gen X

Millennials

Agree or strongly agree
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Financial literacy grows with age
Our data revealed another important distinction for the  
oldest members of Generation DC: They have the highest  
level of financial literacy of those surveyed. 

Only about half of Generation DC gave correct answers 
on eight basic financial literacy questions.4 However, the 
percentage of correct answers was much higher among the 
45-plus age group. For example, about half of Generation DC 
thinks a single stock is safer than a mutual fund, compared  
to only 23% of the 45-plus group (see Figure 7).

These data suggest that financial literacy is achieved over time 
through a combination of experience and repeated messaging 
from plan sponsors. The DC industry has been frustrated 
by its inability to move the needle on financial literacy 
through education programs, but it appears that the missing 
ingredients are time and experience. Plan sponsors shouldn’t 
give up after the first, second or third attempts, because as 
Generation DC ages, more of them will begin to understand 
these concepts. 

SSGA is analyzing additional data about how members of 
Generation DC make their financial decisions, including 
reliance on intuition and rules of thumb versus other tools 
such as technology interventions and educational efforts.  
We’ll share those insights in future issues of The Participant. 

While Millennials may continue to grab headlines based  
on their perceived uniqueness, we believe that orienting  
your interactions with your participants based on age,  
life stage and key inflection points is more likely to  
improve retirement outcomes than attempting to appeal  
to assumed generational characteristics. Remember, 
retirement aspirations and dreams are not unique to  
different generations. Every participant, whether a Baby 
Boomer or a member of Generation DC, shares the desire  
to enjoy financial security at the end of his or her career.•

1  Data were collected in October 2015 using a panel of 1,500 U.S. workers, aged 22-50, employed on at least a part-time basis and offered a DC plan by their employer. 
2 Just 7% of workers only have access to a DB plan at work. Employee Benefit Research Institute, “FAQs About Benefits—Retirement Issues,” data as of 2011.
3  In the Winter/Spring 2013 issue of The Participant we gave this label to Millennials. Based on further research regarding points of inflection and other topics,  
we expanded our definition of Generation DC to include both Millennials and Generation X. 

4  Based on Annamaria Lusardi of Dartmouth and Olivia Mitchell of Wharton’s work on standardized questions to test financial literacy. For more, see “Financial Literacy: 
An  Essential Tool for Informed Consumer Choice?,” National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper, June 2008.

DIG DEEPER 
Read the SSGA January 2016 Biannual DC Investor Survey Report at  
ssga.com/definedcontribution.

Every participant shares the desire  
to enjoy financial security at the end 
of his or her career.

50 %
Generation DC — ALL

Older and wiser 
Figure 7.
True or false: “Buying a single company stock usually 
provides a safer return than a stock mutual fund.”

54% All  55% Ages 22-25

43% All 23% Ages 45-50

Gen X

Millennials

Choose “true”

State Street Global Advisors



Learn More
For more information about the DC capabilities and  
investment strategies offered by State Street Global Advisors,  
email definedcontribution@ssga.com.

Additional Articles
For more articles like this, please visit  
ssga.com/theparticipant. 

Subscriptions
To receive print and/or digital copies of The Participant,  
please email us at theparticipant@ssga.com.

Feedback 
We welcome your ideas, feedback and suggestions for  
consideration in future surveys or articles. Contact us at  
theparticipant@ssga.com.

The views expressed in this material are the views of SSGA Defined Contribution 
through the period ended January 31, 2016, and are subject to change based 
on market and other conditions. This document contains certain statements 
that may be deemed forward-looking statements. Please note that any such 
statements are not guarantees of any future performance, and actual results 
or developments may differ materially from those projected. The information 
provided does not constitute investment advice and it should not be relied 
on as such. It should not be considered a solicitation to buy or an offer to sell 
a security. It does not take into account any investor’s particular investment 
objectives, strategies, tax status or investment horizon.

Unless otherwise noted, the opinions of the authors provided are not necessarily 
those of State Street. The experts are not employed by State Street but may 
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State Street Global Advisors One Lincoln Street, Boston, MA 02111-2900. 
T: +1 617 664 7727

receive compensation from State Street for their services. Views and opinions 
are subject to change at any time based on market and other conditions. You 
should consult your tax and financial advisor. All material has been obtained 
from sources believed to be reliable. There is no representation or warranty 
as to the accuracy of the information, and State Street shall have no liability 
for decisions based on such information.

Investing involves risk, including the risk of loss of principal. The whole or any 
part of this work may not be reproduced, copied or transmitted or any of its 
contents disclosed to third parties without SSGA’s express written consent.

Diversification does not ensure a profit or guarantee against loss.
†  Data were collected in October 2015 using a panel of 1,500 U.S. workers, aged 22-50, 
employed on at least a part-time basis and offered a DC plan by their employer. 
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About Us
For nearly four decades, State Street Global Advisors has 
been committed to helping our clients, and those who rely 
on them, achieve financial security. We partner with many of 
the world’s largest, most sophisticated investors and financial 
intermediaries to help them reach their goals through a rigorous, 
research-driven investment process spanning both indexing 
and active disciplines. With trillions* in assets, our scale and 
global reach offer clients access to markets, geographies and 
asset classes, and allow us to deliver thoughtful insights and 
innovative solutions.

State Street Global Advisors is the investment management arm 
of State Street Corporation.

*  Assets under management were $2.4 trillion as of September 30, 2016. AUM reflects 
approximately $40.29 billion (as of September 30, 2016) with respect to which State 
Street Global Markets, LLC (SSGM) serves as marketing agent; SSGM and State 
Street Global Advisors are affiliated.




