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State Street Global Advisors’ 2016 Retirement 
Confidence Monitor digs into the experiences  
and confidence levels of DC plan participants and 
members in Ireland, the United Kingdom and the 
United States.
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Methodology
This survey was conducted in partnership 
with TRC Market Research and BRT.  
Data was collected in May 2016 through a 
12-minute Internet survey using a panel  
of 2,817 retirement savers, ages 22 to 70, 
who were working at least part-time and 
participated in retirement savings plans/
schemes. The sample included 1,089 
respondents in the United States, 1,038 in 
the United Kingdom and 690 in Ireland.

All data is at a 95 percent confidence  
level.  For Ireland, the sampling error  
is +/- 3.73 percentage points. For the  
United Kingdom, the sampling error  
is +/- 3.04 percentage points. For the  
United States, the sampling error is  
+/- 2.97 percentage points.

All facts and opinions are from the  
2016 SSGA Retirement Confidence 
Monitor unless otherwise noted.

In 2016, we wanted to expand our understanding  
of trends by analyzing the factors that  
shape participants’ retirement savings behaviors.  
To that end, we added two new areas of inquiry 
focused on financial literacy and wellness in order 
to better understand the relationship between these 
factors and people’s confidence and engagement 
in their retirement planning. We combined 
these factors and several other key indicators to 
uncover four distinct types of people that make up 
retirement plan populations.
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Confidence
Retirement confidence levels  
return to earth

In last year’s survey report, we observed a 
dramatic uptick in retirement savers’ 
confidence in their retirement readiness, 
noting that the rise might be “defying 
gravity and, perhaps, reality.” This year’s 
survey validated that analysis. While 
long-term confidence levels continued  
to rise in the three countries surveyed, 
the data show that 2016 levels in the UK 
and Ireland dropped off from last year’s 
highs, and the US remained relatively flat 
and consistent with 2015 levels.

As the 2016 US responses held steady, 
retirement savers in the United Kingdom 
and Ireland signaled realignments in 
their feelings about their retirement 
security this year. Twenty-eight percent 
of members in the UK reported that they 
are “not very/not at all” confident, 
compared with 18 percent in 2015. In 
Ireland, the group of retirement savers 
who were “somewhat” confident in 2016 
(38 percent) remained fairly constant 
over last year (39 percent), but those 
“not very/not at all” confident rose to 
39 percent from 35 percent. 

Still, the longer-term trend is  
positive for retirement confidence.  
All three countries are moving in  
the right direction, with significantly 
more savers feeling “somewhat/ 
very/extremely” confident today  
as compared with in 2013 and 2014.

Key Findings from the 2016  
Retirement Confidence Monitor

CONFIDENCE, BEHAVIORS  
& FINANCIAL WELL-BEING

Participants Who Are Extremely/Very Confident  
They Will Meet Retirement Goals

20131 20142 20153

21%

27%

12% 24% 43%

36% 51%

2016
52%

36%

22%17%

United Kingdom

United States

Ireland

Source: SSGA 2016 Retirement Confidence Monitor.
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Satisfaction with plan,  
employer’s involvement  
continues to rise
Participants’ satisfaction with their 
workplace plan and positive feelings 
about the help their employer provides 
continue to see steady improvement. 
Plan satisfaction levels in 2016 remained 
consistent with the previous year in all 
countries, with the UK and Ireland 
reporting the greatest long-term gains 
(7 and 17 percentage points, respectively) 
between 2014 and 2016. 

US plan participants are the most 
satisfied (56 percent) with their 
employer’s involvement in helping them 
prepare for retirement. All countries 
showed improvement over 2015 levels, 
with Ireland making the greatest strides. 
In 2016, 48 percent of Irish members 
reported feeling “completely/somewhat” 
satisfied, compared with only  
36 percent in 2015.

United States

United Kingdom

Ireland
27%

17%

40%

30%

Men

Women

59%

47%

Confidence 
Extremely or Very Confident 

Gender gaps
Understanding gender gaps and what to 
do about them can present a conundrum 
for plan sponsors, particularly when it 
comes to retirement and financial 
matters. The differences observed 
between the genders extend beyond 
biology. Men are typically paid more, 
may exhibit or claim greater confidence, 
and are less likely to take time away 
from their career to care for family 
members. Conversely, women tend to  
be more risk averse and better long-term 
investors, and they also have a longer  
life expectancy.

The gender gap is persistent in 
retirement confidence measures. And the 
gap is significant — women in the US lag 
behind their male counterparts by 12 
percentage points; those in the UK and 
Ireland both lag by 10 percentage points.

5

Source: SSGA 2016 Retirement Confidence Monitor.
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21% 55% 21%

14% 50% 36%

44% 43%

In-Plan Behavior and Decision-Making

Retirement plan participants’ confidence that they will meet their  
retirement goals may be improving over the longer term, but are the participants  
engaging in healthy in-plan savings behaviors to support that outcome?  
It seems so.

Positive deferrals and  
contribution choices
More than half of all participants in 
the survey are electing to defer a set 
percentage of their salary to their plans, 
a trend that has increased in all countries 
since last year. This is a better choice  
than deferring a fixed dollar amount or  
not contributing at all. And they are 
deferring a respectable percentage of  
their salaries, with averages of 8 percent  
in the UK, 9 percent in Ireland and 
10 percent in the US.

Plan investment knowledge  
and decision-making
Retirement savers in all countries 
reported increased confidence about 
investing in 2016. A majority of plan 
participants — more than 50 percent 
in each country — say they know and 
understand their plan investments and 
investment options. US participants are 
the most confident, while Irish members 
show the biggest year-over-year 
improvement and are now on a par 
with their British counterparts. 

And while most like the idea that they  
can make investment decisions for 
themselves, 54 percent in the UK and  
58 percent in Ireland agreed that they 
would choose their employer/pension 
provider’s default option. 

A majority of participants in all countries 
reported that they are getting enough 
information from their employer/pension 
provider to make investment decisions. 
US plan participants were an outlier here, 
with only 38 percent saying that they 
preferred the default option. 

Regardless of investment options, most 
are willing to take a moderate amount of 
risk in order to achieve higher returns. 
Nearly one-quarter (24 percent) of US 
participants said that they are willing 
to take “high/somewhat high” risk, 
compared with 14 percent in the UK 
and 12 percent in Ireland. The Irish 
members are the most conservative, 
with 43 percent saying they would 
take “no/slight” risk.

Contributions 
Percentage of Salary

United 
Kingdom

Ireland

United 
States

10%

8%

9%

United States

United Kingdom

Ireland 12%

High/Somewhat  
High Risk Moderate Risk No/Slight Risk

Risk Preference 
Amount of Risk Willing to Take

Source: SSGA 2016 Retirement Confidence Monitor.

Source: SSGA 2016  
Retirement Confidence Monitor.
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Financial Wellness and Literacy

Overall, the 2016 survey respondents seem comfortable with their  
savings plans and pensions schemes and are becoming more savvy  
about healthy in-plan savings behaviors and investment options.  
But they aren’t so sure about their overall financial well-being, another  
key driver of retirement confidence.

Financial wellness
Financial wellness is at the center of 
many of our conversations with plan 
sponsors. When asked simple questions 
about their overall financial situation, 
at least half of the participants in each 
country say their overall financial 
situation is “fine,” as opposed to 
“thriving” or “a mess.” Most reported that 
they are “moderately” stressed about 
their finances, and they feel that they 
would be able to weather an unforeseen 
expense, although it might be difficult.

When looked at more holistically, 
between 30 and 40 percent of employees 
in the UK and US showed high levels of 
financial wellness, while those in Ireland 
expressed lower levels. To capture a 
financial wellness score, SSGA created a 

statistically validated index of 14 
variables. The variables range from 
feelings and perceptions (stress, control) 
to more direct questions about debt 
management, emergency savings, health 
costs and retirement savings. Every 
respondent was scored and profiled 
against that index. Using this index to 
measure overall employee well-being can 
help plan sponsors build wellness 
programs that meet the specific needs of 
their employees and measure progress. 

Financial literacy
Financial literacy continues to lag, with 
the lowest scores showed in Ireland. We 
tested respondents’ financial knowledge 
with a standard set of eight questions 
designed to assess financial literacy. 
The questions covered the essential 

knowledge individuals should have in 
order to make basic financial decisions — 
from diversification to compounding 
interest. Their perceptions aligned fairly 
well with reality, particularly among  
US and UK respondents. The US scored 
highest, but admittedly very low on the 
scale, with 50 percent answering at least 
seven of the questions accurately. The UK 
and Ireland scored lower at 39 percent 
and 20 percent respectively.

Only 20 percent of Irish respondents  
gave correct responses to seven or more 
questions, and they also missed the mark 
when it came to correctly identifying 
stocks/shares as the asset class with  
the best long-term return potential  
and understanding the effect of rising 
interest rates on bond prices.

46% 26% 20%

33% 30% 25%

24% 36%

United States

United Kingdom

Ireland 13%

High  
Financial Wellness

Medium/ High 
Financial Wellness

Financial Wellness Score 
Scoring Based on Responses From 6 Financial Wellness Questions

8%

11%

27%

Medium/ Low 
Financial Wellness

Low 
Financial Wellness

Source: SSGA 2016 Retirement Confidence Monitor.
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How plan members’ attitudes and beliefs shape their  
engagement with employer-sponsored retirement plans 
and affect retirement readiness.

A retirement plan sponsor has a lot in 
common with a tour operator. The job is 
to guide employees toward a common 
destination: a financially secure 
retirement. The sponsor’s objective is  
to make sure every employee signs up, 
participates to the fullest, and arrives  
at their destination confident that they 
have the resources they need to enjoy 
their retirement.

While employees may have a common 
destination, they also have different needs 
along the way. Since automation 
dominates many defined contribution 
plans today, more employers are asking 
what they can do to get the right people 
engaged in the right way. 

Technology may eventually help us 
personalize retirement plans down to  
the individual’s needs, preferences,  
and desired way of engaging and 
communicating, but we sought to develop 
a more realistic segmentation of the 
typical employee population. When  
we looked at variables ranging from 
confidence and plan/pension satisfaction 
to financial knowledge and desire for 
guidance from employers, the data 
revealed four distinct participant  
styles. Employers can use these styles to 
discover differentiated ways to target  
and engage employees throughout their 
retirement journeys.

Variables Used to  
Determine Retirement  
Plan Participant Styles

Confidence on track to meet  
retirement goals

Satisfaction with defined  
contribution plan/pension

Utility of information  
from resources

Knowledge about savings  
and investments

Survey Feature

THE ROAD TO  
RETIREMENT READINESS
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The Four Participant Styles

An automated DC plan can help get your employees’ 
retirement travels on track. Once they’re underway, 
think about them not as one big group, but rather  
as four distinct types of travelers. We call them the 
Tourist, Copilot, Armchair Traveler and Adventurer.  
By understanding what motivates each segment, 
plan sponsors can explore the engagement and 
communication techniques that can help future 
retirees reach their retirement destinations. 

TOURIST
Lead me to the right place.

What they have in common
The four participant styles start from a 
place of commonality: Each is evenly 
represented in the total population of 
survey participants, with the segments 
ranging from 22 percent to 32 percent 
of respondents. They cut across key 
demographics such age, gender, household 
income, industry and education level, and 
each is represented in the three countries 
in our survey. 

What makes each unique
What distinguishes each style is their 
attitude about, and engagement with, 
their retirement savings plan. The one 
demographic factor that does align by 
participant style is their level of DC  
in-plan assets — the most engaged 
segments had the highest DC asset 
levels; the least fell short. 

Best practices
Before adopting segmented solutions for 
each style, consider the following best 
practices for getting all of your employees  
on track for retirement:

• Implement thoughtfully designed  
default options

• Auto-enroll employees

• Auto-escalate employees

• Design engagement efforts around 
personal inflection points

• Ensure communications are on point 
and layered — start with the simplest 
message and layer in the more complex 
information

32%

22%

22%

ADVENTURER
I’ll meet you there!

ARMCHAIR 
TRAVELER
I’ll hit the road if I have to.

COPILOT
Let’s go together!

24%

9
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TOURIST
Lead me to the right place.
Tourists are willing to go along for the 
ride, but they aren’t as interested in  
the details and they are unsure about  
whether they’ll reach their destination. 
Their defining characteristic is a strong 
preference for accepting their plan’s 
default investment option, even as they 
score low on variables such as confidence 
in retirement readiness, plan satisfaction, 
usefulness of employer-provided 
information about the plan and 
financial literacy. 

Tourists accounted for the second-
highest level of DC assets saved in the  
US and UK, and they were third in 
Ireland, tied with Copilots. Their strong 
preference for default options is an 
indication of trust in their employer’s 
recommendations. And 51 percent of 
them say they would like some help with 
their retirement savings.

COPILOT
Let’s go together!
Copilots want to go on the retirement 
journey and are moderately confident 
they’ll reach their destination. They will 
read anything they’re given and are very 
willing to use online tools and checklists 
to help themselves understand their 
retirement savings options. Despite their 
receptivity to information, they don’t 
seem to internalize it — they have the 
same level of financial literacy as 
Tourists, with only 31 percent able to 
answer seven of eight basic financial 
questions correctly. And they, too, have 
a strong preference for their plan’s 
default options. 

Copilots are curious and informed, but 
they are not fully engaged and report low 
plan satisfaction. Forty-seven percent 
say they’d like more help with their 
retirement savings. 

Copilots like to engage with 
information. They welcome 
assistance, so leverage their 
curiosity with online tools and 
checklists that link investment and 
financial knowledge with specific 
actions that will help them meet 
their retirement savings goals.

Tourists like automatic features 
and do not need a lot of detailed 
communication or engagement. 
Plan sponsors should consider a 
strong default investment option, 
as well as auto-enrollment and 
auto-escalation features.

ENGAGING 
with each style
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ADVENTURER
I’ll meet you there!
Adventurers may chart their own course 
and step off the path. However, even the 
most well-informed and adventurous 
investors benefit from a well-designed 
plan. They are quite confident in their 
ability to reach their destination. They 
pore over information, prefer their own 
research to employer-provided sources 
and like to control their own retirement 
destiny. Only 30 percent feel they need 
help with their retirement savings, and 
71 percent achieve near-perfect scores on 
the financial literacy assessment. They 
have the highest DC asset levels of all of 
the participant types — between two to 
five times higher than their in-country 
peers — and they are least likely to accept 
default investment choices.

Despite their current lack  
of focus on retirement savings, 
Armchair Travelers may tune in when 
a life event compels them to. Focus 
engagement efforts during personal 
inflection points, such as buying a 
house or starting a family, when  
they may be more receptive to a 
conversation about financial matters. 

Employers of this group should consider 
supporting Adventurers with plenty of links 
to information and tools from a variety of 
industry-leading sources. When designing 
the menu, employers of this group may 
also provide access to a wider range 
of investment choices and a 
brokerage window.

ARMCHAIR 
TRAVELER
I’ll hit the road if I have to.
Armchair Travelers have little 
confidence they’re on track to meet  
their retirement goals and are only 
moderately satisfied with their 
retirement plan. Retirement readiness 
just isn’t on their radar screen.  

Though they have a slight preference 
for their default investment option, 
Armchair Travelers don’t have a good 
understanding of their plan investments. 
They don’t think their employer has 
been helpful in supporting their 
retirement readiness, nor do they find 
employer-provided information sources 
useful. They have the lowest financial 
literacy scores of the four types and 
correspondingly low DC asset levels.
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DC PLANS AROUND 
THE WORLD
The economic and pensions environment  
informing participant sentiment 
Taking a closer look at how DC plans have evolved, we 
see that different countries have developed their own 
distinct solutions to encourage DC savings. But the 
goals are often the same. Employers around the globe 
seek to help workers save more for retirement, grow 
their savings over time and make their savings last.

ssga.com/definedcontribution  |  State Street Global Advisors 12
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Ireland 
In Ireland, DC plan adoption is growing, 
but nearly two-thirds of retirement assets 
remain in defined benefit (DB) plans. 
With an estimated 40 percent of Irish 
private-sector employees enrolled in an 
occupational or personal pension plan,4 
it is evident that the Irish government 
needs to help address this poor coverage 
issue against the background of an 
unsustainable State Pension. While the 
pensions fund levy ended in 2015, trust 
in pensions savings continues to be weak.

Despite an improved economy and 
falling unemployment, much of the 
population has yet to experience better 
household finances. However, consumers 
have a broadly positive outlook on the 
economy, moderated by a backdrop of 
global concerns, Brexit worries and 
domestic political uncertainty. 

United Kingdom
The United Kingdom has been using DC 
schemes as a primary savings vehicle for 
roughly a decade, but the government is 
moving aggressively to promote them 
further. Many UK employers are now 
required to auto-enroll employees in DC 
schemes, and more will join the list as 
the program is broadened through 2017. 
Thirty-two percent of retirement assets 
in the UK reside in DC schemes,5 a figure 
that continues to rise as the auto-
enrollment program expands. DC assets 
in the country are expected to triple by 
2028.6 Mandatory auto-enrollment is 
changing the UK defined contribution 
population, and more people will end up 
saving as a result, but they may not be as 
engaged or knowledgeable as the existing 
crop of members. 

United States
The United States has a long tradition  
of DC savings, with overall workplace 
retirement assets now divided between 
60 percent DC and 40 percent DB.7 Large 
employers are more likely than smaller 
employers to offer workplace retirement 
plans, and many small-business workers 
still lack access to workplace plans. On 
the economic front, despite increased 
volatility in the US financial markets, the 
overall economy continues a prolonged 
slow-growth pattern. Interest rates 
remain at historic lows, and the housing 
market continues to recover from the 
2008 financial crisis. Unemployment 
levels are down, but there are still certain 
industries that have not been able to 
reach employment at pre-2008 levels.8 

Despite sweeping health-care reforms, 
health-care costs continue to be a major 
concern for most US workers.

COUNTRIES IN  
THE SPOTLIGHT
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A Global Approach to DC  
for Global Employers

Employers worldwide share a common need — to 
help workers save more, grow their savings and make 
their savings last. All of the countries in our survey 
are making progress toward improving retirement 
readiness, and they all have something to offer plan 
sponsors globally. At State Street Global Advisors, 
our experience working with employers worldwide 
empowers us to bring a global perspective to help 
improve outcomes for DC participants. 

Making Retirement Work

At SSGA, we are committed to helping plan sponsors 
and participants make retirement work. 

For more information about these survey results 
or about best practices for managing your defined 
contribution plan, we invite you to email us at 
definedcontribution@ssga.com. 
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Glossary
This report was prepared with 
employers and retirement plan sponsors 
worldwide in mind. We also make this 
report available to the media and the 
general public to help create a dialogue 
about enhancing retirement readiness 
globally. For convenience, we’ve included 
this glossary for the general reader.

Auto-Enrollment  A defined contribution plan design 
feature that automatically enrolls eligible employees in 
their employer-sponsored plan. Auto-enrollment can be 
voluntary or compulsory, depending on local law.

Auto-Escalation  A defined contribution plan design 
feature that allows plan participants to elect an 
automatic default amount they want to contribute 
to their plan. The feature can be offered on an 
opt-in or opt-out basis, with contribution amounts 
typically expressed as a fixed-dollar amount or a fixed 
percentage of salary. 

Brexit An abbreviation for “British exit,” which refers 
to the June 23, 2016, referendum whereby British 
citizens voted to exit the European Union.

Default Investment Option  An investment option 
in an employer-sponsored retirement plan designed 
for those participants or members who haven’t chosen 
their own investment options.

Defined Benefit Plan  An employer-sponsored 
retirement plan where employee benefits are derived 
from a specified formula using factors such as, but not 
limited to, salary history and duration of employment. 
Investment risk and portfolio management are entirely 
under the control of the company.

Defined Contribution Plan  An employer-sponsored 
retirement plan whereby employees and employers 
make contributions to accumulate wealth during 
the employee’s working years to provide income 
in retirement. Oftentimes, an employer will match 
an employee’s contribution, up to a certain amount.

Defined Contribution Schemes An occupational 
pensions schemes where your own contributions 
and your employer’s contributions are both invested 
and the proceeds used to buy a pension and/or other 
benefits at retirement.

1 SSGA, Transatlantic Survey, 2013. Data were collected in 
April 2013 in partnership with TRC Market Research Data 
through a 5-minute Internet survey. The sample included 
1,000 interviews in the United States and 1,004 interviews 
in the United Kingdom (including England, Scotland, 
Ireland and Wales), ages 22 to 65, working at least 
part-time and participating in their employer-sponsored 
retirement savings. All data were collected at a 95 
percent confidence level.

2 SSGA, Transatlantic DC Investor Survey, 2014. Data were 
collected in February and March 2014 in a 5-minute Internet 
survey using a panel of verified participants in employer-
sponsored DC savings plans, ages 22 to 65. Included were 
1,012 participants in the United States, 1,000 in the United 
Kingdom and 150 in Ireland. All data were collected at a 95 
percent confidence level.

3 SSGA, Global Retirement Survey, 2015. Data were collected 
in May 2015 in partnership with TRC Market Research 
Data through a 12-minute Internet survey using a panel of 
3,652 retirement savers in the United States, the United 
Kingdom, Ireland and Australia, ages 22 to 81, working at 
least part-time and participating in a retirement savings 
plan. The sample included 1,200 respondents in Australia, 
1,006 respondents in the United States, 1,004 in the United 
Kingdom and 442 in Ireland. All data were collected at a 95 
percent confidence level.

4 Central Statistics Office Release, May 30, 2016.
5 Willis Towers Watson, Global Pension Assets Study 2016.
6 Spence Johnson, DC Market Intelligence, 2013.
7 Willis Towers Watson, Global Pension Assets Study 2016.
8 Ylan Q Mui, Labor Market Momentum Slows in August,  

The Washington Post, 2016.
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