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Overview 
Americans do most of their saving for retirement at their jobs, though 
many private sector workers lack access to a workplace plan. In addition, 
many workers whose employers do offer these plans face obstacles to 
participation, such as more immediate financial needs, other savings 
priorities such as children’s education or a down payment for a house, or 
ineligibility. Thus, less than half of nongovernment workers in the United 
States participated in an employer-sponsored retirement plan in 2012, the 
most recent year for which detailed data were available.1

To help more people save for their later years, lawmakers in Congress 
and statehouses across the country have introduced retirement savings 
initiatives.2 More than 30 states have considered or passed legislation 
focused on this goal. Policymakers at all levels seek to increase retirement 
security, reduce poverty, and lessen reliance on federal and state social 
assistance. Many of these initiatives would help more workers save by 
taking regular contributions from their paychecks.

Many Americans have opportunities to save throughout their careers, 
but their actions tend to change as they age. Earlier research by The Pew 
Charitable Trusts looked at indicators of financial health by generation, such 
as overall wealth and how prepared each generation was for retirement.3 
This chartbook examines data from the 2012 Census Bureau Survey of 
Income and Program Participation to look for differences among millennials, 
Generation Xers, and baby boomers in how many participate in employer-
sponsored retirement plans. Then it explores some key reasons for those 
differences and notes similarities in access rates, participation rates, and 
reasons for not taking part.

Among the findings:

 • Participation in retirement plans increases with age: Millennials have 
the lowest rates, and baby boomers the highest. Access to plans and the 
percentage that chooses to take part drive the participation rate. 

 • Access to plans also increases with age: As workers gain expertise and 
experience, they more often qualify for higher-paid jobs that are more 
likely to offer retirement benefits. Older workers also may be more likely 
than younger ones to stay in jobs long enough to become eligible for 
workplace plans. 

 • Takeup of retirement plans when offered increases with age, education, 
and income. Millennials were most likely to cite ineligibility as the reason 
for not participating. Gen Xers most frequently pointed to affordability. 
Baby boomers noted, about equally, problems with eligibility and 
affordability. 

 • Employer matches to employee contributions can be an important 
motivator for all age groups. When a match is offered, takeup rises by 15 
to 15.5 percentage points in each generation.

The Generations
This chartbook defines the age groups this way:
 • Millennials were born from 1981 through 1997. In this study, we included 

only millennials 22 and older—born through 1990—to focus the analysis 
on those who are likely to have finished their schooling. 

 • Gen Xers were born from 1965 through 1980.

 • Baby boomers were born from 1946 through 1964.
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Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.

Source: Pew analysis of 2012 Census Bureau Survey of Income and Program Participation data

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Figure 1

Participation in Employer-Sponsored Retirement Plans Rises  
With Age
More than two-thirds of millennials have no plan

Participation rates rise with age. 
Older workers have greater access 
to retirement plans and higher 
takeup rates. 

In 2012, 31 percent of millennials 
participated in an employer-
sponsored program, whether a 
defined benefit plan such as a 
pension or a defined contribution 
plan such as a 401(k).4 About half 
of Gen Xers participated in a plan 
that year, while 56 percent of baby 
boomers took part in one. Though 
traditional pensions were once the 
more typical way to build retirement 
income, participation rates for 
defined benefit plans varied in a 
relatively narrow range, rising from 6 
percent for millennials to 13 percent 
for boomers. Participation rates in 
defined contribution plans rose more 
dramatically by generation, from 25 
percent for millennials to 40 percent 
for Gen Xers and 43 percent for 
boomers.5 No plan Defined contribution Defined benefit 
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Figure 2

Access to Employer-Sponsored Retirement Plans Rises With Age
More than a third of private sector workers do not have a plan available
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Source: Pew analysis of 2012 Census Bureau Survey of Income and Program Participation data

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts

One important reason for low 
participation rates is lack of access. 
Thirty-five percent of private sector 
workers 22 and older do not work 
for an employer that offers a defined 
contribution plan or a traditional 
defined benefit plan. 

Forty-one percent of millennials 
who are at least 22 have no access 
to either type of plan through their 
employers, compared with 35 
percent of Gen Xers and 30 percent 
of baby boomers.6 Part of that can 
be attributed to the type of work. 
Millennials have faced challenges 
finding jobs that offer retirement 
and other benefits, while lower-
wage jobs are less likely to come 
with retirement benefits.7 In early 
2016, unemployment among recent 
college graduates stood at 5.6 
percent, and underemployment—
working fewer hours than 
desired—was at 12.6 percent.8 
The share of young adults with 
degrees working in jobs that do not 
require one, another measure of 
underemployment, has risen over 
the past decade with more of these 
workers in lower-wage, lower-skilled 
jobs now than in 2000.9 



4

Figure 3

Takeup Rates Vary by Generation When a Plan Is Offered
Millennials least likely to enroll if given a chance

Source: Pew analysis of 2012 Census Bureau Survey of Income and Program Participation data

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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The takeup rates among workers 
of different generations also affect 
participation. When an employer 
offers a retirement plan, millennials 
are less likely than their older co-
workers to participate. Fifty-two 
percent of these younger workers 
take up defined contribution plans 
when offered, compared with 75 
percent of Gen Xers and 80 percent 
of baby boomers. Millennials are just 
starting out in their careers and are 
likely to earn less, as well as to have 
unsecured debt.10 They also may 
have other financial priorities, such 
as buying first homes, marrying, or 
starting families.

For every generation, takeup rates 
are higher for traditional defined 
benefit plans than for defined 
contribution plans when available. 
Sixty-two percent of millennials, 79 
percent of Gen Xers, and 83 percent 
of baby boomers join a defined 
benefit plan when offered.11
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Figure 4

Reasons for Not Taking Up a Defined Contribution Plan Vary by 
Generation
Millennials most likely to cite ineligibility, Gen Xers affordability

Source: Pew analysis of 2012 Census Bureau Survey of Income and Program Participation data

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Among the factors that affect 
takeup rates are ineligibility, whether 
workers feel they can afford to save, 
and how high a priority building 
retirement savings is. 

Even if an employer offers a 
retirement plan, certain workers still 
may not be eligible. Millennials, for 
example, are more likely than older 
employees to work too few hours, 
making them ineligible.12 Millennials 
also may not have been with their 
employers long enough to become 
eligible.13 Among millennials who 
had access to defined contribution 
plans but did not enroll, 51 percent 
gave ineligibility as the main reason, 
while 34 percent cited affordability. 

For those in Generation X, 
affordability was most often cited 
as a reason for nonparticipation, 
followed closely by eligibility. For 
Gen Xers, the expenses of raising 
a family may crowd out saving. 
Baby boomers cited eligibility and 
affordability in roughly equal shares. 
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Source: Pew analysis of 2012 Census Bureau Survey of Income and Program Participation data

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Parenthood may have offsetting 
effects on retirement saving. Having 
children may motivate workers to 
find jobs with benefits, including 
retirement plans. But raising children 
is expensive and may increase 
concerns about whether retirement 
savings are affordable.

Parenthood increases concerns 
about affordability among 
millennials and Gen Xers. Still, 
even for millennials with children, 
eligibility concerns trump 
affordability as a reason for not 
taking up a retirement plan.

Affordability is a more important 
reason than eligibility for Gen Xers 
with children. For baby boomers, 
there is little difference between 
those with and without children 
in citing affordability as a factor 
in participating in a defined 
contribution plan. That could 
be attributed to the ages of any 
children. The youngest boomers, 
born in 1964, were 48 in 2012 when 
the survey was conducted; for the 
older members of this generation, 
children may have already left home. 

Figure 5

Role of Children in Deciding Whether to Take Up Defined 
Contribution Plan When Offered
Parents somewhat more likely to cite affordability for not participating 
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Figure 6

Across Generations, Higher-Income Households More Likely to Take 
Up Defined Contribution Retirement Plans When Offered
Lowest participation is among those earning less than $25,000

Source: Pew analysis of 2012 Census Bureau Survey of Income and Program Participation data

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Examining the defined contribution 
takeup rate by household income 
sheds light on whether workers see 
the plan offered as affordable. 

Takeup of defined contribution plans 
when offered and when workers 
meet eligibility requirements rises 
with household income and age. 
The one exception involves the 
highest earners. Among those with 
household incomes of $100,000 
or more, baby boomers are slightly 
less likely than Gen Xers to join a 
retirement savings plan if offered.14 

54%

61%

70%

80%

57%

76%

82%

93%

73%
77%

88% 91%

62%

73%

82%

91%

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

60% 

70% 

80% 

90% 

100% 

Less than
$25,000

$25,000 to
$49,999

$50,000 to
$99,999

$100,000
and above

Millennials Generation X Baby boomers All 22+ 

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f w
or

ke
rs

54%

61%

70%

80%

57%

76%

82%

93%

73%
77%

88% 91%

62%

73%

82%

91%

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

60% 

70% 

80% 

90% 

100% 

Less than
$25,000

$25,000 to
$49,999

$50,000 to
$99,999

$100,000
and above

Millennials Generation X Baby boomers All 22+ 

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f w
or

ke
rs



8

Figure 7

Across Generations, Takeup Rates Increase When Employers Match 
Employee Contributions
Most workers with access to a plan benefit from workplace match

Employer contributions are an 
important motivator for workers 
to participate in plans. Many 
employers who offer defined 
contribution retirement plans make 
automatic contributions or match 
their workers’ saving. About 8 in 10 
workers with access to a plan benefit 
from an employer contribution or 
match. This rate does not vary much 
across generations.15

When an employer contributes, 
about 85 percent of all workers 22 
and older and eligible to participate 
join the plan, compared with 69 
percent of workers who take up 
the plan when the employer does 
not contribute.16 Takeup rates rose 
15 to 16 percentage points across 
generations when employers 
matched worker contributions.

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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Figure 8

Education a Factor in Takeup of Defined Contribution Plans
People with higher level of schooling more likely to participate 

Source: Pew analysis of 2012 Census Bureau Survey of Income and Program Participation data

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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Having some college education 
or a college degree increases the 
likelihood that an eligible worker 
will participate in a workplace 
retirement plan. Education typically 
contributes to economic outcomes 
such as income and job quality, 
which can be defined in various ways 
but often includes elements such 
as health and retirement benefits.17 

The level of schooling influences 
where an individual can find work 
as well as the type of industry and 
occupation.18 These factors, in turn, 
translate into differences in access 
and takeup rates. 19

Education affects takeup rates 
through financial literacy, income, 
and affordability. In addition, many 
workers with less education may not 
have a basic understanding of how 
to prepare for retirement.20 

Some 75 percent of eligible workers 
22 or older with a high school 
diploma or less took up the plan 
when offered. By comparison, 89 
percent of workers with a bachelor’s 
degree or higher joined a defined 
contribution plan if available. 

High school diploma or less Some college Bachelor's degree or higher

58%

75%
82%

75%

63%

80%
86%

79%81%

91% 91%
89%

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

60% 

70% 

80% 

90% 

100% 

Millennials Generation X Baby boomers All 22+ 

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f w
or

ke
rs



10

Figure 9

Older Workers More Likely to Have Borrowed Against Their Plans
Mean loan amounts largest for baby boomers

Percentage Who Have Ever Taken a Loan From Defined Contribution Plan Increases With Age 

Mean Loan Balance in Defined Contribution Plans, Contingent on Availability, Increases With Age

Source: Pew analysis of 2012 Census Bureau Survey of Income and Program Participation data

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts

The availability of loans and other 
opportunities to withdraw savings 
before retirement may encourage 
some workers to participate in a 
workplace retirement plan. About 
11 percent of millennials have taken 
loans from their defined contribution 
plans, compared with 17 percent of 
Gen Xers and 18 percent of baby 
boomers.21 The differences may 
simply reflect the length of time over 
which need arises. 

Mean loan balances also increased 
with age: $4,763 for millennials, 
$6,248 for Gen Xers, and $7,666 
for baby boomers. Boomers have 
the ability to take out larger loans, 
on average, because their account 
balances are greater than the other 
age groups’. 

But taking out a loan means the 
worker will forgo returns on the 
borrowed money. This may affect 
younger workers more dramatically 
because of the impact on compound 
returns over longer accumulation. 
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Conclusion
Analysts and policymakers often talk about average participants, but averages often hide significant differences 
among elements of the population. A policy that helps the average worker may not help all workers. As federal 
and state legislators look at ways to increase retirement security for private sector workers, they will want to be 
aware of demographic differences in access and participation. Pew has examined some of these differences in 
earlier publications.22

The data show that younger workers are less likely than older workers to be offered retirement plans by their 
employers. And when they are, younger workers are less likely to take part. Millennials often cite a lack of 
eligibility as a reason for not taking up workplace retirement plans when they are offered. Many in this age 
group are new to the workforce or have recently changed jobs and may not meet employer requirements for 
participation. Gen Xers are more likely to cite affordability—balancing other claims on their paychecks—as a 
barrier to participating. Within each generation, higher household income and education increase the likelihood 
that a worker will take part in a retirement plan. 

Methodology 
This analysis relies on data from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation, Wave II; the topical 
module focused on retirement savings plans was collected in 2012. Data were weighted using the Census Bureau 
Survey of Income and Program Participation’s person-level weights. The analysis includes private sector workers 
who are at least age 22 and are employed full time, part time, or seasonally. Agricultural, government, self-
employed, and armed forces workers were not included in the analysis.

Key Terms: Participation, Access, and Takeup
 • Participation refers to the share of all employees actually taking part in employer-sponsored retirement plans; 

the population includes employees who were not offered a retirement plan. 

 • Access to a plan means an employee works for an employer that offers a plan, although the employee may or 
may not be eligible to participate.

 • Takeup refers to the employee’s decision to participate in the employer’s plan if one is offered.
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