
Overview
Many American workers are in nontraditional jobs, also known as contingent, alternative, or independent jobs. 
Although nontraditional workers don’t readily fall into simple categories, they may work as freelancers, as sole 
proprietors, as seasonal workers, or for a temporary help agency or contract firm, or they may sell goods or 
services online. Researchers have provided a wide range of estimates of the nontraditional workforce, from 3.8% 
to as much as 40.4% of America’s total workforce, using varying definitions of nontraditional work and different 
datasets.

Previous research by The Pew Charitable Trusts showed that many nontraditional workers are less prepared for 
retirement than are traditional workers. Workers without adequate retirement savings may face impoverished 
retirements or may be unable to retire. They may also be more likely to turn to government programs such as 
Medicaid and Supplemental Security Income, straining state budgets. What is more, such workers may lack a 
buffer, in the form of retirement savings, during a financial crisis either before or in retirement.

Nontraditional Workers Face Multiple Barriers 
to Saving for Retirement
Income demands, lack of workplace plans are obstacles for temporary, freelance, and 
other workers

Gonzalo Facello/Unsplash

Nov 2021Brief



2

To understand the nature and scope of barriers that nontraditional workers face to saving for retirement, Pew 
in 2020 surveyed 1,000 workers who said they worked at nontraditional jobs as their primary job or as one of 
multiple jobs. The survey examined nontraditional workers’ access to workplace retirement plans, the barriers 
they face to saving for retirement, their understanding of simple financial concepts and skills, and the types of 
programs—existing or new—that nontraditional workers said would serve them best. This brief explores whether 
nontraditional workers were interested in a hypothetical retirement plan and whether they identified any barriers 
or obstacles that prevented them from saving. 

Nontraditional workers may face any number of barriers or obstacles to saving for retirement: They generally 
lack job security, their incomes may be volatile, and they typically do not enjoy employer-provided benefits such 
as health insurance or a retirement plan. Lack of access to a workplace plan is the most significant barrier to 
retirement savings facing nontraditional workers, as shown by Pew’s survey. But they may face other barriers. 
They may have too little income, or they may not understand how to start saving for retirement.

A first report examined the COVID-19 pandemic’s effect on these workers, a second examined their retirement 
savings balances in workplace retirement savings plans and individual retirement accounts, a third looked at their 
access to and participation in workplace retirement plans, and a fourth analyzed whether nontraditional workers 
coordinate with a spouse or partner to save for retirement.1 Subsequent reports will explore nontraditional 
workers’ understanding of financial concepts and skills, and which types of retirement savings programs appeal 
to different groups of nontraditional workers.

Key findings
 • 46.3% of all nontraditional workers had an employer during the previous year that offered a defined 

contribution (DC) plan,  a defined benefit (DB)  plan, or another type of retirement plan such as an annuity.

 • 51.9% of all nontraditional workers without a workplace plan said they were somewhat or very interested in 
a hypothetical retirement savings plan presented in the survey, but:

 ° 30.9% said they were probably not interested or not interested at all. 

 ° 17.2% were not sure. 

 • Nontraditional workers with higher levels of education were more likely to be interested in the hypothetical 
retirement savings plan.

 • Barriers to saving for retirement go beyond access to a workplace plan. Among those not interested in a 
hypothetical retirement plan: 

 ° 52.6% said their lack of income was the main reason. 

 ° 8.7% said not understanding how to save for retirement was the primary reason. 

 • Among all nontraditional workers, regardless of access, 66.4% cited immediate needs and emergencies as 
the biggest ongoing challenge to saving for retirement.

 • A total of 79.4% of nontraditional workers said pre-retirement access to their savings, to cope with an 
emergency such as a house repair or a medical crisis, was very or somewhat important.

The current retirement system is clearly not fostering adequate retirement savings for nontraditional workers. 
To address the range of barriers to retirement that they face, innovative and probably multiple approaches are 
needed. These could include state-facilitated auto-IRA programs, which automatically enroll private sector 
workers in a savings plan when they do not have a workplace plan; tax credits or deductions; or financial 
technology (“fintech”) apps that help automate retirement savings transactions. 
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Pew’s survey of nontraditional workers
To explore access and barriers to retirement saving, Pew recruited survey participants from a range of 
nontraditional work arrangements, which produced our definition of “nontraditional work.” (See the text box, 
“Who Are Nontraditional Workers?”) Workers in traditional employee-employer relationships were included in 
Pew’s survey if they also performed nontraditional work. Many nontraditional workers had multiple jobs, and the 
survey asked for detailed information on the three jobs that provided the most income to the worker. Pew did 
not attempt to measure America’s nontraditional workforce; instead, our goal was to understand nontraditional 
workers’ experience with retirement saving. More information about Pew’s survey and the characteristics of the 
nontraditional workforce is available in the Methodology section below and in a separate report.

Who Are Nontraditional Workers?

This report adopts a definition of nontraditional work that is based on arrangements between workers 
and the individual or company that pays them. The survey recruited respondents who reported the 
following types of work relationships: online or platform work; temporary help agency work; freelancers 
and consultants; contract company work; sole proprietors; on-call work; day labor; seasonal work; and 
other nontraditional work. Pew conducted focus groups before fielding the survey in order to refine 
the types of nontraditional work into categories that were meaningful to focus group participants. 
“Traditional workers” in this report earn a wage or salary.

Nontraditional arrangements are sometimes called contingent, gig, alternative, independent, or 
nonstandard work arrangements.

Lack of access to workplace plan is the biggest barrier to saving 
for retirement
For nontraditional workers, the biggest barrier to retirement savings is lack of a workplace plan. In addition to 
providing access to a DC plan, an employer takes automatic payroll deductions, ensuring that workers don’t have 
to remember to save and that contributions are made before they can reconsider. Employer-provided DC plans 
also frequently use behavioral nudges—such as auto-enrollment, default contribution rates, and sometimes even 
auto-escalation of contribution rates—to help workers build savings. As reported separately by Pew, 46.3% of 
all nontraditional workers had an employer during the previous year that offered a DC plan, a DB plan, or another 
type of retirement plan such as an annuity.2

Workers without retirement plans risk entering retirement without adequate savings, or they may be unable 
to retire. They may be more likely to depend on government assistance programs such as Medicaid and 
Supplemental Security Income, adding to the burdens on state and federal budgets. Nontraditional workers 
without retirement savings may also lack the buffer that retirement savings provide, before or in retirement, to 
cope with a financial crisis. 

Other obstacles to retirement savings 
Barriers to saving for retirement go beyond access to a workplace plan and may include lack of income, other 
pressing financial priorities such as medical expenses or education, lack of interest or effort, and lack of 
knowledge. The survey asked two questions to better understand these other barriers. First, nontraditional 
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workers who did not have access to a workplace retirement savings plan were presented with a hypothetical plan 
and asked why or why not they would want to participate in it. A second question asked all survey participants 
about obstacles to saving for retirement. 

Workers without plan access: Would they join one if it were offered? 
To address the first question, survey participants who did not have an IRA or a workplace plan, or who were not 
eligible for a plan, were presented with a hypothetical retirement savings plan that would be separate from other 
savings, would provide tax benefits, would generally not be available until retirement, and might have automated 
contribution features like an IRA or 401(k).3 About half (51.9%) of all nontraditional workers said they were 
somewhat or very interested in the hypothetical plan, but 30.9% said they were probably not interested or not 
interested at all, and 17.2% were not sure. There were no statistically significant differences in interest levels 
by gender, race and ethnicity, income, or steadiness of income. Nontraditional workers with higher levels of 
education, however, were more likely to be interested in the hypothetical retirement savings plan: Excluding those 
who were not sure, three-quarters (74.7%) of those with a college degree or higher were interested, compared 
with two-thirds (67.7%) of those with some college and 50.7% of those with a high school education or less. 
Multiple studies have established a link between education and higher lifetime income,4 which may allow more 
disposable income for saving, but education may also indicate greater awareness of the need for retirement 
savings.

How some nontraditional workers get paid may affect their interest in the hypothetical retirement plan. For 
example, workers who are paid electronically or by direct deposit in their primary jobs are more interested 
(66.3%) in the hypothetical retirement plan than workers who are paid in cash or in kind, by check, or in other 
ways (57.1%), although the difference is not statistically significant. (See Figure 1.) Nontraditional workers who 
are paid by cash or check or in kind may not have been able to envisage how the automated features of the 
hypothetical plan would work for them, given the logistical challenges of automatically setting aside a proportion 
of cash income. Or they may have been concerned that the hypothetical plan would involve extra time and 
administrative hurdles. Research has shown, however, that automatic features of savings plans are important to 
success in accumulating savings.5

Workers with irregular or seasonal income from a primary job were significantly more interested in the 
hypothetical plan than workers with regular pay from their primary job. This probably reflects the fact that just 
19.7% of workers with seasonal or irregular income in their primary or only job had access to a workplace plan 
through that job, compared with 59.0% of workers with steady or somewhat steady income in their primary 
or only job. Still, these results are surprising because workers with unpredictable incomes might be more 
concerned about managing near- and medium-term income flow than about long-term savings, compared with 
those with steadier incomes.6 Future research should explore whether irregular income from one job might be 
supplementing other, steadier household income sources from another job or a partner’s job, or whether irregular 
income represents a large surplus, such as a contract completion or sales bonus, that can be easily diverted to a 
retirement account. 
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Nontraditional workers who said they were either probably or definitely not interested in the hypothetical 
retirement savings plan were then asked to identify all the reasons why not. A majority (58.3%) of those 
uninterested in saving for retirement said their lack of income was a barrier to saving for retirement. (See Figure 
2.) And among those who said lack of income was one of the reasons they weren’t interested, half (52.6%) 
cited it as the main reason—a higher share than cited any other reason. These findings suggest that, in terms of 
deciding to save for retirement, financial instability or income that is insufficient to cover household bills may be 
the biggest barrier among those presented in the survey. Additional barriers included needing to prioritize savings 
for a planned expense, such as education or an emergency, which 6.9% cited as the main barrier. Daily financial 
insecurity can create mental stress, anxiety, and a sense of loss of control,7 which may prevent people from 
developing and achieving long-term financial goals.

Another 19.8% gave “I’m not thinking about retirement savings now” as one of several reasons, and 12.1% said 
this was the primary reason they weren’t interested in the plan. This response could reflect a lack of knowledge 
about the benefits of starting to save as soon as possible, or that other financial priorities were top of mind 
for some respondents. Studies have shown that retirement planning is more prevalent among older workers, 
suggesting that people think more about retirement as they get close to it.8 

Not understanding how to save for retirement was the answer given by a substantial 18.5% of those who weren’t 
interested in the hypothetical auto-IRA, and 8.7% gave this as the primary reason. Lack of knowledge about how 
to save for retirement may be one reason just 21.9%9 of all nontraditional workers had IRAs. 

Figure 1

Nontraditional Workers’ Level of Interest in a Hypothetical 
Retirement Savings Plan Varies With Job Characteristics
Those who are paid electronically, or who have irregular or seasonal income, 
show greater interest

Note: For payment method, sample size=444. For income pattern, n=443.

© 2021 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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Ongoing obstacles to saving
Even for workers who have access to a plan through an IRA or through a workplace, consistently saving for 
retirement can be a challenge because nontraditional work can be unpredictable in terms of work schedule, 
number of customers, or level of pay, and because in some cases the pay is low. So a separate question was 
asked of all respondents about obstacles to saving for retirement. As with the first question, other claims on 
income were frequent obstacles. Two-thirds (65.3%) reported that immediate needs such as food, mortgage or 
rent, and unexpected expenses left them with no extra income to save. (See Figure 3.) In a follow-up question, 
nontraditional workers were asked to rank the top three reasons they found it difficult to save for retirement; 
66.4% cited immediate needs as the primary obstacle.

The need to pay off student loans, credit card debt, and medical bills were other important factors preventing 
nontraditional workers from saving for retirement. In fact, paying off student loan debt was cited as the biggest 
debt-type obstacle by 10.3% of respondents, compared with 8.2% who cited credit card debt and 2.2% who cited 
medical bills. One-fifth (20.2%) said they were not willing to sacrifice things that added quality to their lives, 
although fewer—just 5.3%—said this was their primary obstacle to saving for retirement.

Figure 2

Nontraditional Workers Uninterested in Hypothetical Savings Plan 
Cite Multiple Reasons 
Barriers include lack of income, other financial priorities, and lack of knowledge

Notes: Sample size=281. The first question allowed for multiple selections, so responses to that question do not sum to 100%.

© 2021 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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The importance of immediate needs and emergencies as obstacles to retirement savings varied somewhat by 
the worker’s income, with those at the highest income level ($100,000 or more) being the least likely to cite 
immediate needs as an obstacle to retirement saving. (See Table 1.) The results were not statistically significant 
for other characteristics such as income pattern (regular versus irregular), race and ethnicity, or educational 
attainment. This lack of significant results for many worker characteristics suggests that immediate needs are an 
obstacle to retirement saving without regard to income patterns, race, or education. 

Figure 3

Two-Thirds of Nontraditional Workers Say Immediate Needs Are a 
Challenge to Saving for Retirement
More cite this reason, plus emergency expenses, than other barriers 

Notes: Sample size=1,026. The first question allowed for multiple selections, so responses to that question do not sum to 100%.

© 2021 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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Table 1

Immediate Needs Were a Savings Obstacle for Low- and Medium-
Income Workers
Those with incomes of $100,000 or more were less likely to cite this reason  
as a barrier

© 2021 The Pew Charitable Trusts

In a separate question asked of all survey participants, four-fifths (79.4%) said pre-retirement access to savings 
for an emergency was very or somewhat important; those who said it was “very important” were also likely to 
cite immediate needs as a barrier to retirement savings. Although pre-retirement access may be of value to 
many workers, those who have nontraditional employment (who often experience volatile or irregular income) 
may find it particularly important. Thus, lack of pre-retirement access to savings could be an obstacle for some 
nontraditional workers. 

Conclusion
Nontraditional workers face a range of obstacles to saving for retirement. Key among these is lack of access to 
workplace retirement plans and the automatic features they offer. Other obstacles include lack of income; other 
priorities such as immediate needs, credit card debt, or student loans; lack of interest or knowledge; or concern 
about being able to withdraw the savings in an emergency before retirement. 

The question for policymakers, then, is what might encourage savings by nontraditional workers who have a 
variety of pressing concerns and work situations. The perceived lack of sufficient income for saving is a problem 
not only for nontraditional workers but also for all low- to moderate-income workers. However, innovative 
programs such as state-facilitated auto-IRA programs, in which all workers without a workplace retirement plan 
are automatically enrolled in a statewide savings program, are showing that all workers, including those with 
modest incomes, can save: Participation rates are approximately 65%-70%, and workers are saving an average of 
over $100 per month.10

Future work from this Pew survey will assess the potential of new approaches to help increase retirement 
savings for nontraditional workers. Such approaches may include policy initiatives such as state-facilitated auto-
IRA programs that enroll private sector workers in a savings plan when they do not have a workplace plan, or 
encouragement of savings through the tax system or a financial institution or fintech app. Expanding awareness 
and financial counseling about how to save for retirement might be another way to help nontraditional workers 
save for retirement, given that 18.5% of those who said they weren’t interested in a hypothetical retirement plan 

Household income Immediate needs are an obstacle to saving for retirement

Less than $20,000 64.8%

$20,000 to $49,999 66.9%

$50,000 to $99,999 71.8%

$100,000 or more 53.9%
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said they didn’t understand how to save for retirement. Programs that provide financial counseling about savings 
barriers—such as the accumulation of student, credit card, and other debt—may help nontraditional workers 
feel comfortable about participating in a savings plan. To address the varied needs of this diverse segment of the 
labor force, more than one solution may be needed. 

Methodology
The Pew Charitable Trusts hired NORC at the University of Chicago to survey nontraditional workers to better 
understand their access to retirement savings plans through work or outside work, and their decisions about 
retirement saving. The sample was drawn from NORC’s nationally representative AmeriSpeak Panel. The survey 
was fielded online and by telephone, in English and Spanish, from June 4 to July 1, 2020. The survey obtained 
1,026 qualified interviews from individuals ages 18 and over who worked in nontraditional jobs (also referred to 
as contingent, gig, nonstandard, or independent jobs). Quotas were used to ensure enough survey completes for 
three subtargets: workers with a single nontraditional job, workers with a mix of traditional and nontraditional 
jobs, and workers with multiple nontraditional jobs but no traditional job. Survey results were weighted to reflect 
the selection probabilities of the panel members as well as weighting adjustments to ensure that the weighted 
panel represents the U.S. household population. The study sample supports proportion estimates with a margin 
of error no greater than 4.26 percentage points.

For more information on methods, see the survey methodology statement11 and topline results.12
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