
“Let Plan Design Show Us the Way”  
EBRI’s annual Retirement Confidence Survey shows need for action now 
 
Retirement Confidence 
This survey highlights that workers ‘confidence regarding their ability to “live a comfortable lifestyle” in retirement 
has dropped to its lowest point in 23 years, with 28% of respondents identifying themselves as “not at all 
confident.”  Several subsequent readiness questions echoed the theme of slowly declining retirement confidence 
levels among workers.  Further examination of survey data found that those with debt problems (either major or 
minor) are the most likely to characterize themselves as not at all confident in their ability to save for retirement.  
Data from respondents also indicated that half of workers surveyed (and 52% of retirees) could not come up with 
$2,000 in the next month to cover an “unexpected need.”  Clearly, low savings levels and high consumer debt are 
problems for workers, demonstrating an urgent need for action.  Another cause for these low retirement 
confidence levels could be continued fallout from the Great Recession.  Job uncertainty is the top concern among 
workers (and retirees), with 30% of workers indicating that job uncertainty is the top issue facing most Americans.  
In an almost self-fulfilling prophecy, “saving or planning for retirement” was the lowest-rated issue facing most 
Americans, with only 2% of workers selecting this category as a top issue.  
 
How Workers Save For Retirement 
The total number of workers actively saving for retirement continues to decline, from a high in 2009 of 65% to just 
57% today.  Almost all of this decline can be attributed to households earning less than $35,000.  The number of 
workers saving for retirement in households with combined incomes of $35,000 to $74,999 actually increased by 
2% over 2012, and those with household incomes over $75,000 have continued to increase their participation in 
saving for retirement by 1% per annum since 2009.  
 
Automaticity and Plan Design Can Help 
Better plan design would have an (almost) immediate impact in helping participants save for retirement.  The 2006 
Pension Protection Act green-lighted automatic enrollment.  A survey conducted by Dimensional Fund Advisors 
asked workers that are automatically enrolled into a retirement plan about a 3% and 6% deferral rate.  The results 
showed only 2 in 10 would opt out, with 77% continuing in the plan at a 3% rate, at a lower rate, or even at a 
higher rate.  Subsequently when asked to think about a 6% savings rate, only 3 in 10 said they would opt out.  Two-
thirds of workers would continue to contribute at a 6% rate—and some at a decreased rate or at a rate exceeding 
6%.  The power of “opting out”—as opposed to volunteering to save for retirement—is one of the keys to plan 
design success.  Combining both automatic enrollment and automatic escalation beyond the industry norm of 3% 
can and will impact the savings rates for workers. With this immediate change in plan design workers can 
effectively capitalize on inertia and start on the path to saving for a better retirement.  
 
This article was originally published by Dimensional Fund Advisors in their Summer 2013 DC Dimensions magazine 
 


