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A T  A  G L A N C E  

The data provided by the March Current Population Survey (CPS) are important as they are the most current annual 

data on retirement plan participation on a worker-level basis. Because the data are at the worker level, as opposed to 

the employer level, it is possible to determine differences in retirement plan participation by various worker 

characteristics. This shows which cohorts are most likely to face challenges when it comes to having adequate income 

in retirement. 

However, the Employee Benefit Research Institute (EBRI) has noted since the 2014 redesign of the CPS that its 

estimates have not been consistent with other data sources — the CPS estimates have been much lower and have 

trended downward. This has led EBRI to question the usefulness of the CPS data as a source for drawing conclusions 

about trends in retirement plan participation. 

In the 2019 dataset, the CPS added variables relating to income earned in a retirement account. Presumably, if workers 

earned income in a retirement account, it is safe to assume that they had a retirement account, meaning they were 

participating in a retirement plan. 

This Issue Brief examines the trend in retirement plan participation using the traditional pension questions from the CPS 

while looking at the impact of the new variables on the retirement account income questions. When adjustments are 

made to the estimates using the new questions, the CPS numbers much more closely match other sources on 

retirement plan participation: 

• Starting with the estimates of the percentage of workers participating in an employment-based retirement plan 

before the redesigned questionnaire from the 2014 CPS (2013 outcomes), the percentage participating has 

generally declined for each of the work force definitions studied. In 2018, it stood at 31.6 percent for all 

workers compared with 39.7 percent in 2011, prior to the redesign. However, when adjustments were made 

for the new questions, the percentage participating increased to 47.5 percent for all workers in 2018. 

• Likewise, a decrease in the number of workers participating in a retirement plan also resulted from the 2014 

redesign. For example, the number of full-time, full-year wage and salary workers ages 21‒64 estimated to be 

participating in an employment-based retirement plan decreased from 51.4 million in 2013 under the traditional 

survey to 41.0 million in 2016 before increasing to 42.5 million in 2017 and falling to 41.8 million in 2018. With 

the adjustments for the new income questions, the number participating in retirement plans for this work force 

according to the CPS rose to 61.8 million.  

• This does not match the upward trend in the number of active participants in private-sector plans according to 

tabulations of Form 5500 filings by the Employee Benefits Security Administration with the U.S. Department of 

Labor, in which the number of active participants increased from 89.9 million in 2014 to 94.6 million in 2017 

(last year available). 

Now that the CPS allows for a new baseline of the combination of the results from the traditional and new questions, 

the validity and stability of the estimates can be tested as more years of data become available. Since there is only one 

year of data, a trend is obviously indeterminable. Once more years of data become available, the new methodology will 

be assessed by comparing the levels and trends across various other data sources. 
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Retirement Plan Participation and the Current Population 
Survey: The Impact of New Income Questions on These 
Estimates 

By Craig Copeland, Ph.D., Employee Benefit Research Institute 

Introduction 

The Employee Benefit Research Institute (EBRI) has been using the March Current Population Survey (CPS) since 1988 

to determine the fraction of workers who were participating in an employment-based retirement plan regardless of 

being offered a plan.1 EBRI has published a number of recent studies showing that the estimates from the CPS have 

not been comparable to other sources — with the CPS estimate being much lower.2 This result was particularly evident 

after the survey’s questionnaire redesign in 2014 to better account for retirement income. In the redesigned 

questionnaire, the definition of a pension plan was potentially leading respondents to believe that “pension” only 

included defined benefit (DB) plans, not defined contribution (DC) plans. Given that DC plans have overwhelmingly 

become the dominant plan type in the private sector, this interpretation of the definition would result in significantly 

undercounting the share of workers participating in employment-based retirement plans. 

However, in the 2019 CPS, new questions relating to interest income earned in a retirement account were added.3 

Presumably, if workers responded affirmatively to these questions, it should be safe to assume that they had a 

retirement account, meaning they were participating in a retirement plan. When examining the variables from these 

questions, the share of workers who said they had a pension plan from the traditional questions can be compared with 

those who said they had income from a retirement account. This allows for the potential of correcting for the apparent 

undercounting of retirement plan participation from DC plans in the survey. 

This Issue Brief examines the trend in retirement plan participation using the traditional questions from the CPS. Adding 

to the traditional questions, retirement plan participation is adjusted by combining the responses from the new and 

traditional questions. These numbers are then compared with other data sources and tested to see if the relative 

proportions of workers participating after adjusting for the new questions hold. Furthermore, the impact of the new 

questions on the adjusted participation levels is shown. 

Data 

The Annual Social and Economic Supplement (fielded in March of each year) to the CPS, conducted by the U.S. Census 

Bureau, had been one of the most cited sources of income data for those whose ages are associated with being 

retired.4,5 In response to research showing that the survey misclassified and generally underreported income, 

particularly pension income,6 the Census Bureau in 2014 conducted a redesign of the CPS questionnaire that altered 

and added to questions on income in order to better capture income from pensions.7,8 When such a change is made in 

the survey questionnaire, results from other areas of the survey can also be affected.9 From the CPS redesign, one such 

impact has been on the estimates of the percentage of workers who participate in an employment-based retirement 

plan. 

 

About the Changes in the Questionnaire 
 

Specific questions on retirement plans were added in the 2014 redesign in the income section that were only 

used to gain more insight into possible sources of income. In these questions, traditional pensions and retirement 

accounts were separated into two different categories. The questions were phrased as below for the 2016 survey 

(the same as in the 2015 and the revised 2014 questionnaires): 
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• During 2015 did (you/ anyone in this household) receive any pension income from a 

previous employer or union, (other than Social Security/ other VA benefits/ other than Social Security or 

VA benefits)? 

PLEASE DO NOT INCLUDE DISTRIBUTIONS OR WITHDRAWALS FROM IRAs, 401(k)s, OR SIMILAR 

ACCOUNTS! 

• At any time during 2015 did (you/ anyone in this household) have any retirement accounts such as a 

401(k), 403(b), IRA, or other account designed specifically for retirement savings? 

A follow-up question is included for the type of retirement account: 

• What type of retirement account (did you/ NAME) have? Did (you/he/she) have… 

READ EACH CATEGORY!   

Enter all that apply, separate using the space bar or a comma. 

1. 401(k)    5. KEOGH plan (“KEE-OH”) 

2. 403(b)    6. SEP plan (Simplified Employee Pension) 

3. Roth IRA    7. another type of retirement account 

4. Regular IRA 

In the 2019 survey, variables of the income questions available in the public dataset were revised. In particular, 

variables for questions were added about receiving interest income in a retirement account and the type of 

retirement account held. The codebook questions for the variables are as follows: 

 

Interest income - retirement, y/n 

Values: 0 = niu 

1 = yes 

2 = no 

Universe: All Persons aged 15+ 

 

Interest income, retirement source 1 

Values: 0 = NIU 

 1 = 401k account 

 2 = 403b account 

 3 = Roth IRA 

 4 = Regular IRA 

 5 = KEOGH plan 

 6 = SEP plan (Simplified Employee Pension) 

 7 = Other type of retirement account 

Universe: RINT_YN = 1 (answering yes to interest income – retirement) 

These questions are asked twice for the possibility of more than one account. 

 

 

By providing these additional variables, the CPS has, in effect, added an important follow-up question to help determine 

whether workers were participating in a retirement plan that they did not consider a pension plan. This offsets the 

possibility that respondents may have understood the traditional questions about pensions to only refer to traditional 

pension plans or may not have understood that their retirement account was a pension plan. Consequently, the number 

of workers who responded that they received income from one of the employment-based retirement accounts10 can be 

added to the number of workers who reported having a pension plan under the traditional questions (accounting for 

those responding yes to both). This provides an adjusted overall estimate of employment-based retirement plan 

participation. The new questions make a substantial impact and will be used to provide updated estimates of the 
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Figure 1
Percentage of Various Work Forces Participating in an Employment-Based Retirement Plan

Using the Current Population Survey Traditional vs. Redesigned Questionnaires and Adjusted 
Participation, 2011–2018

Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates of the March Current Population Survey 2012–2019.
Both the traditional and redesigned questionnaires were fielded in 2014 (2013 results). Adjusted participation (2018) includes the new questions from the 2019 survey.
The 2011–2012 results were from the traditional, while the 2014–2018 results were from the redesigned questionnaire.

percentage of workers who participate in an employment-based retirement plan. The remainder of this study shows the 

trend in participation before and after the survey redesign from the traditional pension questions along with the 

adjusted estimates from the new questions in the 2019 survey. The impact of including the new income questions is 

then further investigated. An examination of the percentage of workers with these retirement accounts is also 

conducted.  

Trends in Retirement Plan Participation 

Starting with the estimates of the percentage of workers participating in an employment-based retirement plan dating 

back before the redesigned questionnaire from the 2014 CPS (2013 outcomes), the percentage participating has 

generally declined, including in 2018, for each of the work force definitions studied (Figure 1).11,12 For example, for full-

time, full-year wage and salary workers ages 21–64, the percentage participating in 2013 under the traditional 

questionnaire was 54.5 percent vs. 49.3 percent under the redesigned questionnaire. This number fell to 39.9 percent 

in 2018 despite a slight uptick to 41.4 percent in 2017. However, if the new questions on having interest income in a 

retirement account are included, the adjusted percentage participating jumps to 59.0 percent for this group in 2018.13 

Consequently, the impact of the new questions is substantial, as will be further discussed in this study. Moreover, the 

results more closely match other data sources on the share of workers participating in an employment-based retirement 

plan. 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Number of Workers Participating — Likewise, a decrease in the number of workers participating in a retirement 

plan also resulted from the 2014 redesign. For example, the number of full-time, full-year wage and salary workers 

ages 21‒64 estimated to be participating in an employment-based retirement plan decreased from 51.4 million in 2013 

under the traditional design to 41.0 million in 2016 before jumping to 42.5 million in 2017 and falling to 41.8 million in 

2018 (Figure 2). This does not match the upward trend in the number of active participants in private-sector plans 

according to tabulations of Form 5500 filings by the Employee Benefits Security Administration with the U.S. 
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Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates of the March Current Population Survey 2012–2019.

Figure 2
Number of Full-Time, Full-Year Wage and Salary Workers Ages 21–64 Who Participate in an 

Employment-Based Retirement Plan Using the Current Population Survey Traditional vs. 
Redesigned Questionnaires and Adjusted Participation, 2011–2018

(in millions)

Department of Labor, in which the number of active participants increased from 89.9 million in 2014 to 94.6 million in 

2017 (last year available).14 With the inclusion of the new income questions, the number participating in retirement 

plans according to the CPS was 61.8 million in 2018. While that is significantly higher than the number before the 

inclusion of the new questions, a trend comparison cannot be established as it is only one data point.15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Comparison With Bureau of Labor Statistics Data — The participation declines from the traditional retirement 

plan questions are also not consistent with the findings from the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ National Compensation 

Survey (BLS-NCS).16 This survey found that the percentage of private-sector wage and salary workers at establishments 

with 500 or more employees participating in an employment-based retirement plan increased from 76 percent in 2013 

to 77 percent in 2014, where it remained through 2017 before increasing to 78 percent in 2018 (Figure 3). In contrast, 

using the most comparable data in the CPS,17 the percentage of full-time, full-year wage and salary workers who 

worked for a private-sector employer with 500 or more employees that participated in a plan was found to decrease 

from 64 percent in 2013 under the traditional questionnaire and 58 percent in 2013 under the redesigned questionnaire 

to 55 percent in 2014 and to 46 percent in 2018.18 Taking into account the new income questions in the 2019 survey 

(2018 results), the number participating jumps dramatically and is much closer to the BLS-NCS number at 68 percent.19 

Demographic Trends — From the prior studies of the CPS data, the percentages of workers with the highest 

likelihoods of participating in each of four important demographic groups were found to have substantially declined 

using the traditional pension questions after the questionnaire redesign, and this continued in 2018 (Figure 4). In 

particular, among full-time, full-year wage and salary workers ages 55–64, the reported percentage participating in a 

plan fell from 57.1 percent in 2013 (redesigned) to 45.1 percent in 2018. Furthermore, for full-time, full-year wage and 

salary workers with employers with 1,000 or more employees, the percentage participating declined from 59.6 percent 

in 2013 (redesigned) to 46.2 percent in 2018, and 63.4 percent to 51.3 percent for these workers with earnings of 

$75,000 or more. The percentage of full-time, full-year public-sector workers participating dropped from 77.3 percent 

to 68.5 percent.  



 
 

ebri.org Issue Brief • January 30, 2020 • No. 499  7 

61.3%
60.5%

62.3%

57.1%

54.0%

50.3%

48.1%
47.4%

45.1%

66.5%

70.4% 70.6% 70.6%

63.4%

61.1%

55.3%

53.3% 52.9%
51.3%

80.5%

64.6% 64.6%

66.5%

59.6%

55.9%

51.8%

48.4% 48.3%

46.2%

69.5%

82.1%

80.2%
81.7%

77.3%

74.3%

72.1%

69.8%
70.9%

68.5%

81.4%

40%

45%

50%

55%

60%

65%

70%

75%

80%

85%

2011 2012 2013
Traditional

2013
Redesigned

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Redesigned

2018
Adjusted

Figure 4
Percentage of Full-Time, Full-Year Wage and Salary Workers Ages 21–64 
Participating in an Employment-Based Retirement Plan Using the Current 
Population Survey Traditional vs. Redesigned Questionnaires, by Various 

Characteristics

Ages 55–64  $75,000 or More in Earnings  Works for Employers With 1,000 or More Employees  Works in Public Sector

Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates of the March Current Population Survey 2012–2019.
Traditional - traditional questionnaire and Redesigned - redesigned questionnaire results. Both the traditional and redesigned questionnaires were fielded in 
2014 (2013 results). The 2011–2012 results were from the traditional, while the 2014–2018 results were from the redesigned questionnaire and adjusted 
participation in 2018. Dollar amounts are in 2018 dollars.
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CPS-Current Population Surveys/BLS-NCS-Bureau of Labor Statistics-National Compensation Survey. (See 
http://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2018/ownership_private.htm.) The CPS population is restricted to private -sector wage and salary workers who worked full 
time, full year and were not in the agricultural or private household industries.

Figure 3
Percentage of Wage and Salary Workers Working for Private-Sector Employers With 500 or 

More Employees Participating in an Employment-Based Retirement Plan, Current Population 
Survey vs. Bureau of Labor Statistics National Compensation Survey
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2011 2013 (T) 2013 (R) 2015 2018 2018 (A)

Age (Ratio to 55–64)

 21–24 0.43 0.51 0.48 0.45 0.51 0.49

 25–34 0.75 0.74 0.76 0.71 0.79 0.81

 35–44 0.90 0.89 0.85 0.86 0.90 0.91

 45–54 0.97 0.97 0.95 0.95 0.97 0.96

 55–64 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Gender (Ratio to Female)

 Male 0.95 0.94 0.95 0.96 0.95 0.97

 Female 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Race/Ethnicity (Ratio to White)

 White 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

 Black 0.90 0.87 0.90 0.88 0.87 0.79

 Hispanic 0.57 0.61 0.60 0.64 0.65 0.60

 Other 0.87 0.85 0.83 0.86 0.87 0.88

Education (Ratio to Graduate/Profnl. Degree)

 No high school diploma 0.31 0.36 0.36 0.37 0.36 0.32

 High school diploma 0.62 0.65 0.69 0.63 0.65 0.60

 Some college 0.74 0.76 0.79 0.73 0.77 0.73

 Bachelor's degree 0.85 0.88 0.90 0.85 0.89 0.91

 Graduate/profnl. degree 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Annual Earnings (Ratio to $75,000 or More)

 Less than $10,000 0.24 0.23 0.20 0.28 0.21 0.20

 $10,000–$19,999 0.25 0.29 0.28 0.27 0.24 0.21

 $20,000–$29,999 0.50 0.48 0.49 0.46 0.40 0.36

 $30,000–$39,999 0.71 0.71 0.69 0.66 0.64 0.58

 $40,000–$49,999 0.84 0.83 0.84 0.83 0.81 0.73

 $50,000–$74,999 0.94 0.93 0.94 0.94 0.92 0.85

 $75,000 or more 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Employer Size (Ratio to 1,000 or More Employees)

 Fewer than 10 employees 0.29 0.25 0.27 0.25 0.25 0.36

 10–49 employees 0.48 0.48 0.49 0.44 0.50 0.56

 50–99 employees 0.65 0.67 0.71 0.65 0.68 0.73

 100–499 employees 0.81 0.82 0.84 0.76 0.79 0.85

 500–999 employees 0.90 0.85 0.85 0.86 0.94 0.94

 1,000 or more employees 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates of the March Current Population Survey 2012–2019.

(T)-traditional questionnaire and (R)-redesigned questionnaire results. Both the traditional and

redesigned questionnaires were fielded in 2014 (2013 results). The 2011 results were from the traditional, 

while the 2015 and 2018 results were from the redesigned questionnaire.  (A)-adjusted participation (2018) in 2019 survey. 

Figure 5

Relative Percentages of Retirement Plan Participation Across Various

Characteristics of Full-Time, Full-Year Wage and Salary 

(Ratio Within Each Characteristic Grouping to the Highest Percentage Participating)

Workers Ages 21–64 

Again, the new income questions resulted in a substantially larger percentage of workers being categorized as having 

an employment-based retirement plan. The percentage of public-sector workers and those making $75,000 or more in 

annual earnings with an employment-based retirement plan surpassed 80 percent with the new questions.  

The addition of the new questions could change the relative percentages of workers participating within various 

demographic groups.20 In order to test this possibility, the ratios of the relative percentages participating in each 

demographic group were calculated using the highest percentage participating in each group as the base of the ratio. 

Overall, the ratios were remarkably stable across years, across survey questions, and within demographic groups 

(Figure 5). For example, the ratio of the percentage of full-time, full-year wage and salary workers ages 25–34 to those 

ages 55–64 was between 0.71 and 0.79 each year studied from 2011–2018 (before and after the questionnaire 

redesign). The adjusted value for 2018 (with the new questions) was only slightly higher at 0.81. The ratio for those 

ages 45–54 ranged from 0.95 to 0.97, with the adjusted 2018 value (0.96) being within that range as well.  
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Figure 6A 
Percentage of Wage and Salary Workers Ages 21–64 Who Participated in an Employment-Based 

Retirement Plan, by Race/Ethnicity With Hispanic Detail and Annual Earnings 

Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates of the 2019 March Current Population Survey.

However, a few differences in the ratios between the adjusted 2018 values and the traditional question values are 

worth mentioning. The ratio for black workers was 0.87 in 2018 from the traditional questions compared with 0.79 for 

the adjusted value. A similarly sized disparity occurred for workers with earnings of $40,000–$49,999: 0.81 vs. 0.73. 

This change is likely the result of lower participation rates in defined contribution retirement plans for those with these 

characteristics relative to the comparison groups (e.g., lower earners compared with higher earners). The ratio went in 

the opposite direction for workers working for employers with fewer than 10 employees — 0.25 from the traditional 

questions in 2018 vs. 0.36 adjusted. An explanation for this finding is the preponderance of DC plans at the smallest 

firms. Even with these deviations, the relative rankings of retirement plan participation were unchanged within the 

demographic groups when looking at the adjusted values compared with the traditional question values. 

One trait that has been found to be associated with persistently low participation relative to their comparison groups is 

Hispanic ethnicity, and this continued in 2018. The ratio of the Hispanic worker retirement plan participation level to the 

white worker retirement plan participation level ranged from 0.57 (2011) to 0.65 (2018), showing a small relative 

increase. However, the remaining race/ethnicity categories had participation levels ranging from 0.83 to 0.90 relative to 

the white worker participation levels, except for black workers’ adjusted 2018 value.  

In prior EBRI publications, a closer examination of this result for Hispanic workers was conducted by both earnings and 

whether the worker was native born (in the United States).21 The lower levels of participation persisted across earnings 

levels for Hispanic workers, whereas the other race/ethnicity categories’ participation levels became closer to those of 

white workers as earnings increased. This was the case again in 2018 (Figure 6A). However, the differences between 

Hispanic workers’ participation levels and white workers’ participation levels narrowed for those who were native born 

as the earnings increased, matching the result among the other race/ethnicity categories. In contrast, the participation 

levels among the nonnative-born Hispanic workers persisted below those of the other workers as earnings increased, 

resulting in the overall Hispanic worker participation levels being comparably lower. 
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Figure 6B 
Percentage of Wage and Salary Workers Ages 21–64 Who Participated in an Employment-Based 

Retirement Plan, by Race/Ethnicity With Hispanic Detail and Annual Earnings 
(Adjusted Participation)

Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates of the 2019 March Current Population Survey.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6B shows that the adjusted participation levels did not change these results. Nonnative-born Hispanic workers’ 

participation levels still remained significantly below those of native-born Hispanic workers. For example, among 

workers with earnings of $75,000 or more, native-born Hispanic workers had a participation level of 75.8 percent 

compared with 67.1 percent for nonnative-born Hispanic workers. 

Impact of New Retirement Account Income Questions 

As was shown previously, the inclusion of the new questions on retirement account income allowed for an increase in 

the estimated percentage of workers participating in an employment-based retirement plan. However, some workers 

reported having both a pension from the traditional and retirement account income questions. Figure 7 shows how the 

impact of the new questions increased the estimate while also showing the overlap of having reported both sources. 

For full-time, full-year wage and salary workers ages 21–64, 23.2 percent responded yes to both sets of the questions, 

while another 19.1 percent of these workers said yes to only the retirement account income questions. This means that 

those only responding yes to the new questions accounted for 32.4 percent of the total adjusted level of participation 

for these workers. Those responding to both were 39.3 percent of the total, and those only saying yes to the traditional 

pension questions made up 28.3 percent of the total. 

The percentage of workers saying they had retirement account income increased with the likelihood of workers saying 

that they had a pension plan from the traditional questions. Therefore, as shown in Figure 5, the relative percentages 

of participation were for the most part unchanged after the adjustment. This can be seen in the earnings and 

employer-size breakouts. The percentage of workers earning $10,000–$19,999 who said yes to only the new questions 

was 4.8 percent and increased with earnings to reach 29.2 percent for workers with earnings of $75,000 or more. A 

similar increase was found for employer size, going from 13.9 percent among workers of employers with fewer than 10 

employees to 23.3 percent among those working for employers with 1,000 or more employees.  
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Total

Traditional 

Questions 

Only

Both

New 

Questions 

Only

Traditional 

Questions 

Only

Both

New 

Questions 

Only

All 59.0% 16.7% 23.2% 19.1% 28.3% 39.3% 32.4%

Age 

 21–24 32.4 14.2 8.7 9.5 43.9 26.9 29.2

 25–34 53.9 16.0 19.6 18.3 29.7 36.3 33.9

 35–44 60.6 16.5 24.2 20.0 27.2 39.9 32.9

 45–54 63.8 17.6 26.3 19.9 27.6 41.2 31.2

 55–64 66.5 17.7 27.5 21.4 26.6 41.3 32.2

Gender

 Male 58.3 16.1 22.9 19.3 27.6 39.3 33.1

 Female 60.0 17.5 23.5 19.0 29.2 39.2 31.6

Race/Ethnicity

 White 65.9 16.8 26.9 22.2 25.5 40.8 33.6

 Black 52.0 20.2 17.7 14.1 38.8 34.1 27.1

 Hispanic 39.9 14.7 13.6 11.5 36.9 34.2 28.9

 Other 58.1 15.2 23.1 19.8 26.2 39.7 34.1

Education

 No high school diploma 25.1 12.1 6.3 6.7 48.1 25.1 26.7

 High school diploma 46.2 16.4 16.5 13.3 35.6 35.7 28.8

 Some college 56.9 17.7 21.4 17.9 31.0 37.6 31.4

 Bachelor's degree 70.2 17.2 28.3 24.7 24.5 40.3 35.1

 Graduate/profnl. degree 77.6 16.1 34.9 26.7 20.7 44.9 34.4

Annual Earnings 

 Less than $10,000 15.9 8.8 1.9 5.2 55.3 11.9 32.7

 $10,000–$19,999 17.3 8.5 4.0 4.8 49.2 23.3 27.6

 $20,000–$29,999 28.7 13.2 7.4 8.0 46.1 25.9 28.0

 $30,000–$39,999 46.5 18.4 14.6 13.5 39.5 31.4 29.1

 $40,000–$49,999 58.5 20.4 20.9 17.2 34.9 35.7 29.4

 $50,000–$74,999 68.7 19.2 28.0 21.6 27.9 40.7 31.4

 $75,000 or more 80.5 15.2 36.1 29.2 18.9 44.8 36.3

Employer Size

 Fewer than 10 employees 25.2 6.0 5.3 13.9 23.9 21.1 55.0

 10–49 employees 39.0 11.1 11.9 16.0 28.5 30.5 41.0

 50–99 employees 50.8 15.0 16.5 19.3 29.4 32.6 38.0

 100–499 employees 59.3 15.8 20.9 22.6 26.6 35.3 38.1

 500–999 employees 65.2 18.0 25.4 21.8 27.6 39.0 33.4

 1,000 or more employees 69.5 17.4 28.9 23.3 25.0 41.5 33.5

 Public 81.4 30.0 38.6 12.9 36.8 47.4 15.9

Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates of the 2019 March Current Population Survey (CPS).

These are adjusted participation percentages showing the fraction of the adjusted participation coming from 

the new income questions in the CPS.

Figure 7

Retirement Plan Participation Attributed to the New CPS Questions Across Various

Characteristics of Full-Time, Full-Year Wage and Salary Workers Ages 21–64, 2018

Share of Total Participation Level 

by Question Responses

Breakdown of Participation

by Question Responses

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The relative shares of the responses to the questions in the adjusted figure are for the most part similar to the overall 

shares. For example, among workers ages 45–54, 41.2 percent said yes to both questions and 31.2 percent only said 

yes to the new questions, which is almost identical to the overall shares of 39.3 percent and 32.4 percent, respectively.  

However, there were a few significant exceptions. In particular, those working for the smallest employers (fewer than 

50 employees) had disproportionately high shares coming from the new questions only, while public-sector workers had 

a disproportionately low share coming from the new questions only. Workers with incomes of $75,000 or more had a 

much smaller share coming from the traditional questions only. 

Another bit of information that can be gleaned from the new income questions is the percentage of workers with a DC 

plan. From Figure 7, by adding the “Both” and “New Questions Only” columns together, the percentage of workers 
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having a DC plan (or at least having interest income from one) can be calculated. Overall, 42.3 percent of full-time, full-

year wage and salary workers ages 21–64 were found to have a DC plan. This appears to be low compared with the 

BLS-NCS number previously discussed but shouldn’t be surprising considering that the overall numbers were lower than 

that of the BLS-NCS.22  

The relative likelihoods of workers having a DC plan were in line with the relative likelihoods of having a retirement plan 

overall. For example, high earners were more likely to have a DC plan than low earners, as they were for having any 

plan. Workers of employers with more employees were also more likely to have a DC plan and any plan overall. 

Conclusion 

After years of deteriorating data on employment-based pensions from the CPS after its redesign in 2014, the new 

questions added in 2019 on interest income from a retirement account give hope for a better and more accurate read 

on employment-based retirement plan participation. The adjusted levels using these new questions resulted in 

estimates for 2018 more in line with other sources and include a similar impact of follow-up questions on retirement 

plan participation that have been used in other government surveys.  

The data provided by the CPS are important as they are the most current annual data on retirement plan participation 

on a worker-level basis. Because the data are at the worker level, as opposed to the employer level, it is possible to 

determine differences in retirement plan participation by various worker characteristics. This shows which cohorts are 

most likely to face challenges when it comes to having adequate income in retirement. 

Now that the CPS allows for a new baseline of the combination of the results from the old and new questions, the 

validity and stability of the estimates can be tested as more years of data become available. Since there is only one 

year of data, a trend is obviously indeterminable. Once more years of data become available, the new methodology will 

be assessed by comparing the levels and trends across various other data sources. 
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study indicate that the percentage of employees has been higher than what has been found in the CPS for many years prior to 
the CPS questionnaire redesign. 
 
19 One factor that would lead the CPS number to be lower than the BLS-NCS number is that the BLS-NCS asks about those 
working a specific month whereas the CPS asks about anyone who worked in the entire year. Consequently, there would be 
more workers in the CPS with less attachment to the work force due to the increased turnover occurrences in a year 
compared with those in a single month. There are other differences in the surveys, such as BLS-NCS surveying employers and 
the CPS surveying workers, that would lead these numbers to not be the same. However, with the inclusion of the new 
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