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• The cross-sectional results in this study show that the share of respondents reporting “very satisfying”
retirements dropped from 60.5 percent in 1998 to 48.6 percent in 2012. On the other hand, the share of
respondents reporting “moderately satisfying” and “not at all satisfying” retirements increased from
31.7 percent to 40.9 percent and from 7.9 percent to 10.5 percent, respectively.
• The longitudinal results from a fixed sample observed over the 15-year period from 1998 to 2012 show
similar declines in the share of respondents reporting “very satisfying” retirements and similar increases in
the share of respondents reporting “moderately satisfying” retirements. This is in contrast to some of the
previous research, which shows that retirement satisfaction increases with age.
• These trends are not limited to particular economic groups: Both the highest- and lowest-asset quartiles
show similar trends. Also, people with and without pension income show similar trends in retirement
satisfaction levels.
• As might be expected, net worth and health status are strongly correlated with retirement satisfaction.
Higher net worth is associated with higher levels of satisfaction, and poorer health is associated with lower
levels of satisfaction.
• There is no significant difference in retirement satisfaction levels between men and women.
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Introduction
Most existing research on the well-being of the retired population focuses on the economic indicators reflecting or
affecting retirement satisfaction. But economic well-being is not necessarily the primary indicator of retirement
satisfaction and efforts to differentiate among the many factors affecting retirement satisfaction are complex and,
ultimately, not determinative.
Instead, the study presented by the Employee Benefit Research Institute (EBRI) in this EBRI Notes article focuses
directly on three issues relating to overall retirement satisfaction:
• It analyzes the trends in reported retirement satisfaction in the United States over a period of 15 years (1998‒
2012) using data from the University of Michigan’s Health and Retirement Study (HRS), the most comprehensive
national survey of older Americans. The results show that the share of very satisfied retirees has been declining
over this period, but the shares of moderately satisfied and not at all satisfied retirees have been increasing. This
trend is spread across all economic groups.
• It examines the relationship between age and retirement satisfaction by tracking the satisfaction levels of a fixed
group of retirees over the same 15-year period (1998‒2012). Unlike earlier reports, the results show a shift from
very satisfied to moderately satisfied as people age, similar to the shift observed in the overall time trends.
• It examines the relationship between gender and retirement satisfaction, and the results show very little
difference in retirement satisfaction between men and women.

Existing Research
Most existing research in this area focuses on the factors that relate to retirement satisfaction. For example, Elder and
Rudolph (1999) find a strong positive relationship between retirement planning and eventual retirement satisfaction
and a negative relationship between involuntary retirement and retirement satisfaction. Panis (2004) finds that:
(1) annuities from pensions are positively related to retirement satisfaction and negatively related to depression
symptoms and (2) reliance on Social Security is not related to retirement satisfaction. Bender and Jivan (2005) find
that increasing age, having access to a workplace retirement savings plan from a prior job, and having
nongovernment health insurance all relate to higher retirement satisfaction. Butrica and Schaner (2005) find that
retirees who participate in various engagement activities, with the exception of caregiving, are also generally more
satisfied.
Some existing research also focuses on retirement satisfaction trends. For example, Bender and Jivan (2005) suggest
that, based on cross-sectional data, retirement satisfaction increases with age. This may seem surprising, since
health—one of the key indicators of overall well-being—declines with age. Analyzing the effects of age on retirement
satisfaction in cross-sectional data can be tricky. Also, Adams et al. (2003), and Attanasio and Emmerson (2003)
suggest that the wealthy and healthy tend to live longer and these factors are strongly correlated with satisfaction
(also shown in this article). So, increasing retirement satisfaction with age might be a result of the skewed (toward
more healthy and wealthy) sample at older ages. To test this, the study presented in this Notes article also tracks the
satisfaction levels of a fixed group of retirees as they age over the 15-year period of 1998 to 2012.
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Data
The data for this study come from the University of Michigan’s Health and Retirement Study (HRS), which is
sponsored by the National Institute on Aging and is the most comprehensive national survey of older Americans. HRS
is a biennial survey started in 1992 with primary respondents who are at least 50 years old, along with their spouses,
irrespective of the spouses’ ages. It collects data on income, assets, health status, health care, and labor force status.
Because HRS is a longitudinal survey, a large portion of the sample each year contains the same people. The initial
1992 survey included primary respondents who were born between 1931 and 1941. Some earlier cohorts (born before
1931) were added in 1993 and 1998. Since then, new cohorts born in later years were added in 1998, 2004, and
2010. There is some attrition of respondents from year to year for various reasons.
Each survey year, HRS asks the following question to all (self-identified) retirees:

All in all, would you say that your retirement has turned out to be very satisfying, moderately satisfying, or
not at all satisfying?
The study presented in this Notes article uses the responses to this question from 1998 to 2012 to document the
changes in reported levels of retirement satisfaction during this period. HRS also collects detailed self-reported income
and asset data, which are used to analyze if the changes in retirement satisfaction are limited to particular economic
groups or if they are more broadly based.

Retirement Satisfaction Trends Between 1998 and 2012
Figure 1 shows cross-sectional snapshots of the levels of retirement satisfaction from 1998 through 2012. In 1998, a
high number of retirees (60.5 percent) reported that retirement was “very satisfying.” This was the case in the next
two survey years, 2000 and 2002, as well. But starting with 2004, the levels of high satisfaction started to drop and,
in 2012, slightly less than half of retirees (48.6 percent) said retirement was “very satisfying” (a reduction of 11.9 percentage points).
Over the same period, there was an increase in the share of respondents who found retirement “moderately
satisfying” (from 31.7 percent to 40.9 percent) and in the share who found retirement “not at all satisfying” (from
7.9 percent to 10.5 percent). So, even though the not-at-all-satisfied share saw an increase of 32.9 percent (or
2.6 percentage points) and the moderately satisfied share increased by 29.0 percent (or 9.2 percentage points), most
of the reduction in the very satisfied share shifted to the moderately satisfied group.
The next part of this analysis examines whether these shifts occur primarily within any particular economic groups.
Figures 2A and 2B show the retirement satisfaction trends during the same period for the bottom and top quartiles of
net (bequeathable) asset 1 holders. By reference to the general retiree population, the very satisfied share has been
greater than the moderately satisfied share for all years of the survey, but the lowest-asset quartile has had a higher
share of moderately satisfied respondents than very satisfied respondents for these same years. More importantly, for
the lowest-asset quartile, the share of very satisfied respondents has gone down from 41.1 percent in 1998 to
28.9 percent in 2012, while the share of moderately satisfied respondents has gone up from 42.0 percent to 49.5 percent. The share of retirees in the lowest-asset quartile who found retirement “not at all satisfying” has gone up from
17.0 percent in 1998 to 21.6 percent in 2012.
If the drop in retirement satisfaction is limited to lack of economic well-being, then similar drops in retirement
satisfaction should not be expected among the highest-asset quartiles. But that’s what the survey results show:
Figure 2B shows that although a very high share of retirees in the highest-asset quartile are very satisfied with
retirement, those in highest-asset quartile also report a significant drop in the share of retirees who found retirement
“very satisfying”—an 8.9 percentage-point drop, from 75.6 percent in 1998 to 66.7 percent 2012. For the lowest-asset
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quartile group, the analogous drop in the very satisfied share is 12.2 percentage points (from 41.1 percent to
28.9 percent) (Figure 2A).
Both quartiles have seen increases in the moderately satisfied share over the 1998‒2012 period—the highest-asset
quartile has increased by 9 percentage points from 21.6 percent to 30.6 percent, and the lowest-asset quartile has
increased by 7.5 percentage points (from 42.0 percent to 49.5 percent).
Panis (2004) found that defined benefit pension annuities are positively correlated with retirement satisfaction. To
build on this, this study compares the retirement satisfaction trends during the 1998‒2012 period for those without
pension annuities and those with pension annuities. Figure 3A shows that for those with no pension annuity, there is
a decrease in the very satisfied share (53.9 percent to 46.5 percent) and an increase in the moderately satisfied share
(35.1 percent to 41.6 percent). Figure 3B, showing those with a pension annuity, has similar trends—from 67.8 percent to 57.5 percent and from 27.8 percent to 37.6 percent, respectively. In general, more respondents with pension
annuities found retirement “very satisfying” both at the beginning and the end of the 1998-2012 period, but their
shifts away from the response of “very satisfying” and toward the response of “moderately satisfying” over the period
have been very similar.
These trends indicate that the drops in the shares of respondents who found retirement “very satisfying” relate to
factors broader than the respondents’ level of assets or whether they have pension income.

Does Retirement Satisfaction Increase with Age?
Bender and Jivan (2005) have shown that retirement satisfaction increases with age. They believe that retirees enjoy
the absence of the daily grind of work and the freedom to spend their time as they wish.
To examine this question from the perspective of the study presented in this Notes article, Figure 4 shows how the
different levels of retirement satisfaction vary across different age groups. Here, data from all the survey years
between 1998 and 2012 are combined, to essentially form cross-sectional data. 2 Results show that the share of
respondents who found retirement “very satisfying” increases with age (from 36.5 percent to 59.2 percent), the
moderately satisfied share declines a small amount as age increases (from 40.0 percent to 36.0 percent), and the not
at all satisfied share decreases more significantly with age (from 23.5 percent to 4.8 percent).
This may be surprising to some, as health is one of the key indicators of overall welfare, and health generally declines
with age. Also, as shown in the next section of this article, retirement satisfaction drops as health worsens.
However, cross-sectional data may show that retirement satisfaction increases with age because those who live
longer are generally healthier and wealthier (Adams et. al. 2003; Attanasio and Emmerson, 2003). Both health and
wealth are strongly associated with satisfaction, as shown below. So, given the cross-section data used in this article,
the sample at older ages is skewed toward more healthy and wealthy respondents who also tend to be more satisfied.
A better way to analyze the effect of age on retirement satisfaction may be to track the satisfaction levels for the
same group of people (a consistent or longitudinal sample) as they age.
Figure 5 shows the satisfaction levels of a fixed group of retirees (consistent sample) who have responded in all the
survey years analyzed (from 1998 to 2012). The trends shown in Figure 5 are very similar to the trends in Figure 1
(overall sample), with the key difference being that the consistent sample shown in Figure 5 had a higher very
satisfied share to begin with than the overall sample shown in Figure 1. In 1998, 72.5 percent of the retirees in the
consistent sample reported that retirement was “very satisfying,” compared with 60.5 percent in the overall sample.
But since 1998, both samples have exhibited very similar, significant shifts from very satisfied to moderately satisfied.
In the consistent sample, the very satisfied share has dropped from 72.5 percent in 1998 to 62.5 percent in 2012,
while the moderately satisfied share has increased from 23.9 percent to 34.1 percent. In the overall sample, the drop
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Figure 1
Cross-Sectional Time Trends in
Retirement Satisfaction in the United States
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Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from Health and Retirement Study (HRS).

Figure 2A
Time Trends in Retirement Satisfaction in
the United States, Lowest-Asset Quartile Only
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Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from Health and Retirement Study (HRS).
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Figure 2B
Time Trends in Retirement Satisfaction in
the United States, Highest-Asset Quartile Only
90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Very Satisfied
Moderately Satisfied
Not At All Satisfied

1998
75.6%
21.6%
2.8%

2000
77.1%
19.9%
2.9%

2002
76.6%
21.5%
1.9%

2004
72.4%
24.9%
2.6%

2006
70.3%
26.3%
3.5%

2008
71.6%
25.8%
2.6%

2010
67.7%
28.9%
3.4%

2012
66.7%
30.6%
2.7%

2010
45.1%
41.9%
12.9%

2012
46.5%
41.6%
11.9%

Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from Health and Retirement Study (HRS).

Figure 3A
Time Trends in Retirement Satisfaction in
the United States, for Those With No Pension Income
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Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from Health and Retirement Study (HRS).
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Figure 3B
Time Trends in Retirement Satisfaction in
the United States, for Those With Pension Income
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Figure 4
Trends in Retirement Satisfaction in the United States,
by Age Group, All Survey Years (1998‒2012) Combined
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Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from Health and Retirement Study (HRS).

ebri.org Notes • April 2016 • Vol. 37, No. 4

7

in those who found retirement “very satisfying” was from 60.5 percent to 48.6 percent, while the increase in those
who found retirement “moderately satisfying” was from 31.7 percent to 40.9 percent.
This indicates that Figure 5 (consistent sample) does a better job of identifying the relationship of age and retirement
satisfaction than Figure 4 (overall by age group sample) and shows how interpreting Figure 4 as evidence for
retirement satisfaction increasing with age can be misleading.
As noted above, the Figure 5 (consistent) sample has a higher share of retirees reporting that retirement is “very
satisfying.” One reason for that is because it is a wealthier sample than the overall sample in Figure 1; the consistent
sample by definition includes retirees who survived the entire 15-year period and, as mentioned above, the healthy
and wealthy tend to live longer. This is shown more explicitly in Figure 6, where the 1998 net worth of the consistent
sample respondents is reported as $374,398 while the 1998 net worth of the overall sample respondents is reported
as $202,918. This also underscores the sample bias toward healthier and wealthier, longer-lived participants in crosssectional results that show that retirement satisfaction increases with increased age.

Relationship of Retirement Satisfaction With Net Worth and Health Status
Figure 7 shows the retirement satisfaction levels for different asset quartiles (based on bequeathable assets). The
positive relationship between retirement satisfaction and economic well-being is obvious. Respondents with more
assets report higher levels of “very satisfying” retirements—in the lowest-asset quartile, 33.1 percent of the
respondents say retirement is “very satisfying,” while in the highest-asset quartile, 71.5 percent of the respondents
are in the very satisfied group. Similarly, the moderately satisfied and not-at-all-satisfied shares decrease as assets
increase—in the lowest-asset quartile, 19.4 percent report that retirement is “not at all satisfying,” while in the
highest-asset quartile only 2.8 percent say that retirement is “not at all satisfying.”
Figure 8 shows the relationship between retirement satisfaction and self-reported health status. Not surprisingly,
retirement satisfaction decreases as health status declines. Of the respondents who report being in excellent health,
nearly 4 in 5 (79.8 percent) report “very satisfying” retirements, while only 2.7 percent report retirements that are
“not at all satisfying.” Among those who report they are in poor health (the worst health-status category in the
survey), only 1 in 4 (25.6 percent) report “very satisfying” retirements, while 30.5 percent report retirements that are
“not at all satisfying.”

Relationship of Retirement Satisfaction With Gender
Figure 9 illustrates that there are not any meaningful differences in retirement satisfaction levels between men and
women. Among men, 55.1 percent report “very satisfying” retirements, while 53.8 percent of women report the same.
On the other side, 8.7 percent of men report “not-at-all-satisfying” retirements, compared with 9.0 percent of women.

Conclusion
Most of the existing research on overall retirement satisfaction of retirees uses single-year data and focuses on
identifying and measuring the factors that may affect retirement satisfaction. However, the analysis presented in this
Notes article uses data from the 1998‒2012 rounds of the Health and Retirement Study (HRS) to illustrate longer
trends in retirement satisfaction and the relationships with various other factors.
The results show that during the period of the study, the share of people with “very satisfying” retirements has gone
down significantly. On the other hand, the share of people with “moderately satisfying” or “not at all satisfying”
retirements has gone up. Also, in contrast to the findings of earlier studies, this study shows that the share of people
with “very satisfying” retirement drops with age. This is shown by tracking the retirement satisfaction levels of a fixed
group of people as they age over the study period, instead of looking for differences in satisfaction levels across
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Figure 5
Trends in Retirement Satisfaction for a
Consistent Sample of Respondents as They Age
(Sample of a Fixed Group of Participants*)
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Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from Health and Retirement Study (HRS).
* This sample consists of only those participants who were present in all the survey years reported.

Figure 6
Difference in 1998 Net Worth of Respondents in
the Consistent Sample and the Overall Sample
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Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from the Health and Retirement Study (HRS).
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different age groups in a single year cross-sectional data. Finally, this study also shows that there is no difference in
satisfaction levels of retired men and women.
Although this study does not investigate the reasons behind the changes in retirement satisfaction levels, the reported
shift in the retirement satisfaction trends raises an important question: Why is the share of very satisfied retirees
dropping? Further research to answer this question might provide some important answers.
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Endnotes
1

Net assets include the value of primary residence; any real estate other than primary residence; net value of vehicles
owned; individual retirement accounts (IRAs), stocks and mutual funds, checking, savings and money market accounts,
certificates of deposit (CDs), government savings bonds, Treasury bills, bonds and bond funds; and any other source of
wealth minus mortgage, other home loans and all other debts (such as consumer loans).

2

Combining the cross-sectional data from different years still maintains the sample properties of a single year cross section
with respect to the sample being skewed toward the healthy and wealthy at older ages. This is shown by Figure 10 in the
appendix, where the satisfaction levels are presented by age groups only for the year 2012. Qualitatively, the results from
Figure 4 and Figure 10 are very similar and show that the proportion of those who are very satisfied with retirement
increases with age.
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Figure 7
Trends in Retirement Satisfaction in
the United States, by Asset Quartile
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Figure 8
Trends in Retirement Satisfaction in
the United States, by Self-Reported Health Status
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Figure 9
Trends in Retirement Satisfaction in the United States, by Gender
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Appendix: Figure 10
Trends in Retirement Satisfaction in 2012
in the United States, by Age Group
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