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Retirement Plan Participation: Age Differences 
 
WASHINGTON—How does the level of participation in a retirement plan vary with age? How does the 
level of participation vary between workers in the private sector and those in the public sector?    
 
The November 2007 EBRI Issue Brief, published by the nonpartisan Employee Benefit Research Institute 
(EBRI), provides answers to these and other questions. Here are some of the key findings concerning age 
differences in employment-based retirement plan participation in 2006:   
 
Overall:  The likelihood of being a retirement plan participant increases with age. Just over 60 percent of 
all full-time, full-year wage and salary workers ages 54–64 were participants in 2006, compared with just 
over 29 percent for those ages 21–24. In addition, the fraction of public-sector workers participating in a 
retirement plan was significantly higher than that of private-sector workers in the same age group. 
 

Retirement Plan Participation Levels by Age Group (21–64) and Work Category 
 

 
 
Age Group 

Full-Time, Full-
Year, Wage and 
Salary Workers*  

Public-Sector 
Wage and 

Salary Workers 

Private-Sector 
Wage and Salary 

Workers   

 
 

All Workers  
Age 21–24  29.3% 41.4% 17.7% 19.5% 
Age 25–34  45.1 67.2 34.8 37.3 
Age 35–44  54.1 75.8 43.4 45.6 
Age 45–54 59.6 78.3 48.4% 50.2 
Age 55–64 60.1 77.1 47.0 49.0 
* Workers in this group are considered to have the strongest connection to the work force. 

 
 
Earnings level: When looking at workers by age across earnings, younger workers are still less likely to 
participate in a retirement plan than older workers with the same earnings. Even for the highest earners 
($50,000 or more),   49.7 percent of those ages 21–24 participated in a plan, compared with 71.3 percent 
of those ages 45–54.  
 
Overall, the Issue Brief reported that in 2006 the level of participation in employment-based retirement 
plans fell to 53 percent from 55 percent in 2005 among full-time, full-year wage and salary workers ages 
21–64—those with the closest connection to the work force. The full Issue Brief is available online at 
www.ebri.org 
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