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Panic, Passivity or Paralysis?
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Barclays Global Investors
Boston Research Group
“401(k) Participant Attitudes, Behavior, and Intentions”

Study:
BGI sponsored a study with Boston Research Group to better 
understand participant perceptions and attitudes about the 
current economic conditions and retirement.

Methodology:
The data for this study were collected through a 10 minute 
internet panel of verified 401(k) participants who are actively 
contributing to their plan. A total of 1,000 participants were 
interviewed in March 2009. A sample of 1,000 observations has a 
maximum sampling error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% 
confidence level.



4

3Proprietary and Confidential: This material may not be distributed beyond its intended audience.

Taking into account all of your household’s retirement assets, including your 
401(k) account balances, how confident are you that you will have enough 
money to retire at the age you now plan to retire?

Low and Declining Retirement Confidence

Participants’ confidence that they will have accumulated enough 
money to retire comfortably is low

I’m confident I’ll have 
enough money to live 

comfortably in retirement
15%

I’m somewhat confident
I can make ends meet 

in retirement
38%

I’m not so sure how I 
will make ends meet 
in retirement
31%

I’m worried I’ll never 
be able to retire
15%
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85%

83%

57%

17%

63%

13%

14%

38%

65%

31%

5%

18%

6%

2%

3%

Participants by their confidence 
in their ability to retire

And, compared to a year ago, would you say your confidence that you will have 
enough money to retire has…

All participants

I’m confident I’ll have                        
enough money to live                                       

comfortably in retirement

I’m somewhat confident 
I can make ends meet 

in retirement

I’m not so sure how 
I will make ends meet 

in retirement

I’m worried I’ll never 
be able to retire

Low and Declining Retirement Confidence 
Confidence is eroding as two-thirds (63%) say their confidence in 
reaching their retirement goals has declined in the past 12 months 

Confidence in 
ability to retire 
has decreased

Confidence in 
ability to retire has 
stayed 
the same

Confidence in 
ability to retire 
has increased
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47%

41%

27%

22%

33%

Have you delayed reviewing your statement because you are afraid to see how your 
balances have changed during these turbulent times?

Impacts of Declining Retirement Confidence 

Participants by their confidence in their ability to retire…

All participants

I’m confident I’ll have enough 
money to live comfortably 

in retirement

I’m somewhat confident I can 
make ends meet in retirement  

I’m not so sure how I will make 
ends meet in retirement 

I’m worried I’ll never be 
able to retire

Have delayed 
reviewing 
statement

Decline in retirement confidence has troubling behavioral impacts: one-in-
three (33%) 401(k) participants say they are delaying looking at their 
statement as a result of the economic turmoil

The troubling impact? Participants are shutting down. Paper-based or web-based 
participant statements are the most effective and widespread channel of communicating and 
educating participants. We know behaviorally that lack of communication tends to 
significantly raise fear. 
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How do you expect to recover from your losses?  

Impacts of Declining Retirement Confidence 

Base:  401(K) balances have 
declined over past 12 
months

Participants by their confidence in their ability to retire…
I plan to recover from my losses by…

All participants

I’m confident I’ll have enough 
money to live comfortably 

in retirement

I’m somewhat confident I 
can make ends meet in 

retirement  

I’m not so sure how I will 
make ends meet in 

retirement 

I’m worried I’ll never be 
able to retire

Among  those who lost assets and are worried they might never be able to retire, 
four in ten (41%) plan to delay their retirement, 58% plan to work until they die, 
and one in five (19%) has no idea how to recover their losses

8%
7%

12%

13%
12% 24%

17%
20%

30%

18%
30%

36%

14%
17%

26%

19%

24%

17%

8%

19%

41%

32%

22%

16%

28%

26%

41%

53%

55%

45%

Saving more

Delaying my retirement

Working until I die

I have no idea 

Making better investment choices

Investing more aggressively

Investing more conservatively

58%

23%

4%

20%

7%
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21%

26%

31%

51%

31%

41%

57%

58%

39%

52%

20%

15%

8%

8%

12%

18%

5%

3%

2%

2%

How do you feel about your retirement savings plan as an employee benefit?

Participants by their confidence in 
their ability to retire

Impacts of Declining Retirement Confidence 
Loss of retirement confidence also appears to affect the perceived 
value of the 401(k) plan as an employee benefit

All participants

I’m confident I’ll have enough money to 
live comfortably in retirement

I’m somewhat confident I can 
make ends meet in retirement  

I’m not so sure how I will make 
ends meet in retirement 

I’m worried I’ll never be able to retire

Highly value
company 
retirement 

savings plan

Value
company 
retirement 

savings plan

Indifferent
to company 
retirement 

savings plan

Don't value
company 
retirement 

savings plan
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Considering the recent financial turmoil, has the importance of your workplace retirement 
savings plan become…

Impacts of Declining Retirement Confidence
This does not imply in any way that 401(k) participants do not want 
this employee benefit

Workplace 
savings plan 

is more 
important, 46%

Workplace 
savings plan 

is less
important, 8%

Importance of 
workplace 

savings plan 
stayed the
same, 46%
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83%

77%

69%

64%

73%

How important would each of the following be in improving your 
retirement confidence?

67%

65%

58%

56%

61%

87%

77%

70%

60%

73%

Knowing I would have a 
consistent, guaranteed monthly 
income in retirement other than 

social security

Knowing how much
money I would need to 

retire comfortably
Knowing my health 

care costs would be covered

Feel it would be very important 
in improving retirement confidence

The Best Ways to Restore Retirement Confidence
The most important ways to improve their confidence in being able to 
retire is knowing they had a guaranteed monthly income in retirement; 
equal to the importance of knowing healthcare costs would be covered

Participants by their confidence in their ability to retire

All 
participants

I’m confident I’ll have 
enough money to live 

comfortably 
in retirement

I’m somewhat confident I 
can make ends meet in 

retirement  

I’m not so sure how I will 
make ends meet in 

retirement 

I’m worried I’ll never be 
able to retire
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15%

22%

25%

40%

25%

61%

58%

47%

22%

49% Provide a choice for
securing
guaranteed income
in retirement

Provide more
investment choices

If you could change one thing about your 401k plan, what would it be?  

The one thing I would change about my 401(k) plan is…

All participants

I’m confident I’ll have enough        
money to live comfortably                    

in retirement

I’m somewhat confident I can 
make ends meet in retirement  

I’m not so sure how I will 
make ends meet in 

retirement 

I’m worried I’ll never 
be able to retire

The Best Ways to Restore Retirement Confidence“Providing a choice to secure income in retirement” leads the list of the 
single most important step employers could do to improve the quality of the 
plan
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Would you be interested in a 401(k) 
plan option that would allow you a 
way to secure guaranteed monthly 
retirement income?

Base:  Currently no/don’t know 
guaranteed income option in 401(K)

The Best Ways to Restore Retirement Confidence
Nine in ten participants said they would be interested in seeing a 
retirement income option added to their plan

Yes, interested

Not interested

87%
No

13%  
Yes

Do you feel that social security will 
provide you with sufficient 
guaranteed monthly income in 
retirement?

90%

10%
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When you think about your retirement savings goals, do you tend to think in terms of a 
total nest egg or lump sum you must accumulate, or do you think in terms of how much 
money you will need to live from month to month? 

Base:  Excludes don’t know

The Best Ways to Restore Retirement Confidence
401(k) participants are behaviorally predisposed to think in terms of 
“required monthly income in retirement” as a goal

Income 
needed month 
to month, 30%

Total nest egg, 
17%

Both, 53%
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How has the recent financial turmoil influenced your thoughts about 
retirement income?

The Best Ways to Restore Retirement Confidence
The economic crisis appears to have influenced participants to think about 
retirement goals in terms of “month-to-month retirement income”

17%

33%

50%

The recent turmoil
hasn’t changed my

thinking

It has caused me to
think a little more

about my retirement
income

It has caused me to
think a lot more

about my retirement
income
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Over the next 12 months, how likely is it that you will….? 

Increase the amount you 
contribute to the plan

Invest less in stocks

Invest more heavily in stocks

Withdraw money from 
your account

Decrease the amount you 
contribute to the plan

Stop all contributions to 
the plan

Take a loan against 
your account

Change nothing

Participants’ Intentions
The economic crisis will generate some behavioral changes, 
but not all are bad

26

3

4

5

6

5

9

14

23

7

7

8

10

15

18

23

50%

11%

11%

13%

16%

19%

27%

37%

Very likely
Somewhat likely
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Disclosure
For ease of reference, “BGI” may be used to refer to Barclays Global Investors, 
N.A. and its affiliates. 

Barclays Global Investors, N.A., a national banking association operating as a 
limited purpose trust company, manages investment strategies and other fiduciary 
services and provides fiduciary and trust services to various institutional investors. 
Strategies maintained by Barclays Global Investors are not insured by the Federal 
Deposit Insurance Corporation and are not guaranteed by BGI or its affiliates. 

The information included in this publication has been taken from trade and other 
sources we consider to be reliable. We do not represent that this information is 
accurate and complete and should not be relied upon as such. Any opinions 
expressed in this publication reflect our judgment at this date and are subject to 
change. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any manner without the 
prior written permission of Barclays Global Investors. This material is not an offer to 
sell, nor an invitation to apply for any particular product or service.

BGI is not affiliated with the Boston Research Group.

©2009 Barclays Global Investors, N.A. All rights reserved. BGI-0330-0409


