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E m p l o y e r s  a s  C a r e t a k e r s

How well are we preparing ourselves and future gen-
erations for living longer and living well? The ques-
tion resists easy answers, yet today’s employees are 

working longer, living longer and trusting their organiza-
tions to play a major role in helping them achieve their fi-
nancial goals and retirement savings adequacy.

However, a recent report from the World Economic Fo-
rum (WEF)—We’ll Live to 100: How Can We Afford It?—out-
lines some of the challenges we face, despite its life-affirming 
statistics. Although the global average life expectancy at 
birth just a few generations ago was only 34 years, today it is 
711—with roughly half of those born today in the developed 
world expected to live past the age of 100.2 Global wealth has 
expanded almost continuously for the past 50 years,3 while 
poverty rates fell by half between 1990 and 2010.4

These changes are undeniably positive. Yet shifting demo-
graphics and new economic realities also are having a signifi-
cant impact on formal and informal social insurance systems 
designed for a different time. According to the WEF report, 
the existing global patchwork of long-term savings systems, 
laws, regulations, schemes and products is inadequate to 
support current and future generations into old age.

In some countries, a larger and longer lived retiree popu-
lation is relying on outdated public and private pension sys-
tems that are unsustainable, meaning they are inadequate to 
meet the financial promises being made. In others, a rapidly 
rising middle class is finding there is virtually no system in 
place to help them save for old age.

Inaction is not an option. Among the eight countries 
included in the WEF report (Australia, Canada, China, 
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India, Japan, Netherlands, United 
Kingdom and the United States), the 
current gap between aggregate sav-
ings and expected annual retirement 
income needs stands at US$70 trillion 
today—one and a half times the com-
bined gross domestic product (GDP) 
of the countries studied. And without 
immediate and concerted action, these 
eight countries are on course to face a 
combined shortfall of US$400 trillion 
by 2050—a growth of US$28 billion in 
the gap each day.

The problem is not simply a retire-
ment issue but is a component of a 
broader financial security challenge 
that is undermining productivity and 
placing people in financial jeopardy at 
many points throughout their lives. 

In the author’s view, progress will re-
sult from multiple stakeholders coming 
together to take action. Governments, 
employers and financial intermediaries 
jointly have both the incentive and the 
ability to help societies and individuals 
mend the long-term savings gap. Each 
stands to reap huge rewards by helping 
to ensure that their citizens, employees 
and customers are able to save efficient-
ly and appropriately for the future.

Engaging Saving
Part of the solution is to transform 

saving into an engaging consumer ex-
perience rather than a financial ser-
vices experience. Presenting budgeting 
and saving not as something difficult 
and unpleasant but as achievable and 
interesting through simplified lan-
guage, useful tools and the ability to 
track progress in real time could cre-
ate the same explosion in the savings 
industry that we’ve seen over the past 
several decades in fitness.

Although the financial services in-
dustry must help lead such a revolution, 
employers also have a critical role to 
play given their long history of bringing 
benefits, vetted products and services to 
their employees. Employers also have 
a natural vested interest in easing their 
employees’ financial worries in order to 
reap significant productivity gains. 

Meanwhile, employers are scaling 
back on defined benefit commitments, 
governments are looking for ways to 
close future gaps in their unfunded 
promises, and individuals are bearing 
an increasing share of the responsibil-
ity for funding their own retirements.

In such a world, it is more important 
than ever that individuals be given the 
help and tools they need to plan for and 
achieve long-term savings goals. Al-
though a consumer revolution in finan-
cial well-being could be instrumental in 
helping both individuals and societies 
meet their savings goals, it also has the 
potential to encourage the marketing of 
costly and poorly designed products—
the equivalent of the fraudulent health 
and fitness equipment or fad diets fea-
tured in late-night infomercials—to the 
unsophisticated consumer. 

Employers have an important role 
to play in helping individuals recognize 
what good looks like when it comes to 
savings products, advice and decisions. 
Indeed, organizations have much great-
er capacity than do individuals to assess 
products, gather information and dis-
criminate among financial intermedi-
aries. The payoff could be a more finan-
cially secure and productive workforce. 
And this involvement will help create 
a virtuous circle that rewards quality 
financial intermediaries and products, 
penalizes practitioners of “churn and 

burn,” increases trust and creates a 
greater appetite among individuals for 
appropriate levels of risk to build suf-
ficient long-term savings.

To be clear, we are not talking here 
just about increasing individuals’ finan-
cial literacy. Our research has found 
that greater financial knowledge by it-
self rarely translates into action.

What does spur action is giving in-
dividuals access to smart tools, default 
options and guidance that can boost 
their confidence in making financial 
decisions—and thus help them achieve 
success.

New Imperatives  
for Financial Security

More recent studies are helping to 
focus the issue of financial security 
and find solutions. Released in January 
at the annual WEF meeting in Davos, 
Switzerland, Mercer’s latest global re-
search project, Healthy, Wealthy and 
Work-Wise: The New Imperatives for Fi-
nancial Security, identifies critical fac-
tors to ensure financial security in the 
areas of health, action, technology and 
structures.5 The study was conducted 
across 12 countries and seven regions, 
with 7,000 adults over the age of 18 
and 600 senior decision makers from 
private and public sectors. It showcases 
relevant data and outlines potential ac-
tions to improve financial security, in-
cluding the following.

• Only 26% of adults surveyed 
were confident they could save 
enough for retirement. People 
expect to spend 15-20 years in 
retirement, but without better 
planning, many will outlive their 
savings.

• The retirement age is gone. The 
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expected retirement age no longer applies, since peo-
ple are working longer either out of choice or from 
economic necessity. More than two-thirds (68%) ex-
pect to keep working in some capacity or never retire. 
Because working longer requires a degree of physical 
fitness, health is now vital to wealth. Yet only 39% pro-
fess to be in excellent or very good health as it relates 
to their ability to perform on the job.

• People are not proactively saving. Eighty-one percent 
of adults feel personally responsible for their retirement 
income, yet many do not take requisite actions. Various 
factors (stress, affordability, access to and confidence in 
investing, age, gender and stage of life) affect people’s 
ability to save and invest. Currently, one-third have not 
made any later-life financial calculations, and the largest 
workforce segment (Millennials) changes jobs more fre-
quently, which also has a significant impact on savings. 
Women face a gender gap in salary inequity and career 
continuity, and “gig” or informal economy workers are 
virtually on their own.

• Employees trust employer savings advice. Survey re-
sults demonstrate that people have a high degree of 
trust in advice from their employers, with 79% of those 
surveyed claiming they trust employers to give sound, 
independent advice on planning, saving, and investing 
and to negotiate rates. This data point demonstrates 
opportunities for employers to play a crucial role in 

addressing current investment roadblocks for individ-
uals.

• Everyone must pitch in. Individuals, employers and 
governments must work together to ensure financial 
security for all. Innovation, technology, new ways of 
thinking and cultural adapting all play a role in rein-
venting expectations to meet new realities. 

The catalyst for the Healthy, Wealthy and Work-Wise re-
search was the convergence of global trends, including eco-
nomic uncertainty, pension shortfalls, people living longer, 
ageism and reductions in employee benefits. These trends 
intersect health, wealth and careers, so planning for finan-
cial security must account for each of these core areas. One 
of the key findings worth reemphasizing is that the existing 
expectation to retire at a certain age no longer applies. Thus, 
as people live and work longer, it is time to retire the concept 
of retirement as we currently know it. 

To live well later, we need to act now—And the respon-
sibility to act is incumbent upon individuals and their or-
ganizations. The current state of financial security calls for 
nothing less than a revolution. The good news is that if action 
is taken, there are opportunities to address the financial sav-
ings gap and put us on a path that runs concurrently with to-
day’s cultural norms. Society is changing, and our approach 
to savings and financial security should change alongside it.

Healthy, Wealthy and Work-Wise: The New Imperatives for 
Financial Security research and methodology can be found at 
www.mercer.com/our-thinking/healthy-wealthy-and-work 
-wise.html.  
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