
plans & trusts july/august 201718

Workers Want Lifetime  
Retirement Income

Employers  
Take Note: 

There is no shortage of studies 
confirming many Canadians 
are financially unprepared for 
retirement. But questions re-

main. Is it caused by employees’ lack 
of desire or ability to save for a secure 
retirement, or is it because the current 
vehicles available for retirement sav-
ings are complex, inaccessible or un-
aligned to individual goals? And what 
role can employers play?

Some commentators argue that 
Canadians, especially young and low-
income workers, are unwilling or un-
able to forgo current consumption to 
maintain their standard of living in 
retirement. But let’s turn to the data.

A national survey from the Canadi-
an Public Pension Leadership Council 
(CPPLC) recently tested this assump-
tion in three parts: (1) gauging the 
value attached to certain retirement 
outcomes, (2) asking whether respon-
dents would be willing to pay more to 
achieve these outcomes and (3) asking 
them the maximum percentage of in-
come they would be willing to pay in 
order to maintain their standard of liv-
ing into retirement.

The results show a strong desire 
for predictable, lifetime income that 
will maintain an individual’s standard 
of living in retirement, keep pace 
with inflation and contain provi-

sions to accommodate an unexpected 
early retirement. These features often 
can be found in retirement vehicles 
such as defined benefit (DB) pension 
plans.

Employers might be surprised how 
much Canadians, across all age groups 
and income levels, are willing to pay to 
achieve these benefits.

Starting retirement savings and 
preparation early in one’s career is key 
to a more financially secure retire-
ment. Contrary to widely held opin-
ions, the survey indicates that young 
respondents see value in preparing 
adequately for retirement. The results 
also show those with lower incomes 
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Results of a national survey indicate Canadians, 
including low-income and younger populations, 
want and are willing to save for secure, predictable 
income in retirement.

by | Derek W. Dobson
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retirement income

TABLE I
Average Ranking of Retirement Plan Features, All Responses
Having a retirement income that is guaranteed to last for my entire lifetime 8.4
Having a retirement income that is predictable 8.2
Retirement income that keeps pace with inflation 8.2
Having a pension or retirement savings plan that will provide income  
if I am forced to retire earlier than planned 7.7
Having an income that does not fluctuate with investment results 7.6
Note: Based on a ten-point scale, with one indicating the feature was not at all desirable and 
ten indicating that it was extremely desirable.

FIGURE 1
All respondents who desire predictable income paired with all respondents who said they 
are willing to contribute more to ensure retirement income is predictable, by age group 
(excludes those aged 651)

FIGURE 2
All respondents who desire lifetime income paired with all respondents who said they are 
willing to contribute more to guarantee retirement is secure and paid for their lifetime, by 
age group (excludes those aged 651)

Predictable income             Contribute more

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%
18-24                        25-34                    35-44                        45-54                      55-64

97%
95% 96%

99%
93%96%

89%
98%

81%

98%

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

Lifetime income             Contribute more
18-24                      25-34                    35-44                      45-54                    55-64

95% 99% 99% 95%95% 95%97% 92%99%

79%

are willing to contribute to their re-
tirement goals.

These findings suggest that retire-
ment vehicles involving predictable, 
lifetime income may be a way for 
employers to attract and retain tal-

ent across all age and income groups. 
For employers, another potential ad-
vantage of having a workforce that is 
better prepared for retirement is more 
productive and efficient employees 
who aren’t distracted by retirement-

related stress in the workplace. A re-
search paper on modern DB partici-
pants suggests they worry less about 
their finances than workers in retire-
ment vehicles that don’t offer lifetime 
income.1 A modern DB plan is a multi-
employer plan with equal cost sharing, 
pension management expertise and 
independent joint governance.

Willing to Contribute for 
Desired Retirement Outcomes

The CPPLC, a nonpartisan group of 
Canadian public sector pension plan 
senior administrators who work col-
laboratively to help inform the debate 
about retirement income security us-
ing evidence-based research, commis-
sioned the survey. Last August, Ipsos 
conducted an online survey of 1,000 
adult Canadians to better understand 
their values and attitudes toward re-
tirement income.2

Participants ranked the desirability 
of specific retirement outcomes on a 
ten-point scale (Table I). Canadians 
were most likely to desire a guaranteed 
lifetime income, a retirement income 
that is predictable and an income that 
keeps pace with inflation.3

The rate at which Canadians are 
willing to pay more to achieve these 
features was strong and could provide 
a path for employers desiring a retire-
ment program that aligns with work-
force retirement needs.

Ninety-seven percent of respon-
dents said a predictable income was 
desirable (indicated by ranking it five 
to ten on the ten-point scale). In re-
sponse to a separate question, 90% 
said they would be willing to contrib-
ute more to ensure they have predict-
able income at retirement (indicated 
by a ranking of five to ten, with ten 
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retirement income

indicating they would be extremely 
willing to contribute more for the fea-
ture). Similarly, 98% of those surveyed 
said a lifetime income was desirable, 
and 91% said they were willing to pay 
more to guarantee their retirement in-
come would be secure and paid for the 
rest of their life. The desirability of a 
retirement outcome and the willing-
ness to pay more to attain it are fairly 
consistent across age groups.

The survey results correspond to 
trends observed in the Willis Towers 
Watson 2015/2016 Global Benefits At-
titudes Survey. Willis Towers Watson 
not only found that “employees desire 
security and are willing to pay for it” 
but also that 65% of Canadian employ-
ees would be willing to pay a higher 
amount of their pay each month to 
ensure they have a guaranteed retire-
ment benefit.4

The survey left the definition of 
contribute more open-ended for the 
questions depicted in Figures 15 and 
2. The survey also specifically asked 
participants to quantify the maximum 
amount they would pay as a percent-
age of annual income to maintain their 
standard of living into retirement. 
Overall, as shown in Figure 3, 46% of 
survey participants said they are will-
ing to contribute 10% or more of their 
annual income to pension and retire-
ment savings so they can retire and 
maintain the same standard of living. 
Surprisingly, 9% of respondents—in-
cluding younger Canadians—said 
they were willing to contribute 20% or 
more of their annual income to main-
tain the same standard of living in re-
tirement.

The survey links retirement out-
comes with contribution rates, and 
the results show that respondents 

TABLE II
Importance of Maintaining Standard of Living Into Retirement,  
Total Survey Population
Not at all important (1) 1%
Low importance (2-4) 4%
Medium importance (5-7) 23%
High importance (8-10) 73%
Note: Based on a ten-point scale, with one indicating the feature was not at all important and 
ten indicating that it was extremely important.

FIGURE 3
Maximum percentage of annual income Canadians would be willing to contribute to their 
pension and retirement savings so they can retire and maintain the same standard of living 
(among those with an opinion)
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FIGURE 4
Maximum percentage of annual income Canadians would be willing to contribute to their 
pension and retirement savings so they can retire and maintain the same standard of living, 
by age group (excludes those who answered "I don't know" and zero percent)
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are willing to contribute more to get 
more. Security and stability are de-
sired, as expressed in the results for 
lifetime, predictable income and infla-
tion protection. Despite arguments to 
the contrary, Canadians may be will-
ing to contribute more into retirement 
vehicles as long as tangible retirement 
outcomes are valuable and aligned to 
their needs.

Misconceptions About Young 
and Low-Income Canadians

There is a common view that young 

Canadians are unable or unwilling to 
save for retirement. However, as Fig-
ures 1 and 2 illustrate, respondents 
aged 18-34 desire, and are willing to 
pay for, plan design features at rates 
consistent with other age groups.

Furthermore, the survey results in-
dicate that young respondents’ willing-
ness to contribute more than 10% of 
their annual income to maintain their 
standard of living into retirement is 
consistent with other age groups (Fig-
ure 4). Figure 5 displays the younger 
cohorts’ answers to the same question 

graphed for the total survey popula-
tion in Figure 3.

The number of respondents in this 
subset is small, which means the sur-
vey results may not be statistically sig-
nificant, but the results do correspond 
with other research. For example, 
the Willis Towers Watson 2015/2016 
Global Benefits Attitudes Survey found 
that 60% of Millennials surveyed 
across 19 countries would sacrifice 
pay for guaranteed retirement ben-
efits.6 Increased levels of precarious 
employment, decreasing levels of 
workplace pension coverage and a fo-
cus on Baby Boomers’ impending re-
tirement all may be contributing fac-
tors to younger Canadians’ retirement 
security concerns.7

The willingness to pay for a de-
sired feature also is fairly consistent 
across income levels. This also may 
be affected by precarious employ-
ment. Less than half of the total 
survey population (47%) described 
themselves as being in full-time em-
ployment, while 9% said they are 
employed “other than full-time,” 9% 
said they are self-employed, 7% said 
they are unemployed and looking for 
work, and 27% said they are not in 
the labour force.

Figure 6 depicts the willingness of 
respondents to contribute more or less 
than 10% of their income in order to 
maintain their standard of living into 
retirement. The responses of those 
with lower incomes are fairly consis-
tent with those with middle to upper-
middle incomes. This fairly flat trend 
is slightly skewed by high-income 
Canadians, who are the most willing 
to contribute 10% or more of their 
income to maintain their standard of 
living in retirement. A note of cau-

retirement income

FIGURE 5
Maximum percentage of annual income those aged 18-34 would be willing to contribute to 
their pension and retirement savings so they can retire and maintain the same standard of 
living (excludes those who answered "I don't know")
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Takeaways
•  Many studies show Canadians are financially unprepared for retirement.

•  A new national survey showed Canadians want predictable, lifetime retirement 
income that will help them maintain their standard of living in retirement. Survey 
results were consistent across all age groups and income levels.

•  Nearly two-thirds of respondents say it is of high importance to maintain their stan-
dard of living in retirement, but only 32% have high confidence in reaching that goal. 

•  Respondents indicated a willingness to save for desired retirement features, includ-
ing 46% of participants who would be willing to contribute 10% or more of their 
annual income.

•  There could be advantages in employee attraction and retention for employers that 
offer lifetime retirement income.
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tion: The subsets depicted in Figure 6 
are small and may not be statistically 
significant. However, the results are at 
least anecdotal and point to potential 
areas of future research.

Few Canadians Have 
Retirement Strategies

The survey shows a gap between 
the high value respondents place on 
maintaining their standard of living 
into retirement and those with high 
confidence they will achieve this ob-
jective (Table II).

Ninety-six percent of all participants 
said this objective has medium to high 
importance. But nearly half of the sur-
vey participants (48%) do not have any 
plan for retirement. Thirty-six percent 
reported that they have a retirement 
plan but that it is not written down, and 
only 16% said they have a written plan 
for their retirement. Remarkably, 43% 
of those aged 55-64 said they have no 
plan (Figure 7).

These results are consistent with re-
ports about Canadians’ lack of retire-
ment preparedness.8

In considering retirement prepared-
ness, the survey reveals that respondents 
are not well-prepared for retirement, 
with high numbers reporting no writ-
ten plans and vague ideas of how much 
money they need to meet their goals. 
While nearly two-thirds say maintain-
ing their standard of living into retire-
ment is highly important (responses 
of eight, nine or ten on the ten-point 
scale), only 32% report high confidence 
of reaching that goal (Table III).

Conclusion
The research indicates a clear divide: 

Canadians want a secure retirement, yet 
few have a strategy for achieving it. The 

national survey also shows workers are 
willing to pay more of their earnings into 
retirement savings when clear retire-
ment objectives are articulated. These 
findings suggest there is an opportunity 
for employers offering options that allow 
employees to earn a predictable, lifetime 
income—especially given the low rates 
at which Canadians report participating 
in formal retirement strategies and the 
high rates at which they desire secure 

retirement income. Employers that offer 
options for lifetime retirement income 
could have an advantage not only in at-
tracting and retaining employees but 
also in maintaining a less stressed, more 
productive workforce.  &

Derek Dobson will be presenting 
more data from this survey at the 50th 
Annual Canadian Employee Benefits 
Conference, which takes place August 
20-23 in Montréal, Québec.

retirement income

FIGURE 6
Maximum percentage of annual income participants would be willing to contribute to their 
pension and retirement savings so they can retire and maintain the same standard of living, 
by income level (excludes those who answered "I don't know")
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Learn More

Education
50th Annual Canadian Employee Benefits Conference
August 20-23, Montréal, Québec
Visit www.ifebp.org/canannual for more information.

From the Bookstore
Canadian Pensions and Retirement Income Planning
Willis Towers Watson.
LexisNexis. 2017.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?9094 for more information.
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FIGURE 7
Likelihood of having a written plan, by age group (excludes those aged 
651)
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TABLE III
Confidence in Being Able to Maintain Standard of Living, Total 
Survey Population
Not at all confident (1) 10%
Low confidence (2-4) 14%
Medium confidence (5-7) 45%
High confidence (8-10) 32%
Note: Based on a ten-point scale, with one indicating the respondent 
was not at all confident about maintaining his or her standard of 
living into retirement and ten indicating that the respondent was 
extremely confident.


