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For the last few years, employers have recognized the 
importance of their employees’ financial and general 
wellness as a central business imperative and as an em-

ployee benefits issue. The COVID-19 pandemic served to re-
inforce the importance. Within society in the United States, 
some individuals are doing extremely well financially while 
others are living paycheck to paycheck, and the number of 
people facing food and/or housing insecurity grew a great deal 
in 2020. In many ways, U.S. society seems to be a tale of two 
very different groups of people—the financially fragile and the 
financially secure. Gaps in financial literacy present a barrier 
to financial wellness for many people in the U.S. 

The Society of Actuaries (SOA) has conducted a variety 
of research studies on retirement and risk issues. Some help 
provide understanding of individuals’ financial perceptions 
and preferences, and others help provide understanding 
about the types of risks faced by society, employers and in-
dividuals. As part of its consumer research on retirement, fi-
nancial perspectives and well-being, SOA has conducted two 
recent surveys: Financial Perspectives on Aging and Retire-
ment Across the Generations2 (2021) and Financial Risk Con-
cerns and Management Across Generations3 (2018). These 
studies focus on people in the U.S. at all income levels, and 
the results should be representative of the total population. 

Between 2018 and 2021, several important societal factors 
affected the lives of many Americans, including:

• The COVID-19 pandemic
• Growing recognition of the importance of climate change
• A major focus on racial disparities and continued rec-

ognition of inequality.

A T  A  G L A N C E

• Society of Actuaries (SOA) research addresses individual 
versus societal risks and the role they play in individuals’ fi
nancial wellness and the design of employee financial well
ness programs, including individual financial priorities by 
generation, racial and ethnic disparities, debt, retirement 
planning and concerns, how people plan, and the impact of 
large societal events such as COVID19 and climate change. 

• Financial wellness programs are focused on helping employ
ees manage their own affairs and can include a wide variety 
of topics, going well beyond traditional retirement planning 
and employee benefits.

• Employers have many issues/messages to think about as 
they construct or update their financial wellness programs, 
ranging from identifying the financially fragile to childcare 
and housing issues.
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The 2021 survey focuses on these 
important societal issues and their re-
lationship to financial perspectives and 
well-being. It repeats many of the same 
issues that were covered in the 2018 sur-
vey but also includes a major focus on 
the pandemic. Complementing this re-
search is the SOA 14th Annual Survey 
of Emerging Risks,4 a survey of organi-
zational risk managers that records their 
opinions about emerging societal risks. 

The Current Situation: 
The Context for the Discussion

Key issues for financial wellness pro-
grams today are a combination of long-
term issues and others that are related 
to the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Key longer term issues include a 
significant number of individuals expe-
riencing financial fragility, the growth 
in government and personal debt, low 
interest rates, gaps in financial literacy, 
an aging society and lengthening pe-
riods of retirement. Equity markets 
in the U.S. have done very well—but 
with substantial volatility. Many mid-
dle-income U.S. families have most of 
their wealth in their homes, pensions 
and/or other employee benefits. It is 
very common in such families for their 
housing wealth to far exceed their fi-
nancial wealth when they reach retire-
ment ages. The cost of education has 
risen over many years, and student loan 
debt has grown a great deal. Paying off 
student loans has become a barrier to 
starting adult life and getting financial-
ly established. Economic inequality has 
grown in the last 25 years along with 
recognition of differences in economic 
status by race and ethnicity. 

By mid-2021, American life had 
been dominated by the COVID-19 
pandemic for about 16 months. Several 
vaccines had been approved and wide-
ly distributed in the U.S., with much 
lower distribution in other countries. 
Two-thirds of Americans over age 18 
had received one dose of vaccine, and 
57% were fully vaccinated.5 Consumer 
confidence in June 2021 was at 127.3, 
up from 85.7 in April 2020, nearly 
reaching the pre-COVID February 
2020 index of 132.8.6 Businesses and 
communities were busy moving to a 
new normal and sorting out what their 
next steps would be. The new normal 
was in a state of flux but seemed to in-
clude:

• An expectation of more remote 
work and more flexible working 
arrangements than before the 
pandemic but less remote work 
than at the peak of the pandemic

• Expectations of faster response to 
change and greater resilience in 
the workplace

• Automation that has been up-
dated in the last three years for 
more virtual work, group online 
communication and self-service

• Some ongoing health problems 
for long-haulers, i.e., people who 
have lasting and/or emerging 
health chal lenges l inked to  
COVID-19

• A further increase in wealth dis-
parity since many of the less af-
fluent lost ground economically 
and many of the more affluent 
gained ground

• Uncertainty about future infla-
tion and interest rates

• Significant increases in home 
prices in many areas and a hot 
real estate market.

Civilian unemployment in the U.S. 
in May 2021 was 5.8%, up from a low of 
3.5% in February 2020 but down from a 
staggering 14.8% in April 2020.7 Some 
people left the labor force during the 
pandemic due to issues such as child 
care availability and health fears. Busi-
nesses are having trouble filling many 
jobs at the current time.8 Many children 
fell behind in their school work during 
the pandemic. Parents are struggling 
to balance work and meet children’s 
needs. Some travel has resumed, and 
people are looking forward to much 
more travel again. But the pandemic 
is raging completely out of control in 
some countries. Some Asian countries 
that kept the pandemic under control 
for many months now have more cases. 
Variants are an ongoing concern and 
can change the situation in any location 
at any time.

Federal relief programs have helped 
many Americans manage through the 
pandemic, but success with match-
ing the relief to the people who need 
it most has been mixed. Some people 
will have great difficulty when the re-
lief programs end, and this may create 
a housing crisis in some areas.

Societal Risks and the  
Survey of Emerging Risks

The year 2020 saw a greatly in-
creased focus on societal risks. The 
experience of 2020-2021 with the pan-
demic reminded us of the importance 
of resilience and the value of adaptabil-
ity to unexpected circumstances. 
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The 14th Annual Survey of Emerging Risks9 was completed 
in November 2020. Twenty-three risks in five categories were 
included. The top five emerging risks were as follows:

• Climate change: Ranked first in 2019 and 2020 and 
rose to the top five in 2018

• Cyber/networks: Ranked second in 2019 and 2020, 
was first in 2017 and 2018

• Pandemics/infectious disease: Ranked third in 2020, 
which was the first time on the top five list. This  was 
the risk with the biggest move between 2019 and 2020.

• Disruptive technology: Ranked fourth in 2020, down 
from third place in 2017 to 2019

• Financial volatility: Fifth place in 2018 to 2020.
Risks that were included in the top five in any year from 

2017 to 2019 but not included in 2020 were demographic 
shifts, terrorism, regional instability and asset price collapse.

Emerging risks are not generally explicitly considered in 
retirement planning. However, organizations that design in-
vestment portfolios, retirement products and financial well-
ness programs should take these risks into consideration as 
they structure their offerings. The risks affect investments 
generally, the companies that sell retirement products, indi-
viduals and society at large. 

Societal vs. Individual Risks
There are a wide variety of risks important to long-term 

security that affect individuals as they focus on retirement 
and financial matters. Societal risks tend to affect large 
groups of people at a single time. For example, Millennials 
experienced major impacts from both the Great Recession 
and the pandemic. People who had difficulty getting a decent 
career start or who had their homes foreclosed during the 
Great Recession may feel the effect for years to come. They 
may never catch up. A discussion of traditional retirement 
risks can be found in the SOA publication Managing Post-
Retirement Risks: Strategies for a Secure Retirement.10

Societal events can have long-term effects. The 2019 SOA 
Risks and Process of Retirement Survey11 included a question 
about the impact of the Great Recession ten years later. Re-
tirees were asked what impact the 2008 mortgage crisis and 
stock market decline had on their retirement. One-third of 
the retirees reported that it had an impact. 

Retirement planning models most often focus on the 
risks that affect individuals year by year, such as inflation, 
fluctuations in investment markets, higher than expected 
health care costs, long-term care costs and many more.  
For a discussion of a wide range of retirement risks and the 
impact of COVID-19, see Risks and Planning, What Did 
COVID-19 Teach Us?12 However, many people limit their 
retirement planning to relatively short-term cash flows that 
mimic their expected expenses and do not consider long-
term or big-picture risks. Participants in prior SOA focus 
group research13 reported that they expect to deal with 
risks when they happen rather than proactively prepare for 
them.

One of the lessons of the last decade is that societal risks 
matter and more thought is needed about how to incorporate 
them in planning. Climate change is clearly one of those risks 
that will affect many lives. Retirement offerings and financial 
wellness programs offer an ideal opportunity to help broaden 
thinking on all types of risks.

Personal Financial Priorities  
and Situation by Generation

SOA conducted surveys of financial well-being by genera-
tion in both 2021 and 2018, and the results are reported in 
Financial Perspectives on Aging and Retirement Across Gener-
ations. Some key general findings of the survey series include 
the following.

• Millennials face the most challenges in the generations 
study. This is true in both surveys. Millennials also 
faced the greatest challenges in dealing with COVID-19.

• The survey results are consistent with inequality in 
America. While many individuals across all genera-
tions say they are optimistic, there is also a large group 
that is overwhelmed when thinking of finances. An 
analysis conducted in 2018 indicated that financial fra-
gility is important and that younger generations were 
more likely to be fragile. Women were more likely to 
be fragile than men, and married individuals were less 
likely to be fragile.

• Women are more likely to be overwhelmed than men, 
and younger generations are more likely to be over-
whelmed than older generations. In 2021, 36% of Mil-
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lennials said they were overwhelmed, compared with 
17% of early Boomers and 9% of Silents.

• A majority of respondents think they are on track for 
successful retirement.

• Many people have very short planning time frames.
• Paying day-to-day bills is a key priority across the gen-

erations, but the percentage that listed this as a key pri-
ority dropped from 2018 to 2021.

• Debt continues to be a major issue for many individu-
als. The issues are biggest for the youngest generations, 
and the types of debt vary by generation. Millennials 
are most likely to have student loan debt, and Gen Xers 
are more likely to have mortgage debt.

• Overall, the older generations report that they are in 
the best situation financially.

• There are many similarities between generations but 
also substantial differences. The general areas of simi-
larity and difference are consistent between the two 
surveys. 

Similarities by Generation
• All generations see themselves as planners, savers, 

thrifty, self-reliant and confident in making financial 
decisions. However, other SOA research shows major 
gaps in planning.

• Affording to pay everyday bills is a top priority across 
the generations.

• Few in any generation think they are investment pros. 
This is important information for sponsors of financial 
wellness programs and indicates an opportunity for 
improvement.

• 58% think they are on track for a financially secure re-
tirement. Other research indicates this is rather opti-
mistic and not realistic for many people. 

• Six in ten saw decreases in their overall well-being 
from the pandemic. 

• Four in ten reduced their spending due to the pan-
demic.

• Few made changes to their living arrangements due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

• About three in ten in all generations said they work 
with a financial professional.

Differences by Generation
• Younger generations are juggling more simultaneous 

financial issues. Stress around finances is more promi-
nent for younger respondents.

• Retirement concerns decrease with age. 
• Climate change is a bigger concern for younger gener-

ations.
• Younger generations often have shorter time horizons 

when planning financially.
• Debt is a bigger issue for younger generations; they are 

more likely to feel stress about their debt and prioritize 
paying off credit card debt.

• The pandemic had a bigger financial and emotional 
impact on younger generations. 

• Millennials and Gen Xers were more likely to have dif-
ficulties paying for housing during the pandemic.

• Younger respondents are more likely to live in larger 
households. A third of the Silent Generation live alone.

• Financial support is more common to be both received 
and provided by younger generations.

In interpreting the results of the survey, It’s important 
to note that other research documents substantial gaps in 
financial literacy and a tendency for people to say they are 
above average. Both of these factors have shown up in a va-
riety of past studies. The survey results also point to some 
inconsistencies and opportunities for helping employees. 
Many respondents say paying current bills is a top priority, 
and many are living paycheck to paycheck. Yet all genera-
tions see themselves as planners,  and a majority think they 
are on track in planning for retirement. 

Characteristics of the Generations
The generations have different demographic and financial 

characteristics in the 2021 survey as well as different percep-
tions (Table I).

Racial and Ethnic Disparities
The 2021 Generations Survey included oversample 

groups for three racial and ethnic groups. An additional 
report provides information from the 2021 Generations 
Survey on racial and ethnic disparities.14 Other research 
has shown that there are large differences in financial fra-
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gility by race and also large differences 
in infection rates and deaths from the 
pandemic by race. 

In the 2021 Generations Survey, His-
panics were most likely to report that 
they were affected by COVID-19. More 
than half (57%) of Hispanic respon-
dents reported that the COVID-19 
pandemic had a negative overall effect 
on their finances, and almost half expe-
rienced a job loss or pay decrease. This 
contrasts with 37% of Black respon-
dents and 35% of Asian respondents 
reporting a negative impact on their 
finances.

The economic status of the Asian 
respondents is better than average. The 
Black respondents had the lowest in-
come and assets of the various groups. 
Both the Black and Hispanic respon-
dents had lower income and assets than 
the overall average (Table II).

COVID-19 and Well-Being
COVID-19 was a huge factor in 

American lives in 2020, and it was still 
very important in 2021. Some of the so-
cietal impacts of COVID-19 included 
more than 800,000 deaths in the U.S. as 
of late December 2021; delayed medical 
care; long-term illness for some who had 
the virus; very large temporary increases 
in unemployment, which have gradually 
substantially reversed; exits from the la-
bor force; increases in food insecurity; 
a move to working at home; disruption 
of many societal activities, including 
sporting events and theatre; disrup-
tion of travel, etc. Large government 
aid packages offset some of the negative 
economic effects but at the price of large 
increases in government debt. The im-
pact on individual businesses has varied 
greatly: Some businesses started during 
the pandemic or saw large increases in 

revenue, while many small businesses 
and some large ones were forced to shut 
down completely.

The impact on individuals var-
ies widely. The 2021 Generations Sur-
vey revealed that 41% of Millennials 
and 39% of Gen Xers report that the  
COVID-19 pandemic had a “somewhat 
or significant negative financial im-
pact,” compared to late Boomers (33%), 
early Boomers (29%) and the Silent 
Generation (25%). In addition, Millen-
nials indicated they have shifted their 
priority to short-term financial goals, 
with nearly two-thirds (64%) of Millen-
nials saying they tend to plan financial-
ly for less than one year in the future. 
Older generations are more confident 
in their financial security, including 
two-thirds of early Boomers who be-
lieve they are on track for a financially 
secure retirement.

T A B L E  I

Characteristics of the Generations

Characteristic Millennials Gen Xers Late  
Boomers

Early  
Boomers

Silent  
Generation

Year of Birth 19801998 19651979 19551964 19461954 19351945

Married or Partnered 64% 73% 70% 66% 58%

More Than $100,000 in Savings 33% 47% 53% 54% 51%

Under $50,000 in Income 25% 22% 29% 37% 50%

College+ 46% 46% 35% 36% 33%

Employed 72% 72% 46% 17% 17%

Unemployed 9% 7% 7% 1% 1%

Source: Financial Perspectives on Aging and Retirement Across Generations, Society of Actuaries, 2021.
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Some key findings about the financial impact of COVID-19 
from the 2021 Generations Survey include the following. 

• More than half of all generations indicate that the  
COVID-19 pandemic negatively affected their overall 
feelings of well-being. Millennials, at 65%, were most 
negatively impacted, and early Boomers and Silents, at 
52%, were least impacted.

• The impact of the pandemic has been very uneven: 
36% of respondents say the COVID-19 pandemic is 
negatively affecting their overall financial situation, 
while 14% say the pandemic has had a positive impact 
on their finances. Millennials were most likely to have 
been affected, with 40% reporting a negative impact, 
22% positively impacted and 38% reporting no impact. 
In contrast, 69% of the Silents reported no financial 
impact, 25% a negative impact and 6% a positive im-
pact.

• The unevenness also extends to employment: In total, 
40% of Millennials, 33% of Gen Xers and 21% of early 
Boomers have experienced some sort of job loss or pay 
decrease. However, income increased for 11% of Mil-
lennials, and 43% had no job-related impact.

• While all generations say they reduced spending as a 
result of the pandemic, most have not taken other fi-
nancial actions. The overall impact on finances is a re-
sult of many factors, including reductions in employ-
ment income, government aid, reductions in spending 
and extra costs due to illness or pandemic-related mat-
ters. The net impact is different for each household.

Social isolation has also been a problem for many people, 
and other research notes increases in depression and other 
mental health issues. 

Climate Change and Retirement Expectations
Climate change is a huge challenge globally. It was the No. 

1 risk in the Emerging Risks survey for the last two years, in-
dicating a high level of awareness on the part of professional 
risk managers. Some climate risks affect people over very 
large geographic areas, and others have an impact in much 
more limited areas. Some create devastation for local com-
munities and homeowners. Others affect society in general 
since they influence the atmosphere, water or food supply. 

SOA included questions in the 2021 Generations Survey 
to gain an understanding of how climate change is affecting 
personal future concerns about retirement. The survey found 
that:

• Worries about the impact of climate change on retire-
ment are highest among Millennials. They are more 
likely to believe climate change will affect their health, 
increase the likelihood of damage to property and in-
fluence where they will live in retirement.

• Half of Millennials report that they are concerned with 
the effect climate change will have on the financial se-
curity of their retirement. Only 16% of the Silent gen-
eration report the same concern.

• Worries around higher costs of living, taxes and insur-
ance costs are the top areas that all generations think 
will be affected by climate change. 

Climate change doesn’t occur instantaneously. Its effects 
are magnified and compounded over time, which may help 
explain why Millennials are most concerned. As with other 
retirement concerns, including the effects of COVID-19 on 
retirement savings, those already in retirement are not as 
worried, likely because they have already settled and are ex-
pecting to continue retirement as they have been. 

Important Issues Linked to Financial Wellness
Financial wellness programs can include a wide variety 

of topics, going well beyond traditional retirement planning 
and employee benefits. They are also focused on helping 
employees manage their own affairs. This discussion looks 
at issues discussed in SOA research reports and consumer 
information that link heavily to financial wellness.

The Impact of Financial Fragility
The 2018 SOA Generations Survey focused on financial 

fragility. Financial fragility—interpreted in that study as vul-
nerability to a financial crisis and having a negative outlook 
of personal finances—can play a significant role in an indi-
vidual’s financial planning, priorities and retirement con-
cerns. The situation in 2018 and today was and is very mixed 
for people in the U.S. Wide ranges in assets, income and 
levels of financial literacy result in some individuals making 
well-thought-out and longer term financial decisions, while 
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others do virtually no planning and are 
vulnerable to financial setbacks. The 
latter group is often under stress as they 
struggle to meet current bills and pay 
off credit card debt.

The 2018 Generations Survey de-
veloped a financial fragility index to 
determine the level of financial fragil-
ity in Americans, to explore the dis-
tinguishing characteristics of the fi-
nancially fragile, and to examine their 
views and concerns about their fi-
nances and retirement. In 2018, about 
one in four Millennials and Gen Xers 
was financially fragile. Financial plan-
ning time frames vary significantly 
based on levels of financial fragility. 
Six in ten of those with high fragility 
could only plan paycheck to paycheck, 
compared with 20% with moderate 
fragility and just 5% of those with 
low fragility. On the other end of the 
planning spectrum, only 6% with high 
fragility plan for the rest of their lives, 
compared with 10% of those with 
moderate fragility and 29% with low 
fragility. 

The 2021 Generations Survey results 
point to a deterioration of how well 
Americans are doing; the number of 
financially fragile individuals is larger 
than in 2018.15 

Emergency Funds
The pandemic provided an ongoing 

lesson in the importance of liquidity and 
made it clear that emergency funds are 
very important. It also seemed to indi-
cate that having a larger emergency fund 
than was previously considered is a very 
good idea. Having access to a decent 
emergency fund is important for both 
short- and long-term security. Not hav-
ing a decent emergency fund means that 
long-term savings—if there are any—
may be used as an emergency fund when 
needed. Emergency funds will probably 
be an increasing focus of financial well-
ness programs going forward.

How Debt Fits In 
Debt can be an enabler or a major 

financial problem. It may be some of 
both for some families. The availability 

of credit enables people to buy houses, 
to start or expand businesses, to buy 
cars, etc. Student loans are an impor-
tant part of educational financing for 
some people, but they can accumulate 
to a large dollar amount and be diffi-
cult to repay. Whether educational ex-
penses are a good investment depends 
on the situation. Debt also helps people 
spend more money than they can af-
ford to, and credit card debt can create 
major challenges for some households. 
In the 2021 Generations Survey, about 
half of Millennials (48%) say that debt 
is complicating their finances. Debt is 
also a problem for Gen Xers (35%) but 
is a much smaller issue for late Boom-
ers (20%), early Boomers (16%) and the 
Silent Generation (14%).

Employers have recognized that debt 
can be a major cause of stress. One of 
the benefits included in some financial 
wellness programs is help with build-
ing strategies to manage debt. Manag-
ing debt links to strategies to save for 
retirement. People who have major dif-
ficulties with debt are generally unable 

T A B L E  I I

Economic Status of Ethnic Groups in the United States

All Americans Black Asian Hispanic

Value of Savings  
and Investments

<$100,000: 47%

$100,000+: 44%

<$100,000: 66%

$100,000+: 24%

<$100,000: 42%

$100,000+: 52%

<$100,000: 62%

$100,000+: 30%

Household Income 
(2020)

<$50,000: 29%

$50,000–$99,000: 30%

$100,000+: 42%

<$50,000: 43%

$50,000–$99,000: 30%

$100,000+: 28%

<$50,000: 19%

$50,000–$99,000: 26%

$100,000+: 55%

<$50,000: 35%

$50,000–$99,000: 34%

$100,000+: 32%

Home Ownership 72% 49% 72% 55%

Source: Financial Perspectives on Aging and Retirement Across Generations, Society of Actuaries, 2021.
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to save for retirement. In addition, if they have retirement 
savings, the debt may encourage them to spend their savings 
earlier than they should.

Another issue is the best strategy to use when thinking 
about debt and retirement savings. The differences between 
returns on fixed income investments and interest rates on 
debt are huge. An individual with substantial credit card debt 
(which probably charges a high interest rate) who is saving 
in a 401(k)16 should consider the balance between reducing 
the debt or saving more in the 401(k). The comparison of 
strategies should consider the current level of savings and 
provisions of the 401(k), including matching contributions, 
the expected return on 401(k) investments, taxes and the in-
terest charges on credit card debt. 

Retirement Planning and Concerns
Saving for retirement is a major long-term goal. It is usu-

ally an important issue for people who have their short-term 
finances under control and have a decent emergency fund. 
While the pandemic does not seem to have caused a signifi-
cant increase in the level of concern around retirement risks in 
general, many 2021 Generations Survey respondents are wor-
ried about the impact the pandemic will have on their retire-
ment savings. This concern is greatest for Millennials (57%) 
and Gen Xers (49%), who are very or somewhat concerned, 
especially with regard to maintaining a reasonable standard 
of living and not having enough money to pay for adequate 
health care. This concern decreases for older generations (40% 
late Boomers, 37% early Boomers, 29% Silent Generation). 

Perceptions about retirement preparedness can be con-
nected to general feelings about finance. Many respondents 
expressed largely positive feelings about their financial situ-
ations, with 40% saying they are optimistic and 34% saying 
they are in control. This optimism generally increases with 
age. About six in ten respondents in all generations say they 
are on track in planning for a financially secure retirement. 
This is despite 47% being concerned about the impact the 
COVID-19 pandemic had on their retirement savings—with 
concern being highest among Millennials. Two-thirds of ear-
ly Boomers indicate they feel on track for a financially secure 
retirement. Almost six in ten respondents in the younger 
generations agree.

When interpreting the findings about retirement, remem-
ber that there are gaps in financial literacy. This research also 
shows that many individuals have short planning horizons. 
Additional research from SOA and other sources shows that 
people tend to be overly optimistic about their situation. 
Earlier SOA research on retirement planning shows many 
gaps in retirement planning, including a tendency by some 
people to focus primarily on regular expected expenses and 
to believe that events such as needing substantial long-term 
care will happen to other people. While the survey provides 
a picture of perceptions, it does not provide any analysis of 
how well-prepared for retirement the respondents are based 
on an analysis of their finances.

Retirement Ages
The 2021 Generations Survey results indicated changes 

in retirement plans: 35% of workers have changed or con-
sidered changing when they plan to retire as a result of  
COVID-19. Four in ten Millennials and three in ten Gen 
Xers and late Boomers have changed or considered changing 
when they plan to retire—with about 60% of these individu-
als pushing retirement further back. Millennials, Gen Xers 
and late Boomers all indicate that they expect to retire at a 
median age of 65.

It should be noted that over the long term, life spans have 
increased but retirement ages have not. Life spans differ sub-
stantially by racial and ethnic groups. There is a societal need 
to focus on how and when people retire.

Housing
Housing prices and values have gone up a great deal in 

the last 18 months. Many people entering the labor force and 
those with lower paying jobs may have problems affording 
housing. Employers need to consider what, if any, aid they 
will offer with housing and/or access to mortgage loans.

Constructing a Financial Wellness Program:  
Issues Facing Employers

Employees have very different personal situations, and em-
ployers are trying to help them address a wide variety of differ-
ent issues in financial wellness programs. Many of these issues 
are new or have changed in the last few years. Some of the 
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issues/messages to think about as employers construct or up-
date their financial wellness programs include the following.

• How many employees are financially fragile, and who 
are they? How do their needs and concerns vary from 
the rest of the workforce? 

• What debt issues should we help employees address? 
Which issues are critically important for the finan-
cially fragile and for individuals for whom debt is 
dominating their short-term financial concerns? 
Should we assist employees in understanding the use 
of credit and the long-term impact of debt? 

• What is our role in incentivizing, encouraging and facili-
tating the building of emergency funds by employees?

• Employees with limited funds face tough choices when 
deciding whether to contribute to their 401(k)s. Some 
of the questions they may ask include: Should I pay off 
my credit card debt or put more money in my 401(k)? 
Should I spend more to buy a house or contribute 
more to my 401(k)? (With housing prices so high, this 
may become a difficult issue for more people.) Well-
ness programs can offer tools or processes to help em-
ployees evaluate the trade-offs in these decisions.

• COVID-19 has been dominating employment policy 
for over a year. Some current issues are:
—How can we increase vaccinations and encourage 

those who are not vaccinated to get vaccinated? 
(Persuasion tactics may need to be individualized 
and tailored to the situation.)

—What is the potential impact of virus variants on our 
business, our people and our workplace?

—How do we deal with continuing infections, espe-
cially as they affect people at younger ages?

—What are the long-term health issues connected to 
the pandemic, and what measures do we need to 
consider?

—How will rates and periods of disability change?
—What will long-haulers mean to us?
—Are we ready to reopen, and what is the situation 

with regard to reopening?
—Should we require masks? Should the requirements 

be different depending on depending on vaccination 
status?

—Should we require employees to return to the office 
or continue to permit remote work arrangements? 
Do we provide options and to whom?

• How do we extend the planning horizons of people 
who are living paycheck to paycheck or planning for 
current circumstances only?

• How do we help employees factor climate change and 
cybersecurity risks into their financial and retirement 
planning? What other emerging risks should we be 
considering?

• How do we help employees think about economic un-
certainty?

• What are appropriate retirement ages for the future, 
and what messages do we provide employees about 
them?

• How do we help employees who have child-care re-
sponsibilities and have to deal with school disruptions 
during the pandemic?

• What housing issues are employees concerned about? 
Do we have a role in helping them with these issues?

Resources to Support Financial Wellness
SOA has completed several projects to provide informa-

tion to the public. These resources17 are suitable for use by 
consumers and for employers to give to their employees as 
part of their financial wellness programs. They do not recom-
mend specific approaches or products, and they provide in-
formation about alternative approaches and considerations. 
They are helpful for individuals who have advisors and who 
wish to get more familiar with the issues first. Note that there 
is a special web page on consumer resources within the SOA 
Aging and Retirement website.18

Following are some of the most important resources.
• Thinking Ahead: Informing the Design of a Roadmap 

for Keeping Your Money Safe as You Age: This report 
summarizes the research phase of a multiphase project 
leading to the publication of consumer resources to 
plan for changes in financial capacity and decision 
making. This research was followed up by a web page 
offering a conversation guide and a variety of tip 
sheets. SOA sponsored the underlying research, and 
AARP sponsored the consumer web page.19
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• Managing Post-Retirement Risks: Strategies for a Secure 
Retirement (risk chart): The fourth edition of the re-
tirement risk chart was issued in 2020. This report 
provides information for consumers and other audi-
ences on retirement risks and strategies for managing 
these risks. It is particularly useful since many of these 
risks are often forgotten.

• Managing Retirement Decisions: This is a series of 11 
publications about the major decisions encountered in 
retirement and offers issue briefs that tackle a variety 
of retirement decisions with practical considerations 
and advice. They are designed to cover decisions that 
are made as one is nearing retirement or in retirement. 
They are particularly helpful as they help readers focus 
on often forgotten issues.

• Retirement Literacy: The SOA Committee on Post- 
Retirement Needs and Risks partnered with Financial 
Finesse to release a series of briefs focused on retire-
ment literacy issues. There are four publications in this 
series.20

• Summary reports on SOA research: This series of re-
ports summarizes SOA consumer-related research.21 

Conclusions
The SOA Generations research and other consumer- 

focused resources offer valuable insights and materials to 
assist employers in structuring financial wellness programs. 
There are wide differences in the financial situations and 
priorities by generation. This was true prior to COVID-19; 
it remains true, and it appears that the spread has widened. 
Financial fragility was a major issue in the 2018 survey, 
and the financially fragile were more likely to experience  
employment difficulties and financial problems during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. (Further analysis of this topic using 
data from the 2021 survey is expected in a future report.)

COVID-19 disrupted the lives of nearly everyone in the 
U.S. and had a negative impact on the general sense of well-
being for the majority of Americans. The impact on overall 
financial well-being was very mixed, with many more people 
reporting an overall negative financial impact, compared 
with a positive financial impact. Younger generations felt a 
much bigger impact than older generations. The SOA ex-

perience with prior societal disruptions (such as the Great 
Recession) is that negative impacts can have a long-lasting 
effect on some individuals, with substantial differences in 
the impact by generations. It is too early to see how many 
people will have longer lasting negative impacts from some 
of the more recent events. More vulnerable groups include 
people starting careers who get derailed in their career starts, 
individuals who have limited retirement savings and those 
whose employment was  disrupted a few years before retire-
ment. Another affected group contains those who suffered 
longer term health effects. It is too early to know how wide-
spread and serious such health effects will be. Owners of 
small businesses were also vulnerable during the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Climate change is recognized as a risk by many people. 
Millennials are most likely to see it as a major issue affecting 
their retirement. Recent developments make it increasingly 
important to consider climate issues.

Government aid packages have helped many individu-
als and businesses during COVID-19. It remains to be seen 
what the net longer term impact will be on various segments 
of the economy and the population. 

The patterns of financial perspectives are generally simi-
lar between the Generations surveys from 2018 and 2021. As 
in the prior study, Millennials are the least well off. Priorities 
have shifted somewhat. There was a negative shift in overall fi-
nancial perceptions, which may persist or reverse. Experience 
with prior economic cycles has indicated that increases in risk 
concerns after an economic downturn easily can reverse.

The events of the last three years remind us to focus on 
societal and emerging risks in addition to traditional retire-
ment risks. The emerging risks work reminds us that wide 
ranges of unexpected events are possible and that these 
events can impact financial wellness. This raises questions 
about how to factor such risks into financial wellness pro-
grams and retirement financial planning.

The pandemic fallout reinforced that many households 
do not have adequate liquidity and emergency funds. More 
focus on emergency funds can be expected in the next few 
years.

These studies and their rich databases lay the groundwork 
for more research on financial well-being and thinking about 
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how well-being might be improved. They remind us of the 
need for longer term and more comprehensive planning. 

Endnotes
 1. Max J. Rudolph, 14th Annual Survey of Emerging Risks, 2021. The 

survey was conducted in November 2020 and was sponsored by the Society 
of Actuaries (SOA), Casualty Actuarial Society and Canadian Institute of 
Actuaries. 188 risk managers completed the survey.

 2. Additional reports have been published on results by race and eth-
nicity and on financial fragility. These reports can be accessed at www.soa 
.org/resources/research-reports/2021/generations-survey. 

 3. www.soa.org/globalassets/assets/files/resources/research 
-report/2018/financial-risk-concerns.pdf.

 4. Max J. Rudolph, 14th Annual Survey of Emerging Risks, 2021. 
 5. From The New York Times website on June 28, 2021.
 6. From The Conference Board, discussion of the Consumer Confi-

dence Index, downloaded June 30, 2021.
 7. See www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf. 
 8. See www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/05/07/jobs-report 

-labor-shortage-analysis. 
 9. The SOA Survey of Emerging Risks is a survey of risk managers. In 

the past, it has not been directly linked to thinking about employee benefit 
issues, but this should probably be considered more going forward. See 
www.soa.org/globalassets/assets/files/resources/research-report/2021/14th 
-annual-survey.pdf.

 10. See www.soa.org/resources/research-reports/2020/post-retirement 
-strategies-secure-chart. 

 11. This is a biennial SOA survey. The 2019 survey was the tenth sur-
vey in the series. This is a survey of preretirees and retirees: www.soa.org 
/globalassets/assets/files/resources/research-report/2020/2019-risks 
-process-retirement-survey.pdf. 

 12. Anna Rappaport, Benefits Quarterly, First Quarter, 2020: www 
.iscebs.org/Resources/BQ/Pages/BQ-executive-summaries-2021.aspx#q1. 

 13. How People Plan for Retirement is a summary of prior research by 
the SOA on retirement planning. It is one of the summary reports referred 
to in the resources section of the article: www.soa.org/globalassets/assets 
/files/resources/research-report/2018/how-plan-retirement.pdf.

 14. Financial Perspectives on Aging and Retirement Across the Genera-
tions—Report on Race and Ethnicity, www.soa.org/globalassets/assets/files 
/resources/research-report/2021/financial-perspective-race-ethnicity.pdf.

 15. A topical report on financial fragility for the 2021 survey has been 
published and is available at www.soa.org/globalassets/assets/files/re-
sources/research-report/2021/2021-financial-fragility.pdf.

 16. The median interest rate in the Investopedia database was 19.62% 
on June 26, 2021. See www.investopedia.com/average-credit-card-interest-
rate-5076674. 

 17. See www.soa.org/research/topics/research-post-retirement-needs-
and-risks/#consumer. 

 18. Ibid.
 19. The research report, sponsored by SOA, is here: www.soa.org 

/resources/research-reports/2020/thinking-ahead. The consumer web page, 
which is sponsored by the Stanford Center on Longevity, the University of 
Minnesota and AARP is here: twin-cities.umn.edu/news-events 
/u-m-and-stanford-researchers-launch-thinking-ahead-roadmap-help 
-adults-protect-their. 

 20. See www.soa.org/resources/research-reports/2017/2017-retirement 
-literacy.

 21. See www.soa.org/resources/research-reports/2017/post-retirement 
-needs-decisions.

A U T H O R

Anna M. Rappaport, FSA, MAAA, is an 
actuary, futurist and specialist in retire

ment issues. She is a past president of the 
Society of Actuaries (SOA) and chairs the 

SOA Committee on PostRetirement  
Needs and Risks.

Reprinted from the First Quarter 2022 issue of BENEFITS QUARTERLY, published by the International Society of Certified Employee 
Benefit Specialists. With the exception of official Society announcements, the opinions given in articles are those of the authors. The  
International Society of Certified Employee Benefit Specialists disclaims responsibility for views expressed and statements made in articles 
published. No further transmission or electronic distribution of this material is permitted without permission. Subscription information 
can be found at iscebs.org.

©2022 International Society of Certified Employee Benefit Specialists

International Society of Certified Employee Benefit Specialists

pdf/222


