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Executive summary
Young adults are considered to be socially, environmentally, 
and politically conscious, and are fully connected to unlimited 
information at their fingertips. They have also experienced 
financial challenges in their short working lives resulting from 
an uneven job market, high housing costs, and both student 
loan and consumer debt. The Survey explores the connection 
between young adults’ activism on global issues and their own 
financial health and future outlook.

Following are key findings of the Survey: 

Young adults are more optimistic about making a 
difference in global issues than in their own financial 
future 

Over one-half of young adults feel they can make a difference 
on global issues like social injustice and climate change. 
However, this optimism does not extend to their financial 
future. Less than one-half of young adults agree they are 
securing their financial future and don’t expect to do as well 
financially as their parents. 

Young adults are financially stressed. Two in five young 
adults agree that they are living paycheck to paycheck and 
that finances control their lives. Only one in three agree that 
they could handle an unexpected major expense. Despite their 
financial stress, one-third of young adults say they are saving 
on a regular basis and another third say they are saving when 
they can. Young adults who are saving are more likely to agree 
that they are securing their financial future.

Differences emerge along demographic lines. While Black/
African American young adults are only slightly more likely 
than their white counterparts to say that they have a role to 
play on global issues, they are substantially more likely to say 
that they are securing their financial future (55% compared 
to 35% of white young adults) and that they can enjoy life 
because of the way they are managing their money (49% of 
Black/African American vs. 33% of white young adults). 

Female and low-income young adults are more financially 
stressed than their male and high-income counterparts, with 
fewer reporting that they are securing their financial future 
(30% female and 32% low-income young adults compared to 
50% male and 54% of high-income young adults).

Young adults expect or want to retire fully and prioritize 
saving for retirement 

The retirement confidence of young adults is linked to their 
future outlook and saving behavior. Over one-half of young 
adults expect/want to fully retire at a certain point, and even 
more high-income young adults expect or want to do so. Fewer 
than one in five young adults expect that they will never be 
able to afford to fully retire, and even more low-income young 
adults expect to not be able to fully retire.

One third of young adults list saving for retirement in their top 
three financial goals. However, saving for retirement drops in 
priority for low-income and female young adults, following 
saving for a short-term financial goal (e.g., a vacation or home 
renovation) and paying off consumer/personal debt. 

Young adults who save for retirement do so either through 
their workplace retirement plan (48%), personal retirement 
plan (13%) or both (11%). Fewer Black/African American and 
Hispanic/ Latino young adults (each 43%) and low-income 
young adults (35%) participate in a workplace retirement plan. 
However, they are more likely to save through a retirement 
plan they purchased on their own (16%, 17%, and 16% 
respectively). Not surprisingly, therefore, they are more likely 
to rely on personal savings than workplace retirement plan 
savings to finance their retirement.

Any opinions expressed herein are those of the authors, and do not necessarily represent the views of TIAA, the TIAA Institute or any other 
organization with which the authors are affiliated.

A majority of young 
adults don’t expect to 
do as well financially as 
their parents

51% 

Our survey (the “Survey”) examines the attitudes and perceptions of working-age Gen Z young adults, age 
24-26, and younger millennials, age 27-35 (collectively, “young adults”) regarding their role in global issues, 
financial health and retirement aspirations. When used in this report with respect to the Survey data, the terms 
“Gen Z” and “millennials” refer to working Gen Z adults and younger millennials within these age ranges.
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Young adults’ risk tolerance and engagement in their 
retirement plan investments are not uniform, but are 
generally related to each other

Over one-half of young adults are more likely to say they  
want to protect their savings from risk of loss while just over 
one-third are more likely to indicate that they are willing to 
take on more risk for higher returns on their investments. 
Those who are willing to take on more risk (males and high-
income young adults) are also more likely to say they actively 
select their plan investments, while female and low-income 
young adults are more likely to say they want to protect 
their savings and that they allow the plan to choose their 
investments. Black/African American young adults are an 
anomaly in that they are both more likely to lean to wanting  
to protect their savings and to say that they actively invest 
their savings.

Young adults believe their retirement plan provides 
guaranteed income, but relation to stated risk 
tolerance varies 

Young adults are confused as to whether their retirement plan 
provides for guaranteed minimum income at retirement. Over 
two in three young adults say that they are either confident or 
think that their retirement plan provides guaranteed minimum 

income. Only 9% of young adults believe their retirement plan 
does not provide guaranteed minimum income and 22% say 
they are not sure. 

Interestingly, male and high-income young adults, who are 
more likely to accept higher risk for higher returns and also 
more likely to actively invest their savings, are also more 
likely to say they are certain their retirement plan provides for 
a guaranteed minimum income at retirement (41% and 43%, 
respectively). Conversely, female and low-income young adults 
who are more likely to want to protect their savings and rely 
on the plan to pick their investments for them, are less certain 
about whether their retirement plan provides for guaranteed 
retirement income (73% and 70%, respectively). Again, Black/
African Americans, who lean to being risk adverse and are the 
most likely demographic group to say they actively manage 
their money, are also the most likely demographic group to 
say they are certain that their retirement plan provides for a 
guaranteed minimum income (47%).

51% 

Protecting 
savings  
from loss

of young adults 
are risk adverse
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Introduction
Gen Z and millennials, like generations before them, have 
been shaped by the social, economic, and political climate 
in which they came of age. They do, however, share many of 
the same characteristics. Often described as digital natives, 
young adults are technologically savvy and fully connected, 
both to others and to unlimited information. They are 
socially, environmentally, and politically conscious and want 
to leave the world in a better place. Young adults are much 
more racially and ethnically diverse than generations before 
them and are committed to social and racial equity. They are 
accustomed to instant feedback and see the influence they 
have had on the world, through TikTok videos as well as social 

and political activism. Gen Zers in particular are considered 
to be a “highly collaborative cohort that cares deeply about 
others and have a pragmatic attitude about how to address a 
set of inherited issues like climate change”.1

Young adults have also faced financial challenges in their  
short working lives. Inflation, the high cost of education, an 
uneven job market, and high housing costs have left many 
burdened with student loan and other debt and difficulty in 
making ends meet. 

It is against this backdrop that the Survey seeks to understand 
and contrast young adults’ expectations and priorities 
regarding global challenges and their personal financial 
situation. 
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Young adults are more optimistic about 
making a difference in global issues than 
in their own financial future 
A majority of young adults believe they can make a difference 
when it comes to global issues. Over one-half of young adults 
(56%) across all demographic groups feel that they personally 
can play a role in solving global problems like climate change, 
social injustice, and political division. That said, 34% of young 
adults believe that such problems are mostly out of their hands. 

Despite these global and personal financial challenges, young 
adults are split in their attitudes toward planning. Just under 
one-half of young adults (48%) identify with the statement 
that thinking about global challenges makes them want to just 
live for today. However, the percentage of young adults who 

agree that thinking about the challenges they face in the world 
makes them want to plan and be prepared for an uncertain 
future (42%) does not fall far behind. 

Differences regarding agency over their futures emerge 
along income,2 age, and racial lines. A higher percentage 
of low-income young adults and younger young adults age 
24-27 feel that thinking about the challenges they face in 
the world makes them want to just live for today (54% and 
52%, respectively, compared to 39% of high-income young 
adults and 43% of older young adults age 32-35, respectively). 
Conversely, substantially more high-income adults feel that 
thinking about global challenges makes them want to plan 
and be prepared for an uncertain future (52% vs. 36% of low-
income young adults). 

Unfortunately, young adults’ belief in their ability to make 
a difference on global issues does not carry through to their 
financial future. One-half of young adults (51%) feel that with 
the ways things are going today, they don’t expect to do as well 
in life financially as their parents did. The percentage of young 
adults who don’t expect to do as well as their parents increases 
for low-income young adults (60% vs. 34% of high-income 
young adults) and younger adults age 24-27 (56% vs. 46% for 
older young adults age 32-35). The differences between white 
young adults and young adults of color who don’t expect to do 
as well as their parents is not as stark. 

Making a difference in solving 
global problems

56% feel they personally 
have some role to play

Future outlook

Alignment with statements about the future
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Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

Thinking about the challenges we face in the 
world makes me want to just live for today

47% 49% 52% 50% 43% 54% 47% 39% 47% 54% 50%

Thinking about the challenges we face in 
the world makes me want to plan and be 
prepared for an uncertain future

43% 42% 42% 39% 45% 36% 43% 52% 44% 35% 39%

I personally have a role to play in solving 
problems like climate change, social 
injustice and political division

56% 57% 58% 57% 54% 57% 58% 54% 56% 62% 61%

Problems like climate change, social 
injustice and political division are out of  
my hands

35% 32% 33% 32% 36% 30% 34% 39% 36% 25% 30%

The way things are going today, I don’t 
expect to do as well in life financially as  
my parents did 

49% 53% 56% 51% 46% 60% 51% 34% 51% 50% 55%

I am confident that I will do as well or better 
in life financially than my parents did 43% 39% 38% 37% 47% 28% 41% 63% 41% 43% 36%

Alignment with statements about the future by demographics
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Young adults are financially stressed,  
yet many say they are moving in the  
right direction
Young adults are struggling financially, and their financial 
situation is impacting their enjoyment of life. Two in five 
young adults generally agree that they are living paycheck to 

Two in 5 young adults  
agree they are living  
paycheck to paycheck

paycheck (42%) and that finances control their lives (41%), 
and one in five completely agree (24% and 18%, respectively). 
Only one in three young adults generally agree that they could 
handle an unexpected major expense and just 14% completely 
agree. Young adults have also been found to possess low levels 
of knowledge about personal finance which exacerbates their 
financial fragility.3
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Financial challenges intersect with  
gender and race, but optimism shows 
among people of color 
Despite their financial challenges, two in five young adults 
(40%) generally agree that they are securing their financial 
future. However, only 17% completely agree that they are 
doing so. The good news is that the older young adults are, 
the more likely they are to agree that they are securing their 
financial future (46% of young adults age 32-35 generally 
agree vs. 38% of young adults age 24-27). 

Substantial differences, however, appear along income, 
gender, and racial lines—the most surprising of which relate to 
differences in financial health between white young adults and 
young adults of color. White young adults are more likely than 
Hispanic/Latino young adults to say they are living paycheck 
to paycheck (44% vs. 34% Hispanic/Latino young adults). It 
follows that fewer white young adults say that they can handle 
an unexpected major expense (28% vs. 37% Hispanic/Latino 
young adults), that they are securing their financial future 
(35% vs. 47% Hispanic/Latino young adults) and can enjoy 
life because of the way they are handling money (33% vs. 44% 
Hispanic/Latino young adults).

Financial situation

●   Describes situation completely

●  Describes situation very well   
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Financial situation by demographics

Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

I am living paycheck  to paycheck 41% 43% 41% 41% 44% 52% 37% 35% 44% 50% 34%

My finances control my life 41% 41% 38% 39% 45% 45% 36% 42% 42% 48% 37%

I am securing my  financial future 50% 30% 38% 36% 46% 32% 40% 54% 35% 55% 47%

I can enjoy life because  of the way I am   
managing my money 45% 30% 36% 36% 41% 30% 35% 54% 33% 49% 44%

I could handle  an unexpected  major expense 40% 26% 29% 31% 37% 23% 31% 52% 28% 43% 37%

Describes situation completely/very well

While Black/African American young adults are slightly more 
likely than white young adults to agree that they are living 
paycheck to paycheck (50% vs. 44% white young adults), they 
are substantially more likely than white young adults to say 
they can handle a major expense (43% vs. 28% white young 
adults) and are securing their financial future (55% vs. 35% 
white young adults) and can enjoy life because of the way they 
are handling their money (49% vs. 33% white young adults). 
Black/African American young adults may have greater 
confidence in their financial future relative to white young 
adults, despite being more likely to live paycheck to paycheck, 
because of increased attention to racial equity coming out 
of the social justice movement.4 However, as noted in our 
discussion of saving habits, Survey results show a correlation 
between young adults’ saving habits and their belief that they 
are securing their financial future, and more Black/African 
American young adults are saving than white young adults.

Survey results for low-income and female young adults are 
more along the lines of what is typically expected. Low-
income young adults express substantially more financial 

stress than high-income young adults. Over one-half of low-
income young adults (52%) generally agree they are living 
paycheck to paycheck (vs. 35% of high-income young adults) 
and fewer than one-third of low-income young adults agree 
that they are securing their financial future and can enjoy life 
because of the way they are managing their money (32% and 
30%, respectively vs. 54% of high-income young adults). 

Young women are more financially stressed than young men. 
Far fewer young women than young men agree that they can 
handle an unexpected major expense (26% vs. 40% men), that 
they are securing their financial future (30% vs. 50% men), 
and consequently can enjoy life because of the way they are 
managing their money (30% vs. 45% men). While the reasons 
for this gap are beyond the scope of this Survey, other research 
shows that in addition to the wage gap and additional time out 
of the workforce, women are found to be less confident than 
men in their financial knowledge, in their ability to achieve 
financial goals, and in dealing with day-to-day financial 
matters—all of which contribute to and exacerbate their 
financial stress.5
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Saving mindset

Just 1 in 3 are regularly putting money aside into savings, while another 1 in 3 are saving when they can. 

Saving behavior

Saving habits of young adults vary but 
those who are saving are less financially 
stressed
Despite their financial stress, many young adults are saving. 
One-third of young adults (34%) are putting money into 
savings when they can, and another third (31%) are saving on 
a regular basis. The remaining one-third say that they are not 
saving right now because they are either just trying to make 
ends meet by paying for immediate expenses (rent, utilities, 
groceries, etc.) (21%) or are focused on paying down debt 
(14%).

The savings behavior of the various demographic groups 
of young adults varies commensurate with their financial 
situation. Low-income young adults are half as likely as 

high-income adults to save on a regular basis (24% low-
income vs. 49% high-income) and are more likely to say they 
are not saving right now, either because they are just trying to 
make ends meet (28% low-income vs. 12% high-income) or 
paying down debt (14% low-income vs. 10% high-income). 

Young women are more likely than young men to say they are 
not saving right now because they are focused on paying down 
debt (17% women vs. 10% men). Young women are also less 
likely to put money aside into savings when they can (30% 
women vs. 38% men). 

Young adults of color are less likely than white young adults 
to say that they are not saving right now and are just trying 
to make ends meet (16% Black/African American and 17% 
Hispanic/Latino vs. 24% white young adults). 
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Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

I am putting money aside into savings 
 when I can

38% 30% 32% 35% 36% 34% 37% 29% 33% 39% 31%

I am putting money aside into savings 
 on a regular basis

34% 29% 34% 28% 31% 24% 28% 49% 29% 33% 36%

I am not saving right now, I am just trying to 
make ends meet by paying for immediate 
expenses

19% 23% 18% 23% 22% 28% 19% 12% 24% 16% 17%

I am not saving right now, I am focused on 
paying down debt

10% 17% 17% 14% 11% 14% 16% 10% 14% 12% 16%

Saving behavior by demographics

Financial situation by saving mindset 

Those who are saving regularly are more likely to feel they are securing their financial future, enjoying life, and can handle an 
unexpected expense. Those who are just making ends meet are more likely to feel their finances control their life.

●   Saving regularly

●  Not saving  

Young adults who are saving are more likely to feel that they 
are securing their financial future, are enjoying life because 
of the way they are managing their money, and can handle 
an unexpected expense. Those who are saving on a regular 
basis feel substantially more so. On the other hand, those who 
aren’t saving and are just trying to make ends meet are more 
likely to feel that their finances control their lives. Three in 10 
young adults who are saving on a regular basis feel like they 

are securing their financial future, compared to just one in 10 
who are not saving, either because they are paying down debt 
or just trying to make ends meet. One in four young adults 
(28%) who are saving on a regular basis feel they can handle 
an unexpected expense. The same percentage who are saving 
regularly also feel that they can enjoy life because of the way 
they are managing money, compared to only one in 20 who are 
not saving.
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Financial situation by saving mindset 

Saving Mindset

Regularly When I Can

Not Saving, 
Paying Down 

Debt

Not Saving, 
Making Ends 

Meet

I am living paycheck to paycheck 13% 15% 24% 57%

My finances control my life 15% 14% 18% 27%

I am securing my financial future 30% 14% 12% 6%

I can enjoy life because of the way I am 
managing my money

28% 12% 5% 6%

I could handle an unexpected major expense 28% 11% 6% 4%
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Young adults prioritize saving over  
paying down debt, but retirement saving  
as a priority is mixed 
The top three financial goals cited by young adults are saving 
for emergencies (59%), saving for a long-term goal/purchase 
(e.g., house, car) (49%), and saving for retirement (36%). 
Paying off consumer debt (33%) followed closely as the fourth 
financial goal while paying off student loans (18%) lagged 
behind saving for a short-term goal (e.g., vacation, house 
renovation) and saving for children’s education. It is likely that 

student loan repayment falls far behind repayment of credit 
card debt as a top financial goal because the percentage of 
young adults holding student loan debt is outweighed by those 
holding credit card and other personal debt. In addition, young 
adults may have benefited from the suspension of student loan 
payments during the pandemic or are waiting to see if the U.S. 
Supreme Court upholds the legality of the White House loan 
forgiveness plan. It is also possible that young adults consider 
the prospect of paying off student loans unrealistic and 
therefore do not prioritize their repayment.6

Financial goals

While saving for emergencies and long-term purchases were 
the top two most widely cited financial goals for young adults 
across the board, differences among demographic groups 
emerge. High-income young adults rank saving for retirement 
(53%) above saving for a long-term goal/purchase. Female and 
low-income young adults rank saving for retirement fifth on 
their list of financial goals (29% and 24%, respectively), and 
prioritize saving for a short-term goal (e.g., vacation, home 
renovation, etc.) (36% and 35%, respectively) and paying off 

consumer/personal debt (32% and 31%, respectively) over 
saving for retirement. Paying off student loans, however, while 
a lower priority for all young adults, was most widely cited as 
a priority by young women and the youngest adults surveyed 
(age 24-27) (22% and 26%, respectively) than it was by young 
adults in general (18%)—likely because women are found 
to have a heavier student loan debt burden than men and the 
youngest adults are just beginning to pay off their student  
loan debt.7
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Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

Saving for emergencies 58% 61% 59% 61% 58% 61% 60% 55% 59% 58% 60%

Saving for a long-term goal/purchase 48% 49% 53% 50% 44% 46% 53% 45% 51% 43% 44%

Saving for retirement 44% 29% 32% 33% 44% 24% 39% 53% 36% 31% 37%

Paying off consumer/personal debt 34% 32% 34% 35% 31% 31% 37% 31% 37% 27% 29%

Saving for a short-term goal/purchase 28% 36% 32% 33% 31% 35% 29% 32% 33% 28% 31%

Saving for child’s education 25% 21% 17% 21% 30% 18% 25% 28% 20% 24% 30%

Paying off student loan/education debt 14% 22% 26% 15% 15% 17% 18% 22% 21% 15% 13%

Financial goals by demographics

Prioritizing retirement savings as a goal reveals differences by gender, age and income levels.
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Retirement expectations and goals

Work expectations for retirement

Young adults’ confidence in a full 
retirement is not strong and is linked  
to their saving behavior and future 
outlook 
About half (54%) of young adults across the board say they 
expect or want to completely retire from working at a certain 
age or point in time. However, high-income young adults 
are substantially more confident in a full retirement (75%), 
while female, younger adults age 24-27, and low-income 
young adults are the least confident (50%, 50% and 40%, 
respectively). High-income and male young adults are also 
more likely to save on a regular basis (49% high-income and 
34% male young adults vs. 24% low-income and 29% female 
young adults). Black/African American and Hispanic/Latino 
young adults are more confident in a full retirement (59%) 
than white young adults (53%). Young adults of color are also 

more likely to save on a regular basis (33% of Black/African 
American and 36% Hispanic/Latino young adults vs. 20% of 
white young adults). 

One in five young adults (22%) indicate that they never expect 
to fully retire, but instead may work less or do something 
different when they can afford to not work full-time, while 
14% of young adults do not expect to ever be able to afford to 
fully retire. High-income and Black/African American young 
adults are substantially less likely to say they do not expect to 
ever be able to fully retire (5% and 6%, respectively). 

Young adults’ retirement confidence is also linked to their 
future outlook and attitudes toward planning for an uncertain 
future. Those with a planning mindset in face of today’s global 
challenges are more likely to say they want or expect to retire 
completely (59% vs. 51% who say that thinking about the 
global challenges makes them want to live for today). 
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Work expectations for retirement by demographics

Expectations for a “full” retirement are correlated with being male, older, higher income and of color.

Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

I expect/want to retire from working 
completely at a certain age/point in time

59% 50% 50% 54% 58% 40% 57% 75% 53% 59% 59%

I never expect or want to fully retire – but 
may work less or do something different 
when I can afford to not work full time

21% 22% 25% 17% 22% 26% 21% 14% 21% 23% 19%

I do not expect to ever be able to afford to 
fully retire (that is, not work at all)

11% 16% 14% 16% 11% 20% 12% 5% 16% 6% 11%

I have not really thought about retirement 9% 13% 11% 12% 9% 14% 10% 6% 10% 12% 11%

Retirement expectations by future outlook

Those who are planning for the future are more likely to expect to fully retire. 

●   Live for today
thinking about the 
challenges we face in the 
world makes me want to 
just live for today

●  Plan for the future
thinking about the 
challenges we face in the 
world makes me want to 
plan and be prepared for 
an uncertain future
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Expectations for financing retirement

This generation does not expect a single or even a “main” source of retirement 
income. Rather they expect to draw from multiple savings and investment vehicles.

Financing retirement

(n=902 have thought about retirement)

Young adults expect to fund retirement 
from multiple sources
Young adults do not expect a single or even a main source of 
income in their retirement, but instead expect to draw from 
multiple savings and investment vehicles. Personal savings and 
workplace retirement plan savings are the two most widely 
expected sources of retirement income for young adults across 
the board (56% and 51%, respectively). However, differences 
emerge along demographic lines. Substantially fewer low-
income, Black/African American, and Hispanic/Latino young 
adults (34%, 35%, and 41%, respectively) indicate they expect 
to rely on workplace retirement plan savings as a source of 
retirement income compared to high-income and white young 
adults (74% and 59%, respectively). Young men are also less 
likely to rely on retirement plan savings than young women 

(44% vs. 58%). Reliance on investments (e.g., stocks, bonds) 
outside retirement plans as a single or main source of income 
in retirement is cited more by male, high-income, and older 
young adults (ages 32-37) (40%, 50%, and 37%, respectively) 
than young adults as a whole (32%). Finally, low-income 
young adults are more likely than high-income young adults 
to say they have not really thought about how to fund their 
retirement (7% vs. 1%). 

Guaranteed income falls below personal and retirement 
savings as an expected source of retirement income. Social 
Security is cited by over one in three young adults (38%) as an 
expected source of retirement income, while only 16% expect 
to rely on a workplace pension. One in three young adults 
expect to rely on continued employment as an income source, 
though employment is not guaranteed. 
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Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

Personal savings 58% 54% 55% 58% 55% 48% 61% 61% 55% 52% 57%

Retirement plan savings including returns  
on investments

44% 58% 49% 51% 54% 34% 54% 74% 59% 35% 41%

Social Security 38% 38% 33% 43% 38% 33% 40% 42% 38% 30% 39%

Investments outside of retirement plan(s) 40% 25% 28% 31% 37% 19% 35% 50% 33% 31% 28%

Continued employment 31% 28% 29% 29% 31% 34% 30% 22% 32% 24% 26%

Passive income 31% 21% 27% 23% 27% 19% 27% 33% 23% 25% 28%

Workplace pension 19% 14% 14% 15% 20% 13% 18% 18% 16% 16% 21%

Employee Stock Purchase Plan/selling 
shares

18% 10% 12% 15% 15% 8% 15% 23% 13% 17% 11%

I have not really thought about this 2% 5% 4% 4% 3% 7% 2% 1% 3% 5% 3%

(n=902 have thought about retirement)

Financing retirement by demographics
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Most employed young adults are saving 
through a workplace or personal 
retirement plan, though their level of 
engagement and risk tolerance varies
Almost three in four young adults (72%) indicate they are 
saving either in a retirement plan through their workplace 
(48%) or in one they purchased on their own (13%), or both 
(11%). It is not surprising that the demographic groups most 
likely to rely on retirement savings as a source of income 
in retirement (high-income and white young adults) are 
also the most likely to participate in a workplace retirement 

savings plan. Substantially fewer low-income young adults 
say they participate in a workplace retirement savings plan 
than middle- or high-income young adults (35% vs. 55% 
middle-income and 60% high-income young adults) and one 
in three low-income young adults (34%) say they don’t have 
any retirement savings plan at all (vs. 22% of young adults 
overall). Over one-half of female young adults participate 
in a workplace retirement savings plan. This is a positive 
finding. However, their savings rate may not be sufficient for a 
secure retirement. Women overall earn less than men and are 
more likely to take on caregiving responsibilities for family 
members, often reducing hours or taking time out of the 
workforce to do so, which substantially impacts their earning 
potential and savings rate.8 

Their current retirement plan

Three in 4 young adults have a retirement savings plan, most through their employer.
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Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

Yes, I participate in a retirement savings plan 
offered by my employer

46% 50% 48% 49% 46% 35% 55% 60% 52% 43% 43%

Yes, I have a retirement plan I purchased on 
my own

15% 12% 13% 11% 16% 16% 12% 11% 12% 16% 17%

Yes, both types 15% 8% 9% 11% 14% 6% 11% 21% 10% 16% 10%

No, I do not have a retirement savings plan 21% 23% 23% 22% 21% 34% 19% 7% 22% 20% 21%

Not really sure 4% 6% 7% 6% 3% 9% 4% 0% 4% 6% 8%

Their retirement plan by demographics

Two in three young adults (63%) who participate in their 
workplace retirement savings plan indicate that they actively 
chose to participate while the other third (34%) say they were 
automatically enrolled. Once enrolled in the plan, one-third 
of young adults (36%) say they actively manage how their 
savings are invested, another third (33%) indicate that they 
allow the plan to pick their investments based on their age, risk 
tolerance, etc., and the remaining third indicate that they either 
rely on a combination of active and passive investments (24%) 
or don’t know how their savings are invested (7%). Black/ 
African American, male, and high-income young adults, as 
well as young adults age 32-35, are substantially more likely to 
say they actively manage the investments in their workplace 
retirement plan (56% Black/African American, 46% male and 
high-income young adults, and 45% young adults age 32-35). 
Female and young adults age 24-27 are more likely to allow 
their retirement plan to pick the funds/investments for them 
based on age/risk tolerance, etc. (38% each) or weren’t sure 
how their retirement savings are invested (8%-11%).
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Retirement plan engagement

(n=598 among those who participate 
in savings plan offered by employer) 
No significant differences between 
subgroups. 

(n=732 have retirement savings plan) 

For many, this is a passive approach for now.

Current retirement plan managementSigned up vs. auto-enrolled

Retirement plan engagement by demographics

(n=732 have retirement savings plan) 

Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

Actively manage the investments in  
your plan

46% 26% 31% 33% 45% 32% 32% 46% 33% 55% 36%

Allow the plan to pick the funds/investments 
for you based on age, risk tolerance, etc.

28% 38% 38% 33% 29% 33% 36% 28% 34% 27% 33%

A combination of the above 22% 25% 23% 26% 22% 25% 26% 19% 24% 15% 27%

I don’t really know how my retirement 
savings are invested

3% 11% 8% 9% 4% 9% 6% 7% 9% 3% 4%
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Risk tolerance

Risk tolerance is individual but those with high incomes are more likely to tolerate higher risk.

Tolerance for risk vs. return

I am not willing to lose money in a 
retirement plan/I want to protect 

the money I put in it

I am willing to accept the risk of 
losing some of the money I put in 
a retirement plan in exchange for 
higher returns

Over one-half of young adults (51%) lean toward not being 
willing to lose money or wanting to protect the money they 
put into their retirement savings plan compared to 38% who 
are willing to accept some risk in exchange for higher returns. 
However, young adults stated risk tolerance also varies by 
demographic group and is generally linked to their investment 
engagement. High-income and male young adults, both of 
whom are more likely to say they actively manage their 

money, also say they are willing to accept some risk of losing 
some of the money they put into a retirement plan in exchange 
for higher returns (52% and 44%, respectively). An exception 
to the link between investment behavior and risk tolerance is 
Black/African American young adults who say they actively 
manage their investments (55% vs. 36% for all young adults) 
and also lean toward being more risk-averse (56%). 

Tolerance for risk vs. return by demographics

I am not willing to lose money in a 
retirement plan/I want to protect the 

money I put in it

I am willing to accept the risk of losing 
some of the money I put in a retirement 

plan in exchange for higher returns

Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

45% 55% 52% 54% 46% 56% 52% 38% 47% 56% 55%

44% 33% 36% 36% 42% 33% 36% 52% 41% 35% 34%
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Guaranteed income

There is uncertainty about whether their retirement plan provides a guaranteed minimum income.

Know whether their retirement plan provides a guaranteed minimum income

(n=732 have retirement savings plan)

Young adults believe their retirement 
plan provides for a guaranteed minimum 
income, regardless of their risk tolerance
Despite their stated risk tolerance, young adults are uncertain 
as to whether their retirement plan provides a guaranteed 
minimum income. Over two-thirds of young adults are either 
certain that their retirement plan provides a guaranteed 
minimum income (34%) or think it does (35%). The remaining 
third are not sure (22%), do not think it does (6%), or are 
certain that it does not (3%). 

Young adults’ uncertainty about whether their workplace 
retirement savings plan provides guaranteed minimum income 
is troubling and also begs the question of whether they fully 
understand their retirement plan features.

Interestingly, male and high-income young adults, who are 
the most likely demographic groups to say they both actively 
manage their investments and are willing to accept higher 
risk for potentially higher returns, are also more likely to say 
their workplace retirement plan provides guaranteed minimum 
income (41% and 43%, respectively, compared to 27% female 

and 30% low-income young adults). Female young adults, 
who are more likely to say they want to protect their money, 
are evenly split as to whether their workplace retirement 
plan provides for guaranteed minimum income (27% are 
certain, 31% think it does and 31% are unsure). Black/African 
American young adults, who lean to being risk-adverse and are 
the most likely of any demographic group to say they actively 
manage their investments, are also the most likely of any 
demographic group to say with certainty that their retirement 
plan provides for a guaranteed minimum income (47%).
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Know whether their retirement plan provides a minimum guaranteed income by demographics

Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

I am certain it does 41% 27% 33% 31% 38% 30% 32% 43% 31% 47% 41%

I think it does 38% 31% 33% 33% 38% 38% 36% 29% 32% 37% 37%

I am not sure 15% 31% 25% 24% 18% 23% 24% 19% 26% 13% 16%

I do not think it does 3% 9% 5% 8% 4% 6% 7% 4% 7% 2% 3%

I am certain it does NOT 3% 3% 3% 3% 2% 4% 1% 5% 4% 1% 2%

(n=732 have retirement savings plan)
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Young adults cite many trusted sources 
for retirement planning information 
Young adults vary as to their trusted sources for retirement 
planning information. There are no standout authoritative 
sources. Two in five young adults (42%) identify financial 
advisors/planners as a trusted source, followed by employers 
(39%), parents/other family members (35%), and friends 
or work colleagues (30%). Black/African American young 
adults are less likely than white young adults to identify either 
financial advisors/planners as a trusted source (32% vs. 44%) 
or parents/family members (22% vs. 39%) and are more likely 
than their white counterparts to rely on social media (29% 
Black/African American vs. 19% white young adults). Young 

women are more likely than young men to rely on parents/
family members (41% vs. 30% men) and substantially more 
high-income than low-income young adults are likely to 
identify either financial advisors (56% vs. 30% low-income 
young adults) or employers (44% vs. 32% low-income young 
adults) as a trusted source. Male and high-income young 
adults who are more likely than female and low-income 
young adults to say they actively manage their retirement plan 
savings are also more likely to cite money/investing apps (37% 
male and 43% high-income young adults vs. 25% female and 
26% low-income young adults) and news or investment articles 
(28% male and 37% high-income young adults vs.18% female 
and 17% low-income young adults) as trusted sources.

Young adults’ trusted sources of retirement planning information

Trusted sources for retirement planning information



Young adults, their attitudes and outlook toward retirement and the future 27

Gender Age Income Race

Male Female 24–27 28–31 32–35 <$50k
$50k– 
$100k $100k+ White Black Hisp.

Financial advisor/planner 42% 42% 40% 42% 42% 30% 45% 56% 44% 32% 42%

Employer 38% 41% 38% 39% 42% 32% 44% 44% 41% 38% 37%

Parents or other family members 30% 41% 37% 36% 32% 35% 36% 34% 39% 22% 31%

Friends or work colleagues 30% 29% 34% 28% 27% 26% 31% 33% 32% 26% 27%

Money/investing apps 37% 25% 31% 27% 34% 26% 27% 43% 29% 31% 32%

News or investment articles 28% 18% 21% 21% 26% 17% 21% 37% 23% 22% 21%

Social media 26% 17% 21% 21% 23% 18% 21% 27% 19% 29% 22%

Social media 6% 7% 7% 7% 7% 12% 5% 1% 7% 10% 5%

Young adults’ trusted sources of retirement planning information by demographics
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Those who save are more likely 
to believe they are securing their 
financial future, enjoying life, and 
can handle a major expense

Conclusion 
Most young adults believe they can make a difference on 
global issues like climate change. However, this optimism does 
not extend to their personal financial situations. Young adults 
are struggling financially, and too many are living paycheck 
to paycheck. While most cite saving as a top financial goal, 
many, especially women and low-income young adults, are 
not saving habitually. Those who are saving, however, are 
more likely to believe they are securing their financial future, 
enjoying life, and can handle a major expense. Although 
most young adults participate in some kind of a retirement 
savings plan, expectations of fully retiring and how to finance 
retirement differ among various demographic groups. High-
income young adults, who are the most optimistic about fully 
retiring when they expect or want, are also among the most 
likely to say they both participate in a workplace retirement 
plan and expect to finance their retirement through their 
retirement plan savings. Of particular note is the disconnect 
between the level of risk young adults are willing to take 
with their retirement savings and their engagement in 
and understanding of their plan investments and features, 
including whether the plan provides any guaranteed minimum 
income in retirement. 

Young adults are our future and, overall, they are committed 
to making a difference on global issues. We owe it to them 
to help with their own financial future. Employers, family 
members, advisors, and financial institutions all have a role in 
recognizing the particular financial challenges facing various 
demographic groups. They can help young adults establish 
short- and long-term financial plans that include paying down 
debt, budgeting, and saving habitually for retirement and other 
financial goals. Employers should provide financial wellness 
programs to help young adults plan and reduce their financial 
stress, establish auto plan features, and auto-enroll young 
adults into their workplace retirement savings plan. Employers 
also need to help young adults increase their understanding of 
appropriate diversification of retirement savings investments 
and whether their workplace plan provides for minimum 
income guarantees at retirement, as well as provide default 
options and tools to help young adults with their investments 
and guaranteed forms of payment at retirement. Finally, 
employers must educate young adults about these benefits in 
ways most likely to reach them, and also schedule periodic 
check-ins.

Young adults can help themselves by taking the time to 
understand and participate in their workplace benefits. They 
should take advantage of their retirement plan tools, such as 
retirement income calculators and lifecycle funds, to help 
them determine the appropriate savings rate and investment 
options to achieve their retirement savings goals. Young 
adults without access to a workplace retirement savings plan 
or financial wellness program should contact their bank, an 
advisor, or another financial services provider for help setting 
up a personal retirement savings plan and investment strategy. 
Taking these actions will go a long way toward helping young 
adults manage their financial stress and secure their own 
financial and retirement future.
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