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Abstract

We review select literature on racial and ethnic disparities in retirement outcomes
and the impact of outreach on such outcomes. First, there are significant disparities
in retirement outcomes, reflecting a long history of racism and structural barriers.
Second, there is comparatively little work on the differential impact of retirement
outreach across race and ethnicity. Future work should consider designing interventions
that cater to the needs of specific demographic groups, for example, by embracing the
fact that Blacks, Hispanics, and Whites acquire retirement information from different
sources. Future work should also innovate on methodologies for data collection, linking,
and analysis.
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1 Introduction

All workers must retire at some point. So, preparing for retirement is key to a household’s
financial decision-making (e.g., Gomes et al., 2021). Yet, significant racial and ethnic dis-
parities exist in retirement outcomes. Figure 1 compares average retirement wealth across
Black, Hispanic, White, and Other Americans who are 55 to 64 years old, i.e., close to re-
tirement. Retirement wealth for Whites and Others has improved over time, but that is not
the case for Blacks and Hispanics.1

Figure 1 here

Seventy two percent of Americans expect older adults to be less prepared financially for
retirement in 2050 than they are today (Pew Research Center, 2019). On average, more than
50 million Americans received retirement benefits from the Social Security Administration
in 2021 (SSA Fact Sheet). Without social security, a typical White household has five to
seven times the wealth of a minority household, but adding in social security reduces the
gap to two to three (Hou and Sanzenbacher, 2020b).2 Because social security covers nearly
all workers and has a progressive benefit design, it has been described as a great equalizer.

Racial and ethnic disparities in retirement outcomes can be attributed to several struc-
tural factors. For example, Francis and Weller (2021) discuss the role of (1) employment
discrimination, occupational segregation, and low-paying jobs (also see Flippen and Tienda,
2000; Kim et al., 2005; Butrica and Johnson, 2010; Calvo et al., 2017; Button et al., 2022),
(2) limited intergenerational wealth transfers, (3) limited home equity and home ownership
due to lending market discrimination (also see Kim et al., 2021), and (4) drains on savings
due to adverse health outcomes (also see Alexander and Currie, 2017; Berger et al., 2022),
limited access to health insurance, and calls to financially support friends and family (e.g.,
Francis and Weller, 2022). Partly driven by such deeply rooted factors, White et al. (2021)
find that Black and Hispanic households seem to have the lowest rates of financial discussions
(also see Carman and Williams, 2022), potentially exacerbating already existing racial and
ethnic wealth disparities.

This article reviews some of the literature on (1) racial and ethnic disparities in retire-
ment outcomes and (2) the potential for outreach and service delivery, for example, by the
Social Security Administration and employers, to address such disparities.3 First, we syn-
thesize racial and ethnic disparities in a range of outcomes, including retirement knowledge
and subjective feelings; financial literacy; retirement planning and preparedness behavior;
expectations; and retirement age, security, and wealth.4 Typically, we first present com-

1Viceisza (2022) and the references within discuss Black women’s retirement preparedness and wealth.
2Also see Hendley and Bilimoria (1999); Costa (2008); Dal Borgo (2019).
3We do not discuss the extensive literature on the racial and ethnic wealth gap and policies for addressing

it. Among others, see Spriggs (1984), Bayer and Charles (2018), Hanks et al. (2018), Darity Jr. and Mullen
(2020), Zewde (2020), Darity et al. (2022), Derenoncourt et al. (2022), Hudson and Young (2022), and
Palladino (2022).

4In a life-cycle model of labor supply, the act of retirement is a plan that allocates time between work
and leisure over the remaining lifetime (e.g., Mitchell and Fields, 1984; Gustman and Steinmeier, 1986a,b;
Leonesio, 1996; Bloom et al., 2007; Blundell et al., 2016). Retirement preparedness behavior is implicit to
such a model because it impacts how much to work (e.g., whether to continue working and/or delay claiming
benefits), save (e.g., pensions and individual accounts), and invest in assets (e.g., housing).
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parisons across all racial and ethnic groups, followed by findings for specific demographic
groups one by one. Second, we summarize what is known about racial and ethnic disparities
in acquiring retirement information, preferred outreach, and potential impacts of outreach.
Third, in an effort to inform future interventions, we synthesize select design details of past
outreach efforts by extracting insights from behavioral science, peer effects, and cultural
factors. Finally, we conclude with potential avenues for future work.

2 Methodological Approach

Our approach is based on (1) reviewing select literature and (2) supplementing the findings
with summary statistics from the Survey of Consumer Finances and the Understanding
America Study.

To conduct the review, we establish keywords such as retirement preparedness, retire-
ment planning, outreach, communication, race, ethnicity, American Indian, Asian, Black,
Hispanic, White, immigrant, and financial literacy. We then search the following sources
for combinations of such keywords in the last 40 years (with greater emphasis on the last
5-10 years): (A) general-interest journals in economics (e.g., American Economic Review,
Economic Inquiry, and Review of Black Political Economy), (B) field journals in economics
(e.g., Journal of Labor Economics and Journal of Pension Economics and Finance), (C)
select other journals (e.g., The Gerontologist, Research on Aging, and Work, Aging and Re-
tirement), (D) select databases such as the NBER working paper series and Social Science
Research Network, and (E) sites of the SSA-funded Retirement and Disability Research Con-
sortium. Finally, we conduct backward citation searches for the resulting papers and use
Google Scholar to perform forward citation searches.

3 Disparities in Retirement Outcomes

3.1 Retirement Knowledge and Subjective Feelings

Yoong et al. (2015) find that only a small proportion of Americans feel very financially
prepared for retirement. They also report that Blacks and Hispanics feel significantly less
prepared for retirement than Whites and fare worse in terms of their knowledge of retirement
planning and social security benefits. Table 1 recapitulates some of their findings.

Table 1 here

Kim and Hanna (2015) find that Blacks, Hispanics, and Asian/Others combined are
significantly less realistic than Whites in terms of how they perceive their retirement pre-
paredness, i.e., minorities’ subjective assessment of retirement adequacy is more likely to
diverge from an objective assessment of their retirement adequacy than Whites. Households
that have defined contribution plans are less realistic than those without such plans (58
percent versus 43 percent) and realism decreases with age.

Young et al. (2017) find that among a sample of alumni, professors, and business pro-
fessionals associated with a Historically Black College and University, only 40 percent have
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started the retirement process. Those who are more financially literate are more likely to be
ready for retirement, suggesting that education and financial knowledge are not the same.

Peterson et al. (2019) find that Hispanics’ self-assessed knowledge of retirement-related
financial issues is significantly lower than that of Whites. Hispanics feel less knowledgeable
about how inflation affects retirement, how much to save for retirement, their longevity in
retirement, how to invest their retirement money, and how to manage their spending in
retirement.

3.2 Financial Literacy

Angrisani et al. (2021) investigate the determinants of the racial and ethnic gap in finan-
cial literacy in the general population and within income classes, with a focus on childhood
family circumstances and neighborhood socioeconomic characteristics.5 For both Blacks and
Hispanics, differences in individual characteristics and neighborhood socioeconomic status
contribute the most to the explained gap. The Minority-White gap narrows when mov-
ing from low- to high-income classes, but the ability of the model to explain it decreases
monotonically.

Yakoboski et al. (2020) find that personal finance knowledge among Blacks is low and
lags that of Whites. Further, such knowledge varies across demographic groups within the
Black population, with greater financial literacy among men, older individuals, those with
more formal education, and those with higher incomes. Those who are more financially
literate are more likely to plan and save for retirement and to have non-retirement savings.

Yates (2019) finds that financial education socialization varies by race, gender, and socio-
economic status. There are higher levels of financial literacy in those who have been exposed
to financial education and those with higher levels of financial literacy are more financially
stable. They also find that lack of exposure to financial education has a negative impact on
financial literacy that is more severe than the positive impact of financial education.

Lusardi and Mitchell (2011a) and Lusardi and Mitchell (2011b) find that Blacks and
Hispanics tend to score substantially worse than Whites on financial literacy. The financially
savvy are more likely to plan for retirement, succeed in their planning, and rely on formal
methods such as retirement calculators, retirement seminars, and financial experts, instead
of family or co-workers.

Sun et al. (2007) document that financial illiteracy is widespread and systematic through-
out the population but is of particular concern for Hispanics. They argue that improving
Hispanics’ financial literacy will have a greater impact on retirement planning than for other
populations, particularly since Hispanics are less likely to have a retirement plan, but those
who do have plans stick to them. Hispanics’ preferred methods of investment learning are
individual and informal.

Murphy et al. (2014) find that although American Indian and Alaska Natives fare worse
than all other racial and ethnic groups on financial literacy, there is no clear pattern of

5Hamilton and Darity Jr. (2017) examine the mismatch between the political discourse around individual
agency, education, and financial literacy, and the actual racial wealth gap. They argue that the racial wealth
gap is rooted in socioeconomic and political structure barriers rather than a disdain for or underachievement
in education or financial literacy on the part of Black Americans, as might be suggested by conventional
wisdom.
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deficiency within the group. They perform poorly on a broad range of topics, so to begin
to close the financial literacy gap, they may benefit from financial education on a range of
topics, including investing and saving.

3.3 Retirement Planning and Preparedness Behavior

Copeland (2021) finds that families with minority heads have much lower assets in their indi-
vidual account retirement plans, thus giving them much less flexibility in financing retirement
(also see Ariel/Hewitt, 2009, 2012).6

Bhutta et al. (2020) find that ownership of individual retirement accounts and defined
contribution (DC) plans rises among middle-aged families and then falls among older families.
In all age groups, Blacks and Hispanics are far less likely to have such retirement accounts.
For example, among middle-aged families – who have the highest rates of account ownership
– 65 percent of Whites have at least one retirement account, compared to 44 percent of
Blacks, and 28 percent of Hispanics.

Tamborini and Kim (2019) find that Blacks and Hispanics have lower participation and
contributions in employer-sponsored DC retirement plans than do Whites, while Asians have
higher levels. The bulk of the racial and ethnic differences is attributed to socioeconomic
position, especially education and labor market circumstances like earnings. Differentials are
also associated with family circumstances, specifically for Black workers. After accounting
for education, labor market, and family covariates, social-psychological factors appear to
explain only small portions of the racial and ethnic differences, specifically for Blacks and
Hispanics.

Rhee (2013) finds that workers of color, in particular Hispanics, are significantly less
likely than Whites to be covered by an employer-sponsored retirement plan – whether a
401(k) or defined benefit pension.7 Households of color are far less likely to have dedicated
retirement savings than White households of the same age. They also have substantially
lower retirement savings, even after controlling for age and income.

Kim et al. (2021) find that Whites are more likely to hold a retirement saving motive than
other racial and ethnic groups. Decomposition analysis shows that homeownership, objective
financial knowledge, planning horizon, and age are the most important determinants that
explain the racial and ethnic gap in holding a retirement saving motive.

Choudhury (2002) finds a disinclination on the part of minority households to invest in
riskier, higher-yielding financial assets and argues that this could account for some of the
racial and ethnic wealth disparities that cannot be explained by income and demographic
factors.

Aka and Oku (2017) argue that in order to close the gap in retirement wealth, Blacks
need to invest more in the stock market (also see Yoong et al., 2019, who find that Black
and Hispanic workers invest a smaller proportion of their plan in stock). They explore

6Individual account plans include (1) employment-based retirement savings plans financed by both em-
ployer and employee contributions (most notably, defined contribution plans such as 401(k) plans), (2) Keogh
plans for the self-employed, and (3) individual retirement accounts (IRAs) for savings typically outside of
the workplace.

7Angel et al. (2014) find that women are less likely to participate in employer-sponsored retirement plans
and being a minority compounds this disadvantage, with Mexican-origin having the lowest coverage.
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four reasons for why Black participation in the stock market lags behind the rate of White
participation: (1) a perception that investing in the stock market may be too risky, (2) fear of
Wall Street, (3) lack of sufficient funds to facilitate participation in the stock market, and (4)
the perception that participation in the stock market may be too complicated for ordinary
people. They conclude that a key challenge for public policy is to remove or minimize
limitations for Blacks to participate in workplace retirement plans, as these constitute a
viable avenue for stock market participation.

Blanco et al. (2017) find that middle-aged and older low-income Hispanics in Los Angeles
help their parents financially, but do not feel comfortable asking their own children for help.
They plan to keep working for as long as possible and place their survival in retirement “in
God’s hands.”

Fry et al. (2005) find that social security is likely to continue to be a key source of income
for older Hispanics in the future. Hispanic workers are the least likely of the principal racial
and ethnic groups to participate in an employment-based retirement plan or own any long-
term financial asset. They also report that 49 percent of all Hispanics favor a plan that
would allow wage earners to put some of their social security taxes in investment accounts.

3.4 Expectations

Honig (1996) finds that expected retirement functions, estimated separately for non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic White, and Hispanic men and women, appear to have been generated by
the same underlying behavioral model that has been found to explain retirement outcomes.

While subsequent work has extended the literature on expectations and retirement be-
havior generally (e.g., Chan and Stevens, 2004; McGarry, 2004; Haider and Stephens, 2007;
Shu and Payne, 2013; Greenberg et al., 2017; Turner and Rajnes, 2021), less attention seems
to have been paid to racial and ethnic disparities.8 That said, some work has looked at other
demographic differences. For example, Prados and Kapteyn (2019) find that men and those
with low levels of uncertainty about retirement benefits are less likely to overestimate their
future retirement benefits. Thus, they are more likely to save more and be better prepared
as they reach retirement. Biases in subjective expectations translate into suboptimal asset
accumulation and welfare losses.

3.5 Retirement Age, Security, and Wealth

Copeland and Greenwald (2021) find that 46 percent of all retirees retired earlier than
expected; however, the primary reason differs by race and ethnicity. Blacks do so because
they have a health problem or disability while Whites do so because they can afford to.
Hispanics rank these two reasons equally. Blacks and Hispanics also report disproportionately

8A practical exception is Cohen et al. (2017) who find that among a sample of persons aged 18-34 in 2017,
most did not have confidence in the future of social security (SS). Seventy three percent of Blacks lacked
confidence and 29 percent did not expect to receive any SS benefits. Sixty six percent of Hispanics lacked
confidence and 32 percent did not expect to receive any SS benefits. Seventy three percent of Asians lacked
confidence and like Hispanics, 32 percent did not expect to receive any SS benefits. Seventy seven percent
of Whites lacked confidence and 37 percent did not expect to receive any SS benefits.
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lower financial resources than Whites, thus impacting how they feel about retirement and
financial security.9

Munnell et al. (2018) find that in 2016 Whites had the lowest retirement risk, followed by
Blacks and then Hispanics. The pattern over time is somewhat surprising, with the situation
of Blacks holding relatively steady and that of Hispanics deteriorating sharply. The data
suggest that the deterioration for Hispanics reflects their buying housing in the wrong place
at the wrong time. The steadiness for Blacks is a function of falling earnings at the bottom
of the income distribution and social security’s progressive benefit formula.

Johnson et al. (2016) find that Hispanics employed full-time earn significantly less than
their non-Hispanic White counterparts and are less likely to be covered by an employer-
sponsored retirement plan. Older Hispanics receive much less income, hold much less wealth,
and are much more likely to be impoverished than older non-Hispanic Whites. Older US-born
Hispanics fare better than older non-Hispanic Blacks, whereas older foreign-born Hispanics
fare worse.

Hou and Sanzenbacher (2020a) find that in 2016 Blacks had 46 percent of the retirement
wealth of Whites, while Hispanics had 49 percent. This inequality would be much higher
but for the presence of social security – Blacks had just 14 percent of the non-social security
retirement wealth when compared to Whites, and Hispanics had just 20 percent (also see
Gustman and Steinmeier, 2004; Aguila and Lee, 2022; Choukhmane et al., 2022).

4 What Do We Know about Information Acquisition

and Impacts of Outreach?

Communication about finances is essential to the acquisition of financial skills, particularly
for retirement planning. Yet, racial and ethnic disparities exist in financial discussions and
outreach. For example, White et al. (2021) find that Black and Hispanic households tend to
have the lowest rates of financial discussions, and when discussions do occur, they are more
likely to happen with friends than with spouses/partners or family.

So, there is potential to impact the general public’s, specifically minorities’, information
sets through outreach initiatives. For example, Brown et al. (2020) find that social security
policy and the way it is communicated strongly influences work, retirement, and claiming
behavior (also see Alattar et al., 2019, who find that younger workers with lower levels of
education and financial literacy are logical targets for informational outreach and interven-
tions by the Social Security Administration). Yet, Vitt and Smith (2022) find that the level
of social security information currently being provided to the public is less than adequate,
and crucial information could be made available by employers, the military, religious and
community groups, and schools at the secondary and postsecondary levels.

9These findings vary with whether a worker is foreign-born or not. As expected, several studies find that
immigrants retire significantly later than US-born workers, partly due to retirement insecurity (e.g., Fontes,
2011; Sevak and Schmidt, 2014; Love and Schmidt, 2015; Torres et al., 2016; Johnson et al., 2017; Lopez
and Slavov, 2020). Moreover, immigrants’ retirement behavior is impacted by eligibility criteria and return
motives (e.g., Borjas, 2010; Burtless and Singer, 2011; Aguila et al., 2021).
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4.1 Racial and Ethnic Disparities in Preferred Information Sources
and Outreach

Carman and Williams (2022) find that all racial and ethnic groups consistently turn to pre-
existing social capital, in the form of family and friends, for social security information (also
see Carman and Hung, 2018; Knapp and Perez-Arce, 2022). Compared to other groups,
Blacks are more likely to turn to social services, religious organizations, senior centers, med-
ical care providers, and libraries; Asians are more likely to turn to employers, co-workers,
community organizations, medical care providers, the internet, and social media; and Whites
are more likely to turn to employers and financial advisors. Hispanics tend towards the mid-
dle of all racial and ethnic groups.

Rabinovich and Yoong (2016) find considerable latitude for the Social Security Admin-
istration to expand its role as a source of retirement information. When people are asked
how they currently acquire information about retirement planning, they list the following
main sources. Nineteen percent of Blacks indicate family, friends, and/or colleagues relative
to 29.9 percent of Hispanics and 35.2 percent of Whites. Twenty percent of Blacks list em-
ployers relative to 33.5 percent of Hispanics and 36.8 percent of Whites. Thirteen percent of
Blacks mention financial professionals relative to 14.6 percent of Hispanics and 24.5 percent
of Whites. Two percent of Blacks list Social Security Administration information mailed to
their home relative to 5.7 percent of Hispanics and 9.6 percent of Whites. Finally, 58.1 per-
cent of Blacks list none of the sources relative to 47.7 percent of Hispanics and 36.5 percent
of Whites.

Figures 2 and 3 break down preferences for future information delivery by race and
ethnicity across non-retired and retired respondents respectively, based on the Understanding
America Study wave 26 (the same data used by Rabinovich and Yoong, 2016).10 In order to
keep the figures manageable, only Black, Hispanic, and White respondents are included.

We start with Figure 2 for non-retired respondents. First, while preferences for future
information delivery are similar across racial and ethnic groups, the levels are quite dif-
ferent, specifically across Blacks and Hispanics on the one hand and Whites on the other
hand. Whites seem to consistently find future sources of information less useful than Blacks
and Hispanics. Second, there are some more subtle differences, for example, Whites rank
YouTube/web tutorials as the third highest source while Blacks and Hispanics list informa-
tion provided via Social Security Administration representatives as the third highest source.

Figure 2 here

Figure 3 (for retirees) shows some more dramatic differences. For example, Hispanics
seem to find public service announcements via TV, radio, and social media more useful
than Blacks and Whites, who seem to find Social Security Administration information (i.e.,
the first two bars) more useful than all other sources. Relative to non-retirees, retirees
seem to be much more averse to web-based approaches, i.e., YouTube/web tutorials and

10The verbatim Understanding America Study question is “Now, thinking only about the future, please
tell us how useful you would find the following sources of information about Social Security benefits.” For
each of the sources on the horizontal axis, the respondent indicates 1=very useful, 2=somewhat useful, 3=not
very useful, 4=not useful at all. The raw frequencies in the figures are for respondents who indicated either
1 (very useful) or 2 (somewhat useful).
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SSA smartphone app. This appears to be consistent with findings on how people claim
benefits. For example, Aubry and Wandrei (2021) find that about 60 percent of respondents
submit (or intend to submit) their Old Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance benefit
application online, but only 43 percent claim (or intend to claim) benefits completely online,
that is, without interacting with a Social Security Administration representative by phone
or in-person during the process. In fact, their results show that the characteristics most
associated with not claiming completely online are being Black and/or Hispanic. This holds
both for retirees and near-retirees.

Figure 3 here

Hudson et al. (2017) find that the top three financial influences for Blacks are parents
(58.3 percent), life experiences (23.9 percent), and formal influences (8.3 percent). Further-
more, those who were financially socialized by self-directed influences (i.e., books, media,
and internet) were more likely to be more financially knowledgeable than those who were
financially socialized by other informal influences (i.e., friends, church, and informal pub-
lic/classes).

Rabinovich et al. (2017) find that all Hispanic subgroups (in particular, those of Mexi-
can, Puerto Rican, and Cuban ancestries) prefer email, regular mail, and the Social Security
Administration website, that is, typical information sources. However, the content of the
information provided might need to be changed, or the emphasis adjusted, to address the
concerns and knowledge gaps identified across subgroups. There may also be value in in-
creasing Spanish-language outreach, given the knowledge gap among Spanish speakers.

In short, outreach interventions should consider embracing different sources of informa-
tion as a means to addressing racial and ethnic disparities in retirement outcomes. For
example, Olsen and Whitman (2012) identify three key factors – access, targeting, and de-
livery – that affect the use of formal financial education by minorities and summarize several
real-world financial education initiatives that address them (also recall Vitt and Smith, 2022).

4.2 Retirement Outreach Explicitly Focused on Minorities

Blanco et al. (2020) conduct a community-based randomized controlled trial to promote re-
tirement saving among low- and moderate-income, predominantly Spanish-speaking Hispan-
ics, who do not have access to an employer-sponsored retirement account. The educational
intervention provides participants with key information in Spanish related to financial plan-
ning for retirement and makes use of behavioral nudges to encourage participants to open
a government-sponsored retirement saving account called my Retirement Account (myRA).
Those in the treatment group are 12 percent more likely to open myRA. When the sample is
restricted to those who have a bank account at some point in the study, the effect increases
to 17 percent. The intervention is also effective in increasing self-reported knowledge related
to retirement saving and preparedness.

Blanco and Rodriguez (2020) conduct two Facebook experiments to determine what type
of message is more effective in getting Hispanic women interested in learning about financial
planning for retirement. They find that a message centered on peer influence (“Many His-
panic women like you already have a plan for retirement”) might be more successful than a
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message centered on familism (“Having a plan for retirement protects me and my family”).
They find that click-through rates are higher among Hispanic women between 45 and 55
years old, and the largest numbers of impressions are among Hispanic women in California
and Texas.

As far as we have been able to identify, these are the only studies that have explicitly
focused on retirement outreach to minority communities. As discussed in the next section,
however, quite a few studies have focused on retirement outreach generally. There is also
a related literature on minority outreach in other contexts, particularly public health (e.g.,
Kreuter et al., 1999, 2004; Alsan et al., 2021). Still, the above suggests that, relative to what
is known about how minorities acquire retirement information (i.e., Section 4.1), significantly
more work is needed to understand how to (1) best use minorities’ existing sources of in-
formation and (2) optimize outreach and service delivery given minorities’ preferences for
outreach.11 It is thus not surprising that in the last few years, the Social Security Adminis-
tration has consistently identified “improving communication and outreach” and “disparities
by race and ethnicity” as two of the focal areas for the Retirement and Disability Research
Consortium.

4.3 Retirement Outreach Generally

4.3.1 Social Security Retirement Outreach

Smith (2020) finds that workers who receive multiple social security statement mailings are
significantly more likely to claim retirement benefits at later ages than are other workers,
and statement receipt is positively associated with employment at ages 62-70.12 She also
compares the relative effects of an educational outreach (statement mailings) and a direct
policy change (involving the full retirement age) on claiming behavior and finds that the
magnitudes of the two effects are similar.13

Perez-Arce et al. (2019) experiment with the terminology used to describe the rules
governing social security retirement benefits. They find that minimal changes to framing have
significant impacts. Those in the treatment group spend less time reading the information
but their understanding of the social security program improves more than in the control
group. In addition, the treatment has the effect of delaying retirement claiming intentions
by an average of about two and a half months. Those in the treatment group are also more
likely to advise standardized characters in hypothetical vignettes – video and written stories
about hypothetical people – to claim later.

Greenberg et al. (2018) test different interventions that are meant to help people bet-
ter reason about social security claiming age. They experiment with (1) how the benefits
payment schedule is framed, (2) normative messages regarding claiming retirement ben-
efits, (3) consideration of future selves, (4) information about retirement needs, and (5)
self-reflection. They find that interventions such as gains frames, considering future regret,

11At the time of this writing, Luisa Blanco and Viceisza have a proposal under review (at the National
Bureau of Economic Research’s Retirement and Disability Research Center) that if funded, would explore
retirement outreach to Blacks and Hispanics specifically.

12Smith and Couch (2014) find that younger workers are significantly more knowledgeable after receiving
a social security statement.

13Also see broadly related work such as Hemmeter et al. (2020) and Deshpande and Li (2019).
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right-tail longevity concerns, and generating reasons why one might want to delay, each have
the potential to delay claiming age intentions.14

Samek et al. (2018) develop and evaluate “consequence messaging,” a behaviorally mo-
tivated communication strategy in which vignettes are used to explain the consequences of
decisions. They randomly assign respondents in an online study to no vignette, a video
vignette, or a written vignette. They find that the vignettes improve understanding and
decision-making both in terms of social security claiming decisions and valuing of annuities.
However, the effect sizes are not significantly different across written vignettes versus video
vignettes. Also, the vignettes do not have a significant effect on how respondents rate the
importance of concerns related to retirement.

Brown et al. (2021) also use consequence messaging to examine two behavioral factors
that diminish people’s ability to value a lifetime income stream or annuity. They find that
increasing the complexity of the annuity choice reduces respondents’ ability to value the
annuity. When they limit narrow choice bracketing by inducing people to think first about
how quickly or slowly to spend down assets in retirement, people’s ability to value an annuity
increases.

4.3.2 Employer Retirement Outreach

Beshears et al. (2021) test the effect of framing future moments in time as new beginnings
or so-called “fresh starts”. University employees receive mailings with an opportunity to
choose between increasing their contributions to a savings plan immediately or at a specified
future time point. Framing the future time point in relation to a fresh start date such as
the recipient’s birthday or the first day of spring increases the likelihood that the mailing
recipient chooses to increase contributions at that future time point without decreasing their
likelihood of increasing contributions immediately. Overall, fresh start framing increases
retirement plan contributions in the eight months following the mailing.

Clark et al. (2019) provide information on key aspects of the employer-provided supple-
mental saving plans to older public employees in North Carolina. Among workers partici-
pating in a supplemental plan, individuals who receive an informational flyer increase their
contributions in the months following the intervention relative to the control group. In con-
trast, individuals who are not enrolled in a retirement saving plan are not moved to begin
contributing to a supplemental plan. The results suggest that informational interventions
can induce workers who are already engaged in the saving process (the intensive margin)
to reassess their level of retirement preparedness, but not those who are on the extensive
margin.

Allen et al. (2016) examine retirement-planning programs offered by employers to their
older employees and assess their impact on financial literacy and retirement. They find that
employees’ knowledge about pension plan parameters and financial matters increases as a
direct result of attending a pre-retirement planning workshop. They also find that many
attendees make changes to their retirement plans.

Clark et al. (2014) provide a subset of newly hired workers at a large financial institution
with a flyer containing information about the employer’s 401(k) plan and the value of contri-

14Brown et al. (2020) discuss that even subtle variations in the framing of claiming options can have a
very significant effect on planned retirement and claiming behavior.
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butions compounding over a career. Younger workers who receive the flyer are significantly
more likely to begin contributing to the plan relative to their peers in the control group.
They find that many workers choose not to contribute to the plan because they have other
financial priorities. However, some nonparticipants seem to lack the financial literacy to
appreciate the benefit.

4.3.3 Hybrid Retirement Outreach

Hershfield et al. (2020) use a custom-built retirement decision aid to test how aggregat-
ing outcomes across different retirement funding sources affects retirement decisions. They
present two studies that experimentally test whether people select systematically different
investment risk allocations, wealth drawdown strategies, annuity decisions, and Social Secu-
rity Administration claiming intentions when they are shown the aggregated outcome of the
decisions versus each piece individually. They find that decisions can be affected by aggre-
gating outcomes and individuals report higher satisfaction with their decisions when made
in an aggregated environment. However, individuals also indicate that the outcomes they
have chosen are less desirable in hindsight than other possible retirement income paths.15

Liebman and Luttmer (2015) provide information (in the mail and online) on three top-
ics: (1) longevity/life expectancy, (2) the relationship between retirement age and standard
of living during retirement, and (3) the social security earnings test. They find that this
relatively mild intervention (sending an informational brochure and an invitation to a web-
tutorial) increases labor force participation one year later by four percentage points relative
to the control group mean of 74 percent. This effect is driven by a 7.2 percentage point
increase among female subjects. In addition to affecting labor supply, the information in-
tervention increases survey measures of the perceived returns to working longer, especially
among women.

5 How to Design Better Outreach?

5.1 Behavioral Insights

Knoll (2010, 2011) discuss several insights from behavioral economics that can inform the
retirement decision (some of which were alluded to in previously discussed studies): (1)
anchoring and adjustment, (2) loss aversion and reference points (e.g., Greenberg et al.,
2018), (3) choice architecture (e.g., Hershfield et al., 2020; Brown et al., 2021), (4) nudging
(e.g., Blanco et al., 2020), (5) query theory and order effects, (6) impact bias, (7) affective
forecasting, (8) mental simulations being unrepresentative, essentialized, abbreviated, and
decontextualized, (9) psychological immune system neglect, (10) hyperbolic discounting,
(11) the planning fallacy (e.g., Allen et al., 2016), (12) emotions and informational concerns
(e.g., Liebman and Luttmer, 2015), and (13) framing (e.g., Blanco and Rodriguez, 2020;
Perez-Arce et al., 2019). Below, we discuss several studies that highlight relevant behavioral
principles, even though they are not about outreach per se.

15Also see broadly related work such as Barcellos et al. (2016), Lusardi et al. (2017), and Kaiser et al.
(2020).
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Clark et al. (2019) find that individuals who more heavily discount the future are less
likely to plan and save for retirement. They measure retirement planning behavior both
subjectively and objectively. Time preferences have an association with subjectively, but
not objectively, measured retirement planning. Individuals’ retirement timing is associated
with time preferences but only among individuals with a retirement plan.

Benartzi and Thaler (2007) assess heuristics and biases in the area of retirement savings
(also see Thaler and Benartzi, 2004). They argue that many effective ways to help retirement-
plan participants are also the least costly interventions – small changes in plan design,
sensible default options, and opportunities to increase savings rates and rebalance portfolios
automatically.

Choi et al. (2002) identify a key behavioral principle that should partially guide the
design of 401(k) plans: employees follow the path of least resistance. Plan administrators
can manipulate this path of least resistance to influence the savings and investment choices
of their employees.

Madrian and Shea (2001) find that (1) 401(k) participation is significantly higher under
automatic enrollment and (2) a substantial fraction of 401(k) participants hired under auto-
matic enrollment retain both the default contribution rate and fund allocation even though
few employees hired before automatic enrollment picked this particular outcome. This “de-
fault” behavior appears to result from participant inertia and from employee perceptions of
the default as investment advice.

5.2 Peer Effects

Beshears et al. (2015) measure the effect of disseminating information about peer behavior
on savings in a 401(k) plan. Low-saving employees receive simplified plan enrollment or
contribution increase forms. A randomized subset of these forms state the fraction of age-
matched coworkers participating in the plan or age-matched participants contributing at least
6 percent of pay to the plan. They find that (1) peer information decreases the savings of
nonparticipants who were ineligible for 401(k) automatic enrollment and (2) higher observed
peer savings rates also decreases savings. This seems to be driven by a discouragement from
upward social comparisons.

Koposko et al. (2016) use social comparison theory to understand the impact of interper-
sonal perceptions on saving behavior. They find that social comparisons account for savings
practices over and above demographic and psychological indicators.

Brown and Laschever (2012) use two large unexpected pension reforms to examine the
effect of peers on teachers’ likelihood of retirement. Controlling for individual and school
characteristics, they find that the retirement of an additional teacher in the previous year at
the same school increases a teacher’s own likelihood of retirement by 1.5-2 percentage points.

Chalmers et al. (2008) test the hypothesis that individuals decide when to retire, at
least in part, based on their peers by observing government employees in the state of Ore-
gon. Within their sample, retirements occur in waves. While they can explain a significant
fraction of these retirements using demographic and individual-level data on expected re-
tirement benefits, their main finding is that individual decisions about when to retire are
strongly correlated with the retirement timing decisions of peers. Moreover, this correlation
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is both economically significant and robust, leading them to conclude that peer effects are
an important determinant of individual retirement dates.

Duflo and Saez (2002) investigate whether peer effects play an important role in retire-
ment savings decisions. They use individual data from employees of a large university to
study whether individual decisions to enroll in a Tax Deferred Account plan sponsored by
the university, and the choice of the mutual fund vendor for people who choose to enroll, are
affected by the decisions of other employees in the same department. The results suggest
that peer effects may be an important determinant of savings decisions.

5.3 Culture

Fisher (2019) investigates differences in financial risk tolerance between Blacks and Whites.
Financial literacy is positively associated with high and some (versus no) financial risk toler-
ance for White households, but this relationship does not hold for Black households. More-
over, the relationship between net worth and high financial risk tolerance differed signifi-
cantly for Blacks and Whites. The findings suggest that the frameworks used to explain the
financial behaviors of Whites may not be appropriate for all groups.

Martin Jr. et al. (2014) investigate whether racial differences in trust can explain decisions
to consult a financial planner. They find that Blacks and Hispanics are more likely to report
having low trust compared to non-Black, non-Hispanic respondents. Controlling for trust
levels, Blacks are more likely to consult a financial planner relative to non-Black, non-
Hispanic respondents while Hispanics are less likely to. There is suggestive evidence that
low trust may be inhibiting Blacks’ willingness and/or ability to save for retirement.

Murphy (2013) finds that after controlling for earnings, level of education, and other
socioeconomic variables, financial satisfaction and religiosity are significant predictors of
financial literacy (albeit different from retirement decisions). While no causality is argued,
the findings can have implications for strategies for improving financial literacy. He concludes
that it is important to target financial literacy campaigns to maximize the impact of limited
education resources.

6 Conclusion

We review select literature on (1) racial and ethnic disparities in retirement outcomes and
(2) the potential for outreach and service delivery, for example, by the Social Security Ad-
ministration and employers, to address such disparities.

Two primary findings emerge:

1. There are significant racial and ethnic disparities in a range of retirement outcomes,
partly reflecting a long history of racism and structural barriers (e.g., Brown et al.,
2019; Viceisza, 2022). While social security plays a significant role in reducing the
retirement wealth gap, it is not sufficient to close the gap. There is thus room for
employer-sponsored retirement plans and individual retirement accounts to increase
and diversify retirement wealth.
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2. There is significant research on (1) the impact of retirement outreach and financial
literacy interventions generally and (2) racial and ethnic disparities in retirement in-
formation acquisition. In fact, much of this work has incorporated behavioral insights
(e.g., framing or nudges) and/or tested behavioral factors (e.g., time preferences or
reference dependence). However, there is comparatively little work that explores the
differential impact of retirement outreach interventions across race and ethnicity, par-
ticularly when intersected with other demographic characteristics such as gender or
immigrant and socio-economic status.

Thus, one key avenue for future work is to design retirement outreach interventions that
cater to the needs of specific demographic groups, for example, by embracing the fact that
Blacks, Hispanics, and Whites have different preferences for information acquisition and rely
on different types of pre-existing social capital. Future interventions explicitly aimed at
addressing racial and ethnic disparities should capitalize on the lessons learned from prior
outreach studies, for example, the role of behavioral factors, peer effects, and culture.

Two secondary, more methodological, findings also emerge:

1. Prior outreach experiments have primarily been implemented in collaboration with the
Understanding America Study, Amazon Mechanical Turk, and field partners such as
universities, federal government agencies (e.g., General Services Administration and
Social Security Administration), state and local governments, and (social media) com-
panies.

2. Analyses of secondary data have primarily been conducted using the Health and Retire-
ment Study, the Understanding America Study, and the Survey of Consumer Finances.
Other secondary data sources include the National Longitudinal Study of Youth, the
National Financial Capability Study, the Retirement Confidence Survey, the RAND
American Life Panel, the NORC AmericaSpeaks Panel, and administrative data, typ-
ically from companies.

Thus, another key avenue for future work is to innovate methodologically. Consider a
few examples. First, more work is needed to properly identify race and ethnicity and link
across data sources (e.g., Martin, 2016; Drazen et al., 2022). Second, more work is needed
to customize data collection methods to minority respondents, for example, by addressing
language barriers and/or cultural sensitivities related to trust or religiosity (e.g., Blanco
et al., 2020, propose the Retirement Knowledge Scale as part of the Health and Retirement
Study in an effort to better understand Hispanics’ knowledge of retirement). Third, tech-
niques such as natural language processing can be used to provide a more holistic picture
of minorities’ realities (e.g., Carman and Williams, 2022, explore such methods to better
understand racial and ethnic disparities in social capital). Finally, more work is needed to
improve measurement of retirement income and wealth (e.g., Dushi and Trenkamp, 2021).
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Tables and Figures

Figure 1: Average retirement wealth at age 55-64 (in real terms, 2016 dollars). Source:
Authors’ calculations derived from the Survey of Consumer Finances SDA tool (1989-2016).

Table 1: Retirement preparedness and knowledge by race and ethnicity. Source: Yoong et al.
(2015) Table 22 (derived from the Understanding America Study, wave 26).

White Black Hispanic Other
% Feel very financially prepared for retirement 12% 1% 3% 8%
% Feel very knowledgeable about retirement planning questions 13% 10% 8% 12%
% Feel very knowledgeable about social security benefit questions 15% 12% 9% 10%
% Correct calculation of social security benefit questions 71% 58% 60% 67%
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Figure 2: Frequency of non-retired respondents who would find a particular future source of
information about social security benefits “very useful” or “somewhat useful”, by race and
ethnicity. Source: Authors’ calculations derived from Understanding America Study wave
26 raw data.

Figure 3: Frequency of retired respondents who would find a particular future source of
information about social security benefits “very useful” or “somewhat useful”, by race and
ethnicity. Source: Authors’ calculations derived from Understanding America Study wave
26 raw data.
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