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Executive Summary (BRIEF) 

This year in the annual Gender Gap in Financial Wellness Report, we introduce an example of the 
practical implications of the gender gap for the retirement shortfall of the median 45-year-old 
employee.  We found a 26% gap in the shortfall between the median 45-year-old man and the median 
45-year-old woman’s needed retirement savings to replace 70% of their income in retirement plus 
projected healthcare costs.  While both the median man and woman face a significant shortfall, the 
median woman has a lower lifetime income, has saved less, and yet faces higher overall retirement and 
healthcare costs due to a longer life expectancy.  To illustrate the extent of the additional challenges 
female retirement savers face, we also calculated the gender gap in the retirement shortfall for the 
median 45-year-old man and woman based on similar projected retirement expenditures at age 65.  
Under this scenario, the gender gap in retirement shortfall grows to 95%. 

The Gender Gap in Financial Wellness is still quite wide, particularly in areas of investing and money 
management, and presents special challenges for women who will generally need to save more than 
men to fund retirement.  However, we see encouraging signs that the gap is narrowing due to women 
employees taking steps to improve their financial wellness, particularly in risk management, estate 
planning, and retirement plan participation.  Corporate employers are uniquely suited to address this 
gap, as our data shows that working women are more likely than men to take advantage of financial 
education and coaching provided by their employers. 
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Closing the Confidence Gap 

The largest gap between men and women that remains is in investing and 
money management.  We could also call this a “confidence gap,” as it’s 
where men show much more confidence in their financial decision-making 
than women.  The confidence gap has narrowed since 2012, but it’s still 
wide. 

Closing the confidence gap is a key to reducing the Gender Gap in 
Financial Wellness.  Women are more likely to feel more confident about 
their financial decisions when they have done their homework and 
understand complex terms and choices.  Workplace financial education efforts should emphasize hands-
on learning that helps change financial behavior and increases financial confidence in order to achieve 
real world results. 
 

Key Trends 

• Women are becoming more proactive and are slowly becoming better prepared for retirement, 
but they face even higher hurdles than men due to longer life expectancies, higher lifetime 
healthcare costs, lower median savings, and lower median income. 

• Increased knowledge, confidence, and investing behavior have helped women narrow the 
investment gap. 

• The Gender Gap in Financial Wellness narrows with age. 
• The Gender Gap in Financial Wellness is smallest where it comes to issues related to taking care 

of kids and family: protecting the family through insurance and estate planning, and preparing 
for college expenses. 
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Progress is Reducing the Gap 

Women employees are becoming more financially confident and making strides in key financial areas, 
which is narrowing the Gender Gap in Financial Wellness.  Since 2012, women have moved forward 
where men are either holding constant or taking small steps backward. 

The improvements in financial wellness for women are particularly encouraging since they have become 
more involved in making financial decisions for themselves and their family, either on their own or with 
a spouse.  According to Prudential’s Financial Experience & Behaviors Among Women study, 44% of 
women are the primary breadwinners in their household and are more likely to handle everyday 
financial activities related to paying bills and basic money managementi.   

Women are helping themselves by taking advantage of employer provided financial education.  In 2014, 
two-thirds of employees that completed a financial wellness assessment were women, compared to just 
over one-half three years earlier. 

Part of the decline in financial wellness for men may be related to overconfidence.  Research suggests 
that men tend to display higher levels of investment confidence than women.  Case in point, this year’s 
report shows that men were more likely than women to express confidence that their investments are 
allocated properly (48% vs. 34%).  This may put men at risk because high confidence paired with low 
financial knowledge can lead to negative financial behaviors. 
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Quantifying the Gap:  An Example 

What are the practical implications of the Gender Gap in Financial Wellness?  One way to quantify the 
impact of the Gender Gap in Financial Wellness is by looking at an example of how much the median 
American working man and the median American working woman at age 45 have saved for retirement 
compared to what they are going to needii. 
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Differences in Financial Priorities 

While retirement planning leads as the top priority for 
both genders, data shows that women are more likely to 
rate stress issues like managing cash flow and getting 
out of debt as their other top priorities.  That’s no 
surprise, as recent research released earlier this year 
showed that 55% of working mothers with low to 
moderate incomes reported “high” to “overwhelming” 
amounts of financial stress. 

Priorities: 

• Retirement planning was the most often 
selected topic as a top priority for both genders.  
This is a positive sign since the vast majority of employees are under-prepared for retirement. 

• Women continue to rate managing their cash flow and getting out of debt as the second and 
third most selected top priorities in their financial lives.   

• Men continue to choose investing as the second most selected top priority, followed by 
managing cash flow. 

 
The Gender Gap among Older Employees 

The gender gap in retirement preparedness was seen across all age groups with the widest differences 
found among those ages 55 to 64.  According to a recent Blackrock survey, women between the ages of 
55 and 64 have accumulated a median balance of just $81,300 in retirement savings compared to 
$118,400 for meniii.  As we can see with our example of the median age 45 working American, this is 
particularly concerning for women since they tend to outlive men and are more likely to need a larger 
nest egg for retirement. 
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Gender Differences Exist in Retirement Planning 

Women have a higher risk of outliving their money due to longer life expectancies, greater healthcare 
costs, lower lifetime earnings, and smaller retirement plan balances compared to men.  In general, 
women express lower levels of confidence in their financial decision-making.   
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Women continue to demonstrate they are good retirement savers.  Retirement plan participation is 
one area where there is no apparent gender gap, but parity with participation rates does not change the 
observation that women have lower levels of retirement preparedness compared to men.  On the 
upside, Vanguard reports that women save more than men as a percentage of salary (7.0% vs. 6.8%)iv.  
However, our study found that fewer women report taking advantage of their company’s retirement 
plan match, and a greater percentage report having taken a retirement plan loan, which means they are 
not getting the most out of this important employee benefit. 

Women are better long-term investors.  A Fidelity study found that women and men have earned 
nearly identical investment returns even though women have taken slightly less risk to achieve these 
returnsv.  The 10-year median annual rate of return for women was 7.3% vs. 7.4% for men.  One 
potential explanation for women’s investment performance is that they tend to use target date funds 
for 100% of their portfolio more often than men (34% vs. 28%).  While investing too conservatively is a 
potential concern for some women, the tendency to take a more disciplined approach to retirement 
savings may lead to more balanced investment returns, and this can help during periods of market 
volatility.  

91% 
89% 

91% 89% 

80% 80% 89% 86% 

35% 37% 
42% 40% 



2015 Gender Gap in  
Financial Wellness 

 

 
© 2015 Financial Finesse, Inc. All Rights Reserved 

 

7 
 



2015 Gender Gap in  
Financial Wellness 

 

 
© 2015 Financial Finesse, Inc. All Rights Reserved 

 

8 

 

Ways to Close the Gap 
 

Closing the confidence gap is a key to reducing the Gender Gap in Financial Wellness.  Research out of 
the University of Nebraska-Lincoln found that improvements in perceived and actual financial literacy 
resulted in improvements in financial behaviorsvi.  According to the research, when compared to survey 
respondents with low perceived and actual financial literacy, those with high perceived and actual 
financial literacy are: 

• 17 percentage points more likely to have set up a personal retirement account (e.g., IRA) 
• 21 percentage points more likely to have financial investments in stocks, bonds, mutual funds, 

or other securities 
• 27 percentage points more likely to change or rebalance the investments in their retirement 

account(s) at least once a year or once every few years 
• 13 percentage points more likely to seek financial advice about savings and investments 

This suggests that financial education efforts should seek to improve financial knowledge and 
confidence in order to promote positive financial behavior.  Employees who offer workplace financial 
wellness programs are in a unique position to help women employees gain the practical skills needed to 
improve financial confidence. 

Provide targeted educational offerings that proactively reach out to women in various life stages on 
topics that match their interests and goals.  The financial wellness gap is largest for ages under 45.  
Employers should provide financial education for women in this age demographic that is collaborative 
and actionable.  Topics should include areas that women have prioritized such as cash and debt 
management.  As more women master these skills, more money can be put aside for long-term goals 
like retirement.  This will reduce financial stress and greatly improve financial wellness. 

Leverage retirement plan design features, but don’t rely on them solely.  Towers Watson found that 
68% of surveyed companies offer automatic enrollment to all or newly hired workers, but both Aon 
Hewitt and Vanguard report lower deferral rates for employees that are automatically enrolled 
compared to employees that enroll voluntarilyvii.  To encourage saving more for retirement, employers 
should add automatic contribution escalation to their plan design and couple it with basic money 
management education to help reduce opt-out rates. 

Offer unbiased guidance that is easy to understand.  According to Prudential’s 2014-2015 Research 
Study on Financial Experience & Behaviors among Women: 

• 36% of women say they are not prepared to make wise financial decisions because they are not 
sure what to consider when evaluating their options. 

• 28% of women say they rely on their employer for information about financial and retirement 
products and services. 

• Only one in five women believes the financial services industry truly understands their needs, 
preferring less jargon and a greater sense that someone is looking out for their best interests. 
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About this Research 

All of Financial Finesse’s research is primary—based on tracking employees’ most pressing financial 
concerns through their usage of our financial education services.   

Trend analysis research is compiled by tracking questions received by planners through Financial 
Finesse’s Financial Helpline and Ask-a-Planner services. Financial Wellness data is compiled by tracking 
employees’ usage of Financial Finesse’s Online Financial Wellness Assessment and Learning Center, 
which provides employees with a personalized financial education plan and analysis of their current 
financial wellness. Employers and employees are located across the country—in similar proportion to 
the demographics of the national population.   

About the Financial Wellness Score 

The Financial Wellness Score is measured on a scale of 0 to 10, with 0 indicating minimal financial 
wellness and 10 indicating optimal financial wellness.  Scores are adjusted to consider age and income 
and determine how well employees are managing their finances based on these factors and the needs 
associated with different life stages and income levels.  Employees who achieve a Financial Wellness 
Score within a specified range exhibit financial behavior as outlined in the following chart: 

Wellness Score Financial Behavior 

9.0 or above Employees have excellent financial skills and habits, and have achieved an 
optimal level of financial wellness.  They are on track to meet their goals and 
fully prepared to weather unexpected challenges that arise. 

7.0 to 8.9 Employees have good financial skills and habits, and are in a fairly good position 
to reach their goals, but there are additional actions they need to take to fully 
prepare for their goals and protect themselves from challenges that may arise.  

5.0 to 6.9 Employees are demonstrating some personal financial skills, but have significant 
gaps in their overall financial planning and behaviors, and really need education 
and guidance to make decisions and develop financial habits that will allow 
them to achieve their goals. 

3.0 to 4.9 Employees may be sabotaging their own goals through poor personal financial 
skills and are in need of more basic information. 

Below 3.0 Employees are in dire need of guidance around basic personal financial skills to 
help keep them from experiencing serious financial consequences. 
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About the Financial Wellness Assessment 

The Financial Wellness Assessment is a proprietary tool designed and developed by our Think Tank of 
CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER™ professionals used to measure employees’ financial wellness. To get a 
realistic assessment of wellness in each category, planners determined the most important criteria for 
achieving financial success in that specific category. By asking key questions that determine employees’ 
progress on these different actions, we are able to approximate their financial wellness in those areas. 

About Financial Finesse 

Financial Finesse is an unbiased financial education company providing personalized and innovative 
financial education and counseling programs to over 2,400,000 employees at over 600 organizations. 
Financial Finesse partners with organizations to reach goals such as reducing fiduciary liability, 
increasing plan participation, decreasing stress, and increasing productivity through its unique approach 
to financial education. Financial Finesse does not sell products nor manage assets.  For more 
information, visit www.financialfinesse.com.  
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End Notes 
                                                           

i http://www.prudential.com/media/managed/wm/media/Pru_Women_Study_2014.pdf 

ii The Gender Gap in Retirement Preparedness is an illustration of the potential retirement savings shortfall of a 
typical man and woman.  It has been calculated using generally accepted principles of financial planning.  Certain 
assumptions were used, including a 3% rate of inflation, a pre- and post-retirement rate of return of 6.5% and 
4.5%, respectively, and an income replacement ratio of 70%.  The most current studies and reports available were 
used to prepare the analysis.  The following is a list of source material: 

1. “Social Security Is Important to Women,” published in June 2015 by the Social Security Administration 
2. Current Population Survey for 2014, released by the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
3. “2015 Retirement Health Care Costs Data Report®,” published in 2015 by HealthView Services 
4. “How America Saves 2015,” published in June 2015 by Vanguard 
5. “IRA Balances and Contributions: An Overview of the EBRI IRA Database™,” published in September 2010 

by the Employee Benefit Research Institute (EBRI) 
6. “Benchmark Your 401k Plan – 2015,” published by 401khelpcenter.com based on information gathered 

from multiple sources  

iii BlackRock Global Investor Pulse Survey, March 5, 2015, http://www.blackrock.com/corporate/en-
us/literature/press-release/gip-genderfindings-2015.pdf 

iv Vanguard, “How America Saves 2015,” (2015) https://institutional.vanguard.com/iam/pdf/HAS15.pdf 

v Fidelity, “Are Women Standing Up to the Retirement Savings Challenge?,” Women in Investing whitepaper, 2013, 
https://communications.fidelity.com/wi/2013/womeninvesting/assets/women_in_investing_whitepaper.pdf 

vi Allgood, Sam and Walstad, William, The Effects of Perceived and Actual Financial Literacy on Financial Behaviors 
(June 19, 2012).  Available at SSRN: http://ssrn.com/abstract=2191606 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2191606 

vii Results are from the 2014 Towers Watson North American Defined Contribution Plan Sponsor Survey Report, the 
Aon Hewitt 2014 Universe Benchmarks report, and the Vanguard How America Saves 2015 report. 

http://ssrn.com/abstract=2191606
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2191606
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