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A. Executive Summary
In recent years, employers have grown increasingly interested in helping their
employees improve their financial wellness in areas beyond retirement, such
as budgeting, college savings, and insurance. There is growing awareness that
employees have difficulty reaching their retirement goals when they are not
financially healthy overall. Financial Engines sought to explore this issue by
commissioning a nationally-representative survey of full-time workers who actively
save in their workplace retirement plan. We examined their use of and desire for
comprehensive financial planning services, with a special focus on the experiences
of middle-income workers with incomes over $35,000 and less than $100,000.
With the decline in traditional pension coverage nationally over the past 40 years,
middle-class workers have lost access to professionally-managed pension plans, yet
they do not earn enough money to attract professional advisors to help them, as
most financial planning service providers favor serving high net-worth individuals.1
But the looming retirement security crisis cannot be solved without significant
improvements in financial behaviors and retirement savings among middle-class
workers, who comprise the bulk of the American workforce. To solve this looming
retirement crisis, financial planning must be made more accessible to people of
modest means.
For this study, the definition of a comprehensive financial plan is one that includes a
plan for retirement savings, and plans for at least three other topics from a list of 11
financial planning topics.A This definition was used to categorize respondents into
“planners” or “non-planners.” People who said they had a formal written financial
plan and whose plan met our definition for “comprehensive” are referred to as
“planners.” Planners include those who created a plan with or without the help of a
professional advisor. Those who said they did not have a formal written financial plan
are referred to as “non-planners.”

A

The eleven financial planning topics included: general savings, college savings, homeownership,
healthcare/long-term care, debt management, budgeting, Social Security, insurance, retirement
income, taxes, and estate planning.
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Key Findings
1. Higher-income planners who created their financial plans with
professional advice had financial plans that were more comprehensive
than those of the professionally-advised middle-income planners.B
For example, higher-income professionally-advised planners were more likely
than comparable middle-income planners to have financial plans addressing
saving and investing to grow overall assets more (95 percent versus 86
percent), saving for a child’s college education (61 percent versus 41 percent),
life insurance purchased on their own (83 percent versus 67 percent), and
estate plans (77 percent versus 57 percent). Also, both middle- and higherincome planners tended to have financial plans that missed key elements
that could help them improve their retirement readiness, such as advice on
the adequacy of their retirement savings rate and on maximizing their Social
Security benefit.
2. Participants exhibit strong interest in accessing financial planning help
through their employers.
Over half (57 percent) of all plan participants said they were extremely or very
interested in accessing financial planning help via the workplace. Middleincome planners were more likely than average to be interested in getting
such help through their employer—72 percent were very or extremely
interested. High-income planners were also quite interested, with 64 percent
reporting strong interest.
3. Over half (53 percent) of those interested in the financial planning service
said that having their employer select an advisory service that operates
as fiduciary was one of the major advantages of obtaining this service
through the workplace.
Other top advantages cited included: obtaining the service at lower cost than
doing it on your own (61 percent) and having a provider who would be familiar
with your workplace retirement plan (59 percent). Middle-income planners
were more likely than average to cite having the provider vetted by the
employer as a major advantage (52 percent versus 44 percent).

B

We defined as “higher-income” workers with household income of $100,000 and over.
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The study also examined what were the most and least common elements of a
financial plan. Besides a plan for retirement savings, which was required by definition
to be considered a comprehensive financial plan, the most common topics included
in the financial plans were:
s
 aving and investing for overall asset growth (88 percent),
budgeting (83 percent),
generating income in retirement (73 percent) and
minimizing taxes (73 percent).
The topics least likely to be included in comprehensive financial plans were saving/
paying for your or a child’s college education (46 percent), saving for a home or home
improvements (53 percent), and Social Security claiming (59 percent).
This study reinforced findings from many previous studies. For example,
Financial Engines found that most active plan participants either do not have a
financial plan at all—“non-planners” comprised 50 percent—or they created a
comprehensive financial plan on their own (17 percent). Only 23 percent of active
plan participants had a comprehensive financial plan created with the help of a
professional advisor. Our study found that higher-income plan participants were more
likely to have a comprehensive financial plan (48 percent) than middle-income plan
participants (37 percent). Workers with comprehensive financial plans (“planners”)
were more likely than the average plan participant to be male (62 percent) and
married (71 percent), while non-planners were less likely to be male (47 percent) and
married (55 percent).
Also, similar to previous studies, we found that planners tended to save more
of their salary than non-planners, (a median of 10 percent versus 6 percent)
and feel better about their retirement futures. For someone who begins with
retirement savings of $50,000 and earns a $100,000 salary today, saving 10 percent
rather than 6 percent can result in $240,000 (or 26 percent) more in retirement
savings over 25 years. This contributes to planners being more than twice as likely
as non-planners (63 percent versus 29 percent) to foresee living a comfortable
lifestyle in retirement. The benefits of professional advice on financial plans were also
clear: compared to planners without professional advice, planners with professional
advice had financial plans that were more comprehensive and had taken more
financial planning actions (better adherence to budgets, higher savings rates, more
completed estate plans, insurance purchases, and the like).
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Implications
As pension plans have faded from the workplace, millions of workers have been
left with the prospect of engaging in the complex task of saving and investing
appropriately for retirement amidst all of the other financial obligations that come
with adulthood. But not enough financial planning help is getting to the people
who need it most—middle-income workers. Only 21 percent of this population
had a comprehensive financial plan developed with a professional advisor. The
vast majority of workers are missing out on the benefits of professional advice on
financial planning, such as more robust financial plans, more support to implement
their financial plans, higher savings rates, and ultimately more peace of mind about
their financial futures. Moreover, the financial planning advice that is now provided
to middle-income workers tends to be less comprehensive, as it covers fewer topics
than do the financial plans of their higher-income counterparts.
The good news is that the majority of active plan participants are very interested
in accessing comprehensive financial planning services through their workplace.
Providing these services in the workplace can be a concrete way to help employees
improve their overall financial well-being, dovetailing strongly with many employers’
existing goals of offering financial well-being programs that go beyond retirement.
In addition, having more employees utilize financial planning help will likely improve
key retirement plan indicators—such as savings and participation rates—and result
in greater retirement readiness in the workforce. Lastly, technology is moving
quickly to reinvent financial planning by making these services more scalable
and affordable for all people regardless of their level of wealth. Increasing access
to comprehensive financial planning services by delivering these services in the
workplace can ultimately help more middle-class American workers become
prepared for a financially secure future.
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B. Introduction
There is growing evidence that employees need financial help that goes beyond
retirement savings and investment advice. For example, a 2016 study by PwC found
that financial stress is the top source of stress among full-time employees, cited by
45 percent of respondents.3 The PwC study also found that among employees who
are not saving at all towards their retirement, the top reasons for not saving were:
too many other expenses (75 percent), and paying off debt (42 percent).4 Thus, the
recent trend among employers to provide resources to help employees on a range
of financial matters that go beyond retirement is well-placed.
Before Financial Engines embarked on research exploring the need for
comprehensive help on financial issues, we undertook a review of the existing
literature on this topic. We found that the subject of comprehensive financial
planning has been extensively studied by entities such as the Consumer Federation
of America, the Certified Financial Planning Board of Standards, Inc. and by many
other industry associations, companies, and academics.5 These studies have shown
that people who engage in comprehensive financial planning are more likely to save
at higher rates, have less debt, be better prepared for retirement, and have greater
financial security overall compared to people who do not have financial plans. To be
sure, these studies are not definitive that comprehensive financial planning is the
cause of the positive outcomes; for example, people who are more inclined to save
money might be those who choose to engage in comprehensive financial planning.
A notable study by Terrance K. Martin Jr., and Michael Finke entitled A Comparison
of Retirement Strategies and Financial Planner Value, showed that the clients of
financial advisors whose plans addressed retirement savings had 50 percent higher
retirement savings than those who estimated retirement needs without the help of
a planner.6 This Martin/Finke study pointed to the important role of financial plan
quality in leading to positive outcomes for clients.
Other studies have also shown that middle-income workers with modest asset
balances have often been overlooked by financial planners who are more willing
to serve high net worth Americans. A 2010 study by the Society of Actuaries (SOA)
cited a finding by the Financial Planning Association (FPA) that only 11 percent of its
members serve clients with a net worth below $250,000. The same study also found
that FPA members are providing financial planning services to only about one to two
percent of the potential 108 million households in the middle market.7
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The Beyond Retirement study offers further support for the positive role of
comprehensive financial planning, and also explores two new angles on this topic:
h
 ow middle-income workers engage with financial planning; and,
t he quality of existing financial plans in terms of the breadth and
depth of their plans.
The Beyond Retirement study assesses the quality of financial plans in two ways: by
analyzing breadth of topics in the comprehensive financial plans; by assessing the
depth of sub-topics addressed in the plans for workplace retirement savings, and
Social Security claiming. We sought to understand if the availability of high-quality
financial planning services differed between middle- and higher-income groups.
We felt that it was important to study access to high-quality financial planning
services specifically among middle-income workers because this group comprises
the largest proportion of the American population (50 percent of all Americans).8
The looming retirement security crisis cannot be solved without significant
improvements in the financial behaviors and retirement savings of middle-class
workers.
This report reviews to what extent employees use financial plans and professional
advisors, as well as their key demographic and behavioral characteristics, and the
quality of their comprehensive financial plans. The report analyzes these issues
by income group (low-, middle-, and higher-income groups). In addition, the report
assesses the interest that plan participants have in obtaining comprehensive
financial planning help through the workplace, and what attributes of the potential
service they view as major advantages. We also examined the differences between
planners and non-planners, and those who created their financial plans with and
without the help of a professional advisor.
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C. Methodology
1. Survey and Sample Details
Financial Engines commissioned an online survey of full-time employees between
the ages of 25 and 65 whose employers offer them a defined-contribution
retirement plan, such as a 401(k), 403(b), or 457 plan, and who participate in their
employer plan by making salary contributions into their retirement accounts. This
survey was fielded between May 23rd and June 2nd, 2016 and gathered information
from 1,760 retirement plan participants.
The survey included a mix of respondents who reported having a formal financial
plan for their households and those that do not. The survey established quotas
by household income to ensure a strong sample of middle-income workers, with
household incomes between $35,000 and $100,000.
All screened respondents were weighted by age, gender, and income to reflect
the national population of retirement plan participants between ages 25 and 65,
according to the Current Population Survey, a product of the United States Census
Bureau. Also, the final sample of qualified respondents was weighted again to
correct for oversampling of certain quota groups.
This survey was conducted for Financial Engines by Greenwald & Associates who
used Research Now’s online panel for the sample. Percentages in the tables and
charts may not total to 100 due to rounding and/or omitted categories.

2. Definitions of Key Terms
The following are the definitions of key terms used throughout this report:
P
 lan participants (or “participants”): employees who actively participate in
their employer’s defined-contribution retirement plan by contributing part of their
income into their retirement account. (The survey excluded employees who do
not make salary contributions to their retirement accounts.)
C
 omprehensive financial plan: 1) includes a plan for retirement savings, and
2) includes plans for at least three other topics from a specific list of 11 financial
planning topics. The eleven financial planning topics included: general savings,
college savings, homeownership, healthcare/long-term care, debt management,
budgeting, Social Security, insurance, retirement income, taxes, and estate
planning. This definition was used to group respondents into those who had a
comprehensive plan or not, for analytical purposes.
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P
 rofessional Advisor: a financial advisor, attorney, accountant, or other
professional who created or helped create a financial plan for the participant.
P
 lanners: Plan participants who responded that they had a formal written
financial plan and whose plan met the above definition for a comprehensive
financial plan. Planners may or may not have used a professional advisor to
develop their comprehensive financial plan.
N
 on-planners: Plan participants who responded that they did not have a formal
written financial plan, and whose informal plans (if any) did not meet the definition
of a comprehensive financial plan.
P
 rofessionally-advised planners: Planners who used a professional advisor to
create their comprehensive financial plan.
D
 o-it-yourself planners: Planners who developed their comprehensive financial
plan without the help of a professional advisor.
M
 iddle-income plan participants: annual household income was greater than or
equal to $35,000 and less than $100,000.
H
 igher-income plan participants: annual household income was $100,000 or
over.
L
 ow-income plan participants: annual household income was less than $35,000.
This study focuses on comparisons between planners and non-planners, middleincome and higher-income plan participants, and those who developed their
financial plans with and without the help of a professional advisor. This study did not
analyze in detail the following sub-groups, primarily due to the small sample sizes of
these groups:
N
 on-comprehensive planners: This small sub-group (6 percent of plan
participants) said they had a formal written financial plan, but their financial plan
did not meet the required definition of a comprehensive financial plan.
I nformal comprehensive planners: This small sub-group (4 percent of plan
participants) responded that they did not have a formal written financial plan, but
their answers showed that their informal financial plans did meet the definition for
a comprehensive financial plan.
L
 ow-income plan participant: This small sub-group (8 percent of active plan
participants) included people earning less than $35,000 per year and who actively
save in an employer-sponsored plan. Low-income workers are less likely than
higher-income workers to have access to an employer-sponsored definedcontribution plan and also less likely to have a financial plan, leading to the small
sample size.
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D. Findings
Experiences of Middle-Income Employees with
Comprehensive Financial Planning
1. Prevalence of Comprehensive Financial Plans
Middle-income plan participants were less likely to have a comprehensive
financial plan than were higher-income plan participants: 37 percent of
middle-income participants had a comprehensive financial plan, compared to
48 percent of higher-income plan participants. Only 22 percent of low-income
participants have a comprehensive financial plan. In addition, 21 percent of middle
income plan participants and 29 percent of higher-income plan participants had
financial plans that they created with a professional advisor.
Figure 1. Percent with a comprehensive financial plan, no plan,
or a non-comprehensive plan

48%

Higher-Income

37%

Middle-Income

Low-Income

44%

52%

22%

0%

4%

8%

68%

20%

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

40%
NO PLAN

60%

8%

80%

100%

NON-COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

2. Profile
Middle-income planners closely resembled the overall population of plan
participants with 56 percent male, 44 percent female, and 61 percent married.
By comparison, higher-income planners were more likely to be male (69
percent) and married (85 percent). Conversely, middle-income non-planners were
more likely than average to be female (54 percent) and single (29 percent). Among
higher-income non-planners 49 percent were women, and only 5 percent were
single, never-married.
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Middle-income and higher-income planners each reported saving a median of
10 percent of their salaries towards retirement; much more than the 6 percent
saved by comparable non-planners.C Besides saving a larger proportion of their
salary toward retirement, the planners in both income categories were also more
likely to maximize their employer match. Among both income groups, planners were
more likely than non-planners to strictly adhere to their budgets.
Millennials are more likely to be represented among middle-income planners and
less likely to be represented among the higher-income groups.
Figure 2. Characteristics of planners and non-planners by income group*

All Active
Plan
Participants

Middle-Income Household
$35,000–$99,999

Higher-Income Household
$100,000 and Above

Comprehensive
Plan

No Plan

Comprehensive
Plan

No Plan

Male

55%

56%

46%

69%

51%

Female

45%

44%

54%

31%

49%

Millennials
(Age 25–34)

21%

26%

21%

16%

14%

Generation X
(Age 35–50)

46%

41%

46%

48%

48%

Baby Boomer
(Age 51–65)

33%

33%

33%

36%

38%

Married

61%

61%

50%

85%

77%

Single, never
married

20%

22%

29%

8%

5%

8%

10%

6%

10%

6%

Percent maximizing 84%
employer match

90%

76%

93%

86%

Percent adhering
strictly to their
budget, among
participants with a
budget

73%

57%

70%

52%

Percent of income
saved toward
retirement (Median)

64%

*The sample size for low-income plan participants was too small to analyze by the sub-categories above.

C

This study only surveyed plan participants who reported that they actively contribute a part of their
income to their employer-sponsored retirement plan. Employees who elect not to contribute to their
retirement plan were not included in the survey. Thus, the savings rate and match maximization rate
reported here may appear higher to some readers who are accustomed to seeing data the includes
non-contributors in these calculations.
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3. Results
Both middle- and higher-income planners were much more likely than nonplanners to say they agree they “will be able to live a comfortable lifestyle in
retirement.” For example, 57 percent of middle-income planners compared to only
26 percent of their non-planner counterparts said they agree that they will be able
to live a comfortable lifestyle in retirement.
Given that they have more income available to save, it is not surprising that higherincome planners were more likely to agree (71 percent) that they will have a
comfortable lifestyle in retirement than middle-income planners (57 percent). Yet,
the middle-income planners were more likely than higher-income non-planners—57
percent compared to 36 percent—to anticipate a comfortable retirement. This
example highlights the potential power of comprehensive financial planning.
Figure 3. Percent who agree that they will be able to live a comfortable
lifestyle in retirement, by income group
100%
80%
60%
40%

71%
63%

57%

36%
29%

26%

20%
0%

Active Plan Participants

Middle-Income

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

Higher-Income

NO PLAN
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4. Financial Plan Quality
We explored financial plan quality two ways by analyzing: a) the breadth of the
topics addressed by the comprehensive financial plan; b) the depth of financial
plans for workplace retirement savings and Social Security claiming. While
professional advice makes a positive impact on many factors overall, there were
differences in the quality of the financial advice provided to higher-income versus
middle-income planners.
a) Breadth of Financial Plans: Higher-income professionally-advised planners
had financial plans that were more comprehensive than those of the
comparable middle-income planners.
For example, higher-income professionally-advised planners were more likely than
comparable middle-income planners to have financial plans addressing saving and
investing to grow overall assets more (95 percent versus 86 percent), saving for a
child’s college education (61 percent versus 41 percent), life insurance (83 percent
versus 67 percent), and estate plans (77 percent versus 57 percent).
Figure 4. Proportion of professionally-advised planners, by income group,
whose financial plans included the following topics

Saving and investing
for retirement

98%
93%

Saving and investing to
grow overall assets more

95%
86%

Purchasing life or
disability insurance

83%
67%

Planning/saving for health care
and long-term care as you age

HIGHER INCOME PLANNER,
WITH PROFESSIONAL HELP
MIDDLE INCOME PLANNER,
WITH PROFESSIONAL HELP

71%
58%

Estate planning (wills, trusts,
power of attorney, etc.)

77%
57%

Saving for or paying for your
child's college education

61%
41%
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b) Depth of Financial Plans: Specific plans to maximize the benefits of both
workplace retirement savings and Social Security were surprisingly deficient
for both income groups studied. Large proportions of planners had financial
plans that did not address such important topics as the adequacy of their
savings rate to reach their retirement goals (48 percent), strategies to
maximize Social Security (67 percent) or how they should allocate their
investments in their workplace retirement plans (60 percent). These findings
indicate that the plans for two critical topics—workplace retirement savings
and Social Security—tend to be sub-optimal, with long-term repercussions
to retirement readiness.
To determine the depth of plans for each issue, this study analyzed the specific
sub-issues addressed in their plans for workplace retirement savings and for
Social Security, since these two issues form the key pillars of retirement security in
America. For example, did each person’s plan address strategies to maximize Social
Security benefits? Did their plans for their workplace retirement savings address
the adequacy of their savings rate to achieve their retirement goal? The responses
revealed that both do-it-yourself planners and professionally-advised planners had
plans that frequently did not address many critical issues.
QUALITY/DEPTH OF PLANS FOR THEIR WORKPLACE RETIREMENT SAVINGS:
Even among planners who used professional help to create their financial
plans, many reported critical issues were left unaddressed. For example, over
half (53 percent) of middle-income and four in ten (42 percent) higher-income
professionally-advised planners said their plans do not include an evaluation
of the adequacy of their savings rate to reach their goal.
In addition, 60 percent of middle-income professionally-advised planners
and 53 percent of higher-income professionally-advised planners said
their financial plan did not address what investments to select from their
retirement plan options. To industry insiders this may not be a suprising finding:
that professional advisors often do not provide advice on workplace retirement
investments because the advisor typically does not earn money on assets while the
assets are inside of the workplace retirement plan. In addition, many professional
advisors may not be familiar with the details of their clients’ workplace plans, limiting
their ability to offer advice on investment selections. Never-the-less, it is the clients
who suffer with the long-term negative consequences of not receiving professional
advice on such basics as investment selections and savings rate adequacy.
Other indications that advice currently provided by many professional advisors often
does not address areas critical to retirement success include:
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a
 lmost half (48 percent) of middle-income professionally-advised planners and
34 percent of their higher-income counterparts reported that their plan did not
include expected retirement income based on current plan savings. The middleincome group was significantly more likely than the higher-income group to not
have a retirement income forecast.
a
 similarly high proportion of higher-income (59 percent) and middle-income
(65 percent) professionally-advised planners have retirement plans that are not
tailored to their risk tolerance.
Figure 5. Percent whose financial plan does NOT address the following issues
related to their workplace retirement plan
Planners, With and Without
Professional Advice
Advice tailored to your
individual risk tolerance

Professionally-Advised
Planners
68%

59%
65%

What investments to
select within the plan

60%

53%
60%

Generating retirement
income from savings

57%

52%
53%

Retirement savings outside of
workplace retirement plan

56%

HIGHER INCOME
MIDDLE INCOME

47%
60%

If you are saving enough in
the plan to reach your goal

48%

42%
53%

Expected retirement income
based on current plan savings

46%

34%
48%
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QUALITY OF SOCIAL SECURITY PLANS: Plans for claiming Social Security,
tended to lack many important elements that could help workers maximize
this critical source of retirement income. Sixty-five percent of middle-income
professionally-advised planners, whose plan included Social Security, have plans
addressing when they will begin claiming Social Security benefits; however, most
appear to be making this decision with minimal knowledge of the impact of this
decision on their benefits. Almost half (48 percent) of middle-income professionallyadvised planners said their plans did not address what their Social Security
retirement benefit would be. Middle-income professionally-advised planners were
more likely than their higher-income counterparts to have a plan that did not include
strategies to maximize their Social Security benefit (70 percent versus 53 percent).
Areas of particular weakness for both income groups related to spousal and
survivor benefits.
Figure 6. Percent whose financial plan does NOT ADDRESS the following
Social Security claiming issue
Planners, With and Without A
Professional Advisor

Professionally-Advised
Planners

Whether you/your spouse would
benefit by claiming your spousal
benefit rather than your own…

85%

77%
88%

What your survivor
benefit would be

81%

67%
86%

Strategies for maximizing
your Social Security benefits

71%

66%
68%

What your Social Security benefit
will be, after Mediare withdrawals

67%

53%
70%

Whether you/your spouse will continue
to work after you claim benefits

62%

51%
63%

How much your Social Security
retirement benefit will be

47%

41%
48%

When you and your spouse
will claim your benefits

37%

30%
35%

MIDDLE-INCOME

HIGHER-INCOME
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5. Satisfaction with Professional Advisor
Overall, satisfication with financial plans was high, though higher-income
professionally-advised planners tended to report higher satisfaction with their
financial plans than their middle-income counterparts. For example, 87 percent
of higher-income professionally-advised planners reported being satisfied
with the help they receive in putting their plan into action versus 75 percent of
middle-income professionally-advised planners.
Higher-income professionally-advised planners had greater satisfaction levels than
their middle-income counterparts on many of the aspects of their financial plan
such as its scope, their ability to make adjustments to their plan and the help they
receive with implementing their plan. Notwithstanding the shortcomings of the
financial plans described in the previous section of this report, people who were
professionally-advised on their financial plans tended to have high satisfaction with
their plans.
Professionally-advised planners were more satisfied with their financial plan overall
than the do-it-yourself planners—89 percent versus 75 percent. Do-it-yourself
planners, who were middle-income, had relatively low satisfaction with the help they
receive with implementing their plan (62 percent satisfied), and the level of detail of
their plan (65 percent satisfied).
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Figure 7. Percent of professionally-advised planners who are very or somewhat
satisfied with the following aspects of their comprehensive financial plan
(selected 4-5 on a satisfaction scale of 1 to 5).
The help you receive putting
your plan into action

87%
75%

The level of detail

81%
77%

The scope of
what it covers

88%
77%

The frequency with which
you review your plan

84%
77%

Your ability to make adjustments
to the plan as needed

89%
79%

Your ability to know if you
are on track with your goals

85%
80%

Your ability to track and
monitor investment
performance
Overall

87%
82%

93%
84%

HIGHER-INCOME PLANNER,
WITH PROFESSIONAL HELP

MIDDLE-INCOME PLANNER,
WITH PROFESSIONAL HELP

Findings 17

6. Interest in Accessing Comprehensive Financial Planning Help
Through the Workplace
Over half (57 percent) of all plan participants said they were “extremely or
very interested” in accessing financial planning help via the workplace. Middleincome planners were more likely than average to express such strong interest in
accessing financial planning help through their their employer—72 percent were
“very or extremely” interested in this service. High income planners were also quite
interested, with 64 percent reporting strong interest.
Figure 8. Percent “very or extremely” interested in accessing financial
planning help through the workplace
100%
80%
60%

72%

68%

64%

57%
46%

47%

46%

40%
20%
0%

Total

Comprehensive No Plan
Plan

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

Middle-Income

Higher-Income

NO PLAN

Findings 18

7. Advantages of Accessing Comprehensive Financial Planning Services
Through Their Employer
Over half (53 percent) of those interested in accessing financial planning
services through the workplace said that having their employer select an
advisory service that acts as a fiduciary was one of the major advantages of
obtaining this service through the workplace. Many employees appear to be
aware of the importance of working with a financial planning service that operates
as a fiduciary, meaning it is legally accountable for putting their clients’ best
interests first.
Many retail financial advisors receive compensation through commissions for
referrals to other service providers, such as attorneys, insurance or investment
companies, and commissions for selling proprietary products, posing potential
conflicts of interest. Given this backdrop, it is notable that over half of plan
participants interested in accessing financial planning services in the workplace view
their employer connecting them to a financial planning service that operates as a
fiduciary as a major advantage.
Other top advantages cited included:
o
 btaining the service at lower cost than doing it on your own (61 percent); and,
h
 aving a provider who would be familiar with your workplace retirement plan
(59 percent).
Middle-income planners were more likely than average to cite “having the provider
vetted by the employer” as a major advantage (52 percent versus 44 percent) and
“the service would be for people like you, not just executives” (59 percent versus 50
percent). And middle-income professionally-advised planners were even more likely
than average to cite these two elements as major advantages (58 percent and 64
percent, respectively).
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Figure 9. Percent who cited the following statements as a major advantage of
accessing financial planning help through the workplace (Universe: those who
expressed interest in financial planning help through the workplace)

Total

MiddleIncome
Planner

Middle-Income
Planner, with
Professional Help

It would cost less than
doing it on your own

61%

64%

60%

The provider would be familiar with
your employer's retirement plan…

59%

63%

65%

Your employer would select a
service/advisor that is a fiduciary

53%

58%

58%

You don't have to research and find
a financial advisor/service on your…

52%

53%

53%

You would have help putting
your financial plan into action

51%

58%

60%

The service would be for employees
like you and not just for executives

50%

59%

64%

52%

58%

The providers have already been
vetted by your employer

44%
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E. Conclusion and Implications
As pension plans have faded from the private-sector workplace, millions of workers
are now responsible for saving and investing their retirement assets and handling
a myriad of the other financial obligations such as saving for a child’s college
education or saving for healthcare expenses after retirement. As a result, there is an
increasing need for professional advice on a range of financial planning topics, which
is too often not provided to the people who need it most—today’s middle-income
workers.
Our study found, like many previous studies, that compared to not planning,
engaging in comprehensive financial planning is associated with better financial
outcomes such as a higher savings rate and more peace of mind about having
a comfortable lifestyle in retirement. And, the Beyond Retirement study also
found that using a professional advisor makes a positive difference, especially in
creating and implementing a more comprehensive and sophisticated financial plan,
compared to taking a “go it alone” approach.
Given all the benefits of engaging in comprehensive financial planning, it is
unfortunate that only 23 percent of this population had a comprehensive financial
plan that was developed with a professional advisor. Previous studies have shown
that financial planning service providers often choose to serve people with higher
asset balances. Moreover, the financial planning advice that is provided to middleincome workers tended to cover fewer topics than the financial advice provided to
higher-income workers. And all income groups tended to have sub-optimal advice
when it came to plans for their workplace retirement savings and Social Security,
two very critical sources of retirement income.
Fortunately, the study also revealed that over half (57 percent) of all plan
participants are very or extremely interested in accessing comprehensive financial
planning advisory services through their employer, and middle-income planners (72
percent) were more likely than average to be interested in getting such help through
their employer. Over half (53 percent) of those interested in the financial planning
service said that having their employer select an advisor who operates as a fiduciary
was one of the major advantages of obtaining this service through the workplace.
Other top advantages cited included: obtaining the service at lower cost than doing
it on your own (61 percent); and, having a provider who would be familiar with your
workplace retirement plan (59 percent).
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The trend among employers to consider financial wellness programs that go
beyond retirement is well placed. American workers need such help to address the
myriad of financial issues and goals they have. Allowing comprehensive financial
planning services to be delivered through the workplace may encourage more
employees to engage in financial planning and thereby improve their likelihood of
meeting their financial goals. Moreover, employers who offer such a service may
see improvements in key retirement plan indicators, such as a higher savings rate,
more employees maximizing their match, and more participation overall. In addition,
technology is quickly moving to create tools that integrate and track progress on
a comprehensive set of financial goals, which can make it more feasible to provide
high-quality service to Americans of modest means. Furthermore, the employer may
be better equipped than each individual employee to ensure the service providers
deliver high-quality advice to all employees, regardless of their wealth. Lastly,
these services should be provided by a financial advisory service that operates as a
fiduciary, so that employees’ interests are placed first.
Making high-quality comprehensive financial planning services available in the
workplace can ultimately help more American workers on their journey towards
greater financial security.
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Appendix
Experiences of Plan Participants with Comprehensive
Financial Planning
This study reinforced findings from many previous studies. For example,
Financial Engines found that most active plan participants either do not have a
financial plan at all or they created a comprehensive financial plan on their own. Only
23 percent of active plan participants had a comprehensive financial plan created
with the help of a professional advisor.D Workers with comprehensive financial
plans (“planners”) were more likely than the average plan participant to be male (62
percent) and married (71 percent), while non-planners were less likely than average
to be male (47 percent) and also less likely to be married (55 percent).

1. Prevalence of Comprehensive Financial Plans
Among all plan participants, only 23 percent had a comprehensive financial
plan that they developed with the help of a professional advisor, while 17
percent created their comprehensive plan without a professional advisor. Half
of plan participants do not have a financial plan.
Among all plan participants, 40 percent were planners—meaning they had a formal
written comprehensive financial plan—and 50 percent were non-planners, meaning
they did not have a formal written plan, and their informal plans, if any, were not
comprehensive.
Another six percent of respondents reported having a formal written financial plan,
but it failed the definition for a comprehensive financial plan (“non-comprehensive
plan”). Lastly, four percent responded that they did not have a formal written
financial plan, but their answers to subsequent survey questions showed that
their “informal” plans in fact met the definition of a comprehensive financial plan
(“informal comprehensive plan”).

D

We defined a “comprehensive financial plan” as including: 1) a plan for retirement savings, and
2) plans for at least three other topics from a list of 11 financial planning topics (general savings,
college savings, homeownership, healthcare/long-term care, debt management, budgeting, Social
Security, insurance, retirement income, taxes, and estate planning).
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Figure 10. Plan participants, by status of financial plan

4%
50%

INFORMAL
COMPREHENSIVE
PLAN

NO PLAN

6%

NON-COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

17%

COMPREHENSIVE
PLAN,
NO PROFESSIONAL
HELP

23%

40%

COMPREHENSIVE
FINANCIAL PLAN

COMPREHENSIVE
PLAN,
PROFESSIONAL
HELP

2. Profile
Planners are more likely than average to be male (62 percent), married (71
percent), and tended to save more of their income toward their retirement
than non-planners (median of 10 percent versus 6 percent).
It is important to note that the population of workers who have access to a
workplace retirement plan and who actively save are quite likely to be male (55
percent) and married (61 percent) in the first place. Still, planners are even more
likely than the average active plan participant to be male (62 percent) and married
(71 percent). Conversely, non-planners were less likely than average to be male
(47 percent) and married (55 percent) and more likely to be female (53 percent).
Planners also save more for retirement (a median of 10 percent of their salary)
and more than nine out of ten (91 percent) reported maximizing their company
retirement savings match. By comparison, the non-planners saved a median of only
6 percent of their income and just 78 percent maximize their company match.10
Professionally-advised planners tend to be older, with 39 percent from the Baby
Boomer generation, while the do-it-yourself planners tend to be younger, with 27
percent from the Millennial generation (age 25 to 34).
Professionally-advised planners were less likely than average to have household
incomes falling in the middle-income range range: 47 percent of professionallyadvised planners had household incomes between $35,000 to $99,999 versus 53
percent of all plan participants.
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Figure 11. Characteristics of planners and non-planners
Planners
(Have Comprehensive Financial Plan)

NonPlanners

All Active
Plan
Participants

Comprehensive Plan
(All)

With
Professional
Advisor

No
Professional
Advisor

No Financial
Plan*

Male

55%

62%

62%

63%

47%

Female

45%

38%

38%

37%

53%

Millennials
(age 25–34)

21%

22%

18%

27%

20%

Generation X
(age 35–50)

46%

44%

43%

46%

47%

Baby Boomer
(age 51–65)

33%

34%

39%

26%

34%

Married

61%

71%

75%

65%

55%

Single, never
married

20%

17%

15%

19%

23%

8%

10%

10%

9%

6%

Maximized
employer match

84%

91%

91%

91%

78%

Household
earnings between
$35,000 to
$100,000 per year

53%

49%

47%

51%

55%

Household
earnings between
$50,000 to $75,000
per year

22%

17%

15%

20%

25%

Percent of income
saved toward
retirement (Median)

*No formal written financial plan and informal plan fails comprehensive plan definition.
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3. Results
Planners are also more apt than non-planners to foresee living a comfortable
lifestyle in retirement (63 percent versus 29 percent).
Figure 12. Characteristics of planners and non-planners
100%
80%
63%

66%
59%

60%
44%

40%

29%

20%
0%

Total

Comprehensive
Plan

Planner, With
Professional
Help

Planner, No
Professional
Help

No Plan

4. Comprehensive Financial Plan Topics
Besides a plan for retirement savings, which was required as part of the
definition to be considered a comprehensive financial plan, the most common
topics included in the financial plans were saving and investing for overall
asset growth (88 percent), budgeting (83 percent), generating income in
retirement (73 percent), and minimizing taxes (73 percent). The least common
topics included in comprehensive financial plans were saving/paying for your or a
child’s college education (46 percent), saving for a home or home improvements (53
percent), and Social Security claiming (59 percent).
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Figure 13. Proportion of planners whose comprehensive financial plan
addresses the following topics
Saving and investing
for retirement*

96%

Saving and investing to grow
overall assets more

88%

Paying for day-to-day expenses
(budgeting)

83%

Determining how to generate
income in retirement

73%

Minimizing taxes

73%

Purchasing life or
disability insurance

70%

Saving for health care and
long-term care as you age

63%

Paying down credit card debt, car or student
loans, or other non-mortgage debt

63%

Estate planning (wills, trusts, healthcare
directives, or power of attorney)

62%

Social Security claiming

Saving to buy a house or making
significant home improvements
Saving/paying for your or a
child's college education

59%

53%

46%

*The retirement topic was required to meet the definition of a comprehensive financial plan. Thus, all
respondents who were categorized as “planners” included the retirement topic in their comprehensive
financial plan. Among people who said their formal comprehensive plan does not cover retirement
savings, 4 percent said they have some other type of plan that does.
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Professionally-advised planners had comprehensive plans that tended to be
more comprehensive, in that they addressed more financial topics, than those
of do-it-yourself planners. For example, 79 percent of professionally-advised
planners addressed generating income in retirement versus 64 percent of the do-ityourself planners. The professionally-advised planners were also more like to have
addressed tax minimization, purchasing life or disability insurance, and saving for a
child’s college education. The main exception, was the budgeting topic of paying for
day-to-day expenses—do-it-yourself planners were more likely than professionallyadvised planners to have included this topic in their comprehensive financial plans.
Figure 14. Proportion of planners, with and without professional help, whose
financial plans included the following topics
Paying for day-to-day
expenses

79%
89%

Generating income
in retirement

79%
64%

Minimizing taxes

78%
64%

Purchasing life or
disability insurance

75%
62%

Estate planning (wills, trusts,
Power of Attorney, etc.)

67%
56%

Social Security
claiming

66%
49%

Saving/paying for your or a
child's college education

51%
39%

PLANNER,
WITH PROFESSIONAL HELP

PLANNER,
NO PROFESSIONAL HELP
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5. Actions Taken to Implement Plans
Professionally-advised planners tended to be more likely to have taken
important financial planning actions compared to do-it-yourself planners.
Participants with a comprehensive plan are much more likely than non-planners to
have taken actions on financial planning items, such as keeping an up-to-date will or
having a household budget. Also, professionally-advised planners were more likely
to have acted on their financial plans compared to the do-it-yourself planners on
a range issues by having trusts, wills, health savings accounts, and life insurance.
The main exception was for completing a household budget, in this case the do-ityourself planners were more likely to have a household budget than professionallyadvised planners.
Life insurance provided through the employer differed from the pattern: a similarly
high proportion of all of the groups reported having this item, regardless of whether
or not they had a financial plan or an advisor. The reason is most likely because it is
a benefit that employees typically receive by default.
Both middle-income and higher-income planners with professional advisors tended
to be more likely to have put their financial plans into actions than their do-ityourself planner counterparts, and the average plan participant.
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Figure 15. Among all plan participants, percent who have acted on their
financial plans
Life insurance through
your employer

82%

82%

75%

A household
budget

83%

75%

71%

35%

81%

Life insurance you
purchased on your own

68%

75%

41%

A written,
up-to-date will

59%

58%

66%

22%

47%

A designated Power of
Attorney—Estate Plan

52%
17%

59%
42%

A Health Savings
Account

46%
27%

Long-term care
insurance

40%
19%

An account or plan
for college savings

39%

43%
36%

37%
13%

A trust for you
and your children

50%

40%
32%

36%
8%

41%
29%

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
NO PLAN

PLANNER,
WITH PROFESSIONAL HELP
PLANNER,
NO PROFESSIONAL HELP
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About Financial Engines
Financial Engines is America’s largest independent investment advisor.*
We help people achieve greater financial clarity by providing comprehensive
financial planning and professional investment management and advice.
Headquartered in Sunnyvale, CA, Financial Engines was co-founded in 1996 by
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144 of the Fortune 500). Our unique approach, combined with powerful online
services, dedicated advisors and personal attention, promotes greater financial
wellness and helps more Americans to meet their financial goals.
For more information, please visit www.financialengines.com.
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including Financial Engines Advisors L.L.C., Financial Engines Advisor Center,
L.L.C, and a system of registered investment advisors known as The Mutual Fund
Store. Financial Engines does not guarantee future results.
This report is provided for informational and evaluative purposes only, and does
not constitute and should not be construed as legal, investment, tax advice,
testimonial, or as an offer of advisory services or any specific recommendation to
buy, sell, or hold any investment. The report is based upon information and data
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Engines Advisors L.L.C., a federally registered investment advisor and wholly
owned subsidiary of Financial Engines, Inc. Financial Engines® is a registered
trademark of Financial Engines, Inc.
*For independence methodology and ranking, see InvestmentNews RIA Data Center.
(http://data.investmentnews.com/ria/).

091616
CPY17294

1050 Enterprise Way, 3rd Floor
Sunnyvale, CA 94089
www.financialengines.com

©2016. All rights reserved. Financial Engines® is a registered trademark of Financial
Engines, Inc. Advisory services provided through Financial Engines Advisors L.L.C.,
a federally registered investment advisor and wholly owned subsidiary of Financial
Engines, Inc. Financial Engines does not guarantee future results.

