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Why This Research?

● Several Federal Reserve studies demonstrated that the 
decline of pensions and rise of 401(k)s increased wealth 
inequality and, conversely, adding pensions and Social 
Security to the household balance sheet reduces wealth 
inequality by race, income.

● Given the historical importance of public employment 
and related benefits to women and Black workers, what 
is the distributional impact of public pensions by race, 
gender and education?
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Key Findings

• Pensions reduce retiree poverty and near-poverty across race, sex, and educational 

attainment. The anti-poverty impact of pensions is largest for Black and Latino retirees, as 

well as for all retirees without a four-year college degree. 

• Pension income is distributed relatively evenly among recipients by race, while public 

pension income is distributed more equally by gender than private pension and 401(k) 

income. 

• Pension benefits currently in payment to 23.2 million adults aged 55 and older in the U.S. 

represent $5.6 trillion in household wealth, boosting middle-class family net worth and 

narrowing racial and gender wealth gaps. 
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Public Employment and Related Benefits Are 
Especially Important for Women and Black 
Workers
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Figure 1: Share of Workers Employed in Public Sector, by Race and Gender, 
2018-2020

Data source: Author’s analysis of CPS ASEC.



Retirement Plan Participation Is More Level 
by Wages in Public Sector than Private Sector
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Figure 2: Public vs. Private Sector Employee Retirement Plan Participation Rates by Wage Quartile, 
2022

Data source: National Compensation Survey/Employee Benefit Survey.



Pension Income Is More Equitably Distributed 
than 401(k)/IRA and Property Income

National Institute on Retirement Security 5

Figure 3: Share of Adults Age 65+ with Personal Retirement Income Source, 2018-2020



Pensions Have Significant Anti-Poverty 
Effect for All Racial Groups
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Figure 5: Share of Retirees above 200% FPL by Race, 2018-2020

200% of Federal Poverty Level in 2021 = $25,992 (singles), $32,758 (couples)



Pension Anti-Poverty Effect Largest for Black 
and Latino Retirees
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Figure 6: Share of Retirees above 200% FPL by Race and Gender, 2018-2020



Anti-Poverty Effect Larger for Retirees 
without a Bachelor’s Degree
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Figure 7: Share of Retirees above 200% FPL by Educational Attainment, 2018-2020



Pension Income Distribution by Race Is 
Relatively Equitable
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Figure 8: Average Pension Income among Recipients Age 55+, 2018-2020



Gender Gap in Is Smaller for Public Pension 
Wealth than Private Pension Wealth
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Figure 9: Average Pension Income among Recipients Age 55+, by Gender, 2018-2020



Those with Higher Levels of Education 
Have More Pension Income
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Figure 10: Average Pension Income among Recipients Age 55+, by Educational 
Attainment, 2018-2020



Pension Wealth Is Equitably Distributed 
by Race
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Figure 11: Average (Mean) Wealth Value of Pensions in Payment to Adults Age 55+, 
by Race and Pension Type, 2018-2020



Gender Gap in Pension Wealth is Lower for 
Public Pensions than Private Pensions
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Figure 12: Average (Mean) Wealth Value of Pensions in Payment to Adults Age 55+, 
by Gender and Pension Type, 2018-2020



Pension Wealth is Also Higher for Those 
with Higher Levels of Education
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Figure 13: Average (Mean) Wealth Value of Pensions in Payment to 
Adults Age 55+, by Educational Attainment and Pension Type, 2018-
2020



Public Pension Wealth is Distributed More 
Equitably by Race/Gender than Private 
Pensions and 401(k)/IRA Assets
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Figure 14: 
Distribution of 
401(k)/IRA and 
Pension Wealth 
among Adults Age 
55+, by Gender and 
Race, 2018-2020



Pensions Boost Older Family Net Worth 
at the Middle of the Wealth Distribution
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Figure 15: Median Net Worth including Wealth Value of Pension Income, Families Age 
55+, by Race, 2018-2020



Pensions Increase Wealth for Older 
Black Families
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Figure 17: Percentage Increase in Net Worth of Families Age 55+ from Wealth Value of 
Pension Income, by Race, 2018-2020



Pensions Narrow the Racial Wealth Gap 
among Families Age 55+
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Figure 18: Change in Distribution of U.S. Older Family Wealth after Adding Wealth Value of 
Pension Income



Conclusion

• Pensions are a critical bulwark of middle-class retirement security 
alongside Social Security

• Pensions have the largest anti-poverty and wealth-building effects on 
historically disadvantaged groups including women and the Black 
community

• Pensions—especially public pensions—are an important household 
asset that reduce wealth inequality
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State Findings Detailed in Clickable Map
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https://www.nirsonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/AK-Toolkit-Fact-Sheet-8.29.pdf 

https://www.nirsonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/AK-Toolkit-Fact-Sheet-8.29.pdf


State Findings Detailed for Pensionomics
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https://www.nirsonline.org/resources/pensionomics-state-data/ 

https://www.nirsonline.org/resources/pensionomics-state-data/


State Findings in Fortifying Main Street
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https://www.nirsonline.org/resources/fortifying-main-street/ 

https://www.nirsonline.org/resources/fortifying-main-street/


Questions

National Institute on Retirement Security 23


	Slide 0
	Slide 1: Why This Research?
	Slide 2: Key Findings
	Slide 3: Public Employment and Related Benefits Are Especially Important for Women and Black Workers
	Slide 4: Retirement Plan Participation Is More Level by Wages in Public Sector than Private Sector
	Slide 5: Pension Income Is More Equitably Distributed than 401(k)/IRA and Property Income
	Slide 6: Pensions Have Significant Anti-Poverty Effect for All Racial Groups
	Slide 7: Pension Anti-Poverty Effect Largest for Black and Latino Retirees
	Slide 8: Anti-Poverty Effect Larger for Retirees without a Bachelor’s Degree
	Slide 9: Pension Income Distribution by Race Is Relatively Equitable
	Slide 10: Gender Gap in Is Smaller for Public Pension Wealth than Private Pension Wealth
	Slide 11: Those with Higher Levels of Education Have More Pension Income
	Slide 12: Pension Wealth Is Equitably Distributed by Race
	Slide 13: Gender Gap in Pension Wealth is Lower for Public Pensions than Private Pensions
	Slide 14: Pension Wealth is Also Higher for Those with Higher Levels of Education
	Slide 15: Public Pension Wealth is Distributed More Equitably by Race/Gender than Private Pensions and 401(k)/IRA Assets
	Slide 16: Pensions Boost Older Family Net Worth at the Middle of the Wealth Distribution
	Slide 17: Pensions Increase Wealth for Older Black Families
	Slide 18: Pensions Narrow the Racial Wealth Gap among Families Age 55+
	Slide 19: Conclusion
	Slide 20: State Findings Detailed in Clickable Map
	Slide 21: State Findings Detailed for Pensionomics
	Slide 22: State Findings in Fortifying Main Street
	Slide 23: Questions

