Making Employee Benefits
Responsive to Family
Diversity
by | Anna M. Rappaport, John Migliaccio, Ph.D., and Darcy Foreman

Families and their retirement planning needs are changing—In 2010, just under half
of households were husband-wife families. The MetLife Mature Market Institute, in
partnership with the Society of Actuaries, looked at the retirement planning needs and
risks of nine types of families.
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s more Americans are reaching retirement age
in a challenging economy, both the MetLife
Mature Market Institute and the Society of Actuaries (SOA) Committee on Post Retirement
Needs and Retirement have performed a variety of studies to gradually expand our understanding of the
economic and family status of older Americans and of postretirement risk and its management.
The groups collaborated in 2012 on The New American
Family,1 a study that focused on a diverse set of family types
and how their views of postretirement risks differ. Some
planning tips and employer strategies that follow apply to all
families; others are specific to family type.

The New American Family: The MetLife Study
of Family Structure and Financial Well-Being
As American families are changing and becoming more
diverse, families continue to play an important role in personal retirement security. Family needs also can come before
retirement needs and derail retirement plans. Many couples
are in their second or later marriages, at least for one of them,
and children are often from prior marriages. The changes
in family structure raise questions about how the changing
family impacts longer term financial security.
SOA has been conducting studies of public views of
postretirement risks for more than ten years. The MetLife
Mature Institute has been studying families and their role
in an aging America. The two organizations partnered to

examine different family types, the circumstances surrounding changes in family structure and how they might
impact financial well-being. This new study builds on the
institute’s prior research on family relationships and SOA’s
research on 15 major retirement risks as set forth in Managing Post-Retirement Risks and its ongoing Risks and Process
of Retirement Survey series.
Employers are impacted by family issues, particularly
when an employee is faced with pressing family issues. The
New American Family calls attention to the diverse needs of
different family types and recommends how employers can
respond with recommended strategies and planning tips.
Tables I and II show examples of recommended strategies
and planning tips. A more extensive set of strategies is provided in the reports.
Planning tips may apply to all or specific family types.
Planning tips are important for employee education content,
and some may have implications for benefit structure. The
planning tips link to some strategies. Some examples are in
Table III.
Supporting Research:
Trends in Family Structure
The New American Family study points out that marriedcouple households are only 48% of American households in
2010—28% are married-couple households that include children and 20% are married-couple households that do not
include children. That 48% figure is down from 55% in 1990.
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takeaways >>
• A
 t the same time families are becoming increasingly more diverse, employees are being
expected to take more responsibility for their own retirement readiness.
• Pressing family issues can impact employers.
• W
 hile many families have a culture of helping each other, planning for the role of the
family does not appear to be a significant focus in retirement planning.
• W
 hen people say when they plan to collect Social Security and then are educated about
the impact of how claiming the benefit before their full retirement age, many will say
they plan to delay claiming.
• E mployers may want to expand voluntary benefits to help employees address concerns
about unexpected medical expenses, job loss and disability.

One-person nonfamily households increased from 25% of households in 1990
to 27% in 2010.2
How Diverse Families Differ
This study provides insights into
how various types of families differ
among the nationally representative
sample of 2,522 adults aged 45 to 80
who responded to the survey. Some of
the key differences between household
types for families that had children
from either a current or prior relationship are shown in Table IV. Data for the
reported family groups without children is shown in Table V.

Major Themes
The implications that surfaced from
the study certainly reinforced prior
findings with regard to gaps in planning and knowledge and the diversity
of family situations leading to a combination of common and different planning needs. The study also found only
half of respondents have calculated
how much monthly income in addition to Social Security they will need in
retirement. On average, they estimate
they will need an additional $3,136. The
New American Family study results in-
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dicate that while many families have a
culture of helping each other, planning
for the role of the family does not appear to be a significant focus in retirement planning.
Family Diversity
and the Role of the Family
Most respondents in the study have
children and grandchildren. The pres-

ence of children is both a financial burden (half of those with adult children
have provided them some financial
assistance) and a potential source of
support (one-fourth of respondents
expect children to help retired parents
in need). The results did not show any
clear differences between first marriages and blended families in the roles of
parents and children supporting each
other, but there appears to be relatively
little planning for such support in either type of family. Study results indicated that 19% of households would
plan to turn to children for financial assistance if needed, 12% to spouses and
11% to extended family. Between 40%
and 60% say they are from families with
a strong culture of helping each other.
The anecdotal experience of the
authors is that when other types of assistance, such as help with chores and
decisions, and caregiving are included,
more people turn to family, although

Table I
All Families
Strategies Recommended for All Families

Implications for Employers

Take advantage of workplace programs related
to financial wellness and the workplace
benefits available to them.

Employers continue to play a major
role in the financial security of
employees.

Accurately estimate their
retirement risks and needs.
		

Employers can offer tools, include
estimates on statements or offer access
to planning advice.

Table II
Specific Family Types
Strategies Recommended 		
for Specific Family Types
Family Type
Consider protection products;
Divorced or separated
e.g., long-term care insurance
individuals
for themselves and life insurance 		
if they wish to leave a 		
legacy for children.		
				

Implications
for Employers
Employers can offer a very
effective way for employees
to get this coverage (note
that coverage is important
for all segments, but there are
different issues by segment).
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Table III
Planning Tips
Planning Tip
Consider when to take Social Security benefits.

Family Type
It Applies to

Comments

All	Employers can offer education on this point, or simply point out that
it is an important issue and point to resources to evaluate options.

Calculate how much income in addition to
All
Study participants estimated that they would need an average
Social Security you will need.		of $3,136 per month in addition to Social Security. Employers can
provide tools and education to help employees with this calculation.
Many plan administration support services support this calculation.
Learn about your pension distribution
All
Securing income that lasts for the lifetime of both spouses is an
options and rules.		important issue; employers can support with plan provisions, offering favorable purchasing of income options, education, advice and
planning tools. Employers are required to explain their own benefits
including options. Notice and election periods are also mandated.
Find out about special issues on legal documents
Second(considering both current and prior spouses, and
marriage
children from all relationships).
couples
Make sure that there is a will in place.		

Employers may provide some help with legal services
or payment for them, education, or links to good resources:
Employers would generally not want to get involved beyond
pointing out issues and supporting help.

		However, a related issue for employers is checking that beneficiary
designations are up-to-date, reminding employees and retirees
to update them, and including workable defaults with beneficiary
designations.
Educate yourself to determine your rights and
Domestic
your partner’s rights as they relate to employee benefits. partners
Understand rights of your partner and all children.		

Employers need to decide what provisions to include in
benefit plans—Domestic partners will not have the same
rights as spouses but may have some benefit coverage.

		As above, focus on keeping beneficiary designations current and
on having workable defaults; may require employee to have trust if
beneficiary designations would be too complex.
		Educate employees and retirees: In some cases, this may lead
to a rethinking of the decision about marriage.
Keep in mind the potential impact to your own
Widowed
retirement and financial well-being if you are
individuals
providing financial support of assistance to adult
children or other family members.		
		

Remind anyone who has people depend on them
for support of the importance of life insurance.
Keep beneficiary designations updated.
Beyond that, not an employer issue.

Source: MetLife Mature Market Institute (2012). The New American Family: The MetLife Study of Family Structure and Financial Well-Being.

they may not expect to or plan for doing this. Respondents
were asked two risk questions related to families: Were they
concerned that they would not be able to turn to children
or other family members for assistance, and were they concerned that they would not be able to leave money to children or heirs? Neither was a major concern. Rather, in a list
of more than 20 concerns, these were well below the middle.
One of the very lowest concerns was that helping family
members would deplete resources.
The most dramatic differences between families are between couples and noncouples. Economically, couples are

better off than noncouples, and couples can help each other
out. The majority of older noncouples are women who live
longer than men and are less likely to remarry after divorce
or widowhood. The New American Family study indicates
that noncouples are more concerned about risks generally
than couples, which fits with the difference in economic
status.
This circumstance also alerts us to the special circumstances and needs of the substantial portion of single households (Table V), which generally have the lowest percentages
on the positive side of financial security like pensions and
september 2013 benefits magazine

37

retirement planning

Table IV
Characteristics of Families With Children
First
Marriage

Second
Marriage

Unmarried
Couples

Divorced
or Separated

Widowed

59.5

59.3

55.2

58.5

66.2

Avg. household income

$69,000

$65,000

$57,000

$39,000

$34,000

Avg. household assets (excl. home)

$236,000

$189,000

$148,000

$102,000

$117,000

88%

84%

60%

57%

71%

2.5 children and
4.6 grandchildren

3.7 children and
5.7 grandchildren

3.7 children and
4.8 grandchildren

2.6 children and
4.4 grandchildren

2.7 children and
5.6 grandchildren

Percent with strong family culture
of helping one another

55%

57%

45%

54%

60%

Percent who feel family needs are
a barrier to retirement security

38%

44%

36%

34%

26%

Average age

Percent homeowners
Avg. number
of children

Source: MetLife Mature Market Institute (2012). The New American Family: The MetLife Study of Family Structure and Financial Well-Being.

Table V
Characteristics of Families Without Children
First
Marriage
Average age

Divorced or		
Separated
Widowed

Singles With
or Without

58.2

58.4

62.4

54.6

Avg. household income

$67,000

$31,000

$39,000

$32,000

Avg. household assets
(excl. home)

$224,000

$104,000

$178,000

$110,000

Percent homeowners

85%

51%

71%

43%

Percent with strong family
culture of helping one another

42%

41%

45%

49%

Percent who feel family needs are
a barrier to retirement security 32%

26%

19%

31%

Source: MetLife Mature Market Institute (2012). The New American Family: The MetLife Study
of Family Structure and Financial Well-Being.

learn more >>
Education
Money Matters: Your Budget
Visit www.ifebp.org/elearning for more information.

From the Bookstore
Your Pension and Your Spouse—The Joint and Survivor Dilemma, Seventh Edition
R. George Martorana. International Foundation. 2013.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?7273 for more details.
The Planning Companion: A Life and Retirement Planning Guide
Rick Garnitz. LifeSpan Services. 2011.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?8917 for more details.
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home ownership and the highest percentages on the risk side and retirement concerns. Without the potential
for family support as single people age,
both caregiving and financial security issues take on more urgency and
require added consideration for this
group. A slight majority (52%) demonstrate concerns that they lack even the
basics of a strategy, such as guidelines
for decumulation that will provide adequate income over their lifetime. Notably, almost as many unmarried couples
with children (49%) reach a similar
level of concern.
The families also differ in the approaches used to fund retirement, including participation in 401(k) plans
and pension plans, and use of individual retirement accounts and annuities.
The data for the reported family groups with children is shown in
Table VI. Data for family groups without children is shown in Table VIII.
Other Findings
The top area of risk concern in The
New American Family study was that
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Table VI
Approaches to Fund Retirement of Families With Children
First
Marriage

Second
Marriage

Unmarried
Couples

Divorced or
Separated

Widowed

401(k) or 403(b) or 457 plan

37%

38%

39%

21%

18%

IRAs (Roth or traditional)

38%

33%

26%

21%

25%

Annuities

19%

19%

9%

10%

12%

Pension plan paid by employer

45%

37%

23%

23%

27%

Self-employed retirement plan

7%

5%

8%

3%

2%

Source: MetLife Mature Market Institute (2012). The New American Family: The MetLife Study of Family Structure and Financial Well-Being.

Table VII
Retirement Concerns of Families With Children
First
Marriage

Second
Marriage

Unmarried
Couples

Divorced or
Separated

Widowed

Percent achieved or on track to
meeting retirement savings goals

37%

30%

24%

16%

29%

Percent who say they are behind in
meeting retirement savings goals

41%

46%

43%

45%

35%

Percent who, in the past five years, have had an
unexpected expense that impacted retirement savings

39%

46%

43%

52%

52%

Percent who have a good idea of how much money
they will need each year to fund retirement

53%

53%

41%

43%

54%

Percent concerned about having guidelines for how
much they can spend in retirement without
outliving money

42%

43%

49%

45%

41%

Percent who wish there were retirement advice
and tools for people with their type of family

31%

35%

36%

35%

30%

Percent who feel their family circumstances make it
hard to get organized and prepared for retirement

31%

34%

34%

39%

31%

Percent who feel a steady stream of income would
make them feel more prepared for retirement

50%

54%

50%

49%

40%

Source: MetLife Mature Market Institute (2012). The New American Family: The MetLife Study of Family Structure and Financial Well-Being.

financial resources in retirement will
be reduced due to changes in government programs such as Social Security
or Medicare. More than half of the respondents were concerned about this.
There is no parallel question in the SOA
Retirement Risk Survey series. A recent
study from AARP indicates that there
are significant gaps in knowledge about
Social Security among people who are

near or at claiming age but have not yet
claimed benefits.3
The need for and effectiveness of
additional information about the basics of Social Security for employees
was demonstrated in a recent MetLife
Mature Market Institute study where
additional information about full retirement age (FRA) benefits had a
dramatic impact on the anticipated

claiming age of respondents. When
initially asked at what age a nationally
representative sample of Generation
Xers planned to begin collecting Social
Security, the average predicted age was
65. But when respondents subsequently
were given basic additional information about the impact of collecting Social Security benefits prior to their FRA
of 67 and asked the question again, apseptember 2013 benefits magazine
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Table VIII
Approaches to Fund Retirement of Families
Without Children
				Singles
				
With or
First
Divorced or		
Without
Marriage
Separated
Widowed Children
401(k) or 403(b) or 457 plan

39%

15%

20%

22%

IRAs (Roth or traditional)

43%

17%

29%

18%

Annuities

18%

8%

11%

7%

Pension plan paid by employer

33%

20%

28%

16%

Self-employed retirement plan

12%

1%

2%

2%

Source: MetLife Mature Market Institute (2012). The New American Family: The MetLife Study
of Family Structure and Financial Well-Being.

Table IX
Retirement Concerns of Families Without Children
				Singles
				
With or
First
Divorced or		
Without
Marriage
Separated
Widowed Children
Percent achieved or on track to
meeting retirement savings goals

40%

22%

31%

17%

Percent who say they are behind in
meeting retirement savings goals

35%

32%

39%

36%

Percent who, in the past five years,
have had an unexpected expense
that impacted retirement savings

35%

51%

50%

48%

Percent who have a good idea of
how much money they will
need each year to fund retirement

54%

48%

50%

42%

Percent concerned about having
guidelines for how much they
can spend in retirement without
outliving money

41%

39%

34%

52%

Percent who wish there were
retirement advice and tools for
people with their type of family

27%

35%

31%

39%

Percent who feel their family
circumstances make it hard
to get organized and prepared
for retirement

29%

32%

30%

40%

Percent who feel a steady stream
of income would make them feel
more prepared for retirement

48%

49%

36%

56%

Source: MetLife Mature Market Institute (2012). The New American Family: The MetLife Study
of Family Structure and Financial Well-Being.
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proximately one-third of respondents
adjusted the overall average planned
benefits collection onset age to 66. Despite the fact that this new average age
was still a year younger than they could
become eligible for full benefits, this
information effect can alter the planned
claiming age for future beneficiaries to
one that helps increase their monthly
benefit.4
An additional area that merits attention is the considerable percentage and, in some cases, majorities of
families that have experienced the financial consequences of unexpected
expenses on their retirement savings.
Respondents identified unexpected
medical costs, loss of a job and disability as the top three expenses affecting
their savings. These costs can easily involve tens of thousands of dollars and
have a devastating effect on retirement
security.

Conclusions
Americans are assuming increasing
responsibility for their own retirement
at the same time that families are becoming more diverse. The basic needs
for economic security do not vary by
family type, but specific needs do. As
there are more blended families and
noncouple households, it is important
to recognize the needs of these families. This study found that the biggest
differences in how families view risk
perceptions were between couples
and noncouples, and that noncouples
were more concerned about many of
the risks. While family members help
each other, and while many people
have a family culture of helping one another, family issues appear to be in the
background as people plan. This may
be particularly problematic for single

person households, which lack both financial and family resources in comparison to other family types.
Employers have a number of opportunities to recognize
diverse family needs. Those employers that are focused on financial wellness need to consider whether many of the issues
that vary by family status will be recognized and how. Those
with prepaid legal services need to decide which family-related
issues will be covered. There are several important issues for
benefit communication and education. A key issue is reminding people to keep all beneficiary designations up-to-date. In
some families, there may be tricky issues about the most appropriate designation. Family status also affects the need for
long-term care protection, as some people are much more
likely to have family caregivers than others. The planning tips
that accompany The New American Family study offer employers a good starting point as they respond to these issues.
Although there is considerable information and education about Social Security benefits, it’s also clear that there is
a lack of attention and understanding about these benefits. It
can be worthwhile for employers to focus attention on currently available social insurance benefits, and potentially to
create or work with government agencies to establish additional information about how both public and private pensions can work hand-in-hand to provide financial security
for every family, since both contribute to that “steady stream
of income” that provides so much reassurance.
Lastly, since so many families have experienced or demonstrate concern about the impact of unexpected medical
expenses, job loss and disability on their retirement security,
employers can emphasize the availability of voluntary and
employer-provided benefits that address these issues, or examine expanding voluntary benefits to make them available
to employees to assist them in addressing this concern.
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