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Target Group for Financial Education 
 
Perhaps no other target audience for financial education programs is as large and diverse as that for the topic of retirement 
planning. Unlike shorter-term financial planning goals like buying a car, or house, or even saving for a child’s post-
secondary education, retirement planning can literally take place for seven or eight decades from the start to the end of 
someone’s adult life (Walstad et al., 2017). Financial education program objectives for each target group will likely vary. 
For example, the focus for young adults is saving early and often and basic investment principles to help them make 
retirement plan asset allocation decisions. Some young adults, unfortunately, procrastinate by thinking “I’ll start saving 
later when I pay off my student loans” or “I’ll save when I make more money.” This can lead to a “$1 million mistake.”  
 
What is a “$1 million mistake”? Let’s say someone invests for retirement starting at age 32 and accumulates $1 million at 
age 67 after 35 years of diligent saving. An enviable achievement, undoubtedly, but this person could have saved $2 million 
if they had only begun their retirement savings nine years earlier at age 23 and had almost another decade of compound 
interest to grow their money. This calculation is based on the Rule of 72, where an 8% average return on a sum of money 
would double it in nine years. Spending decisions also contribute to $1 million mistakes, such as buying a series of 
expensive cars and other property over the decades versus less expensive alternatives. 
 
For older workers, the focus of financial education efforts tends to shift to retirement income catch-up strategies, the 
question of “Have I saved enough money?” the mechanics of applying for retirement income benefits (e.g., Social Security 
and/or a pension) and making withdrawals from tax-deferred savings plans to comply with IRS required minimum 
distribution (RMD) regulations and to avoid outliving one’s assets. Older late savers are often seeking creative options to 
stretch their retirement savings. In the past, people would often make a choice between 1. Retiring early and risking running 
out of money during their lifetime or 2. Retiring later and risking “waiting too long” by experiencing negative life events 
(e.g., health “issues,” widowhood, and death). A third retirement planning strategy that has emerged in recent years is to 
start pursuing planned retirement activities (i.e., work on a “bucket list”) while working, even using money that would 
otherwise be earmarked for savings. Benefit increases through continued employment and postponed savings withdrawals 
while working longer generally make this strategy attractive even if savings deposits are reduced (Fahlund, 2011).  
 
To summarize, the words “retirement planning” have a very different meaning to financial education audiences at different 
stages of life. These generational mindsets, which outreach programs must address, can be summarized as follows: 
 

♦ Age 20-35- What, me, worry? I’ve got plenty of time. 
♦ Age 35-50- I have too many expenses. I’ll save later.  
♦ Age 50-70- Yikes! I have no savings. It’s time to catch-up. 
♦ Age 70+- How can I make my retirement savings last? 

 
At ages 20-35, a key message is “time is on your side.” For example, college students graduating at age 22 have 45 years of 
compound interest on their savings before they are eligible for full Social Security benefits at age 67.  In the “middle 
years,” ages 35 to 50,  ongoing savings is key, especially in tax-deferred retirement savings accounts such as 401(k) and 
403(b) plans with maximum available employer matching (e.g., 6% of pay match if a worker first invests 6% of pay). 

In later adulthood, age 50 to 70, people are (hopefully!) empty nesters and can accelerate savings even further. According 
to research by Fidelity investments, people should have 7 times their salary saved at age 55, 8 times at age 60, and 10 times 
at age 67 to be considered “on track” for a comfortable retirement (How Much Do I Need, 2016). Unfortunately, the 2016 
Retirement Confidence Survey by the Employee Benefit Research Institute indicates that only 14% of workers have more 
than $250,000 saved for retirement, excluding the value of a primary home and defined benefit pension, and 54% have less 
than $25,000. This includes 26% of respondents with less than $1,000 in savings (Helman, Copeland, & VanDerhei, 2016).  

http://toolkit.nefe.org/Portals/0/NEFE%20Evaluation%20White%20Paper%20October%202016.pdf?ver=2016-10-31-154554-707
http://toolkit.nefe.org/Portals/0/NEFE%20Evaluation%20White%20Paper%20October%202016.pdf?ver=2016-10-31-154554-707
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00220485.2017.1285738


A primary retirement planning concern of people age 70+ is making their savings last throughout their lifetime. The high 
costs of health care and long-term care are also major concerns. A body of research that began with Bengen (1994) suggests 
that initially withdrawing about 4% of savings (whatever the dollar amount) and increasing it annually for inflation has a 
high success rate (i.e., chance of not running out of money) over 30 years. New research findings with “floor and ceiling” 
withdrawal strategies (Klinger, 2011), “decision rules” (e.g., freezing income during periods of negative investment 
returns), and rising equity glide paths (Kitces & Pfau, 2014) have been shown to increase success rates even further. 

Key Programs and Resources 

Following is a list of retirement planning programs and resources that are frequently used by financial educators:  
 
Ballpark Estimate (American Savings Education Council): http://www.choosetosave.org/ballpark/   
A simple planning tool that provides a rough estimate of the amount of money that someone needs to save for retirement. 
 
Center for Retirement Research at Boston College: http://crr.bc.edu/ 
A good source of information about retirement related topics and research findings about retirement. 
 
Compound Interest Calculator: http://www.moneychimp.com/calculator/compound_interest_calculator.htm 
The calculator shows what an investment deposit will grow to at a specific interest rate over a specific number of years. 
 
Life Expectancy Calculators: http://www.northwesternmutual.com/learning-center/the-longevity-game.aspx (The 
Longevity Game, Northwestern Mutual Insurance), http://gosset.wharton.upenn.edu/mortality/perl/CalcForm.html (How 
Long Will I Live?, Wharton School) and http://www.msrs.state.mn.us/info/Age_Cal.htmls (Life Expectancy Calculator, 
Minnesota State Retirement System). All three calculators include questions about users’ personal health and lifestyle 

My Retirement Paycheck (National Endowment for Financial Education): http://www.myretirementpaycheck.org/  
Contains information about eight key retirement decisions organized by topic (e.g., housing and retirement plans). 
 
Retirement Budget Worksheet (TIAA-CREF): https://www.tiaa.org/public/pdf/advice-planning/tools-
calculators/A125820_budgeting_worksheet.pdf  
The worksheet is a fillable PDF and can be completed using a computer or on a printed hard copy. 
 
Retirement Confidence Survey (Employee Benefit Research Institute, EBRI): http://www.ebri.org/surveys/rcs/  
An annual survey that measures workers’ attitudes about retirement and trends in how people are planning for retirement. 
 
Retirement Nest Egg Calculator (Vanguard): 
https://retirementplans.vanguard.com/VGApp/pe/pubeducation/calculators/RetirementNestEggCalc.jsf  
Provides an estimate of how long an investment portfolio will last and the probability of it surviving 30 years. 
 
Retirement Readiness Rating (EBRI): https://www.ebri.org/pdf/surveys/rcs/2000/fact8-r3quiz.pdf  
An online quiz that assesses a person’s financial preparation for retirement. 
 
Retirement: Secure Your Future (Iowa State Extension): http://www.extension.iastate.edu/humansciences/retirement  
A source of workshop materials about retirement planning topics for learners in different life stages, 
 
Social Security Web Site (Social Security Administration): http://www.ssa.gov/  
A source of links for publications, locating a local Social Security office, and obtaining an online benefit estimate. 
 
Smart About Money (NEFE): http://www.smartaboutmoney.org/  
Contains information about financial planning throughout the life cycle including retirement in the Life Transitions section. 
 
Will You Have Enough to Retire?  (CNN Money): http://money.cnn.com/calculator/retirement/retirement-need/  
Provides a personalized calculation based upon personal data (e.g., retirement age and amount of money saved currently). 
 
Major Topics and Financial Education Outcomes  
 
As noted above, the audience for retirement planning programs is large and diverse. Thus, major topics related to financial 
education programs will necessarily vary according to the needs of the target audience and their stage in the life cycle 
(Walstad et al., 2017). Clark, Morrill, & Sandler (2012) note two key periods to teach retirement planning at workplaces: 
when a worker is first hired (to sign up for retirement savings plans) and near retirement (to make choices that optimize 
lifetime well-being). Topics for learners in the accumulation phase of retirement planning (roughly 20s through early 60s) 
and for learners in or approaching the distribution (a.k.a., decumulation) phase of retirement planning are as follows: 
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Accumulation Phase 
 
♦ Increase knowledge about topics related to saving for retirement (e.g., features of employer retirement savings plans) 
♦ Increase feelings of confidence about financial security in later life 
♦ Utilize recommended financial management practices (e.g., using a budget and calculating net worth) 
♦ Calculate retirement savings need using tools such as Monte Carlo analyses and the Ballpark Estimate (see above) 
♦ Develop a plan to achieve retirement savings goals 
♦ Investigate investment options for retirement savings (accumulation phase) 
♦ Start or increase contributions to a tax-deferred retirement savings plan (e.g., 401(k) and IRA) 
♦ Increase savings for retirement by $X [learners report an amount] 
♦ Reduce debt by $X to free up money to save for retirement [learners report an amount] 
♦ Establish an online account at www.ssa.gov/myaccount/ to receive Social Security benefit estimate statements 
 
Decumulation Phase 
 
♦ Increase knowledge about topics related to later life retirement issues (e.g., RMDs and Social Security benefit election) 
♦ Increase feelings of confidence about financial security in later life 
♦ Develop a catch-up retirement savings plan (e.g., work longer and/or downsize home to reduce expenses) 
♦ Increase knowledge about costs and options for financing health insurance and long-term care insurance 
♦ Investigate investment options for retirement savings (decumulation phase) 
♦ Increase understanding of retirement asset withdrawal processes (e.g., RMDs and the generally accepted “4%  rule”) 
♦ Consolidate money from retirement plans to a fewer number of accounts 
♦ Establish or update estate plans and prepare key legal documents (e.g., will, living will, durable power of attorney) 
 
In addition to determining the impact of programs on the lives of participants, financial education evaluation metrics should 
also consider outcomes resulting from the structure and content of programs themselves. Following are several examples of 
“structural” program components that can be evaluated: 
 
♦ The impact of including action steps (e.g., on-site 401(k) plan enrollment) as part of a retirement planning program 
♦ The impact of external incentives (e.g., a drawing from among savers akin to the Save to Win program methodology: 

http://www.savetowin.org/)  
♦ The impact of “dosage” (e.g., single-session classes versus a class series with multiple sessions for in-depth learning) 
♦ The impact of interactive learning activities (e.g., calculators that provide personalized illustrations of  the amount 

available by saving 1% more of pay) 
♦ The impact of single teaching methods (e.g., face-to-face class) vs. multiple methods (e.g., a class + a web site + 

financial coaching) 
♦ The impact of showing people their age-progressed “future selves” in a program as a motivator to save for retirement 

(Hershfield et al., 2011) 
♦ Use of the “action items method” of evaluation that requires participants to define their own action plans as part of  a 

program and asks about progress several months after program completion (Chazdon, Horntvedt, & Templin, 2016) 
 
Evaluation Practices, Strengths, and Limitations 
 
The goal of financial education evaluation is typically learners’ demonstration of knowledge, skills, or changed behaviors 
following program completion. Many financial education programs related to retirement planning use standard data 
collection methods including paper or online (e.g., Qualtrics, Survey Money) surveys, pre- and post-program knowledge 
quizzes, focus groups, interviews, observations, and follow-up evaluation surveys.  
 
A study by Koundinya et al. (2016) found that an electronic questionnaire mode and 2-month follow-ups yielded 
significantly higher response rates than other methods. Typical surveys include items that measure changes in knowledge, 
motivation, confidence, and abilities, planned and actual (e.g., dollar saved) changes in behavior, future programming needs 
and preferences, and demographic characteristics of participants (Walstad et al., 2017; NEFE, 2016a). 
 
Another commonly used evaluation method is the Post-Then-Pre (retrospective) evaluation that asks participants to assess 
their knowledge and attitudes about a topic, such as retirement planning, before and after a financial education intervention 
(e.g., class series, webinar, financial coaching). It is administered once at the end of the intervention and helps avoid biases 
resulting from people thinking that they know more than they know at the outset of a program.  
 
Below is a sample retrospective question for a retirement planning program: 
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Directions:  Read each statement in the center and, in the left half of the table, rank your retirement planning confidence 
after attending the workshop.  Next, think back to before the workshop and rate your confidence at that time.  

After taking the workshop, do you:                                 Before taking the workshop, did you: 

Not at all  

confident 

Not too  

confident 

Somewhat 

confident 

Very  

confident 

Feel you have a plan in 
place to achieve a 
comfortable retirement? 

Not at all  

confident 

Not too  

confident 

Somewhat 

confident 

Very  

confident 

Not at all  

confident 

Not too  

confident 

Somewhat 

confident 

Very  

confident 

Feel you have a good 
understanding of retirement 
planning action steps 

Not at all  

confident 

Not too  

confident 

Somewhat 

confident 

Very  

confident 

 
 
Strengths of the above-mentioned evaluation methods include relative simplicity and little or no administration cost for 
financial educators with limited program evaluation budgets. In addition, there are a number of readily available evaluation 
survey templates such as those contained in the NEFE Financial Education Evaluation Toolkit (NEFE, 2016b) found at 
http://toolkit.nefe.org/.  
 
A major weakness of these methods is the serious methodological issue of selection bias; i.e., the lack of comparison of 
financial education program participants with a control group. Those who choose to attend a retirement financial education 
program may be very different than others who do not (e.g., more conscientious about their finances). 
 
Many program evaluations also use self-reported data, which introduces the risk of response bias, and cross-sectional 
studies that limit inferences about causal impacts (Collins & O’Rourke, 2010).  Another weakness is the lack of capacity in 
many organizations with multiple program units to aggregate impacts using common indicators such as those listed above. 
Also, the use of control groups and longitudinal studies in financial education evaluation is relatively rare. Many educators 
simply don’t have the expertise and/or funding for these types of data analysis. 
 
Evaluation and Public Communication with Larger Audiences 
 
 Following are key messages to deliver in public communication about the evaluation of retirement planning programs: 
 
♦ Educating workers about retirement planning and workplace retirement plans has gone from nice to necessary in 

today’s YOYO (you’re on your own) economy with complex monetary products and later life financial decisions. 
 

♦ The audience for retirement financial education worksite programs can span three different generations (Baby 
Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials), each with its own unique learning needs that require targeted programs. 

 
♦ Retirement financial education encompasses much more than IRAs and 401(k) plans; it often includes basic skills such 

as balancing a checkbook, controlling a budget, and “finding” money to invest for the future. 
 
♦ Saving for retirement is difficult, especially for workers with low take-home pay and/or fluctuating incomes. Barriers 

need to be addressed and any step forward (e.g., increasing savings by 1% of pay) should be viewed as progress. 
 
♦ There is some evidence that the most disadvantaged persons with low incomes and educational levels, who are at the 

highest risk for financial insecurity in later life, experience the greatest effects from financial education programs. 
 
♦ The timeline for retirement planning is the longest of any financial planning goal. Even small amounts of savings, 

given decades to grow, can accumulate handsomely over time.  
 
♦ There is some evidence that appealing to people’s emotions (e.g., showing them what they’ll look like in their 80s), 

breaking financial actions down into simple steps, and creating personalized retirement income illustrations can prompt 
increased retirement savings. 

 
♦ Evidence-based programs are those that have been found to be effective based on the results of rigorous evaluations 

such as experimental or quasi-experimental studies (Cooney et al., 2007). While many financial education programs do 
not meet this high standard, there is evidence that they have had beneficial results. With that said, there is always room 
for improvement such as more rigorous evaluation methods and content closely targeted to learners’ specific needs. 
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