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Introduction 
In the past, it made sense to think of women’s retire-
ment risk mainly in the context of households, as 
women spent the vast majority of their lives mar-
ried.  Today, though, women spend more time single 
than they used to – for example, women approaching 
retirement will spend just about half their adult lives 
married.1  Therefore, thinking about the differential 
risk that women face based on their marital histories 
is more important than ever.  

This brief uses the National Retirement Risk Index 
(NRRI) to assess the retirement security of women 
in their 50s.  The NRRI is calculated by comparing 
households’ projected replacement rates – retirement 
income as a percentage of pre-retirement income – 
with target replacement rates that would allow them 
to maintain their standard of living.  These calcula-
tions are based on the Federal Reserve’s Survey of 
Consumer Finances, a triennial survey of a nationally 
representative sample of U.S. households.  As of 
2016, the NRRI showed that half of households were 
at risk of falling short in retirement, even if they 
worked to age 65 and annuitized all their financial 
assets (including the receipts from reverse mortgages 
on their homes).

The discussion proceeds as follows.  The first 
section briefly summarizes the construction of the 
NRRI.  The second section describes the increasing 
independence of women and how this trend would 
be expected to impact their financial security in 
retirement.  The third section reports the NRRI for 
women with different marital histories, showing the 
surprising result that two-earner married couples are 
most at risk and then explaining this counter-intuitive 
finding.  The final section concludes that two-earner 
married couples could benefit from more education 
and broader access to workplace retirement plans.  
For single women, the findings highlight the value of 
Social Security in boosting the retirement resources 
of those with lower incomes.  

Structure of the NRRI
The NRRI is designed to assess the retirement risk 
of working-age households based on the assump-
tion that they seek to smooth their consumption over 
their lifetime.  Constructing the NRRI involves three 
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A calculation of projected replacement rates also 
requires income prior to retirement.  The items that 
comprise pre-retirement income include earnings, 
the return on taxable financial assets, and imputed 
rent from housing.  In essence, with regard to wealth, 
income in retirement equals the annuitized value 
of all financial and housing assets; income before 
retirement is simply the return on those same assets.2  
Average lifetime income then serves as the denomina-
tor for each household’s replacement rate.

Determining the share of the population at risk 
requires comparing projected replacement rates with 
the appropriate target rates.  Target replacement 
rates are estimated for different types of households 
assuming that households spread their income so as 
to have the same level of consumption in retirement 
as they had before they retired.  Households whose 
projected replacement rates are more than 10 percent 
below the target are deemed to be at risk of having 
insufficient income to maintain their pre-retirement 
standard of living.  The NRRI is simply the percent-
age of all households that fall more than 10 percent 
short of their target. 

In 2016, the year of the most recent SCF, the 
overall share at risk was 50 percent.  Since the fol-
lowing analysis focuses on households with women 
in their 50s, Table 1 shows the NRRI by age group.  
The smaller percentage at risk for this older group 
reflects, in order of importance, four main factors: 
a greater percentage with a defined benefit plan, an 
earlier Social Security Full Retirement Age, shorter 
life expectancy, and slightly more homeownership.  
The question then becomes the extent to which the 
risk status of women in their 50s fluctuates around 
the average of 44 percent depending on their marital 
status and the implications for the future.
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steps: 1) projecting a replacement rate – retirement 
income as a share of pre-retirement income – for 
each household; 2) constructing a target replacement 
rate that would allow each household to maintain its 
pre-retirement standard of living in retirement; and 3) 
comparing the projected and target replacement rates 
to find the percentage of households “at risk.”

Retirement income at age 65, which is defined 
broadly to include all of the usual suspects plus hous-
ing, is derived by projecting the assets that house-
holds will hold at retirement, based on the stable 
relationship between age and wealth-to-income ratios 
evident in the 1983-2016 Surveys of Consumer Finances 
(SCFs).  As shown in Figure 1, the wealth-to-income 
lines from each survey rest virtually on top of one an-
other, bracketed by 2007 values on the high side and 
2013 values on the low side.
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Figure 1. Ratio of Wealth to Income by Age from 
the Survey of Consumer Finances, 1983-2016

Sources: Authors’ calculations based on U.S. Board of Gov-
ernors of the Federal Reserve System, Survey of Consumer 
Finances (SCF) (1983-2016).
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Sources of retirement income that are not derived 
from SCF-reported wealth are estimated directly.  For 
defined benefit pension income, the projections are 
based on the amounts reported by survey respondents 
who have already retired.  For Social Security, benefits 
are calculated directly based on estimated earnings 
histories for each member of the household.

Table 1. Percentage of Households “At Risk” by 
Age Group, 2016

Age group 2016

All 50%

30-39 56

40-49 52

50-59 44

Source: Munnell, Hou, and Sanzenbacher (2018a).
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Marriage Patterns and  
Financial Status of Women
The percentage of women in their 50s who report 
being married has been declining steadily over the 
last 40 years (see Figure 2).3  The main reasons for 
the declining marriage rate among women in their 

3

Figure 2. Percentage of Women Ages 50-59 Who 
Are Married and Single, 1970-2018  

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey 
(CPS) (1970-2018).
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Figure 3. Reasons for Being Single for Women 
Ages 50-59, 1970-2018

Source: CPS (1970-2018).
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50s are shown in Figure 3.  Divorce, which increased 
dramatically from 1980-2004 and has since declined 
slightly, is the main factor.  A second important de-
velopment is the growing share of women who have 
never married.4   

As expected, married women are better off than 
single women.5  Their households have higher earn-
ings, greater financial assets, more home equity, 
greater assets in a defined contribution (DC) plan, 
and are more likely to be covered by a defined benefit 
(DB) plan (see Table 2).6  Yes, married households 
have the advantage of two potential earners and 
savers, but – for each measure – single women have 
much less than half the resources of married couples.  
For example, household earnings for married cou-
ples, at $125,000, are nearly four times the earnings 
of single women and the wealth gap between the two 
household types is much larger.  Given the much 
stronger economic position of married women, one 
might expect that they are less likely to be at risk in 
retirement than single women.

NRRI by Type of Household
Despite the greater resources of married households, 
it turns out that the NRRI is higher – that is, a greater 
percentage of households are at risk – for married 
women than for single women (see Figure 4 on the 
next page).  Married women show 46 percent at risk 
compared to about 39 percent, on average, for all 
single women.  Three factors appear to explain this 
counterintuitive outcome.  

An initial hint is the stark difference in outcomes 
between one-earner and two-earner married couples.  
For this analysis, two-earner couples are defined as 
those in which both spouses are projected to have a 

Table 2. Economic Characteristics of Women Ages 
50-59 by Household Type, 2016

Type Earnings
Net 

financial 
wealth  

Net 
home 
equity

DC 
wealth

% with 
DB plan

Married $124,700 $320,100 $194,900 $262,800 38%

Single  31,500  25,900  65,700  35,500 22

  Divorced  34,200  23,000  62,000  33,300 18

  Never
  married

 30,200  22,600  68,700  46,500 21

  Widowed  21,600  47,000  76,100  21,400 43

Source: SCF (2016). 



work history of at least 10 years.7  All other married 
couples are classified as one-earner couples.  This 
breakdown shows that the NRRI for a one-earner 
couple is only 32 percent compared to 46 percent for 
a two-earner couple (see Figure 5).8  The number of 
earners in a household affects the outcome in two 
ways.  The first is through the Social Security sys-
tem.  Social Security provides a non-working spouse 
a benefit equal to 50 percent of the worker’s ben-
efit.  If the second spouse goes to work, the spousal 
benefit gradually declines and disappears completely 
when the second spouse’s worker benefit matches or 

exceeds the level of the spousal benefit.  In addition, 
Social Security has a progressive benefit formula that 
provides a higher benefit relative to earnings for lower 
earners.  Given that one-earner couples are less edu-
cated and earn less than two-earner couples, they gain 
from this progressivity.  The net result, as shown in 
Figure 6, is that the average two-earner couple has a 
Social Security replacement rate not only considerably 
lower than the one-earner couple but also significant-
ly below the rate for single women, who, as noted, 
also have lower earnings.
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Figure 5. NRRI for Married Women Ages 50-59, by 
Number of Earners, 2016

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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The second way in which two-earner couples get 
in trouble is that they tend to undersave in their re-
tirement plans.  The problem arises because, in about 
half of two-earner couples, only one earner is covered 
by an employer retirement plan.9  A recent study 
showed that the covered workers in this situation do 
not increase their contributions to compensate for the 
fact that their spouse is not saving, so that the contri-
bution rate for couples with a single saver was half of 
that for two-earner, two-saver couples (see Figure 7 on 
the next page).10

A third headwind facing all couples is that 30 
percent of the women had been married before.11  An 
earlier NRRI study showed that being previously di-
vorced had an adverse effect on the couple’s economic 
status, increasing the percentage at risk by almost 10 
percentage points.12  Indeed, among those in their 

Figure 6. Social Security Replacement Rates for 
Women Ages 50-59, by Marital Status and Number 
of Earners, 2016

Source: Authors’ calculations using the SCF (2016).
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Figure 4. NRRI for Women Ages 50-59, by Marital 
Status, 2016

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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50s, a couple in which the woman had previously 
divorced had an NRRI of 55 percent compared to 42 
percent for a couple in which the woman had only 
been married once (see Figure 8).

Conclusion
Women are spending an increasing proportion of 
their lives single, which makes it useful to consider 
how their marital history affects the differential risk 
they will face as they approach retirement.  Not sur-
prisingly, women in their 50s who are married appear 
to be much better off than single women by all of the 
standard economic measures of earnings and wealth.  
However, this situation does not translate into better 
retirement preparedness – in fact, married women 
are more likely to be at risk for retirement than single 
women.

 The reasons for this counterintuitive result are 
threefold.  First, married couples with two earners – 
the majority of married couples in their 50s – are re-
ceiving lower Social Security benefits relative to their 
household earnings due to the declining relevance 
of the spousal benefit and the program’s progressive 
benefit design.  Second, two-earner couples with just 
one person saving for retirement tend to undersave 
because the saver often does not take into account 
the need to save for his spouse.  And, finally, almost a 
third of the married women in the analysis had been 
through a previous divorce, and the financial scars left 
by divorce often linger.

These findings highlight the need for two-earner 
couples to save more, and the best way to address this 
issue would be to broaden access to retirement sav-
ings plans in the workplace.  In addition, plan spon-
sors could help educate their married workers about 
the potential need to save for two.  For single women, 
expanding coverage is also very important, because 
they are even less likely to have a retirement plan.  
The findings also underscore the importance of Social 
Security for single women due to their lower earn-
ings, suggesting the value of maintaining currently 
scheduled benefits.
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Figure 7. Average Contribution Rate as Share of 
Household Earnings for 401(k) Participants

Source: Sanzenbacher and Hou (2019).
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Figure 8. NRRI for Women Ages 50-59 by Marital 
History, 2016

Note: The single group includes those who are never mar-
ried, divorced, separated, and widowed.
Source: Authors’ calculations.
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Endnotes
1  Munnell, Sanzenbacher, and King (2017).

2  For the measures of retirement income and pre-
retirement income, both mortgage debt and non-
mortgage debt are subtracted from the appropriate 
income components.

3  Schoen and Cheng (2006) analyze the “retreat from 
marriage” and how it differs by race and socioeco-
nomic status.

4  For example, see Lee and Payne (2010) and Wang 
and Parker (2014).

5  See, for example, Wilmoth and Koso (2002) and 
Yamokoski and Keister (2006).

6  The comparable numbers for single men are 
$48,700 (earnings), $84,700 (net financial wealth), 
$82,800 (net home equity), $89,600 (DC wealth), and 
24 percent (share with a DB plan).

7  This threshold is needed for an individual to be 
eligible for a Social Security worker’s benefit.

8  The “at risk” result for the two-earner couples is 
very close to that for all married couples in the previ-
ous figure, because two-earner couples now make 
up the vast majority of all couples in their 50s in the 
NRRI sample.

9  Angel, Prickett, and Angel (2014) find that married 
women are at the highest risk of lacking coverage.  
See Knoll, Tamborini, and Whitman (2012) for more 
on marriage and retirement saving, especially for 
young adults.

10  Sanzenbacher and Hou (2019).

11  Livingston, Parker, and Rohal (2014) document 
the growing number of U.S. adults who have remar-
ried.

12  Munnell, Hou, and Sanzenbacher (2018b). 
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