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Introduction

Over two-thirds of U.S. private sector workers have
access to a 401(k) or similar employer-sponsored
retirement plan; and over four-fifths of these plans
offer an employer “match” — an additional contribu-
tion that depends on how much the employee saves.!
Employer matches are among the most attractive
incentives for retirement saving, offering workers an
immediate return on their contributions. Yet because
match schedules vary across employers, spouses in
the same household often face different financial
incentives for saving. Our recently published study
in the American Economic Review, co-authored with
Lucas Goodman, asks: do married couples efficiently
allocate their retirement contributions across their
retirement accounts?” The answer matters because
the most influential economic models of household
decision-making assume that couples do coordinate,
and because the failure to do so can meaningfully
reduce the retirement wealth they accumulate.

Our key finding is that one in five couples fails to
take full advantage of matching incentives, leaving an
average of $757 per year on the table. This inefficiency
does not appear to stem from inertia or from confu-
sion about plan rules. Instead, many couples have
never considered that coordination could help them
and, among those who have, concerns about trust

and control over their own accounts often prevent it.
These results suggest that: 1) the presumption that
households coordinate should be revisited; and 2)
financial advisors and employers could help couples
better coordinate their retirement savings by simply
alerting them to the benefits.

This brief, based on our study, proceeds as follows.
The first section describes how we define efficient
allocation of retirement contributions and the new
dataset we built to test it. The second section presents
the results on the prevalence and cost of inefficient
allocation. The third section investigates the underly-
ing causes.

What Is an ‘Efficient’
Allocation of Contributions?

Match schedules for 401(k)s and other defined
contribution plans vary by both the match rate (e.g.,
50 percent, 100 percent) and the match ceiling (e.g.,
up to the first 6 percent of salary contributed by the
employee). Consider a couple where one spouse’s
employer matches contributions dollar-for-dollar up
to a 3-percent cap, while the other spouse’s employer
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matches at only 50 cents on the dollar up to 6 per-
cent. Maximizing the match at the couple level (our
concept of efficiency) requires the couple to max out
the more generous dollar-for-dollar match (i.e., the
one with the 3-percent cap) before contributing to
the less generous account. Failing to do so means
leaving money on the table because the couple could
increase their retirement wealth by reallocating any
given amount of saving (i.e., without changing their
current consumption). In our analysis, we refer to
this untapped money as the “forgone match.”

Testing whether couples efficiently allocate their
retirement contributions requires a dataset that links
spouses together, records each spouse’s contributions,
and measures the match schedule offered by each
spouse’s employer. No such dataset existed, so we
built one.

The employer side of our data comes from the an-
nual regulatory filings of over 6,000 defined contribu-
tion retirement plans, covering about 40 million em-
ployees. These filings describe plan features, including
match schedules, vesting rules, and auto-enrollment
provisions. The employee side comes from IRS tax re-
turns, which allow us to link spouses together through
joint filings, and from W-2 forms, which report each
spouse’s contributions and identify their employer.

By linking these two data sources, we construct a
matched employer-employee dataset covering approx-
imately 500,000 couples. Our analysis sample — which
is restricted to couples where at least one spouse con-
tributes, at least one has access to a match, and both
are fully vested — contains roughly 185,000 couples
and spans the period of 2003-2018.

How Common Is Inefficient
Allocation?

Using our novel dataset, we find that close to one in
five couples (19.3 percent) fail to allocate their retire-
ment contributions efficiently. These couples could
receive, on average, an additional $757 per year in
employer matching contributions (i.e., their forgone
match) by simply shifting some of their existing
savings from the account of the spouse with the lower
match rate to the account of the spouse with the
higher one. At the median, the annual cost is $383;

at the 90th percentile, it reaches nearly $2,000. These
are meaningful amounts: the average annual forgone
match represents 13 percent of the couple’s total annu-
al contributions to retirement accounts (see Table 1).

TABLE 1. DISTRIBUTION OF ANNUAL FORGONE MATCH
AMOUNTS

% of employee

Dollars contributions

Mean $757 13%
Percentile

10th $59 1%

25th 155 3

50th (median) 383 8

75th 886 17

90th 1,940 31

Source: Choukhmane, Goodman, and O’Dea (2025).

Forgone matches are also persistent and wide-
spread. More than two in five couples with a forgone
match still have one seven years later, and forgone
matches occur across all income, age, and education
groups, though they are somewhat less common
among the highest earners and the most educated.
The long-run cost is substantial: using a simple
simulation calibrated to the patterns in our data, we
estimate that the failure to coordinate can reduce
retirement wealth at age 65 by an average of about
$14,000 for all married couples, and by over $40,000
at the 90th percentile.

Importantly, focusing on just the couples who
end up with a forgone match in our data represents a
lower bound for the share of couples that actually fail
to coordinate. The reason is that many non-coordinat-
ing couples will have no forgone match even if they
are acting independently: for instance, if both spouses
just happen to be fully exploiting their own employer
match. So, to estimate how many couples are actually
not coordinating, we construct a synthetic population
of non-coordinating couples and estimate the share
that have a forgone match.? This exercise finds that
one-third of non-coordinating couples end up with
some forgone match. Comparing this number to the
19.3 percent we observe in real couples implies that
about 58 percent of real couples (19.3/33.3 = 58) are
not actively coordinating their retirement contribu-
tions (see Figure 1 on the next page).
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F1GURE 1. ESTIMATED SHARE OF COUPLES WITH AND
WiTHOUT A FORGONE MATCH
Non-coordinating couples

w/ forgone match,
19%

Coordinating
couples,
42%

Non-coordinating couples
w/o forgone match,
39%

Note: Synthetically reshuffling spouses rearranges married
individuals into new couples; synthetically paired individu-
als are matched with similar unmarried individuals.
Source: Choukhmane, Goodman, and O’Dea (2025).

Why Don’t Couples
Coordinate?

For the particular setting that we study, coordination
should be easier to sustain than for some other finan-
cial decisions: the married couples in our sample are
relatively well-off, the decision is repeated, and retire-
ment account wealth accumulated during marriage is
treated as a marital asset that is equally divided in di-
vorce regardless of which spouse made contributions.
Thus, understanding why so many couples persistent-
ly fail to coordinate is important both for how econo-
mists model household decisions and for any practi-
cal efforts to address the problem. We investigate this
question using both our administrative data and a
custom survey of 1,000 married individuals that asked
respondents to divide a given level of savings between
hypothetical retirement accounts (for themselves and
their spouses) with different match schedules.

Simple Explanations Do Not Fit the
Evidence

Using the administrative data, we find that several
plausible explanations for non-coordination turn out
not to fit the evidence. Inertia, the tendency to stick
with a previous decision, is a well-documented force
in retirement saving, but it does not explain what we

find. Among couples where both spouses actively
changed their contribution rates (i.e., were not subject
to inertia), the incidence of forgone matches changes
only modestly, and the couples are just as likely to
move toward inefficiency as away from it. Similarly,
auto-enrollment defaults are not the culprit: couples
hired under opt-in plans show the same rates of
non-coordination as those auto-enrolled. Nor can a
simple heuristic of “save equal amounts” explain the
results; we find that couples who equalize their contri-
bution rates actually tend to have a smaller forgone
match because equal saving mechanically reduces the
chance that one spouse oversaves past their match
cap while the other saves below their match cap.

We also test whether rational inattention (the idea
that it is not worth paying attention when the stakes
are low) can account for our findings. This explana-
tion does not look plausible either: the incidence of
non-coordination is essentially flat even as the stakes
rise to over $6,000 or 5 percent of household earnings
per year (see Figure 2).

F1GURE 2. SHARE oF COUPLES WITH FORGONE MATCH,
BY STAKES OF COORDINATION

40%

30%

20% -
) ] I I:
0% -

0-1% 1-2% 2-3% 3-4% 4-5% 5%+
Stakes as a percentage of earnings

Note: Stakes are defined as the maximum match a cou-
ple could forgo given their total contributions and match
schedules.

Source: Choukhmane, Goodman, and O’Dea (2025).

Accidental vs. Deliberate Non-coordination

The survey allows us to go further, by asking those
who did not allocate efficiently across the hypothetical
accounts (40 percent of respondents) whether the
choice was accidental or deliberate. The data suggest
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a significant portion of non-coordination is accidental:
almost half of the survey respondents who chose a
forgone match said they did not realize it (see Figure
3). This situation is likely explained by two factors.
First, many have simply not thought about it — among
survey respondents where both spouses have a
retirement plan, over one-third reported they had not
considered the possibility of gains from coordination.*
Second, financial literacy likely plays a role. In the
survey, the incidence of a forgone match fell steeply
with measured financial literacy: 64 percent of those
answering two or fewer of five financial literacy ques-
tions correctly had some forgone match, compared to
25 percent of those answering all five correctly.

FIGURE 3. SHARE OF RESPONDENTS WITH A FORGONE
MatcH, BY TYPE oF FORGONE MATCH

Deliberate,

45%

Accidental,
48%

Other,
7%

Source: Choukhmane, Goodman, and O’Dea (2025).

At the same time, the survey suggests that some
non-coordination is deliberate: 45 percent of the
respondents who chose an allocation resulting in a
forgone match said that they knew they were doing
so. Why would some couples knowingly leave match
dollars on the table? Part of the answer appears to lie
in the strength of couples’ marital commitment and,
relatedly, in what couples think might happen in a
divorce.

In our administrative data, proxies for marital com-
mitment predict the likelihood of a forgone match. For
example, couples who subsequently divorce are more
likely to have a forgone match before the divorce;
couples with a joint bank account before marriage, a
mortgage, or children are less likely. Additionally, the
incidence of a forgone match falls with the length of
the marriage.’ At the same time, our survey suggests
that many couples have misperceptions about divorce
law. Across all U.S. states, retirement account wealth
accumulated during marriage is a marital asset, so it
is divided on divorce independently of which spouse
made the contributions. Yet in our survey, over one-
third of respondents believed they would keep their
own retirement accounts in a divorce.® And, these
respondents were substantially more likely than others
to deliberately forgo a match in the hypothetical exper-
iment.” For many of them, contributing to a spouse’s
account felt like ceding control over those funds.?

Conclusion

Our findings have implications for both theory

and practice. For the modeling of household deci-
sion-making, the widespread inefficiency we doc-
ument challenges the common assumption that
couples achieve efficient outcomes each period and
suggests a greater role for non-cooperative models
of the household. For policy and practice, the results
point to a concrete and (perhaps) fixable problem.
Much of the non-coordination we document appears
to be accidental, driven by a failure to recognize that
gains from coordination exist, compounded by low fi-
nancial literacy and misperceptions about divorce law.
Simply alerting couples to the potential benefits of
coordinating their contributions could lead many of
them to recover the forgone match. Employers could
incorporate household-level thinking into financial
wellness programs, and financial advisors working
with married clients could make coordination of
retirement contributions a routine part of planning.
The broader lesson is that even among affluent, edu-
cated couples facing a simple and repeated financial
decision with large stakes, coordination inside the
household cannot be taken for granted.
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Endnotes

1 U.S. Department of Labor, National Compensation
Survey (2025) and Arnoud et al. (2021).

2 Choukhmane, Goodman, and O’Dea (2025).
3 We calculate the prevalence in two engineered

samples of synthetic couples that are similar to real
couples, but for whom coordination is not possible.

For the first sample, we rearrange actual married indi-

viduals into synthetic couples matched on observable
characteristics. For the second, we randomly pair un-
married individuals who resemble the population of
married workers. The prevalence of forgone matches
was similar for both.

4 The household dimension of the decision is easy
to overlook because retirement plans are individual-
ly managed and sponsored by one’s own employer.
Consistent with this fact, the administrative data
show that couples who work for the same employer
are less likely to have a forgone match compared to
couples who face identical match schedules but work
at different firms.

5 These patterns hold conditional on a rich set of
controls for household earnings, contribution levels,
and plan characteristics.

6 About half of the survey respondents correctly be-
lieved that assets in retirement accounts were evenly
split, and nearly one-fifth said they did not know how
assets would be divided.

7 A regression analysis using the survey data shows
that the belief that assets are not shared in divorce is
significantly associated with the likelihood of know-
ingly making a sub-optimal allocation. This finding
holds conditional on a rich set of controls that include
respondent demographics, earnings, length of mar-
riage — and, whether they have a mortgage, children,
and joint bank accounts.

8 The narrative explanations that respondents gave
were consistent with this interpretation. Three
themes recurred. First, a desire for financial indepen-
dence: one respondent wrote that they did not want to
put their money in someone else’s account, “even if it
is my husband.” Second, considerations of fairness:
several respondents aimed to split contributions
equally, regardless of the match incentives. Third,
concerns about risk, including the risk of divorce:
one respondent explained they would “rather hedge
against this and pay a fee of lost money than have
none at all if unforeseen circumstances happen.”
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