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Women Need to Think Beyond Today
by Karen Wimbish

> Let’s just come out and say it: Many women say they aren’t prepared for retirement

Because women are statistically 
more likely to live longer and 
to leave the job market and re-
enter it years later, they are less 
likely to have enough saved for 
retirement. That’s definitely a 
double whammy.

How do we know this? Wells 
Fargo enlisted Harris Interac-
tive Inc. to conduct a survey 
on our behalf, including 1,756 
telephone interviews of middle 
class Americans in their 20s, 
30s, 40s, 50s and 60s. The inter-
views, conducted between Sep-
tember 9, 2010, and October 
7, 2010, surveyed attitudes and 
behaviors around planning, saving and investing for 
retirement. To target the middle class, the survey 
included only respondents who fell within speci-
fied income and wealth brackets. Those aged 25 to 
29 had household income of $25,000 to $99,999 
or investable assets of $25,000 to $99,999. Those 
aged 30 to 69 had household income of $40,000 to 
$99,999 or investable assets of $25,000 to $99,999. 
The lower income limit for 20-somethings was used 
to reflect the early stage of their careers. For the 20s 
age group, only respondents aged 25 to 29 were in-
cluded in order to focus on workers.

The results from our Wells Fargo Retirement 
Survey told us much about the attitudes of women 
across five decades. For example, it showed that 
only 54 percent of all women were confident they 
will have enough saved to live the life they desire in 
retirement. Women were also less likely to have a 
pension plan (40 percent) or 401(k) through an em-
ployer (71 percent) as compared with men. When 
it came to Social Security, women were less likely 

than men to believe it would be 
available to them.

Digging deeper into women’s 
savings activity and attitudes, 
we found that women have set 
their sights lower for what they 
need for retirement and—on 
top of that—have saved less 
than men. Women set a median 
of $200,000 as the amount to 
support them in retirement and 
have saved a median of $20,000; 
men set a median of $400,000 
for their retirement and have 
saved a median of $25,000. 

According to our survey, 
nearly 30 percent of middle-

aged women are also unclear about how much they 
would need to withdraw from retirement savings 
annually. About 32 percent of women in their 40s 
and 50s estimate they will withdraw 11 percent to 
30 percent, or more, from their savings each year. 
Most financial experts would say that 4 to 6 percent 
should be the maximum for withdrawing annually.

When it comes to making financial decisions, 35 
percent of women identified themselves as the pri-
mary financial decision maker, compared with 55 
percent of men. In marriage, 83 percent of women 
said they were the joint financial decision maker, 
while 58 percent of men considered themselves a 
joint decision maker. We view this 25 percent point 
gap in responses as a communication gap that sig-
nals the need for couples to truly have those long-
range financial discussions, no matter how uncom-
fortable they may be.

Women in our survey were candid about being 
wary about putting money in the stock market, 
possibly reflecting the most recent market turmoil. 
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Only 27 percent considered the stock 
market a safe place to invest and grow 
their retirement dollars. We asked both 
men and women what they would do 
if we gave them $5,000 to put away 
for retirement. Forty percent of the 
women would buy bank CDs with the 
money instead of putting it in the stock market, compared 
with 30 percent of men who would purchase CDs. Investing 
too much money in CDs for long periods of time may cause 
them to not keep up with inflation rates.

age changes attitudes

With this survey spanning five decades of women, it was fasci-
nating to see how different attitudes are from one generation 
to another. Based on our research, women in their 20s tend 
to be too conservative with investments in stocks. We think 
it is likely that they watched many lose so much in the 2008-
2009 market downturn. Instead, this age group may need to 
consider being more aggressive in investing because they have 
time to absorb some setbacks they might face through the 
years. Of course, as each investor’s situation is unique, you 
need to review your specific investment objectives, risk toler-
ance and liquidity needs before a suitable investment strategy 
can be selected.*

Young women should also think about setting aside money 
in an employer-sponsored retirement plan right away—with 
that first job—and contribute a consistent percentage. Then, 
if they get a promotion in their 30s, for example, any increase 
in salary should correlate to an increase in savings put into the 
401(k). The key is to get into the discipline of setting aside 
money right away so it won’t be missed.

Women in their 40s tend to be the most stressed, financially 
and otherwise. Many are sending children off to college and 
facing rising tuition costs, while also contemplating how to 
care for aging parents who may be accumulating pricey medi-
cal bills. Despite the pressures, we encourage these women to 
keep contributing to their 401(k) plan at the percentage that 
maximizes the company match. The long-term shouldn’t be 
sacrificed for the present day, no matter how tempting it is.

According to our research, once women are in their 50s, 
they become the least concerned of the age groups and al-
most giddy with the prospect of retirement. Perhaps they’re 
oblivious of the financial needs of the retirement to come and 
retirement is far enough in the distance to not worry them on 
a daily basis.

When the 60s come, however, women go back to feeling 
stressed. Retirement is now imminent. They face hard choices. 

How long will they need to keep working before drawing from 
their retirement savings? Will they need to continue working 
at least part-time after retiring from their full-time job? Will 
they be compelled to move to a cheaper part of the country—
or world—to stretch their pool of money?

These final two groups of women often reflect generations 
who have left and then re-entered the workforce. That trans-
lates into smaller contributions into the employer-sponsored 
plan and potentially a lower salary from which to draw con-
tributions. It also might lead to the looser connection to those 
long-range financial discussions with a spouse, reflected in the 
varied survey responses from women and men about joint fi-
nancial decision making.

As we look at our survey results and other research about 
attitudes and actions around retirement savings, we believe 
there is a real opportunity to take control and adopt a more 
proactive stance about their financial future. We want to help 
women of all generations to find ways to keep them from feel-
ing resigned to a less-than-desirable future.

So, how do we begin to get at the solution? We have to 
educate ourselves.

We’ve found that many women feel intimidated about 
what they don’t know and assume financial planning is going 
to be too complex to understand. Knowing also that women 
like to learn from other women and prefer social networking 
to lectures, we launched our Beyond TodaySM website (wells-
fargo.com/beyondtoday) earlier this year. The website, geared 
specifically for women, features planning tools and checklists, 
articles addressing common concerns and blog posts about 
topics including budgeting, examining shopping habits and 
developing a network of trusted people to tap for advice and 
help. 

We also have to just start taking steps—saving money now 
for the future that lies beyond our today. 

* Stocks offer long-term growth potential, but may fluctuate more and provide 
less current income than other investments. An investment in the stock market 
should be made with an understanding of the risks associated with common stocks, 
including market fluctuations.

Wells Fargo Advisors, LLC, Member SIPC, is a registered broker-dealer and a 
separate non-bank affiliate of Wells Fargo & Company.

We’ve found that many women feel 
intimidated about what they don’t know.


