
Retirement  
Planning  
for Women

Retirement success begins with targeting a desired outcome. BNY Mellon 
defines a successful retirement outcome as achieving income sufficient  
to sustain and protect one’s retirement lifestyle plus legacy goals. 

 For many, this means having the financial security and ability in 
retirement to:

 ● Meet day-to-day living expenses 

 ● Make personal lifestyle choices about where and how to live,  

and to be able to enjoy hobbies and personal pursuits

 ● Maintain quality of life, personal health and independence 

 ● Leave residual assets for heirs and achieve philanthropic goals

Retirement is a journey, not a destination. 
How individuals live today dictates 
how they will live in retirement, and 
experience confirms that having a 
financial plan leads to a more confident 
financial future. We believe by focusing 
on four fundamental interconnected 
financial behaviors (Earning, Spending, 
Investing and Insuring), and with the 
help of a financial advisor, individuals 
are better able to achieve their 
financial goals.

This paper looks at the challenges 
that Americans — and women 
in particular — face in saving for 
retirement. It also presents principles 
for successfully achieving financial 
goals, designing budgets, prioritizing 
goals and investing with purpose for a 
more secure retirement.

THE FEMALE INVESTOR’S STRATEGY 
FOR ACHIEVING FINANCIAL GOALS



The state of retirement
for women.
Women represent a rising force in America, a virtual powerhouse of economic might. They 
serve as primary breadwinners in a growing number of homes, earn the most college degrees, 
represent the majority of the workforce, and will soon influence two-thirds of the nation’s 
wealth. And yet, in aggregate, their ability to achieve retirement goals lags significantly behind 
that of men. This is true for a number of reasons, from lower wages to fewer years in the 
workforce to lower contributions to employer-sponsored savings plans.

Because women more often take the 
lead in parenting and caregiving roles, 
and often stop working to care for an ill 
spouse or aging parent, their earnings 
and savings are directly affected. On 
average, women work 12 years less than 
men do throughout the course of their 
careers,1 and those are often the years 
of greatest earnings potential. Female 
workers are also more likely to work part-
time, and the majority of those  
jobs do not offer employer-sponsored 
retirement benefits.

Fewer years on the job and lower wages 
mean less income, fewer contributions 
to retirement plans and less lifetime 
savings upon entering retirement. 
Women also typically receive thousands 
of dollars less annually than men from 
their Social Security benefits. Again,  
this is the result of lower wages earned 
over their lifetimes, and reflects an 
outdated Social Security system that 
was designed to support married couples 
where one spouse was  
the breadwinner.

The irony is that women live longer 
and, therefore, require greater assets 
than men to help ensure a comfortable 
retirement. But with the right financial 
plan and advisor, women have the  
ability to avoid a future with less-
than-adequate retirement savings. The 
following pages outline the BNY Mellon 
approach to saving for retirement and  
to helping women take control of their 
financial lives.

By 2030, women will control 
two-thirds of the nation’s 
wealth.2

Women yield trillions in purchasing 
power.2

1 AARP Public Policy Institute, An Uphill Climb: Women Face Greater Obstacles to Retirement Security, 2013. 2 CNBC.com, For Women, Retirement Can Be a Serious Challenge, January 19, 2017.  
3 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employed Persons by Detailed Occupation, Sex, Race, and Hispanic or Latino Ethnicity, February 10, 2016. 4 American Federation of Labor and Congress of 
Industrial Organizations, Professional Women: A Gendered Look at Inequality in the U.S. Workforce, Fact Sheet 2017. 5 U.S. Department of Education, The Condition of Education, 2016.

42%

66% $1,000,000, 
  000,000+

Women are the 
primary bread-
winners in 4 out  
of 10 homes.4 Women earn the majority of college degrees.5

57%

BACHELOR’S DEGREE

60%

MASTER’S DEGREE

51%

DOCTORAL DEGREE

Women represent the 
majority of the labor 
force, and of professional 
occupations.351%
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6 Social Security Is Important to Women, Social Security Fact Sheet, September 2016. 7 Congressional Analysis of 2012 Census data. 8 National Institute on Retirement Security Study, March 2016. 9 U.S. 
Department of Labor, EBSA, Women and Retirement Savings, March 27, 2017.

Women Men
vs.

The overall income  
gap between men and  
women is significant.

of all unmarried females (65+)  
rely on Social Security for 90%  
or more of their income.6

of salaried women participate  
in an employee-sponsored 
retirement plan.9

Only49% 45%

MEDIAN ANNUAL 
EARNINGS6 $39,000 $50,000

TOTAL INCOME IN 
RETIREMENT 7 $16,040* $27,612*  

SOCIAL SECURITY INCOME6 $13,150*
Average annual benefit

$17,106*
Average annual benefit

SOCIAL SECURITY AS A  
PERCENT OF INCOME6

47%
Unmarried women  
(including widows)

34%
Unmarried  

men

PERCENT LIVING IN 
POVERTY8 9% 5%

* Age 65 or older.
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Retirement challenges are  
compounded for women.
All Americans are facing sizable challenges as they prepare for retirement, but the difficulties 
are compounded for women. As caregivers for the family, as the ones most likely to be 
widowed, as the ones responsible for their own long-term care, women have critical planning 
and investment needs.

Living solo
With each successive generation, women 
are less likely to marry and as a result 
more women are entering, and will be 
entering retirement without a spouse or 
partner. In two-income households there 
are economies of scale — two incomes 
to share rent, utilities, food, insurance 
and health care costs. And there is a form 
of inherent income insurance with dual 
incomes. Women living solo therefore 
need to take these factors into account 
as they prepare for retirement.

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS:

With a single income, solo women may 
have a greater need for guaranteed 
sources of retirement income. Annuities 
can provide income guarantees and 
those fortunate enough to have pensions 
should consider how they may be able 
to maximize the benefit. For working 
women, disability insurance can help 
to pay the bills when unable to work. 
As they enter the pre-retirement years, 
women should consider working  
longer to have more high-income  
years factored into their Social Security 
benefit determination. And they may 
want to postpone the start of Social 
Security to get a higher income for the 
duration of their longer life expectancy.

Millennial (2013)

Gen X (1997)

Boomer (1980)

Silent (1960)

26%

36%

48%

65%

THE DECLINE IN MARRIAGE AMONG THE YOUNG
% Married at Age 18 to 32, by Generation

Source: Data from 1980, 1997, and 2013 are from the March Current Population Survey;  
1960 data are from the 1960 Census. Pew Research Center, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/03/07/6- 
new-findings-about-millennials/

1 ThinkAdvisor, Men vs. women: Who knows more about their finances? May 27, 2015. 

Additionally, women are more likely than 
men to underestimate their own financial 
knowledge. Sixty percent of surveyed men 
rank themselves as very knowledgeable 
or somewhat knowledgeable about 
personal finance, compared to just 45% 
of women.1 Those who hold a cautious 
self-assessment of their financial 
knowledge may find professional help 
exceptionally beneficial.

BNY Mellon believes that the expert 
guidance from a financial advisor can  
be key to helping all investors take 
charge of their financial futures and meet 
their considerable retirement challenges. 
Working together, investors can better 
achieve their financial goals.
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When a family member is sick or in need, 
the woman in the family is most likely 
to provide the care. Women will often 
stop working, cut back their hours and 
even retire to care for a spouse, child or 
parent. The result? Fewer assets to  
pay for their own needs as they have 
expended them on behalf of others. 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS:

A financial advisor can help female 
investors understand the ramifications 
of being a caregiver and guide them in 
planning for this critical issue. Caregivers 
often spend their own assets to provide 
care to spouses and family members, 
thereby reducing the assets available 
to sustain themselves in retirement. 
Disability income insurance and 
long-term care insurance can offset 
these expenses. 

Meetings with family members is 
another way to address the caregiving 
issue. Children or grandchildren may be 
unaware that Mom is spending down 
her assets and may be able to subsidize 
the caregiving in some way so she can 
continue to work and earn income.

2 Family Caregiver Alliance, Women and Caregiving: Facts and Figures, 2015. 3 AARP Public Policy Institute, An Uphill Climb: Women Face Greater Obstacles to Retirement Security, 2013. 

The consequences  
of caregiving

An estimated

66%
of caregivers  
are female2 

Traditionally, due to  
their caregiving role, 
women work

12 fewer years
than men over the  
course of their careers3

Women will often stop 
working, cut back their hours 
and even retire to care for a 
spouse, child or parent. 
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The impact of longevity
Women reaching age 65 are expected to 
live, on average, an additional 21.6 years 
compared to 19.3 years for men.4

Women across the U.S. population are 
five times more likely than men to be 
widowed6 and will outlive their spouses 
by an average of 14 years.6 For women 
with partners, that leaves many years 
with less total household income as they 
age, and a greater reliance on Social 
Security as they exhaust their other 
sources of income.

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS:

Two of the most important decisions 
women can make are the timing and 
method they choose for claiming Social 
Security. With all the increased costs 
women experience with age, these 
decisions are crucial to a successful 
retirement. For example, today a woman 
at age 62 may be eligible to claim an 
annual benefit of $22,500. Waiting until 
age 66, the benefit increases to $32,000, 
and at age 70 to $48,900. Similar to the 
role life insurance plays in protecting 
the family in the case of death, 
longevity insurance protects against 
outliving savings.

Married clients should also consider 
the financial pros and cons of choosing 
a survivor annuity payment on their 
partners’ pensions, rather than the 
larger payment based on a single life 
expectancy. This is also true of annuities 
that the couple may have purchased.

Retirement challenges are  
compounded for women. (continued)

4 Calculators: Life Expectancy, Social Security Administration, 2017. 5 Impact of Retirement Risks on Women. SOA Presentation, 2015. 6 Andersen, Margaret, and Taylor, Howard, F., Sociology: 
Understanding a Diverse Society, Updated, 2008.

75%
of women are  
widowed at age 855

59
Median age women  
lose their spouse6
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The cost of long-term care
While women are living longer and 
healthier, those who need long-term care 
will generally need five years of support, 
including up to three years of more 
specialist care.7 Men, on average, spend 
only half that time needing care  
at that level.

How much money is needed for long-
term care? Women need approximately 
$16,000 more at retirement than men do, 
just to cover general medical expenses 
during retirement (e.g., Medicare 
premiums, prescription drug costs, co-
payments).8 Additionally, long-term care 
costs can run anywhere from $45,000 
to $92,000 per year once the support is 
needed.9 If both spouses need care, the 
lifetime cost of long-term care could 
amount to $1 million or more.9

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS:

Even though most care happens toward 
the end of life, women must be diligent 
about preparing for this need in advance. 
Long-term care shocks, by their nature, 
are unpredictable. Therefore, BNY Mellon 
recommends working with a financial 
advisor to stress-test financial plans, 
even for wealthy clients. Given that 
women may require long-term care for 
several years, long-term care insurance 
may have planning benefits.

7 Introduction: Long-Term Support and Services Facts. SOA Annual Meeting, October 2014. 8 EBRI, Savings Medicare Beneficiaries Need for Health Expenses, Some Couples Could Need as Much as 
$350,000, January 2017. 9 Cost of Care Survey. Genworth, 2016.

$200,000
Average lifetime cost  
of health care8

4.7 – 5.8
Number of years  
average woman 
will need long-term care7  
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The good news: Retirement  
success can be achieved.
By setting a retirement goal, individuals will find the stability and focus they need for their 
retirement planning purposes. Most people have a vague idea of how they want to live 
during retirement, and that provides a start. But most require some guidance to sharpen 
that picture and set clear and definable goals. Financial advisors can help establish practical 
and achievable retirement goals by encouraging investors to spend time thinking about their 
future and answering the following questions:

Will I live independently or 
with a significant other?

What is  
my idea of  
retirement?

Do I have  
philanthropic  
goals?

Do I want to  
leave a legacy  
or pass assets to 
my children?

Where do 
I want to 
live?

Do I want to  
stop working 
altogether after  
I retire?

What role will 
my health play 
in the quality of 
my retirement?

Do I want or need to be 
close to brothers/sisters/
children/parents?

Do I want to 
work less or 
less hard?

What part  
will my family  
members play?

?

? ?

??

?

?

?

?
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Earning Spending

Investing Insuring

Retirement is a journey,  
not a destination.
How individuals live today dictates how they will live in 
retirement. With the help of a financial advisor, individuals are 
encouraged to target their desired retirement goals, which 
requires focusing on four fundamental interconnected financial 
behaviors: Earning, Spending, Investing and Insuring.

For the most part, individuals know they must earn income  
in order to spend. And they must spend in order to provide for 
their needs and wants. What they are less familiar with is the 
extent to which they must invest prudently in order to spend 
more and work less in the future, and their need to insure their 
earnings, assets and health against unforeseen events that 
could derail their retirement plans. It is through professional 
advice that investors can appreciate the interplay of these  
four behaviors and take action to holistically manage them.

Once retirement goals have been 
established, the next step is to work with 
a financial advisor to design a budget 
and investing plan that maps out a clear 
route to wealth building and retirement 
goals. One of the most effective methods 
advisors can use is reverse planning, 
which starts with the retirement end 
goals and then builds a budget by 
working backwards.

Reverse planning quantifies the cost of 
retirement in terms of annual expenses, 
then projects them over the client’s 
retirement life expectancy, and solves for 
the gap between retirement income and 
expenses.

Investors can work with a financial 
advisor to first calculate what retirement 
will cost initially and annually. An advisor 
can help determine what guaranteed 
sources of income can be expected from 
Social Security, pensions and annuities, 
and can subtract the guaranteed annual 
income from the expenses to calculate 
the funding gap. The advisor then 
can estimate the value of assets that 
would be necessary to help generate 
sustainable income to close the gap. 
That asset value is the target necessary 
to achieve the desired retirement goal.

Reverse planning can help 
solve the gap between 
retirement income and 
retirement expenses. 

Reverse planning — the financial map to retirement
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Establishing and maintaining 
financial balance.
Prioritizing short- and long-term financial goals is critical to establishing and maintaining 
the balance between enjoying life today while preparing for the future. Every investor has a 
unique life, with her own needs, goals and lifestyle choices, along with unforeseeable events 
that can shape and alter her journey to retirement.

A flexible plan allows investors to adjust their priorities when life events happen — such as a marriage or 
divorce, the birth of a child, a long-term illness, or a spouse’s death — and keeps the focus on achieving 
one’s goals.

EDUCATION

WEALTH
TRANSFER  

NEW CAR 

CHARITY

PENSION 

MARRIAGE

ILLNESS

INHERITANCE

DIVORCE

DISABILITY

BIRTH OF 
A CHILD

LAYOF F

PROMOTIONNURSING 
CARE COSTS

DEATH OF 
SPOUSE

ANNUITIES

IRA

HOME 
IMPROVEMENTS 

    DOWN
PAYMENT 

RAINY DAY 

VACATIONS 
& LUXURIES
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Goals-based  
investing.
Prioritize goals
BNY Mellon advocates goals-based 
investing for all investors. This requires 
prioritizing goals by how timely and how 
important they are for each individual. 
Goals-based investing is predicated  
on behavioral finance studies where 
investors use mental accounting to 
imagine separate buckets of money 
dedicated to specific goals.

As part of the overall portfolio, we 
recommend structuring investments and 
savings for specific goals to make saving 
and investing easier. By breaking life’s 

Manage for multiple goals within the 
total portfolio

Once goals are prioritized, 
a financial advisor can help 
manage your total portfolio 
to provide liquidity for short-
term goals and growth for 
your longer-term goals.

For example only. Every individual will have his or her own set 
and ranking of priorities.

Different goals have different time horizons, which allow for 
different levels of investment risk.

GOALS-BASED INVESTMENT STRATEGY
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savings goals into achievable sub-plans 
that aggregate to an overall investment 
and income portfolio, investors are more 
motivated to save and to stay on track.

The illustration below shows how one 
investor might prioritize her goals in 
terms of importance and immediacy. 
Here you can see that an emergency 
fund, a pension, annuities, an IRA 
and eventual wealth transfer are all 
deemed important; however, their 
immediacy varies.
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BNY Mellon Investment Management is one of the world’s leading investment management organizations, and one of the top U.S. wealth managers, 
encompassing BNY Mellon’s affiliated investment management firms, wealth management services and global distribution companies. BNY Mellon 
is the corporate brand of The Bank of New York Mellon Corporation. 

This material has been distributed for informational purposes only and should not be considered as investment advice or a recommendation of 
any particular investment, strategy, investment manager or account arrangement. Information contained herein has been obtained from sources 
believed to be reliable, but not guaranteed. Please consult a legal, tax or investment advisor in order to determine whether an investment product 
or service is appropriate for a particular situation. No part of this material may be reproduced in any form, or referred to in any other publication, 
without express written permission. BNY Mellon Investment Adviser, Inc. and BNY Mellon Securities Corporation are subsidiaries of BNY Mellon.  
© 2019 BNY Mellon Securities Corporation, 240 Greenwich Street, 9th Fl., New York, NY 10286.

Learn more 
Speak with your financial advisor about developing your financial plan.


