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This is the fifth year John Hancock Retirement Plan 

Services has done the Financial Stress Survey. Every 

year, we get a glimpse into the financial lives of 

participants, looking for new ways to help them 

prepare for a financially confident retirement.

The survey has helped us connect the dots from 

participant need to financial wellness imperative. 

Financial stress is impacting employee productivity, 

and when they need help, participants are looking 

to trusted institutions, including their employer, their 

recordkeeper, and financial professionals. We’ve also 

looked deeper into participants’ spending, saving, 

and debt profiles to better understand the impact 

they have on retirement savings. The message is 

clear—people need help managing their competing 

financial obligations so they can save for retirement.

Working with the respected research firm Greenwald 

and Associates, we surveyed more than 1,300 

workers in June 2018 to continue to learn about 

financial stress, its causes, and how it impacts saving 

for retirement.

There are as many paths to retirement as there are people heading toward 

retirement. No two participants start out exactly the same: single or married, 

high school education or MBA, part-time or full-time work. Not everyone 

encounters the same obstacles on the road: credit card debt, student loan 

debt, disability, job loss, financial emergencies, medical bills, monetary 

gifts (it’s not always BAD news!). And while the definition of retirement is 

changing, one thing remains certain—the burden of saving for a lengthening 

retirement is on the participant.

The winding road to retirement
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Financial stress and why it matters

Financial stress impacts the employer.

Many people under financial stress spend time on their finances at work and 
know that it’s impacting their productivity.

Worry about finances 
at work several times a 
week or every day

Spend an hour or more  
per month on their  
personal finances at work  
19% spend more than 
three hours a month

Feel less productive  
at work because they 
are worried about 
personal finances

THIS EQUALS AN ADDITIONAL COST TO THE EMPLOYER.

33% 47% 43%

Financial  
concerns  

affect work
productivity
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THE BOTTOM LINE:

EVEN WHEN PEOPLE ARE FEELING GOOD 
ABOUT THEIR FINANCIAL SITUATION, 
FINANCES CONTINUE TO CAUSE STRESS. 

of participants 
have experienced 
moderate to 
extreme stress 
in the last six 
months. 

2018

71% 69%69%

rate their 
financial 
situation 
good to 
excellent.

say that  
finances are 
a significant 
cause of stress.

Life is stressful, and finances are a significant  
cause of stress.
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The path from financial stress to financial wellness imperative goes through the employer, recordkeeper, 
and financial professional.

When participants need to make a financial decision, their top resources are:

When participants need to make a financial decision, they turn to trusted institutions for help. Participants doing personal 
research primarily go to financial planning and financial company websites. Next in line are institutions that they already trust 
with their finances. This helps draw the line from need to solution—if you build the financial wellness resource, they’re likely 
to be looking for it. 

Personal research Financial  
professional

EmployerRetirement plan provider
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A quarter of participants have no emergency savings. 

It’s hard to save.  

Most people know they should be saving for an emergency, but few 
have put aside as much as they’d like. While many participants could 
cover an emergency of $2000 with cash—four in ten would have 
to look for financial assistance. But a larger obstacle, like job loss or 
needing to buy a new car—would have more people turning to family, 
friends, and debt to cover their expenses.

SPENDING AND SAVING

What are participants’ top financial worries?

Overall financial situation

Emergency savings levelRetirement savings

76%           62%           59% 10%
would withdraw/ 
take a loan from 
401(k) for $2000 

emergency

9%
would ask  

family/friends for 
$2000 emergency

62%
could cover a  

$2000 emergency 
with cashHow people would handle 

a $2000 emergency.

18%
would put a  

$2000 emergency 
on a credit card

86%
would say there is a stigma associated 
with not being financially well. 



What’s keeping people from saving for retirement?

of participants 
say overall debt 
is a problem

call it a major 
problem

35%
Poor spending habits

33%
Credit card debt

39%

34%

25%

of participants usually carry a 
balance/pay only the minimum

18%

58%

STUDENT LOAN DEBT

of people with student 
loan debt say debt is a 
major problem

39%

63%Student loan debt

Credit card debt

Poor spending habits

48%

40%

save some money after 
paying monthly bills

live paycheck
to paycheck

spend more
than they make

MONTHLY SAVING VERSUS SPENDING 

69% 26% 4%

live paycheck 
to paycheck

spend more 
than they make

save after paying 
monthly bills

53%                   39%                     6%

Unless they have student loan debt
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RETIREMENT
There’s good news and bad news  
throughout the retirement story.

More people each year say they are knowledgeable about retirement 
savings strategies, and more people say they are able to plan for 
retirement on their own. Unfortunately, the knowledge gap persists—
between what participants think they know, and having the knowledge 
and instinct to act on that knowledge.

Day-to-day40%
Ending 9 to 5 and 
pursuing a passion

28%
Gradually removing 
responsibility

How people are thinking about retirement

16% 
An end date 
when I clock out

GOOD NEWS BAD NEWS

30%
are not saving  
at all, or are 
saving less 
than 5%.

 47% 

Just under half of 
participants say 
they’re behind in 

saving for retirement.

66%

15%

Retirement savings 
knowledge vs the ability to plan for retirement on their own

Knowledge

Ability
2018

More people  
are saving for 
retirement 
through a 401(k), 
personal account, 
or IRA than in 
previous years.

20%
of participants are 
contributing the 
maximum they’re 

allowed to  
their 401(k). 
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Day-to-day
64%
Time to travel and/or 
pursue hobbies

Medical bills Living paycheck 
to paycheck

Monthly housing 
expenses

TOP FINANCIAL WORRIES FOR RETIREMENT 



Participants need flexible, relevant, and engaging 
education, guidance, and advice to help them 
overcome the many financial obstacles they face 
on their winding road to retirement.

Employees bring their financial stress to work 
with them in the form of lost productivity. They  
expect help with their financial wellness from 
financial professionals, their recordkeeper, and 
their employer. The question is not “why should 
we help”,  but “how can we help”.

EDUCATION
To help people save for retirement, our education efforts 
must include the financial obstacles such as spending 
habits, credit card debt, and student loan debt. 

GUIDANCE
Education alone isn’t enough; we have to provide 
guidance along the way. Plan design provides many 
opportunities to guide people in the right direction.

ADVICE
People need personalized advice, both in-person and 
online. The two methods can be used in combination 
to allow people to self-serve when appropriate and  
to interact with an advisor when necessary. 

 

 

What kinds of advice do people want?

Retirement 
planning

Medical 
insurance

Long-term 
care insurance

Investing

Top four 
advice 

concerns

How do people prefer to get advice?
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30%
Face-to-face with a 
financial professional

13%
Online chat with a 
financial professional

12%
By phone with 
a financial professional

13%
Webinars from 
a financial professional

24%
Using online investment 
tools and services



In June 2018, John Hancock Retirement Plan Services sponsored our fifth annual Financial Stress Survey. Working with the respected research firm Greenwald and Associates, we surveyed more than 1,300 workers to learn more about 
individual stress levels, their causes and impacts, and strategies for relief.

The content of this document is for general information only and is believed to be accurate and reliable as of posting date but may be subject to change. John Hancock does not provide investment, tax, plan design or legal advice. Please 
consult your own independent advisor as to any investment, tax, or legal statements made herein. 
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