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Retirement Benefits

Keenan Dworak-Fisher 
and 
William J. Wiatrowski Retirement benefits have long been 

a prominent component of com-
pensation in America. In 1986, 

they composed 3.8 percent of all compen-
sation paid to private industry workers,1 

and this percentage has remained relatively 
stable through the decades: in December 
2009, contributions to retirement were 3.4 
percent.2 Yet, beneath this relative stabil-
ity in compensation share, the retirement 
benefits landscape has undergone many 
changes, bringing increased diversity and 
complexity to the underlying offerings. 
The BLS National Compensation Survey 
(NCS) has tried to keep up with this evo-
lution by making appropriate changes as 
time has gone along, and for the most part 
it has been successful. But this process 
entails tradeoffs between continuity and 
responsiveness, so challenges to accurate 
reporting will always remain. 

This article briefly reviews the evolution 
of the retirement benefits landscape and 
the adjustments made by the succession 
of BLS benefits surveys. It then discusses 
some of the ongoing challenges faced by 
the NCS in dealing with new complexity 
in retirement benefits. One challenge is 
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Tackling complexity in retirement 
benefits: challenges and directions 
for the NCS

As the retirement benefits landscape has become more complex, it 
has become more challenging for the National Compensation Survey 
to capture it comprehensively; the data presented in this article indicate
that the current NCS statistics are still very useful but identify 
some areas in which improvements could be made

the increasing number of defined benefit plans 
that have been “frozen,” which raises concerns 
about measures of benefit access; another chal-
lenge is the expanding role of retirement-sav-
ings vehicles having no employer contribution, 
which are becoming a fundamental component 
of the retirement benefits landscape. After de-
tailing these particular challenges, the article 
discusses a larger implication of the growing 
complexity of retirement plans: the increasing 
difficulty of using statistics that are based on 
retirement plans (as opposed to people) to un-
derstand the experiences of individual work-
ers. We envision an expansion in the outputs 
of the NCS to include measures tracking the 
prevalence of various plan features across dif-
ferent types of plans, and we work through 
an example using microdata from the current 
survey. 

The evolution of retirement benefits

As described in detail by Patrick W. Seburn, 
pensions in the United States have a long his-
tory that dates back to the plans offered by 
several railroads, banks, and utility companies 
in the late 1800s and early 1900s.3 By the 
1970s, retirement plans had risen in preva-
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lence to cover about 50 percent of the workforce,4  
and most conformed to the same structure—that of 
the defined benefit plan. In 1974, Congress passed the 
Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) to 
safeguard the accrued benefits of workers. By adding 
section 401(k) to the Internal Revenue Code, ERISA 
also established an additional vehicle for tax-deferred 
retirement savings through the employer, and soon the 
number of defined contribution plans began to grow 
precipitously.

When defined contribution plans first emerged, they 
were usually offered as supplements to defined benefit 
plans, which still dominated the landscape. However, 
this trend soon changed course, and more and more 
employers offered defined contribution plans as the 
primary retirement-savings vehicle for their employ-
ees.5 At the same time, many of the extant defined 
benefit plans were terminated, causing the total num-
ber of defined benefit plans to fall.6 By the mid-1990s, 
defined contribution plans were the predominant form 
of retirement-savings vehicle used by private industry 
workers.7 

There have also been changes in the nature of retire-
ment benefits within the defined benefit and defined 
contribution categories. In the 2000s, there was a sharp 
increase in the number of defined benefit plans that 
were “frozen”; when plans are frozen, new employees 
are barred from enrolling, and in some cases employers’ 
contributions end altogether.8 Among defined contri-
bution plans, there has been a continual growth in the 
diversity of plan details. Several new plan types have 
come into being, such as savings incentive match plans 
for employees (SIMPLEs) and simplified employee 
pensions (SEPs). Many employers began to offer more 
than one defined contribution plan in order to take 
advantage of the attractive features of each, or to of-
fer hybrid plans that do not fit neatly into any typical 
structure. And in recent years, many plans have added 
features to encourage employees to make good retire-
ment savings choices; such features include automatic 
enrollment and escalation to encourage saving, target-
date funding9 to facilitate good investing choices, and 
annuity disbursement options to help manage longev-
ity concerns.

Finally, another important development has been 
growth in plans in the gray area between retirement 
benefits and administrative conveniences: savings ac-
counts set up by employers to which employees may 
contribute tax-deferred dollars, but to which the em-
ployer does not contribute at all.10 At first, these plans 

were found primarily in the State and local government sector, 
where they were administered predominantly by independent 
sponsors such as TIAA-CREF. But in the last two decades, as 
401(k) plans became more prevalent, pretax savings plans 
with no employer contribution were extended to consider-
able fractions of workers in the private sector. In 2010, the 
NCS reported that these plans were offered to 18 percent of 
all private industry workers. Meanwhile, their prevalence also 
grew among State and local government employers, to a rate 
of 55 percent in 2010. 

The evolution of NCS benefit components

Although BLS has captured information on and reported on 
employee benefit practices for more than a century,11 compre-
hensive studies of a wide range of employee benefits began 
in 1979 with the first Level of Benefits Survey. Since that 
time, with several different survey names and an expanding 
group of workers included in the sample, BLS data have been 
available nearly every year and have detailed the extent to 
which various employee benefits are available to workers and 
the characteristics of those benefits. These benefit surveys are 
now part of the National Compensation Survey.

Since 1979, the survey has operated on a plan basis. It first 
identifies any qualified benefit plans offered by each employer 
it surveys, and it then collects the relevant data about those 
plans. As discussed by Dworak-Fisher and Wiatrowski,12 

qualified plans have traditionally been identified on the basis 
of four concepts: they must entail some employer cost, their 
details must be inseparable (bundled together so that, if one 
applies, the others do as well), they must each fall within a 
single benefit area (such as health insurance and sick leave), 
and they must be offered to at least one worker. 

For every qualified benefit plan, data are classified and col-
lected hierarchically. Retirement plans are first divided into 
the defined benefit and defined contribution categories.13  
These two categories are then divided into plan types.14 For 
example, a defined contribution plan might be a deferred-
profit-sharing plan, a savings-and-thrift plan, a money-
purchase plan, or any of a number of other plan types. The 
hierarchy continues as more is learned about the particular 
plan: Are its benefits based on employee tenure? Does it have 
any set limits on employee contributions? When the answers 
to questions like these are known, unnecessary or irrelevant 
questions are avoided, and the extent of data collected can be 
tailored on the basis of predeterminations of what might be 
most relevant about each plan type.

Over the years, the survey has been expanded and modi-
fied to adjust to the changing retirement benefits landscape, 
including the growing prominence of defined contribution 
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plans. But the basic structure—a plan basis and a hierar-
chical collection scheme—has remained. Three types of 
adaptations in particular have been relied on to accommo-
date the changing nature of retirement benefits. First, ad-
ditional categories and questions have been added when 
a new type of plan or provision becomes prevalent. For 
example, as defined benefit plans increasingly were frozen, 
questions were added to record whether a plan was frozen 
or not and details about this status.

A second, extensively used tool has been the mainte-
nance of multiple plan records. If an employer added a 
defined contribution plan as a supplement to its defined 
benefit offering(s), a separate record was added for the 
additional plan and defined benefit collection continued 
as before. If an employer delineated employee “tiers” to 
offer differing defined benefit formulas to employees of 
differing tenures, a separate plan record was maintained 
to describe the formula applying to each tier, and tiers 
not available to new employees were marked as frozen. If 
an employer offered a choice of several different defined 
contribution structures, the details of and participation 
rates in each structure were recorded separately. Finally, a 
third tool has been exploited to handle developments that 
are considered outside the traditional definition of a plan. 
As an add-on to the survey, employers are asked whether 
they provide a variety of other benefits.15  “Pretax savings 
plans with no employer contribution” have been included 
among these other benefits since 1986. 

Challenges for retirement benefits in the NCS

Despite the many effective adjustments to the NCS to ac-
commodate the evolution of the retirement benefits land-
scape, challenges still remain. Two challenges in particular 
are highlighted here, in each case illustrating a limitation 
in the application of the tools that the NCS program has 
usually used to make adjustments. 

The first challenge is that the concepts underlying the 
NCS’s “access” statistics get strained when frozen plans are 
confronted. Access statistics measure the extent to which 
workers are employed in jobs in which benefits are pres-
ent: a natural interpretation is that these statistics capture 
whether workers in a job are or will naturally become 
eligible to receive the benefit. One idiosyncrasy of access 
statistics is that since, by definition, all workers within a 
given job have the same access status, the statistics do not 
take account of information about plan eligibility. For ex-
ample, in plans with eligibility requirements stipulating 
a minimum length of service with the employer, such as 
6 months or a year, newly hired workers are counted as 

having access even though they are not currently eligible 
to participate. Given that 3 percent to 4 percent of the 
labor force changes jobs in a usual month,16 it is likely that 
access rates often are considerably higher than eligibility 
rates. For the most part, this difference remains a defini-
tional distinction, with no internal inconsistency between 
the access concept and the related statistics.17 

But such consistency is more difficult to maintain among 
the growing number of defined benefit plans that have be-
come frozen in recent years as employers have attempted 
to rein in their retirement benefit costs. As explained ear-
lier, when an employer decides to freeze a plan, it bars 
entry into the plan; subsequent hires therefore can never 
participate. In addition, a plan freeze may alter the rate at 
which current participants accrue benefits, or curtail ac-
crual in the plan altogether. In most cases, plan freezes 
are accompanied by the offer of a new or revised defined 
contribution plan.18 

The NCS program has responded to the emergence of 
frozen plans principally by employing the tools discussed 
earlier. First, it has added several questions to the defined 
benefit component of the survey, allowing it to track the 
overall rate of incidence as well as some terms of the 
freezes being seen. Second, it has recorded multiple plan 
records when one plan is frozen and another is introduced, 
adding an indication of frozenness to the record of the 
frozen plan. The difficulty with these adjustments is that 
all workers in a job where a defined benefit plan is present 
continue to be counted as having access to the plan even 
after it becomes frozen. But some of those workers (those 
entering the establishment after the freeze) do not have 
access in any meaningful sense—they are not eligible for 
the plan and will never become eligible for it. As time 
goes on, the fraction of workers in the job that is frozen 
out of the plan will increase. Yet the access measure will 
continue to ascribe access to them all. 

One can get an idea of the current impact of this dif-
ficulty by considering the participation rates calculated 
for workers with “access” to defined benefit plans. NCS 
publications refer to such numbers—participation condi-
tional on access—as “takeup rates.” Table 1 shows defined 
benefit plan takeup rates for the full 2010 sample as well 
as for two subsamples: workers with access to a frozen 
defined benefit plan but not a nonfrozen defined benefit 
plan, and workers with access to at least one nonfrozen 
defined benefit plan. The former group makes up 24 per-
cent of the total, and the latter makes up 76 percent.

The table shows that frozenness has a statistically sig-
nificant effect on defined benefit plan participation. Plan 
participation is nearly universal (97 percent) among work-
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Participation in retirement plans, all private 
industry workers with access to defined benefit 
plans, 2010

Group of workers

Percentage of workers participating in:

Defined 
benefit plan 

Defined 
contribution 

plan

Any 
retirement 

plan

All private industry 
workers 91 55 94

Frozen defined benefit 
plans only 73 60 84

Nonfrozen defined 
benefit plans only 97 54 98

SOURCE:  Authors’ calculations of data from the National Compensation 
Survey.

Table 1.

Access to defined contribution plans, all private 
industry workers with access to defined benefit 
plans, 2010

Group of workers

Percentage of workers with access to:

Defined benefit 
plan only

Defined benefit 
plan and defined 
contribution plan

All private industry 
workers 29 71

Frozen defined benefit 
plans only 19 81

Nonfrozen defined 
benefit plans only 32 68

SOURCE:  Authors’ calculations of data from the National Compensation 
Survey.

Table 2.

ers with a nonfrozen plan, but it is only 73 percent among 
workers with only a frozen plan. The impact of this differ-
ence on the overall access rate reported by the NCS can be 
calculated by considering two main points:

•	Twenty-four percent of those with access to defined 
benefit plans have access to a frozen plan only, that is, 
a plan that excludes at least some workers. The work-
ers in this category are about 5 percent of all private 
industry workers. 

•	There is a 24-percentage-point difference (97 – 73 = 
24) in “takeup” between workers with a frozen plan 
only and workers with at least one nonfrozen plan. 
This difference is likely a good approximation of the 
fraction of workers in frozen plans who are actually 
frozen out of the plan.

Combining these two points, one can infer that about 
1.2 percent (.05 × .24 = .012) of all private industry work-
ers are considered by the NCS to have access to a defined 
benefit plan but in fact are frozen out of it. This impact is, 
as of yet, relatively small. But it is growing, and it can be 
expected to grow further. At a minimum, existing freezes 
will apply to greater fractions of employees as turnover 
dictates that a growing fraction of workers will have been 
hired postfreeze. In addition, several experts have noted 
that they expect more plans to become frozen.19 

Table 1 also illustrates a slightly greater participation 
rate in defined contribution plans among workers whose 
only defined benefit plan is frozen (a rate of 60 percent) 
as compared with workers with access to a nonfrozen 
defined benefit plan (54 percent). The higher take-up 
rate of defined contribution plans by people working at 

establishments where all defined benefit plans are frozen 
mitigates to some extent the difference between the two 
groups’ overall retirement plan participation rates, which 
are shown in the final column. Table 2 reveals the source 
of this difference: workers with access only to frozen de-
fined benefit plans are significantly more likely to have 
access to defined contribution plans than workers with 
access to nonfrozen defined benefit plans. This is entirely 
consistent with the tendency noted earlier for employers 
to offer a new defined contribution plan when instituting 
a defined benefit plan freeze. 

The expected growth in the impact of frozen defined 
benefit plans suggests that questions about the eligibility 
of workers by plan should be added to the NCS. Two kinds 
of questions seem appropriate: questions intended to iden-
tify the eligibility provisions of the freeze, and questions 
designed to determine the percentage of workers frozen 
out of the plan. Even before such questions are added to 
the survey, the NCS program should estimate eligibility for 
frozen plans from the data that have been collected on the 
plans’ participation rates. Note that adjustments resulting 
from the addition of such questions would have the ef-
fect of reducing the NCS’s estimates of defined benefit ac-
cess to levels very close to its current estimates of defined 
benefit participation; for example, it is estimated that in 
2010 the access rate reported in NCS bulletins would be 
amended from 20 percent to 19 percent, the same as the 
percentage reported for defined benefit participation. 

A second challenge that the NCS faces is that its tra-
ditional definition of a qualified plan prevents it from 
capturing the full range of retirement benefits enjoyed 
by workers. As mentioned earlier, a growing fraction of 
workers have access to plans allowing them to save on 
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a pretax basis without receiving any contribution from 
the employer, evidencing a growing role for such plans 
in employers’ efforts to attend to their employees’ retire-
ment needs. But these plans do not meet the definition of 
a retirement benefit plan as defined by the NCS, because 
they do not entail a direct employer cost. Consequently, 
the approach employed by the NCS to gather informa-
tion about them has been to track them through its “other 
benefits” section. In this section, the only piece of infor-
mation gathered is whether a plan exists—participation 
and plan details are not collected. 

It is possible to address one aspect of this challenge—
the separation of the reporting of retirement savings plans 
from that of other retirement benefits—by folding the 
information collected on access to these savings plans 
into tables tracking access to defined benefit and defined 
contribution plans. In fact, this approach was used for the 
State and local government sector in a recent article.20  
Table 3 gives updated figures for some of the key findings 
in that article.

This table shows the incidence of pretax savings plans 
with no employer contribution in the State and local gov-
ernment sector: 55 percent of workers in this sector have 
access to such a plan. These plans are especially prevalent 
among State government and college/university workers, 
and it is greater at large establishments than at small es-
tablishments. But, in part because access to other retire-
ment benefits is quite prevalent among government work-
ers, the inclusion of pretax savings plans with no employer 
contribution increases the overall retirement benefit ac-

cess rate by only 2 percentage points. 
Table 4 provides some detail on the extent to which pre-

tax savings plans with no employer contribution are asso-
ciated with other retirement benefits in the public sector. 
The table shows that, among State and local government 
workers who have access to a pretax savings plan with 
no employer contribution, 90 percent also have a defined 
benefit plan. Only 5 percent of the time are the pretax 
savings plans the only retirement benefit to which such a 
worker has access. Among the various subpopulations in 
the table, the reported rates of stand-alone savings plans 
do not exceed 8 percent. This paints a picture in which 
pretax savings plans serve primarily as supplements, with 
State and local government workers preparing for retire-
ment predominantly via old-fashioned pensions and the 
employer providing an extra vehicle for workers who want 
to save more. Indeed, the structure of retirement benefits 
in the State and local government sector retains a key 
similarity to the structure under which the BLS benefits 
program was developed: defined benefit plans are still pri-
mary for most employers, and defined contribution plans 
and other savings plans are secondary.

In the private sector, where defined contribution plans 
are now most often primary, the role of pretax savings 
plans with no employer contributions is less straightfor-
ward. What do the NCS data tell us about the role of such 
plans? Table 5 presents data for private industry work-
ers corresponding to those in table 3 for State and local 
government workers. One can see here that pretax savings 
plans with no employer contribution are much less preva-

Access to retirement and savings plans, State and local government workers, 2010

Group of workers

Percentage of workers with access to:

Defined benefit 
plan

Defined 
contribution 

plan

Either a defined 
benefit or 
a defined 

contribution plan

Pretax savings 
plan with no 

employer 
contribution

Any retirement 
or savings plan

All workers 84 29 90 55 92

Workers in elementary/secondary schools 92 16 92 52 95

Workers in colleges/universities 80 56 90 84 96

Workers in State government 87 43 92 74 96

Workers in local government 83 24 89 49 91

Small establishments (1–99 workers) 65 26 77 40 80

Medium-sized establishments (100–499 workers) 81 25 88 46 90

Large establishments (more than 499 workers) 88 31 93 61 95

Table 3.

SOURCE:  Authors’ calculations of data from the National Compensation Survey.
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lent in the private sector—only 18 percent of workers 
have access to them. That said, including them still raises 
the overall coverage rate by 5 percentage points, from 65 
percent to 70 percent. So, their impact on overall coverage 
is actually greater in the private sector than in the public 
sector. 

Table 6 shows the coverage of defined benefit and de-
fined contribution plans among private industry workers 
with access to a pretax savings plan with no employer con-
tribution. The figures in the table contrast with their pub-
lic sector analogs in table 4 in a variety of ways. Unlike in 
the public sector, pretax savings plans in the private sector 
are more often seen in tandem with defined contribution 
plans (59 percent of the time) than with defined benefit 
plans (32 percent of the time). The table also shows that 
27 percent of the time the savings plans are offered with 

no other retirement plan. Among small establishments, 
this figure is 42 percent. These observations indicate that 
the pretax saving vehicles may play a more important role 
in private employers’ retirement benefit packages than 
they do among government employers, despite a lower 
overall access rate. In many cases, rather than being pe-
ripheral add-ons to defined benefit pensions, they seem 
to be offered as full or partial substitutes for defined con-
tribution plans, particularly among small employers. The 
role of pretax savings plans with no employer contribution 
in private industry establishments is one that is not yet 
understood well.

To gain a bit more insight, we consulted the retirement 
plan documents gathered in the NCS during data collec-
tion. Although the survey is not designed to retrieve docu-
ments relating to pretax savings plans with no employer 

Access to retirement and savings plans, State and local government workers with access to a pretax savings plan 
with no employer contribution, 2010

Group of workers

Percentage of workers with access to:

Defined benefit 
plan

Defined 
contribution plan

Either a defined 
benefit or a defined 

contribution plan

No other retirement 
plan (savings plan is 

stand-alone)

All workers 90 30 95 5

Workers in elementary/secondary schools 95 16 96 4

Workers in colleges/universities 82 58 92 8

Workers in State government 91 44 96 4

Workers in local government 90 23 95 5

Small establishments (1-99 workers) 85 31 92 8

Medium-sized establishments (100-499 workers) 89 25 95 5

Large establishments (more than 499 workers) 91 32 96 4

Table 4.

SOURCE:  Authors’ calculations of data from the National Compensation Survey.

Access to retirement and savings plans, private industry workers, 2010

Group of workers

Percentage of workers with access to:

Defined benefit 
plan

Defined 
contribution 

plan

Either a defined 
benefit or 
a defined 

contribution plan 

Pretax savings 
plan with no 

employer 
contribution

Any 
retirement 

plan

All workers 20 59 65 18 70

Workers in goods producing industries 29 65 72 16 77

Workers in service-providing industries 19 58 63 19 68

Small establishments (1–99 workers) 10 47 51 11 56

Medium-sized establishments (100–499 workers) 23 70 78 25 83

Large establishments (more than 499 workers) 47 75 85 30 91

       SOURCE:  Authors’ calculations of data from the National Compensation Survey.

Table 5.



Monthly Labor Review  •  July 2011  23

contribution, in practice much of the information in these 
documents is often picked up as the documentation for 
other plans is gathered. Inspecting a small, nonrepresenta-
tive sample of plan documents, we identified a few con-
founding factors that are present to some extent in the NCS 
database. 

•	In practice, employers do not always clearly distin-
guish between pretax savings plans with no employer 
contribution and various components of savings-and-
thrift plans. Some employers combine the descrip-
tions of pretax savings plans they offer with their de-
scriptions of separate savings-and-thrift plans. Other 
employers describe savings-and-thrift plan compo-
nents that do not include a match from the employer 
as if they were separate savings plans.

•	Employers may sometimes offer separate pretax sav-
ings plans in order to provide features not available 
in their defined contribution plans, such as annuity 
distribution options. 

At this point, this investigation into the particular cir-
cumstances under which one observes pretax savings plans 
with no employer contribution remains purely anecdotal. 
Since the NCS database does not contain any details about 
pretax savings plans with no employer contribution, it is 
difficult to get a more thorough picture of the roles being 
played by these plans in the private sector. But the analy-
sis does suggest that these plans are considered a natural 
part of retirement benefits. Note also that other forums 
seem to consider such plans as important components of 
the retirement benefits picture. Studies of plan dynam-
ics examine pretax savings plans and compare those with 
no employer match to those with matches in the same 

context in which they compare plans with different match 
rates.21 Studies of retirement adequacy issues account for 
them and refer to them as zero-match defined contribu-
tion plans.22 Policies directed at increasing retirement 
savings rates take account of them; as an example, the 
payroll-deduction IRA has been designed as a similar type 
of vehicle.23 To keep up with these developments, the NCS 
should expand its treatment of pretax savings plans having 
no employer contribution to a level commensurate with 
its treatment of other retirement plans: it should collect 
the participation rates of the workers in them and cap-
ture some of their features. Given these plans’ similarity to 
savings-and-thrift plans and the wide variety of plans cur-
rently considered under the defined contribution umbrel-
la, it seems natural to incorporate the related collection 
efforts into the NCS’s defined contribution module. In ad-
dition to the convenience of doing so, another advantage 
of this approach is that it has potential for reducing the 
confusion and inaccuracy inherent in the coding process 
currently used to generate the data. 

Combining benefit areas 

As this article has shown, some of the remaining chal-
lenges confronted by the NCS in its endeavor to provide 
useful and accurate information about retirement benefits 
are fairly specific in nature—they result from particular 
developments in the retirement benefits landscape, and 
it appears that there are targeted remedies available for 
them. A more pervasive issue results, however, from the 
inherent difficulty in capturing and reporting on the in-
creasing variety of retirement plans. As discussed earlier, 
the established NCS practice is to create order through a 
hierarchical collection scheme, adding layers and branches 

Access to retirement and savings plans, private industry workers with access to a pretax savings plan with no 
employer contribution, 2010

Group of workers

Percentage of workers with access to:

Defined benefit 
plan

Defined 
contribution plan

Either a defined 
benefit or a defined 

contribution plan

No other retirement 
plan (savings plan is 

stand-alone)

All private industry workers 32 59 73 27

Workers in goods-producing industries 39 55 70 30

Workers in service-providing industries 31 60 74 26

Small establishments (1–99 workers) 22 48 58 42

Medium-sized establishments (100–499 workers) 27 66 79 21

Large establishments (more than 499 workers) 49 63 83 17

     SOURCE:  Authors’ calculations of data from the National Compensation Survey.

Table 6.
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to the hierarchy as needed. This scheme generally carries 
over to NCS outputs: each table of NCS statistics tends 
to focus on a particular segment of the data. But as the 
diversity of plans grows, the segment being described by 
any one table tends to become smaller, and it becomes 
harder to get an overall picture of the pertinent trends. For 
example, in the NCS bulletin describing defined contribu-
tion plan details,24 one can consult different tables to learn 
about the details of the employee match among savings-
and-thrift plans and about the determination of employer 
contributions among money-purchase plans. But putting 
these lessons together to say something about retirement 
benefits in general is a greater challenge.

In addition, more and more employers seem to be offer-
ing multiple plans, or plans that are hybrids of different 
types of plans. In such cases, even a given worker’s experi-
ence with retirement plans is hard to grasp, because the 
multiple types of plans the worker faces are captured sepa-
rately. A start to combining data from different plans is to 
track the incidence of different combinations of plans, as 
is done in table 7.

This table shows the variety of plan combinations be-
ing offered by employers and the extent to which they are 
offered. The bottom row shows that 35 percent of private 
industry workers have access to neither a defined benefit 
plan nor a defined contribution plan, consistent with the 
figure in table 5 showing that 65 percent have access to at 
least one plan. At the same time, 23 percent have access 
to more than one plan type: 9 percent have access to a 
combination of defined contribution plan types but not to 
a defined benefit plan, while another 14 (20 – 6 = 14) per-
cent have access to both a defined benefit plan and at least 
one defined contribution plan. Within this last group, 3 
percent have access to a defined benefit plan and multiple 
types of defined contribution plans. The table does not in-

clude the pretax savings plans with no employer contribu-
tion detailed in the previous section. Still, the prevalence 
of multiple plan types is clear.

With all of these plan combinations, a full accounting 
of all the opportunities faced by workers is difficult to 
assemble. How can the NCS address this difficulty? One 
potentially useful approach is to focus on a particular is-
sue of interest and produce tables that combine informa-
tion across plan types to inform that issue. For example, 
policymakers have recently been concerned with several 
consequences of the shift in benefits from defined benefit 
to defined contribution dominance, and various features 
have been introduced to defined contribution plans to ad-
dress those concerns. Estimates calculated by combining 
records across plan types would be helpful in capturing 
the extent to which these new features have been success-
ful in addressing the underlying issues.

One such issue is the extent to which workers are auto-
matically enrolled in at least one retirement benefits plan. 
In its most recent detailed benefits bulletin,25 the NCS 
includes some new tables about the extent of automatic-
enrollment provisions observed in savings-and-thrift 
plans. But policy analysts might also be interested in 
measures that capture the extent to which employees have 
any plan with an automatic accumulation. It is possible to 
get a rough idea of this figure by piecing together vari-
ous BLS outputs. Earlier in this article, it was estimated 
that 19 percent of private industry workers have access 
to a defined benefit plan from which they have not been 
frozen out; one might assume these workers have been 
automatically enrolled in their plans. In addition, table 7 
shows that a prominent fraction of those workers without 
a defined benefit plan have access to a defined contribu-
tion plan; surely, some of these workers also must receive 
retirement accumulations automatically.

Access to various types of retirement plans, private industry workers, 2010

Group of workers All workers

Percentage of workers with access to:

No defined 
contribution 

plan

Savings-and-
thrift plan 

only

Deferred-
profit-sharing 

plan only

Money-
purchase plan 

only

Other defined 
contribution 

plan only

Combination 
of defined 

contribution 
plan types

All workers 100 41 34 5 5 4 12

With access to a defined 
benefit plan 20 6 10 1 1 0 3

Without access to a 
defined benefit plan 80 35 24 4 3 4 9

Table 7.

SOURCE:  Authors’ calculations of data from the National Compensation Survey.
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Table 8 takes a closer look at workers who do not have 
access to a defined benefit plan as currently defined by 
the NCS. For this population, we cross-tabulate access to 
two groups of defined contribution plan types. Across the 
columns, we track access to plans for which automatic 
enrollment is typical (money-purchase plans, employee 
stock ownership plans, and SEPs), and down the rows we 
track access to savings-and-thrift plans, which sometimes 
include automatic enrollment provisions and sometimes 
do not. 

It can be seen here that 12 percent of workers without 
access to a defined benefit plan have access to at least one 
defined contribution plan in which automatic enrollment 
is implied. An additional 36 percent of workers without 
access to a defined benefit plan do not have access to a 
defined contribution plan in which automatic enrollment 
is implied but do have access to a savings-and-thrift plan. 
Applying the estimate from the 2009 NCS bulletin26 that 
19 percent of savings-and-thrift plan participants have 
automatic-enrollment provisions, one can estimate that 
19 percent (100 × .12 + 100 × .36 × .19 = 19) of workers 
without defined benefit access have access to a defined 
contribution plan with automatic enrollment. Since the 
NCS program estimates that 80 percent of private industry 
workers do not have access to a defined benefit plan, this 
represents (19 percent × 80 percent =) 15 percent of the 
private industry worker population.

One group of workers remains—the approximately 1.2 
percent of private industry workers identified earlier who 
are frozen out of any defined benefit plan but are recorded 
as having access to one. As noted earlier, this is a small 
group, but it is expected to grow in the coming years, 

and it is important to consider any defined contribution 
plans that employers may offer as a replacement. To ap-
proximate the fraction of these workers having access to a 
defined contribution plan with automatic enrollment, we 
track the rates of defined contribution access among all 
workers with access to a frozen defined benefit plan but 
no access to a nonfrozen defined benefit plan. We then 
apply these rates to the estimated frozen-out population. 
Table 9 is an analog to table 8, with the population con-
strained to private industry workers who have access to a 
frozen defined benefit plan but not to a nonfrozen defined 
benefit plan. 

Among the workers covered in this table, 26 percent 
have access to a defined contribution plan type in which 
workers typically are enrolled automatically, while an-
other 50 percent do not have one of these types of defined 
contribution plans but do have a savings-and-thrift plan. 
Again applying the estimate from the NCS that 19 percent 
of savings-and-thrift plan participants are automatically 
enrolled, one can estimate that about 36 percent (100 × 
.26 + 100 × .50 × .19 = 36) of the population with access 
to only a frozen defined benefit plan also has access to 
a defined contribution plan with automatic enrollment. 
This rate is almost double the 19-percent figure calculated 
earlier for workers with no defined benefit plan, suggest-
ing that some employers freezing their plans offer a de-
fined contribution plan with automatic enrollment as a 
substitute. The rate of 36 percent implies that less than a 
half of a percent of private industry workers (100 × .012 × 
.36 = 0.4) are frozen out of their defined benefit plan but 
have access to a defined contribution plan with automatic 
enrollment.

Percentages of private industry workers with no 
access to a defined benefit plan who have access 
to selected types of defined contribution plans, 
2010

Group of workers
All 

workers

With access 
to a money-

purchase plan, 
ESOP, or SEP

Without access 
to a money-

purchase plan, 
ESOP, or SEP

All workers 100 12 88

With access to a 
savings-and-thrift 
plan 40 4 36

Without access to a 
savings-and-thrift 
plan 60 8 52

Table 8.

SOURCE:  Authors’ calculations of data from the National Compensation 
Survey.

Percentages of private industry workers with 
access to only a frozen defined benefit plan 
who have access to selected types of defined 
contribution plans, 2010

Group of workers All workers

With access 
to a money-

purchase 
plan, ESOP, 

or SEP

Without access 
to a money 

purchase plan, 
ESOP, or SEP

All workers 100 26 74

With access to a 
savings-and-
thrift plan 

67 17 50

Without access to 
a savings-and-
thrift plan 33 9 24

SOURCE:  Authors’ calculations of data from the National 
Compensation Survey.

Table 9.
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Putting it all together, one can estimate the percentage of 
private industry workers who are participating in a retire-
ment benefit in which they were automatically enrolled.

•	Nineteen percent have access to a defined benefit plan 
from which they are not frozen out.

•	Fifteen percent have no defined benefit access but 
have access to a defined contribution plan with auto-
matic enrollment.

•	Less than half of 1 percent have access to a defined 
contribution plan with an automatic-enrollment fea-
ture despite being frozen out of their defined benefit 
plan.

•	Adding these components together, one can estimate 
that about 35 percent of private industry workers have 
access to one or more retirement plans with automatic 
enrollment.27 This represents about half of the popu-
lation shown in table 5 to have access to some type 
of retirement plan (that is, half of the 70 percent of 
private industry workers who have access to any re-
tirement plan).

This exercise demonstrates how the NCS data might be 
exploited to produce estimates of some population char-
acteristics that span multiple types of retirement plans. 
Other questions could be explored this way as well. For 
example, a complementary question to the one answered 
in the last bullet point is, What percentage of workers 
have access to at least one retirement or savings plan in 
which enrollment is voluntary? Questions about the val-
ues of different plans might be answered by new measures 
of plan generosity that could be compared and aggregated 
across plan types.28 

There are several other questions of interest that are not 
feasibly answered given the currently available data but 
could be addressed with relatively minor changes to the 
survey. For example, it would be desirable to be able to 
compute a measure of the extent to which employees have 
access to at least one annuity-oriented payout at retire-
ment. Such payouts are common to defined benefit plans. 
They are also increasingly being offered as options in de-
fined contribution plans, and, as this article has indicated, 
some pretax savings plans with no employer contribution 
appear to be offered as a means to add an annuity option 
to an otherwise lump-sum-oriented defined contribution 
framework. Currently, the NCS collects data on annuity 
provisions within some plan categories but not within 
others; the resulting shortfall in completeness could easily 
be resolved with a few additional questions to add consis-

tency and strive towards completeness across the survey’s 
hierarchy.

IN PURSUING ITS MISSION OF BEING THE LEADER in 
the provision of information about the pay and benefits 
provided to American workers, the NCS program has 
continuously evolved as it has adjusted to the evolution 
of the retirement benefits landscape. This adjustment pro-
cess has largely been successful over the years. However, 
some recent developments in the benefits world seem to 
have exceeded the limits of the NCS’s traditional means of 
adjustment, suggesting that further adjustments might be 
necessary. This article makes three basic recommendations 
as regards such adjustments:

1.	 The NCS program should consider addressing the 
frozen-plan situation by introducing the follow-
ing additional question to the survey when frozen 
plans are encountered: What percent of current 
workers are frozen out of the plan? The informa-
tion collected from this question could be used to 
adjust estimates of defined benefit access to ex-
clude those who are frozen out. Alternatively, in 
consideration of the costs of additional questions 
in the survey, the NCS program could approximate 
the number of frozen-out workers by applying the 
information it collects on the participation rates 
in frozen and nonfrozen plans.

2.	 The NCS program should consider treating pretax 
savings plans with no employer costs as it does 
defined contribution plans, merging the questions 
about these plans into the defined contribution 
portion of the survey and collecting information 
on workers’ participation as well as various plan 
details. In addition, it should consider track-
ing employer-managed IRA accounts in a similar 
way.29 

3.	 The NCS program should develop more tables that 
combine information from different plan types 
and different benefit areas. At the least, this pro-
cess would result in some interesting new outputs 
such as the statistics on the prevalence of auto-
matic enrollment that were calculated for this ar-
ticle. It also might entail revisions to the survey to 
make combining data easier. For example, a stan-
dardized annuity question could be applied across 
relevant segments of the survey.

It is important to recognize that the NCS program must 
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always take into account the many constraints it faces, in-
cluding scarceness of program resources, sensitivity to the 
burden faced by its voluntary respondents, and limitations 
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