
Issue Brief

35 and Under in the Public Sector 
Comparisons by Gender

The data that follows is drawn from MissionSquare Research Institute’s nationally 
representative online survey of 1,004 state and local government employees aged 35 
and under, conducted by Greenwald Research in March and April 2023. For overall 
results, see: 35 and Under in the Public Sector: Why Younger Workers Enter and Why 
They Stay (or Don’t).

Industry and Public Service Motivation 

Labor force participation by gender varies significantly across the main industries within state  
and local government. 
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Figure 1 
Respondents by 

Gender and Industry
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Among top three factors drawing you to public service in the first place:

Female Male

Ability to serve my community, do meaningful work 32% 19%

Personal satisfaction the job gives me 32% 22%

Retirement benefits 19% 29%

https://research.missionsq.org/posts/workforce/35andunder
https://research.missionsq.org/posts/workforce/35andunder
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Financial Concerns

Female respondents are far more likely to be concerned about their finances.

Figure 2 
How worried are you 
about the following?

NOTE: Graph is sorted with the 
areas of greatest differences by 
gender at the top and areas of 

greatest agreement at the bottom.

Making a mistake with how you are managing your finances

Being able to save enough for retirement to live the lifestyle you want

Paying off credit cards

Paying back your student loans

Rising interest rates on credit cards, loans, and mortgages

Not being able to afford medical bills (current or future)

A high level of inflation making it hard to keep up with the current
 cost of living

Not being able to afford an unexpected expense of $1,000 46%
25%

63%
48%

34%
19%

45%
30%

30%
16%

33%
20%

44%
31%

41%
30%

Female Male

Figure 3 
How financially secure 
do you feel right now?

Extremely/very secure

Female Male

23%

43%

Figure 4
How would you 

describe your 
level of debt?

Major problem

Female Male

27%
15%
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While health insurance garnered roughly equal satisfaction by gender (with just over half saying 
they were extremely or very satisfied), female respondents were less likely to be satisfied with 
other aspects of their compensation and benefits, with the greatest differences for paid family 
leave, retirement benefits, and salary.

Figure 5 
To what extent are 

you satisfied with the 
following aspects of 
your job? (extremely 

or very satisfied)

NOTE: Graph is sorted with the 
areas of greatest differences at 
the top (paid family leave) and 

greatest agreement at the  
bottom (non-traditional)

Female Male

Non-traditional benefits
 (e.g., tuition assistance or student loan

 repayment, childcare assistance)

Insurance benefits other than health
 (e.g., life insurance, dental, vision, disability)

Vacation and sick leave

Salary (including any bonuses)

Retirement benefits

Paid family leave
34%

58%

36%
57%

20%
40%

54%
65%

49%
60%

25%
36%

Figure 6 
What are your 

biggest sources of 
stress right now? 

(Select all that apply)

Your children or challenges related to parentingYour personal finances

Female Male

52%
66%

20%
10%

The financial concerns are also reflected in attitudes about the competitiveness of salaries and 
benefits, with female respondents rating both lower than male respondents did:

Figure 7 
Do you feel the 

compensation offered 
by your employer 

is competitive with 
the labor market?

Very competitive Somewhat competitive Not competitive Don’t know

Female

Male

Male

Female 15% 48% 24% 12%

30% 50% 14% 5%

19% 44% 3%

8% 38% 6%49%

33%

Benefits

Wages
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Despite the financial concerns expressed by female respondents, a smaller share indicated they 
were participating in defined benefit or defined contribution retirement plans, and a larger share 
indicated that they did not know whether they were participating.  

Figure 8 
Are you currently 

participating in 
either of these 

types of retirement 
plans through 

your employer?

Female Male

DC: Don't knowDC: ParticipatingDB: Don't knowDB: Participating

43%

58%

23%

16%

46%

52%

23%

15%

As discussed in the full report, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 86% of all state 
and local government workers are offered a defined benefit plan, while 38% are offered a defined 
contribution plan.

The data breakdown by gender here — particularly where it shows that only 43% of female 
respondents are participating in a defined benefit plan — could be indicative of not being offered 
such plans, not being fully informed of the benefits that are being offered, or simply not knowing 
whether the structure of those plans is DB, DC, or some hybrid of the two.

https://research.missionsq.org/posts/workforce/35andunder
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Savings Behavior

Ability to save and interest in further investment options vary significantly by gender.

Figure 9 
At this stage of my 
life, there are other 
financial priorities 

ahead of saving for 
retirement (strongly 
or somewhat agree)

Female Male

Male

Female 80%

68%

Figure 10 
I can’t afford to 

save (more)
Female Male

Male

Female 64%

46%

Figure 11 
Female respondents 

would be more 
motivated to save 

(more) if it was easier 
to know a specific 

target amount to save 
before retirement

Female Male

Male

Female 44%

32%

Figure 12 
Male respondents 

would be extremely 
interested in 

investments that 
include a guaranteed 

income stream outside 
of any pension 

Female Male

Male

Female 25%

42%
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Understanding and Interest

Across eight different categories of employee benefits information, male respondents were more 
likely than female respondents to indicate they understood those issues very well or somewhat 
well.  This could either reflect a more thorough understanding of those concepts among men, or 
greater confidence in their understanding of these concepts.  

Figure 13 
How well do 

you understand the 
following? (very well 

or somewhat well)

NOTE: Graph is sorted with the 
areas of greatest differences at 
the top (how much investment 

risk to take), and greatest 
agreement at the bottom (what 

employee benefits are available).

What employee benefits are available through your employer 
(other than health insurance and retirement benefits)

How the defined contribution plan you are participating in works

The retirement benefits provided by your employer in general

How to identify the benefits that are most relevant/important
 for you at this stage of your career

How much you should be saving for retirement at this stage of life

How your employer’s retirement plans are taxed

How much you need to save before retiring

How much investment risk to take with retirement savings
37%

64%

44%

67%

38%

61%

50%

66%

60%

75%

65%

78%

60%

71%

73%

82%

Female Male

Female respondents are much more likely to express an interest in more information on:

� How much you should be saving for retirement at this stage in your life (58%, vs 39% among 
male respondents)

� How much you need to save before retiring (58% vs 44%)

� How to identify the benefits that are most relevant/important for you at this stage in your 
career (38% vs 24%)

Where employees turn for benefits advice (select all that apply):

About 40% of both male and female respondents indicated they would turn to coworkers or 
human resources for advice. Beyond that, responses differed:

Female Male

Family and friends 51% 38%

Supervisor 19% 27%

A financial professional outside work 10% 18%
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Workplace Culture

Male and female respondents generally agreed on valuing professionalism (60%) and innovation 
(44%).  Beyond that, most aspects of workplace culture were rated as more important by  
female respondents.

Figure 14 
How important is it to 
you that the place you 

work...? (somewhat 
or very important)

NOTE: Graph is sorted with the 
areas of greatest differences at the 

top (strong team dynamics, and 
greatest agreement at the bottom 

(has other young people).

37%

64%

44%

67%

38%

61%

50%

66%

60%

75%

65%

78%

60%

71%

73%

82%

Has other young people

Allows you to see the direct impact you are having

Aligns with your values

Improves communities

Is mindful of creating an inclusive and welcoming
 environment for all identities

Has strong team dynamics
73%

55%

70%
52%

73%
58%

70%
55%

69%
55%

55%
44%

Female Male

The importance of these factors may have also impacted the respondents’ choice of employers 
or their assessments of their employers’ effectiveness, as female respondents were more likely to 
rate these criteria as being true of their current employer.

Referrals

Male employees were more likely to recommend the public sector, both overall and among those 
indicating they were extremely or very likely to do so.

Figure 15 
How likely would you 

be to recommend 
a career in public 

service to a friend 
or family member?

Male

Female

Extremely/very likely Somewhat likely

37%43%

29%55%

MissionSquare Research Institute (formerly the Center for State and Local Government Excellence at ICMA-RC) promotes excellence in state 
and local government and other public service organizations so they can attract and retain talented employees. The organization identifies 
leading practices and conducts research on retirement plans, health and wellness benefits, workforce demographics and skill set needs, labor 
force development, and topics facing the not-for-profit industry and the education sector. MissionSquare Research Institute brings leaders 
together with respected researchers. For more information and to access research and publications, visit research.missionsq.org and follow  
on X (formerly Twitter) and LinkedIn.

MissionSquare Research Institute 777 N. Capitol Street, NE, Washington, DC 20002-4240
research.missionsq.org

63544-1223

http://research.missionsq.org
https://twitter.com/MSQInstitute
https://www.linkedin.com/company/missionsquareresearchinstitute
http://research.missionsq.org



