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Public DC plans in focus
Insights on employee behaviors, sponsor perspectives and three actions to consider
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From savings balances and contribution rates to spending and loans: 
a two-part data analysis

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

1. Savings analysis 2. Spending analysis

2.4m
employees in 
PRRL dataset

1m
employees with 

salary information

Analysis of:
• Account balances
• Contribution rates
• Plan loans

67k
employees overlap 
with Chase dataset

18k
employees with full 

credit/spending 
data & loan option

Analysis of:
• Plan loans
• Credit card utilization
• Spending behavior

Source: Public Retirement Research Lab, Employee Benefit Research Institute and J.P. Morgan Asset Management.

Understanding public employees today
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Employees are more willing to spend time planning for retirement 
but feel overwhelmed and don’t know how to get started

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION
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34%32%
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33%

27%
34%

38%
36%

34%

45%
41%

51%
57%

47%

33%

44%

54%
59%

47%

BoomersGen XMillennialsGen ZAllBoomersGen XMillennialsGen ZAll

Strongly agree Somewhat agree
“I am willing to spend time 

planning for my retirement, but I 
don't know how to get started.”

“I am presented with more 
information on my DC plan than I 

can absorb.”

Note: 2024 total n=1,503; Gen Z n=281; Millennials n=415; Gen X n=489; Boomers n=287. 
Source: J.P. Morgan Asset Management Plan Participant Research 2024. Includes private and public sector employees. 

Employees need direction

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: 1J.P. Morgan Asset Management Plan Participant Research 2024. Includes private and public sector employees. 
2EBRI Retirement Confidence Survey, 2025.

“Have you or your spouse/partner calculated
how much you will need to save 
to last throughout retirement?”1

Thought about how much to withdraw 
from savings and investments in 
retirement

44%

The need for guidance:2

43%

41%

Rely on friends and family for retirement 
planning advice

Do not know where to go for retirement 
planning advice

56% 
No
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Taking risk gets harder with age

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: J.P. Morgan Asset Management Plan Participant Research, 2024. 
*Question abridged from original and includes participants’ view of their future self. 

Employees’ risk tolerance preferences decrease as they near retirement
“How would you describe your investment risk tolerance at these different points in time?”*
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Assess your investment 
strategy as you near 
retirement

78% of 401(k) plan participants 
are concerned about the value of 
their assets going down just 
before they retire and 76% are 
worried about a decline in the 
markets in the first few years in 
retirement.

To manage this, consider: 

• A target date fund that will 
automatically adjust as you get 
older

• A guaranteed income solution

• Working with a financial 
professional on your plan

Are employees falling behind?

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: PRRL Study: The State of Public Sector DC plans 2022.

The 40-year-old and 60-year-old are contributing roughly the same (4.5%), but the 60-year-old                                  
likely has a higher DB benefit.

5.2%
6.5%

7.3%
8.4% 8.2%

2.6%
3.7% 4.4% 4.8% 4.5%

0%
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10%
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Public employee contributions by age

Average Median
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Lower-tenured employees save less on average into their DC plan

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: “Spending and saving behavior of public-sector defined contribution plan participants,” Public Retirement 
Research Lab, Employee Benefit Research Institute and J.P. Morgan Asset Management.

Distribution of public employee contribution rates
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Do NOT contribute 
to DC plan

Financial pressures and 
retirement plan behaviors
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A critical piece of the puzzle: emergency savings

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

4 in 10 employees with a 
retirement plan lack emergency 

savings

7 in 10 find having access to an 
emergency savings account 

through their employer appealing

Note: 2024 total n=1,503
Source: J.P. Morgan Asset Management Plan Participant Research 2024. Includes private and public sector employees.

61%

39%
Lack savings

Have savings 69%

31%

Find appealing

Not 
appealing

Plan loans may illustrate financial strain

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: PRRL Study: The State of Public Sector DC plans 2022

The number of public employees taking loans peaks in mid-life
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Employees with an outstanding loan by age

Public Private

11

12



Retirement by the Numbers 10/1/2025

7

Public employees of all ages borrow from their accounts

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: PRRL Study: The State of Public Sector DC plans 2022

22% 22%
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17% 17%

15% 14%
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Loan amount as % of account balance by age

Average Median

$4,661

$6,851
$8,295

$9,023 $8,838

$2,684

$3,961
$4,783 $5,317 $5,257

$0

$2,000

$4,000

$6,000

$8,000

$10,000

20s 30s 40s 50s 60s

Loan amount by age

Average Median

Average loan size for public plans was 19% of total balance, while the median was 12%

Public employees with a new loan are more likely to have a high 
credit card balance

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: Public Retirement Research Lab, Employee Benefits Research Institute and J.P. Morgan Asset Management, 2025.
.

Credit card balance status by loan status
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*High credit card balances are defined as having an outstanding balance greater than 50% of the credit limits.
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High credit card balance No high credit card balance
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Public employees with high credit card balances contribute less 
and have lower account balances

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: Public Retirement Research Lab, Employee Benefit Research Institute and J.P. Morgan Asset Management, 2025.
.
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Public plan employees with new loans experience greater 
spending pressures in essential areas like housing

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: Public Retirement Research Lab, Employee Benefit Research Institute and J.P. Morgan Asset Management, 2025.

Percentage of employees with a 5%+ share of spending increase in select categories 2021-2022

Food & 
beverage

Travel

New loan No new loan

Housing

14% 18%

5% 7%

27%
18%

23%
18% 19% 18%

Ages <35 35-49 50+
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Absolute spending increased the most on health care

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: DC Plans in Focus, Public Retirement Research Lab, Employee Benefit Research Institute and J.P. Morgan Asset Management.
Absolute spending is calculated as a simple percentage increase in dollars spent.

Health care

Percentage of employees with 10%+ increase in health care spending 2021-2022

59% 62% 64%
52% 55% 56%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

All households Age 50+ >$70k income

New loan No new loan

Public plan sponsor perspectives
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Public plan sponsors are concerned about their workers’ 
investment decisions

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

… are saving enough?” …have an appropriate asset 
allocation?”

Source: J.P. Morgan Asset Management Plan Sponsor Research 2025 ; responses from public plan sponsor population.

“How confident are you that the majority of your employees…

29% 
extremely/very 

confident

30% 
extremely/very 

confident

Many public plan sponsors help employees transition to 
retirement…and say they should do more

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: J.P. Morgan Asset Management Plan Sponsor Research 2025; responses from public plan sponsor population.

58%

75%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Say their employer should do more to help employees transition to retirement when they're ready

60%

64%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Offer spending guidance or retirement income planning tools to employees nearing retirement

Public

Private
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78% of public plan sponsors say their plans offer income 
options for retirees

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Source: J.P. Morgan Asset Management Plan Sponsor Research 2025; responses from public plan sponsor population.

What current “retirement income options” do you offer for retired employees to help them withdraw/generate regular income from their 
retirement plan savings? (Select all that apply.)

0

7%

15%

20%

36%

36%

45%

46%

49%

Not sure/None of these

Access to an annuity purchase service/window, out of the plan

Access to an in-plan solution with guaranteed lifetime income

Partial or installment withdrawal options

Managed Accounts

Stable Value funds

Fixed income investments/Bond funds

Income-specific Target Date Fund

0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Three actions to consider

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Understand your plan’s specific 
demographics and behaviors

• Review salaries, ages and DB benefits to help communicate realistic contribution 
expectations

• Analyze how employees are behaving and document this as part of your QDIA selection

Consider the impact of employees’ 
broader financial picture and plan 
engagement

• Explore ways to integrate financial wellness strategies with plan offerings
• Education and advocacy for emergency savings can have a positive impact on 

retirement readiness

Evaluate retirement income options 
and tools

• Keeping pace with new developments can help ensure your plan continues to meet 
employees’ evolving needs 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Privacy standards – data privacy

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

We’re proud to serve nearly half of 
America’s households

Our analysis of spending patterns is based on proprietary 
data across JPMorgan Chase

All data is aggregated, completely anonymized and kept 
confidential and secure

We have a number of security protocols in place which are designed to ensure all 
customer data is kept confidential and secure. We use reasonable physical, 
electronic, and procedural safeguards that are designed to comply with federal 
standards to protect and limit access to personal information.
There are several key controls and policies in place which are designed to ensure 
customer data is safe, secure and anonymous:

• Before J.P. Morgan Asset Management (JPMAM) receives the data, all 
unique identifiable information, including names, account numbers, 
addresses, dates of birth and Social Security numbers, is removed.

• JPMAM has put privacy protocols in place for its researchers. Researchers 
are obligated to use the data solely for approved research and are 
obligated not to re-identify any individual represented in the data.

• JPMAM does not allow the publication of any information about an 

individual or entity. Any data point included in any publication based on 
customer data may only reflect aggregate information.

• The data is stored on a secure server and can be accessed only under 
strict security procedures. Researchers are not permitted to export the 
data outside of J.P. Morgan Chase’s systems. The system complies with all 
J.P. Morgan Chase Information Technology Risk Management 
requirements for the monitoring and security of data.

• JPMAM provides valuable insights to policymakers, businesses and 
financial advisors, but these insights cannot come at the expense of 
consumer privacy. We take every precaution to ensure the confidence and 
security of our account holders’ private information.

In this analysis, the Chase data sample referenced herein is restricted to the households in 2019–2021 who use Chase as their primary banking institution, and their total household spending through all 
payment mechanisms (including select credit and debit card transactions, electronic payment transactions, check and cash payments) and sources of income including wage income, Social Security, annuity, 
pensions, etc. can be linked to the PRRL Database. For more information about Chase, visit the following website: https://www.chase.com/digital/resources/about-chase.

Data privacy & disclosures

FOR INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY – NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

This paper was informed by research from a previous publication that was a joint effort between the Public Retirement Research Lab (PRRL)—a collaborative partnership between the Employee Benefit Research 
Institute (EBRI) and the National Association of Government Defined Contribution Administrators (NAGDCA) to provide an enhanced understanding of the design and utilization of public sector defined 
contribution retirement plans—and J. P. Morgan Asset Management (JPMAM) to deliver data-driven research to further the retirement success of Americans, with a commitment to providing unique fact-based 
insights to policymakers, plan sponsors and plan providers to help build a stronger retirement system. This paper was produced by JPMAM alone and includes JPMAM’s view only. PRRL was not involved in the 
writing of this paper. 

PRRL is not affiliated with JPMorgan Chase & Co. or any of its affiliates or subsidiaries.

This document is a general communication being provided for informational purposes only. It is educational in nature and not designed to be a recommendation for any specific investment product, strategy, 
plan feature or other purposes. By receiving this communication you agree with the intended purpose described above. Any examples used in this material are generic, hypothetical and for illustration purposes 
only. None of J.P. Morgan Asset Management, its affiliates or representatives is suggesting that the recipient or any other person take a specific course of action or any action at all. Communications such as this 
are not impartial and are provided in connection with the advertising and marketing of products and services. Prior to making any investment or financial decisions, you should seek individualized advice from 
personal financial, legal, tax and other professionals that take into account all of the particular facts and circumstances of your own situation.

Target date funds: Target date funds are funds with the target date being the approximate date when investors plan to retire. Generally, the asset allocation of each fund will change on an annual basis with the 
asset allocation becoming more conservative as the fund nears the target retirement date. The principal value of the fund(s) is not guaranteed at any time, including at the target date.

Conflicts of interest: Refer to the Conflicts of Interest section of the Fund's Prospectus.

Opinions and estimates offered constitute our judgment and are subject to change without notice, as are statements of financial market trends, which are based on current market conditions. We believe the 
information provided here is reliable, but do not warrant its accuracy or completeness. References to future returns are not promises or even estimates of actual returns a client portfolio may achieve. 
J.P. Morgan Asset Management is the brand name for the asset management businesses of JPMorgan Chase & Co. and its affiliates worldwide. 

JPMorgan Distribution Services, Inc., member FINRA.

If you are a person with a disability and need additional support in viewing the material, please call us at 1-800-343-1113 for assistance.

© 2025 JPMorgan Chase & Co. All rights reserved. 
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Default Investment Acceptance –
A Comparison between Public and Private DC 
Plans

Zhikun Liu, Ph.D., CFP® 
Vice President
Head of MissionSquare Research Institute
MissionSquare

David Blanchett, Ph.D., CFA, CFP® 
Portfolio Manager and Head of Retirement 
Research
PGIM

How do default investment options influence the
retirement outcomes?
Three levers to incentivize DC 
retirement savings:

1. Auto-Enroll and Escalation;
2. Employer match;
3. Default investment options.

• TDF, SVF, MA, etc.
• Are there any differences

between the public and private
sectors?

Data Source:

• MissionSquare participant-level 
administrative data.

• Approximately 970k participants.
• Longitudinal data across the four 

plan years (2020-2023).
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Initial Default Investment Acceptance 
• By Age and Default Investment Types

Data: MissionSquare Retirement participant-level administrative data. There are a total of 969,794 unique participants across the four 
plan years (2020-2023).
Source: Default Investment Acceptance among Public Defined Contribution Plan Participants, MissionSquare Research Institute, 2025 

Initial Target-Date Default Investment Acceptance  
• By Calendar Year

Source: Default Investment Acceptance among Public Defined Contribution Plan Participants, MissionSquare Research Institute, 2025  
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Default Acceptance in the 2020 Calendar Year
• By Month and Age Group

Source: Default Investment Acceptance among Public Defined Contribution Plan Participants, MissionSquare Research Institute, 2025 
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Target-Date Initial Default Investment Acceptance 
• By Age and Income

Source: Default Investment Acceptance among Public Defined Contribution Plan Participants, MissionSquare Research Institute, 2025  
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Target-Date Initial Default Acceptance in Private Sector DC Plans 

• By Age and Income
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Data source: A total of 116,528 participants from a large record keeper representing the private sector 401 (k) plans in the US.

Reference: Blanchett, D., Finke, M., & Liu, Z. (2022). Save more with less: The impact of employer defaults and match rates on retirement saving. Financial Planning Review, 5(4), e1152.

Difference in Target-Date Initial Default Acceptance
• Public Plan Participants vs. (minus) Private Sector 401(k) Participants by Age and Income

Data source: 1) A total of 116,528 participants from a large record keeper representing the private sector 401 (k) plans in the US. 
2) MissionSquare Retirement participant-level administrative data.
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Difference in Target Date Default Acceptance   
• By Gender (Female Minus Male)

Source: Default Investment Acceptance among Public Defined Contribution Plan Participants, MissionSquare Research Institute, 2025  
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Opt-Out Rate among Target-Date Default Investment Participants   

• By Age

Source: Default Investment Acceptance among Public Defined Contribution Plan Participants, MissionSquare Research Institute, 2025  
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Opt-Out Rate among Target-Date Default Investment Participants   

• By Age and Income

Source: Default Investment Acceptance among Public Defined Contribution Plan Participants, MissionSquare Research Institute, 2025  

0.3 0.3 0.5 0.6 0.80.6 0.9 1.1 1.2
1.8

1.1 1.2 1.4 1.6
2.4

0

3

6

9

12

15

20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-70

O
p

t 
O

u
t 

R
at

e 
(%

)

Age Group
Year2 Year3 Year4

0.7 0.8 0.7 1.1 1.41.2 1.5 1.7 2.0
3.0

1.6 2.0 2.2
3.1 3.4

0

3

6

9

12

15

20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-70

O
p

t 
O

u
t 

R
at

e 
(%

)

Age Group
Year2 Year3 Year4

Panel B: Income $50,000-$75,000Panel A: Income $25,000-$50,000

Opt-Out Rate among Target-Date Default Investment Participants   

• By Age and Income

Source: Default Investment Acceptance among Public Defined Contribution Plan Participants, MissionSquare Research Institute, 2025  
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Conclusions
• Awareness, Responsibility, and Actions
 Public sector DC plan participants, compared 

to private sector 401(k) participants, are 
more likely to accept default investment 
options provided by their retirement plan 
sponsor.

 Extreme market volatility is likely to affect 
default investment decisions, especially 
among older participants.

 Default investment acceptance rates decline 
with age and income level and appear to be 
higher among female participants.

 Opt-out rates among public DC plan 
participants who initially accept the default 
acceptance are about 1% per year but 
increase notably with age and income.

MissionSquare Research Institute 2025  

Web: https://research.missionsq.org; Email: zliu@missionsq.org
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