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THE GENDER PENSION GAP

INTRODUCTION
Business leaders, academics, policymakers, the media and society in general
now acknowledge that we need to fully engage the global female workforce.
The issue of gender pay inequality is widely recognised, but the significant
long-term effect of the difference between the pension savings of men and
women is still underestimated. Now is the time to act.

Women have made great strides towards equality over
the past 150 years. However, total equality is still a
distant dream, with the path to retirement for women
laden with obstacles such as lower pay, more time out
and a higher level of risk aversion in their investment
decisions. Women also live longer than men on average,
meaning they are less able to retire on an adequate
income than their male counterparts.
According to the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender
Gap Report 2016, women are still 170 years away from
closing the economic gender gap.¹ Mercer’s global When
Women Thrive, Businesses Thrive report shows that
European organisations are not on track to make any
improvement in female representation at the professional
level and above over the next decade.² Urgent action
is needed to improve gender equality — this is a
global economic imperative with deep social and
economic implications.

1

The gender pension gap creates a massive long-term
problem for societies and businesses alike. Women live
longer than men do and have a lower level of savings to
spend during that time, causing many retired women to
end up in poverty. This can impact current employees,
who will suffer from undue worries about their pensions,
which in turn can affect their workplace performance.
Corporations, governments and citizens need to work
together to narrow the gap.
As European leaders consider solutions for the gender
gap in pensions, Mercer conducted analysis into the main
causes of the gap, along with recommendations for what
EU policymakers can do to help close the gap and make
a difference to tomorrow, today. This study has been
addressed in our previous paper, Gender Pension Gap
— A Call to Action for Policymakers. As a second step in the
process, we now reach out to employers with a summary
of concrete actions they can take to narrow the gender
gap sooner while engaging employees and improving
productivity, equality and their public image.

1

World Economic Forum. The Global Gender Gap Report 2016, available at http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2016.

2

Mercer. When Women Thrive, Businesses Thrive, 2016.
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SUMMARY
K E Y FA C T S

T H E AV E R A G E
GENDER
PA Y G A P
IN THE EU IS
16%3

WOMEN
OUTLIVE MEN
A N D H AV E
L E S S S AV I N G S

T H E AV E R A G E
GENDER
PENSION GAP
IN THE EU IS
40%

WHY EMPLOYER S SHO ULD CARE ABO U T T HE
GENDER PENSION GAP

INCREASE
PRODUCTIVITY
AND ENGAGEMENT
AMONG EMPLOYEES

DRIVE BUSINESS
GROWTH THROUGH
GENDER DIVERSITY

PLAN FOR FUTURE
R E G U L AT O R Y C H A N G E S
AND MANAGE
R E P U TAT I O N A L R I S K

³ Eurostat. Gender Pay Gap Statistics, 2017, available at http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Gender_pay_
gap_statistics.
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MAIN CAUSES OF THE GENDER PENSION GAP

U N D E R - R E P R E S E N TAT I O N
OF WOMEN IN THE
W O R K FO RC E , LO W E R PAY
A N D FA M I LY - R E L AT E D
CAREER BREAKS

CURRENT LEVEL OF
FLEXIBILITY IN
PENSION SYSTEMS

R I S K-AV E R S I O N A N D
LACK OF CONFIDENCE
IN WOMEN’S RETIREMENT
PLANNING

M A I N A C T I O N S E M P L O Y E R S C A N TA K E

A C C E L E R AT E Y O U R
GENDER DIVERSITY
EFFORTS AND FOCUS

REVIEW BENEFITS PLANS
A N D C O M M U N I C AT I O N S
THROUGH A GENDER LENS

C O M M U N I C AT E , E D U C AT E
A N D R A I S E AWA R E N E S S O F
THE GENDER PENSION GAP

G O V E R N M E N T S , C O R P O R AT E S A N D C I T I Z E N S
M U S T C O L L A B O R AT E T O N A R R O W T H E G E N D E R
PENSION GAP.
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WHY S HOU LD EMPLOYERS CARE
ABOUT THE GENDER PENSION GAP?
Employers often recognise the responsibility they have, as primary income providers, to ensure that their employees
are financially secure throughout their working lives and into retirement. Some acknowledge that allowing female
employees to overcome gender-related barriers and retire on parity with their male counterparts would have a
hugely positive social impact. However, few identify the positive impact associated with implementing measures to
reduce or eliminate the gender pension gap in their organisation.

1.INCREASE PRODUCTIVIT Y AND
ENG AG EMEN T AM ONG EMPLOYEE S
Women tend to suffer more from financial stress than men: one study found that 50% of women had suffered from
finance-related stress, as opposed to 40% of men.4 Such stress is impacting women’s work performance: 3 in 10
women openly reported that money worries have impacted their ability to do their job.5 Worrying about retirement
is a key financial concern for all employees, with a Mercer study finding that 49% of employees show a high level of
concern for their retirement savings, the second highest overall concern behind maintaining a healthy lifestyle.6
Implementing strategies to help women overcome the gender pension gap as part of a holistic financial wellness
strategy can lead to improvements in workforce engagement and productivity. Research conducted in association
with Mercer’s Britain’s Healthiest Workplace survey found that employees with financial concerns are on average
2.3% less productive than financially satisfied employees, which costs an average company with 10,000 employees
around €2 million a year in lost productivity.7 Additional benefits from employees feeling more engaged could result in
even higher productivity gains. When employees feel that their employer is concerned about their individual needs —
for example, through a well-communicated and holistic benefits programme — they will reciprocate by putting more
effort into their work and showing the company higher levels of loyalty.8

4

Neyber. The DNA of Financial Wellbeing, 2016, available at www.neyber.co.uk/resources/reports.

5

CIPD. “Financial Well-being: the Employee View,” 2017, available at www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/employee-

6

Mercer. The Causes and Effects of Stress in the Workplace, 2015.

7

Mercer, Britain’s Healthiest Workplace, 2014.

8

Metlife. United Kingdom Employee Benefits Trends Study, 2015, available at www.metlife.co.uk/content/dam/metlifecom/uk/

financial-well-being#17459.

homepage/helpful-resources/intermediaries/eb/ebtl/Employee_Benefit_Trends_Study_2015.pdf
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2.DRIVE BUSINESS GROW TH AND PERFORMANCE
THROUGH IMPROVED GENDER DIVERSIT Y
In an increasingly competitive landscape, attracting the best talent is a key business challenge for all companies.
Workforce analysis by Mercer has identified that the UK is heading into an unprecedented labour shortage.9 Many
factors are at play in this situation, including a demographic shift towards an ageing workforce and the potential
impact of reduced immigration post-Brexit. One way to mitigate the risk of labour shortages is for companies to
attract talent from under-represented divisions of the workforce.
Gender inequality is a major issue in most societies. Any employer that takes clear, well-communicated and effective
steps towards increasing gender equality within the company will undoubtedly have a competitive advantage when
it comes to attracting top female talent. In addition, a recent OECD report projected that if female workforce
participation rose to match that of their male counterparts in the European Union (EU), the GDP per capita would rise
12.4% by 2030.10
Mercer’s When Women Thrive, Businesses Thrive report shows that gender-specific financial wellness practices drive
better representation of women in the workplace. However, less than 10% of organisations offer retirement, savings
and education programmes that are customised for different genders, or monitor savings ratios and investment
choices by gender. And only 27% of organisations say their main retirement programme actively addresses different
work options, such as part-time work or gaps in service.11
Significant research has been done over the past two decades linking higher female representation in the workplace
with a variety of business performance measures, including better financial performance12; higher return on sales,
equity and invested capital13; higher operating results; better stock growth14; and more. Gender diversity is beneficial
at all levels within organisations as men and women tend to offer different but equally important skills for driving
the business. Organisations that value the critical skills female employees bring to the workplace and take positive
actions to attract and retain female employees through gender-specific initiatives will likely have a more diverse and
flexible workforce.15

9

Mercer. The Emerging UK Workforce Crisis, 2017, available at www.uk.mercer.com/our-thinking/brexit-emerging-british-workforcecrisis.html.

10
11
12

OECD. Closing the Gender Gap: Act Now, 2012, available at www.oecd.org/gender/closingthegap.htm.
Mercer. When Women Thrive, Businesses Thrive, 2016.
McKinsey. “Why Diversity Matters,” 2015, available at www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/whydiversity-matters.

13

Catalyst. The Bottom Line: Corporate Performance and Women’s Representation on Boards, 2007, available at www.catalyst.org/
knowledge/bottom-line-corporate-performance-and-womens-representation-boards.

14
15

MSCI. Women on Boards, 2015, available at www.msci.com/www/research-paper/research-insight-women-on/0263428390
Mercer. When Women Thrive Research Findings: a European Perspective, 2015, available at www.mercer.com/our-thinking/whenwomen-thrive-a-european-perspective.html.
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3 . P L A N F O R F U T U R E R E G U L AT O R Y C H A N G E S
A N D M A N A G E R E P U TAT I O N A L R I S K
TAKE ACTION BEFORE THE EU DEEMS IT COMPULSORY
The European Commission (EC) has defined reducing the pension gap as one of the key actions to take in its Strategic
Engagement for Gender Equality 2016–2019 report.16 The report asserts that the gap threatens women’s economic
independence during old age — a time when they face a greater risk of poverty than their male counterparts do — and
therefore the causes must be dealt with. In response, the EC intends to, among other actions, continue working with
Member State governments to develop “a comprehensive set of measures to tackle the full range of causes of the
gender gap in pensions”.17
In June 2016, the Council of the European Union called on the EC to move ahead with those measures immediately and
take steps to address the inequality between men and women in the areas of employment, pay and pensions.18 The
Council also invited the EU Member States to enable an equal split of care responsibilities between genders, further
women’s participation in the workforce (including through assistance with childcare) and increase
awareness of gender inequality.
Businesses face risks if they are unprepared for policy changes that require concrete actions to reduce the gender
pension gap. By taking action immediately, your company can start reaping the benefits of an engaged and diverse
workforce today while putting your company in a strong position to deal with any potential future guidelines tomorrow.
Additionally, making an active effort to reduce the gender pay gap in your organisation could help your company stand
out in the increasingly competitive recruitment market; help attract top female, and male, talent; and lead to a more
predictable and secure future. The time to take action is now.

The European Commission has defined reducing the pension gap as
one of the key actions to take in its Strategic Engagement for Gender
Equality 2016–2019 report.

16

European Commission. Strategic Engagement for Gender Equality 2016–2019, 2015, available at https://ec.europa.eu/anti-

17

Ibid.

trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/strategic_engagement_for_gender_equality_en.pdf.
18

European Council. “Council Conclusions on Gender Equality,” 2016, available at www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/pressreleases/2016/06/16-epsco-conclusions-gender-equality.
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W H Y WO M E N H AV E LOW E R PE N S I O N S
THAN MEN
T H E C U R R E N T S I T U AT I O N
A retired woman living in the EU receives on average 40% less retirement income than her male counterpart, according to
the European Commission’s Report on Equality Between Women and Men. The gap varies widely from one Member State
to another, ranging from 4% to 49%, but half of EU countries have gaps of 30% or more.19 This is a contributing factor to
why women face a greater risk of poverty and a greater chance that they will require assistance from the state at an older
age. Figure 1 illustrates the severity of the gender pension gap across Europe.
FIGURE 1. GENDER PENSION GAP ACROSS EUROPE
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There are multiple reasons for the gender pension gap; all of them are interlinked and have a
cumulative effect. Below we summarise what we believe to be the three most important factors that
contribute to the problem, and which should be tackled urgently.

19

European Commission. Report on Equality Between Women and Men, 2015, available at http://ec.europa.eu/
justice/gender-equality/files/annual_reports/160422_annual_report_en.pdf.

7

A CALL TO ACTION FOR EMPLOYERS

1 . U N D E R - R E P R E S E N TAT I O N O F W O M E N I N T H E W O R K F O R C E
Women continue to be significantly under-represented at all levels in labour forces across the globe. In the EU, labour
force participation for women aged between 15 and 65 is more than 10% lower than the male participation rate.20
In addition to lower employment rates, women in the EU labour force continue to be under-represented at all career
levels and their representation declines as career level rises, as shown in Figure 2. In fact, workforce projections
suggest that if current female hiring, promotion and retention rates continue, it is unlikely that female representation at
the professional level and above will improve over the next decade.21
FIGURE 2. FEMALE REPRESENTATION BY CAREER LEVEL FOR THE AVERAGE ORGANISATION IN EUROPE
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More action needs to be taken to assist women in participating in the workforce as they grow older so that they are
able to accrue adequate pensions. Not only do women face persistent difficulties in finding affordable childcare, getting
hired at the appropriate level and receiving equal pay and equal opportunities, at the end of their career they face
greater pressure to look after relatives, as well as other, perhaps less well-known hurdles. Older women are more likely
than their male counterparts to be discriminated against “due to perception that they have outdated skills, are too slow
to learn new things or that they will deliver an unsatisfactory job”, while many women will actually be forced to work
longer than men will in order to build sufficient savings for their retirement years.22
By implementing systemic policies and supporting practices aimed at building a female talent pipeline throughout all levels
of the business — not just at the top — organisations can ensure that female voices are heard throughout the business.
This can reduce inequality, improve overall corporate decision-making and enhance the corporation’s public image.23

Eurofund. The Gender Employment Gap: Challenges and Solutions, 2016, available at www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/
report/2016/labour-market/the-gender-employment-gap-challenges-and-solutions.
21
Mercer. When Women Thrive, Businesses Thrive, 2016.
22
Parliament of Australia. “A Husband Is Not a Retirement Plan: Achieving Economic Security for Women in Retirement,” 2016, available
at www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Economic_security_for_women_in_retirement/Report.
23
Rhode, DL, Packel AK. “Diversity on Corporate Boards: How Much Difference Does ‘Difference’ Make?” Delaware Journal of
Corporate Law, Volume 39: Number 2 (2014), pp. 377–426.
20
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In order to accelerate the gender-equality progress, organisation leaders need to align on why gender diversity
is critical for their business; diagnose their current state by analysing their hiring, promotion and exit data and
understanding what is helping and/or impeding their efforts; engage their stakeholders to champion progress; and take
action to ensure the right practices and processes are in place to support their female employees. They should also
regularly measure progress and keep stakeholders accountable to ensure they persevere over time (see Figure 3).

FIGURE 3. MERCER FRAMEWORK FOR ADVANCING WOMEN IN YOUR ORGANISATION
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5. MEASURE
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BUSINESS
I M P E R AT I V E

3 . ENGAGE
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AND GAIN ALIGNMENT
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right PRACTICES and
PROCESSES in place
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Ensure you have the
advocates, culture,
accountability
and infrastructure in
place to PERSEVERE
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AN EXAMPLE OF A MERCER SERVICE
W O R K I N G C A R E R S — E M P LOY E E S U P P O R T A N D B U S I N E S S A N A LY T I C S
As life expectancy rises, the number of working carers is also increasing (1 in 9 employees in the UK is a working
carer24), putting many employees in a difficult situation as they try to save for their own retirement while working
fewer hours. Mercer has created a number of solutions to help employers support their (often female) employees
who fall into this category. The Mercer AgeingWorks™ portal is a dual-purpose tool that:
Provides employers with unique data to better
understand and support employees who have, or may
have in the near future, caring responsibilities

Offers online support to employees grappling with
caring responsibilities and decisions

With this information, employers can start to build insights about possible fluctuations in resources, potentially
focused on key departments or roles. Additionally, they can build a picture of how significant an issue working
carers might become and put in place further interventions; for example, a flexible working structure suitable for
carers of adults (not just children), line manager training on the demands of a working carer and the workplace
support available, continued encouragement for caring responsibilities to be shared by both genders, ability for
adult carers to return to the workplace if they wish, and so on.
In addition to the Mercer AgeingWorks portal, we provide an ageing consulting programme that includes an
“Age Ready Employer” assessment, identifying which support mechanisms for working carers would be most
effective and providing analysis of the impact of the ageing population within the workforce itself.

AN EXAMPLE OF A MERCER SERVICE
In France, Mercer has developed a service to help employees manage their transition from employment to retirement
(TER). Our specialist advisors:
• Perform a review of the employee’s state pension schemes (including social security, ARRCO and AGIRC) to
identify any errors and omissions.
• Using the above statements, estimate the pension income that would be provided during retirement and consult
with the employee about whether this income is adequate or not.
• Counsel the company on how to respond to their employees’ needs (for example, reduced working hours during
lead-up to retirement, ensuring reduced hours do not introduce a penalty on pension, anticipating retirement),
including:
- Allowing employees to buy additional pension provision (called “quarters”)
- Implementing progressive retirement
- Increasing the specific French retirement incentive (called “IFC”, a retirement indemnity)
- Providing support for employees to navigate the complex administrative procedures of the legal pension schemes
This service offers a win-win solution for both employers (through cost savings and staff retention) and employees
(through a valued service that saves time and helps them approach retirement more proactively).

24

Department of Health (UK). Supporting Working Carers: the Benefits to Families, Business and the Economy, 2013, available at
www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-working-carers-the-benefits-to-families-business-and-the-economy.
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W H AT C A N E M P L OY E R S D O ?
A C C E L E R AT E YO U R G E N D E R D I V E R S I T Y
EFFORTS AND FOCUS
• A good place to start is understanding your organisation’s business imperative for gender
equality. Examine your workforce data to analyse how your talent (male and female) is
moving through your organisation by looking at the rates of hiring, promotion and retention.
This will help you identify the barriers women face, and reveal what is helping and what is
hurting their progress in your organisation.
• You could consider implementing a pay equity process within your organisation. Start by
analysing the drivers of pay in your company and assessing performance with the aim of
ensuring pay and people processes are fair, objective and focused on rewarding talent and
skill. Research has shown that unconscious bias is a normal feature of being human but can
lead to decisions being taken about men and women and their careers that do not align with
the organisation’s goal of rewarding for merit, skill and talent. Mercer’s When Women Thrive,
Businesses Thrive research found that organisations with a robust pay equity process and a
dedicated pay equity team have greater female representation.25
• Consider auditing your global leave policy: Are your benefits inclusive of all employee
groups — mothers, fathers, adoptive parents, carers for other family members? How are
your employees using their leave benefits? Are your employees aware of these benefits?
Can you deploy communication tools to help employees and managers proactively plan
leave and absence periods? Have you measured the impact of leave periods on the career
progression of your workforce? Does maternity leave have an impact on the retention of
your female workforce over the years? If yes, how are you actively working to change this?
• Perhaps your managers would benefit from training on the “perfect storm” that women face,
with a focus on how your company can support all employees through maternity/paternity
leave, and how to ignore the unconscious bias in rewards and promotion decisions that might
be triggered by periods of leave. Our research shows that only 29% of organisations provide
training to managers to support employees through leaves of absence and their return to
work, but we believe this is critical in ensuring a smooth and timely return to the workplace.26
• You could run an awareness campaign in your organisation outlining the potential for both
men and women to take on caring duties (for example, for children or older relatives)
through flexible leave programmes that encourage employees to continue working
rather than leaving to become full-time carers. Mercer’s Global Parental Leave Report
2016 shows that one-third of companies provide paternity leave benefits, but that the
benefit is enjoyed by less than 50% of fathers.27 Employers can play an important role in
encouraging fathers to take part in caring responsibilities.

11

25

Mercer. When Women Thrive, Businesses Thrive, 2016.

26

Ibid.

27

Mercer. Global Parental Leave Survey, 2016.
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2. THE C URREN T LEVEL OF FLE XIBILI T Y IN PENSION SYSTEMS
Most pension systems in the EU — both social security (“first-pillar pensions”) and company plans (“second-pillar
pensions”) — tend to offer retirement benefits linked to income. Given that women earn less than men do on average,
this leads to lower pensions on average for women. This effect of the gender pay gap is compounded by the fact that
women are much more likely to work part-time and/or take career breaks to assist with raising a family or caring for
older or disabled relatives than men are. Usually, company plans bridge, at best, only a small part of this career gap.
On top of this, tax rules in many countries that impose annual limits on contributions may prevent employees who have
had a career interruption from “catching up” on missed contributions afterwards.
Most retirement products are designed for the 40-year career man and do not reflect women’s divergent needs. When
designing plans, companies make assumptions about the typical employee’s work history and earnings — assumptions that
are often based on the average male employee and may not represent the differing experiences and needs of the average
woman. This can lead to a gender pension gap that starts in the early career stages before being amplified through
different life choices, resulting in the situation we have today with an average gender pension gap in the EU of 40%.
Despite this, our research shows that less than 10% of organisations offer retirement, savings and education
programmes that are customised to allow for differences in the working patterns of men and women, or monitor
savings ratios and investment choices by gender, except in the limited cases required by law.28
We recommend that businesses take greater ownership of their pensions in order to keep their employees satisfied and the
system sustainable. Almost 30% of organisations have already recognised a need to act and actively address different work
options, such as part-time work or gaps in service, in their main retirement/savings programme, and 7% of organisations in
Europe customise retirement and savings programmes for different genders’ needs and behaviours.29

C A S E S T U D Y : D R I V I N G E N G A G E M E N T T H R O U G H TA R G E T E D A N D
PERSONALISED VIDEOS
CLIENT CHALLENGE

MERCER SOLUTION

Our client recognised that in the age of information

Mercer created a unique 90-second video for each employee,

overload, too many people ignore generic communications,

informing them visually and simply of his or her personal

even when taking action would be beneficial to them.

pension situation in an engaging and relatable manner.

The client wanted to encourage employees to contribute

By allowing employees to click to take action through a link

more to their pension plans, but had struggled to do so using

embedded in the video, we removed the gap between insight

conventional communication channels.

and action that behavioural science proves traditionally
results in inaction.

Mercer partnered with behavioural science thought leaders
to understand why individuals don’t implement beneficial

This method of communication led to an unprecedented rate

changes and how we can help clients improve participation

of action among all users, with 34% of all employees taking

rates in key employee benefits.

further action. The action rate for females was 30% higher
than that of their male counterparts.

Further information about the findings are detailed in our
whitepaper at http://bit.ly/2mEN8Ta.

To view a demonstration video, please follow this link:
http://bit.ly/2faEaK1

28

Mercer. When Women Thrive, Businesses Thrive, 2016.

29

Ibid.
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W H AT C A N E M P L OY E R S D O ?
REVIEW YOUR BENEFITS PL ANS AND
C O M M U N I C AT I O N S T H R O U G H A G E N D E R L E N S
• A review of participation in key financially valuable benefits by gender (including pension
contribution rates when this is flexible) could be a constructive exercise for your
organisation. If marked differences are found, you could consider targeted communications
to remedy the situation (see personalised videos case study on page 12).
• You could address the gap by improving the default investment strategy in your retirement
plan and complementing that with tailored financial education and advice for women to help
them make the right investment decisions.
• Your existing pension plan could contain clauses that may disproportionately disadvantage
women; for example, how contributions are handled during prolonged periods of absence,
such as carer’s leave. Making appropriate adjustments could make a big difference to your
female employees.
• Different groups of people respond better to certain words, phrases and styles than
others. For example, one study found that gendered wording commonly employed in job
recruitment materials was helping to maintain gender inequality.30 Consider reviewing the
language that you use in benefits communications to ensure that it’s balanced to appeal to
both genders.
Initiatives like these not only have the potential to improve financial outcomes for women and
their families, but also to increase employee engagement and retention by offering something
that female employees value.

30

Gaucher D, Friesen J, Kay AC. “Evidence That Gendered Wording in Job Advertisements Exists and Sustains
Gender Inequality,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Volume 101: Number 1 (July 2011), pp. 109–128.
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3 . R I S K - AV E R S I O N A N D L A C K O F
CONFIDENCE IN WOMEN’S RETIREMENT
PLANNING
The average woman tends to be less confident in her financial capabilities and be more
cautious than the average man is.31 The root causes for the differences are complex
and multidimensional: early on, variation in socialisation of boys and girls can contribute
to different attitudes towards money and perception of confidence.32 Without active
efforts to modify behaviour, these traits persist into adulthood and manifest in financial
decision-making. Even if financial literacy is at the same level, lack of access to capital or
lower levels of disposable income can lead to differing behaviour that does not result in
the desired outcomes in the long run, creating a “catch 22” situation that is difficult for
women to escape.33

Women face
a perfect
financial storm.

Recent changes in pension systems put more individuals in the driving seat when it
comes to planning and paying for retirement. Previously, with defined benefit schemes,
investment choice was managed by the pension fund and advisors. Currently, following
the shift towards individual responsibility and defined contribution pensions, the
final investment decision often lies in the hands of individuals, who have the ultimate
responsibility of ensuring that their investments are appropriate for their circumstances.
For many women, this creates a “perfect storm”. On average, women work in lower-paid
employment with more gaps in service and in more part-time employment than men do.
Facing these greater challenges in accumulating savings for retirement is likely to reduce
the confidence women have in making risky financial decisions and the overall amount
of risk they are prepared to take in their investments. This behaviour is evidenced
by observations from Mercer’s Master Trust in the UK, which show that although the
majority of both male and female members who select their own investment funds opt
for funds with higher expected levels of growth than the default, women are 67% more
likely than men to invest in a defensive fund with a low expected level of growth (rather
than a high-growth fund).34 Over the long term, this might lead to lower volatility in the
amount of accumulated savings, but also to a further reduction in the expected outcome.
Ensuring that women are aware of and suitably educated on this topic when the time
comes to choose pension investment options will help overcome the natural differences
in risk tolerance.
Mercer has found that when targeted and individualised communication methods are
used, women are more receptive to the message and more likely to take a positive
action. Personalising the message and using language that is more engaging for women
could help them make investment decisions that produce higher long-term returns and
that are therefore more aligned with their needs and ambitions.

31

Hung A, Yoong J, Brown E. “Empowering Women Through Financial Awareness and Education,”
OECD iLibrary, Number 14 (2012), p. 3, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k9d5v6kh56g-en.

32

Newcomb MD, Rabow J. “Gender, Socialization, and Money,” The Journal of Applied Social
Psychology, Number 122 (1999), pp. 577–590.

33

Donohue MA. “Financial Literacy and Women: Overcoming the Barriers,” dissertation, 2011,
available at http://scholarworks.umass.edu/cgi/ viewcontent.cgi?article=1389&context=open_
access_dissertations.
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Unpublished Mercer data.
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W H AT C A N E M P LOY E R S D O ?
C O M M U N I C AT E , E D U C AT E A N D
RAISE AWARENESS OF THE GENDER
PENSION GAP
• Are you getting the most out of your existing internal communities? You could
use your employee or business resource groups or internal diversity and inclusion
(D&I) networks to spread the message about the gender pension gap and ensure
that both male and female employees are actively involved.
• Organisations that have implemented women-only financial planning workshops
and focused on helping employees manage their debt as much as their
savings have seen a significant impact in terms of their ability to build female
representation — likely due to an enhanced employee value proposition.35
Consider monitoring savings behaviour by gender in your organisation and modify
benefits programmes when differences are found.
• Offering female-focused financial education and tailored communications would
give employees training in sound financial practices and investments, along with
raised awareness of the financial differences between genders, giving them the
tools and knowledge to take control of their financial lives.
• Businesses often allow employees to pick risk categories when choosing
pension investments but sometimes don’t define the meaning of this risk and
how investment risk changes over time. By articulating the “danger” of choosing
low-risk, low-return pension investments and explaining the potential benefits
of choosing higher-risk investments to younger employees, you can help them
accrue more savings for their retirement.
• New solutions are emerging that use big data, technology and behavioural
science to create truly personalised information that empowers employees
to take immediate action. If you provide the right tools and education for your
employees, you can make it easy for them to take appropriate actions.

35
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AN EXAMPLE OF A MERCER SERVICE
FINANCIAL WELLNESS WORKSHOPS FOR FEMALE EMPLOYEES
Mercer provides financial education seminars that are tailored to female employees. Recognising the perfect
financial storm that women face, we tackle directly the issues that many women, particularly those early in their
career, may not yet be aware of. Examples of topics include:
• Understanding personal attitudes to money and spending
• Understanding company benefits
• Appreciating how pension benefits are accumulated and therefore impacted by active, or passive, decisions
• Understanding how individual circumstances and unexpected challenges at all life stages can affect longerterm finances
• Prioritising decisions and actions to become better prepared financially
The sessions offer short on-site, awareness-creation activities that can be conducted as “lunch and learn” events.
Such sessions are most impactful if done earlier in a woman’s working life, but are open to all ages and levels.

C A S E S T U D Y : U S I N G P E R S O N A L I S E D C O M M U N I C AT I O N S T O H E L P W O M E N
I N C R E A S E T H E I R R E T I R E M E N T S AV I N G S
CLIENT CHALLENGE

MERCER SOLUTION

A financial services company recognised that employees were

Through robust data analysis, Mercer identified that there

not saving enough for their retirement planning and wanted to

was a significant pension gap between men and women at this

do something about it.

company and additionally projected forward the gap for those
currently in their 20s, finding this gap was set to continue.

The client offered generous pension-related benefits;
however, the client felt that women in particular were not

Mercer hosted awareness-creation sessions through

utilising them to their full benefit.

the internal women’s networks at the firm, specifically
referencing the company data and the forward projections

After hearing about Mercer’s When Women Thrive, Businesses

of the gap.

Thrive research and findings on tailored financial wellbeing
approaches, the company reached out to Mercer to

As part of the wider communications strategy, the company

understand the issues and explore possible solutions further.

decided to include an engaging video which focuses on the
main obstacles for women in planning for retirement.
This short animated video was made accessible to all
members of the company via the the company's intranet,
external streaming sites and mobile devices.

16

THE GENDER PENSION GAP

HOW MERCER CAN HELP
YO U R O R G A N I S AT I O N
Mercer is here to help you on your gender-equality journey and assist you in
improving the level of financial wellness within your organisation. You have
read examples of a few ways in which we can help and some case studies
outlining how Mercer has already helped clients in this area. Together, we can
make a difference and reduce the gender pension gap.
MERCER CAN HELP YOU WITH
• Employee wellbeing strategies
• Acceleration of your global diversity and
inclusion efforts
• Pension plan design
• Targeted and personalised benefit communications
• When Women Thrive, Businesses Thrive research and
benchmarking
• A gender diversity strategy rooted in proof
• Workforce and gender career-flow analytics
• Global pay equity processes
• Provision of relevant Internal Labour Market maps
(ILMs) showing how talent flows through your
organisation by gender, age, nationality, etc.
• Financial wellness workshops for women
• Gender and equal pay reviews
• Employee financial wellness
• Personalised and individual benefit tools
• Global parental leave audits, cost-calculations,
implementation and communication

JOIN OUR WHEN WOMEN THRIVE,
BUSINESSES THRIVE COMMUNITY
A N D PA R T I C I PAT E I N O U R
WORLDWIDE GENDER DIVERSIT Y
RESEARCH
When Women Thrive LinkedIn Group
@WhenWomenThrive
www.whenwomenthrive.net
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MERCER’S FINANCIAL
WELLNESS FRAMEWORK

1.DIAGNOSTICS
Powerful analytic capabilities
to scope the issues in
your organisation

4.MEASUREMENT
Analysis of the effectiveness
of equality programmes, and
measurement of ROI
and employee
satisfaction

2.DESIGN
Specialist support to help
develop what’s best for both
employer and employees

3 . I M P L E M E N TAT I O N
Pension and financial
wellness programmes
delivered both digitally
and face to face
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ABOUT
MERCER
At Mercer, we make a difference in the lives of more
than 110 million people every day by advancing their
health, wealth and careers. We’re in the business

WHEN WOMEN
THRIVE,
BUSINESSES
THRIVE

of creating more secure and rewarding futures for
our clients and their employees — whether we’re

When Women Thrive, Businesses Thrive is Mercer’s

designing affordable health plans, assuring income for

global research on gender equality in the workplace,

retirement or aligning workers with workforce needs.

started in 2014. It is an open survey that continues

Using analysis and insights as catalysts for change,

to expand its global footprint. It is the largest survey

we anticipate and understand the individual impact

of its kind, representing 647 organisations in 42

of business decisions, now and in the future. We see

countries and covering 3.2 million employees, 1.3

people’s current and future needs through a lens of

million of whom are women. Mercer’s When Women

innovation, and our holistic view, specialised expertise

Thrive research looks deeply into what it means for

and deep analytical rigour underpin each and every

women to thrive in the workplace. Our analysis is

idea and solution we offer. For more than 70 years,

grounded in the data of today’s workforce, and also

we’ve turned our insights into actions, enabling

in an examination of the programmes, policies and

people around the globe to live, work and retire well.

operational context in which employees work.

At Mercer, we say we Make Tomorrow, Today.
Our When Women Thrive team is a dedicated group
Mercer LLC and its separately incorporated operating

of consultants helping companies with gender D&I

entities around the world are part of Marsh & McLennan

challenges. We invite your organisation to become

Companies, a publicly held company (ticker symbol:

part of this research. Your HR and D&I teams are best

MMC) listed on the New York, Chicago and London

placed to respond to the questions and submit the data

stock exchanges.

through an online survey. Our website,
www.whenwomenthrive.net, is the place to start.
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APPENDIX A – MARKET BACKGROUND Q2 2016

IMPORTANT NOTICES
References to Mercer shall be construed

This does not constitute an offer to

to include Mercer LLC and/or its

purchase or sell securities, commodities

associated companies.

and/or any other financial instruments or
products or constitute a solicitation on

© 2017 Mercer LLC. All rights reserved.

behalf of any of the investment managers,
their affiliates, products or strategies that

This contains confidential and proprietary

Mercer may evaluate or recommend.

information of Mercer and is intended for
the exclusive use of the parties to whom

For the most recent approved ratings

it was provided by Mercer. Its content

of an investment strategy, and a fuller

may not be modified, sold or otherwise

explanation of their meanings, contact

provided, in whole or in part, to any other

your Mercer representative.

person or entity without Mercer’s prior
written permission.

For Mercer’s conflict of interest
disclosures, contact your Mercer

The findings, ratings and/or opinions

representative or see www.mercer.com/

expressed herein are the intellectual

conflictsofinterest.

property of Mercer and are subject to
change without notice. They are not

Mercer’s universes are intended to provide

intended to convey any guarantees as to

collective samples of strategies that best

the future performance of the investment

allow for robust peer group comparisons

products, asset classes or capital markets

over a chosen timeframe. Mercer does

discussed. Past performance does not

not assert that the peer groups are wholly

guarantee future results. Mercer’s ratings

representative of and applicable to all

do not constitute individualised

strategies available to investors.

investment advice.
Issued in the United Kingdom by Mercer
Information contained herein has been

Limited, which is authorised and regulated

obtained from a range of third-party

by the Financial Conduct Authority.

sources. Although the information is

Registered in England No. 984275.

believed to be reliable, Mercer has not

Registered Office: 1 Tower Place West,

sought to verify it independently. As

Tower Place, London, EC3R 5BU

such, Mercer makes no representations
or warranties as to the accuracy of the

www.uk.mercer.com

information presented and takes
no responsibility or liability (including
for indirect, consequential or incidental
damages) for any error, omission or
inaccuracy in the data supplied by any
third party.
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