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Despite the growing tax breaks and intensive advertising campaigns for retirement accounts --

most of which are 401(k) plans and Individual Retirement Accounts (IRA) -- Americans ages  

50-64, 59 million of them in 2011, will not have enough retirement assets to maintain their 

standard of living when they reach their mid-sixties.  And since the labor market for older 

workers has been weakening, we are headed for a retirement income security crisis.  

Three-fourths of near retirees1 have annual incomes below $52,536 per year and their average 

retirement account balance is $27,2072, which, stretched out into an annuity over their 

remaining lifetime adds virtually nothing to a monthly Social Security benefit (please see Table 

1.)  Further, the median value of retirement account balances for one half of near retirees is 

zero, meaning that over half of this group has no retirement savings.  

Individuals with incomes over $52,536 per year have more in their accounts, but their account 

balances are not high. Their average retirement account balance is $109,752, and because only 

a few people have very high balances, the median balance is much lower; 50% of people ages  

50-64 who are in the top 25% of the income distribution have retirement account balances of 

only $55,000 (please see Table 1 for this information and Table A1 in the Appendix for average 

and median account balance by account type and income level.)  

  

                                                           
1
 those who are ages 50-64 

2
 The average of the bottom, middle and third quartiles: ($17,882 + $22,052 +$41,688) /3. These numbers track 

account balances in 401(k) plans and Individual Retirement Accounts (IRA). They do not account for the value of 

defined benefits that individuals may expect to receive. 



Table 1: Average and Median Retirement Account Balances of People Ages 50-64  
in the U.S., by Personal Income as of November 2011 

Total Personal Income 
Quartiles 

 All Retirement 
Accounts 

Number of Americans 
ages 50-64 

Bottom 25th percentile  
($0-$10,944) 

Mean $17,882 14,812,585 
Median $0 

25-50th percentile  
($10,944-$27,636) 

Mean $22,052 
14,809,848 

Median $0 

50-75th percentile  
($27,636-$52,536) 

Mean $41,688 
14,805,193 

Median $6,000 

75-100th percentile  
(More than $52,536) 

Mean $109,752 
14,803,815 

Median $55,000 
Data Source: SIPP 2008 Panel, wave 10, August-November 2011. Figures in the table include people 
who have zero retirement account balances. 

 

The low average and median retirement account balances make sense, in part, because a vast 

majority of older Americans have no retirement account whatsoever (see Table 2.)   

Over three – fourths of low income individuals, 66% of people in the second quartile, 41% of 

the third quartile, and a quite large 22% of the top quartile have no retirement account 

balances.  

 

Table 2:  Fraction of Americans Ages 50-64 with Zero Retirement Account Balances  
in the U.S., by Personal Income as of November 2011 

Total Personal Income Quartiles Near Retiree Americans with No 
Retirement Accounts 

Bottom 25th percentile ($0-$10,944) 77% 

25-50th percentile ($10,944-$27,636) 66% 

50-75th percentile ($27,636-$52,536) 41% 

75-100th percentile (More than $52,536) 22% 

Data Source: SIPP 2008 Panel, wave 10, August-November 2011.  

 

  



Holdings of those with Positive Retirement Account Balances 

Because policy makers and the retail industry built up around individual retirement accounts 

base their practices on individuals voluntarily accumulating assets in retirement accounts, we 

examined those who had positive retirement account balances (see Table 3.) There aren’t very 

many of them to be sure – 6% in the bottom quartile, 9% in the second, 15% in the third, and 

20% in the top3 -- but they are the Americans who should be well-served by the system.  

Surprisingly, the retirement account balances of this lucky and/or disciplined group are not high 

either.  

The account balances for the most prepared Americans -- those who saved for retirement using 

a private retirement account and whose incomes are in the top twenty five percent -- have 

average holdings of $140,654 and median balances worth $100,000. This is too small given that 

people need ten times their income at retirement to maintain their standard of living into 

retirement and individuals in these households have incomes far exceeding $14,000 per year4.   

 

Table 3: Average and Median Retirement Account Balances in the U.S. for 
People Ages 50-64 with Non-Zero Balances in Their Retirement Accounts  
in the U.S. by Personal Income, November 2011 

Total Personal Income 
Quartiles 

 All Retirement 
Accounts 

Fraction of the 
Population 

Bottom 25th percentile  
($0-$10,944) 

Mean $78,115 6% 
Median $32,000 

25-50th percentile  
($10,944-$27,636) 

Mean $64,460 9% 
Median $25,000 

50-75th percentile  
($27,636-$52,536) 

Mean $71,123 
15% 

Median $35,000 

75-100th percentile  
(More than $52,536) 

Mean $140,654 
20% 

Median $100,000 
Data Source: SIPP 2008 Panel, wave 10, August-November 2011. Excludes people who have zero 
balances in IRA, KEOGH or 401K/403B Accounts. 

  

                                                           

3
 23% of Americans in the bottom quartile of the income distribution (25% of the population)  have retirement 

accounts; 23%*25%=6% of the population in the bottom quartile have positive retirement account balances. 

Likewise, 34%*25%=9% of the population in the second from the bottom quartile, 59%*25%=15% of the 

population in the second from the top quartile, and 78%*25%=20% of the population in the top quartile, have 

positive retirement account balances. 
4
 AARP retirement Calculator 



Account Balances of Individuals in Households  

Eighty four percent of American near-retirees live with other people and their household 

incomes are higher. Since people in households typically share resources, we calculated the 

average retirement account balances of people living in low, middle and high income 

households. Near retirees in the bottom quartile of the household income distribution, live in 

households with under $32,592 of income. The second quartile is defined as households whose 

income is between $32,592- $60,108. The household incomes of people in the third quartile are 

between $60,108 and $101,328, and those in the top quartile live in households with income 

over $101,328. 

The individuals in the top 25% of the household income distribution have more money in their 

retirement accounts, but their account balances are not high; individuals who live in 

households with income over $101,328 per year have an average retirement account balance 

of $ 99,106, and because only a few people have very high balances, the median balance is 

much lower -- 50% of people in the top 25% of the household income distribution have 

retirement account balances of only $39,000 (see Table 4.)  

The median account balance for the bottom two quartiles is zero. As for average account 

balances, those in the bottom 25% of the household income distribution have less than $15,000 

in their retirement accounts, while those at the second to the bottom have $24,432. Individuals 

in the third quartile have $52,995 average account holdings, but half of the people in the third 

household quartile have just $7,000 in their retirement account.   

Table 4:  Average and Median Retirement Account Balances of People Ages 50-64 in 
the U.S., including those with zero account balances, by Household Income as of 
November 2011.  

Total Household Income 
Quartiles 

 All Retirement 
Accounts 

People Ages 50-64 

Bottom 25th percentile 
($0-$32,592) 

Mean $14,481 
14,856,154 

Median $0 

25-50th percentile 
($32,592-$60,108) 

Mean $24,432 
14,845,067 

Median $0 

50-75th percentile 
($60,108-$101,328) 

Mean $52,995 
14,854,698 

Median $7,000 

75-100th percentile  
(More than $101,328) 

Mean $99,106 
14,838,425 

Median $39,000 
Data Source: SIPP 2008 Panel, wave 10, August-November 2011. Includes people who have zero 
balances. These are personal account balances for individuals who live in households of a certain income. 



Since many individuals have no retirement savings, we exclude them from our calculations in 

order to evaluate how people are doing when they do save for retirement. We find that 

individuals who save for retirement do not have meaningful account balances, even among 

households with the highest incomes and account balances. The average account balance for 

the bottom two quartiles are not that different -- $64,667 and $59,620, while the medians are 

$24,000 and $29,000. The top 25% have an average balance of $137,149 and 50% have $90,000 

in their accounts reflecting a skewed distribution of account balances (see Table 5.) 

 

Table 5: Average and Median Retirement Account Balances for People Ages 50-64 
in the U.S. with Non-Zero Balances, by Household Income as of November 2011 

Total Household Income 
Quartiles 

  All Retirement 
Accounts 

Fraction of the 
Population 

Bottom 25th percentile ($0-
$32,592) 

Mean $64,667 
6% 

Median $24,000 

25-50th percentile 
($32,592-$60,108) 

Mean $59,620 
10% 

Median $29,000 

50-75th percentile 
($60,108-$101,328) 

Mean $91,539 14% 
Median $50,000 

75-100th percentile  
(More than $101,328) 

Mean $137,149 
18% 

Median $90,000 
Data Source: SIPP 2008 Panel, wave 10, August-November 2011. Excludes people who have zero 
balances. 

 

Conclusions  

Americans near retirement age will use all financial assets available to them to supplement 

their monthly Social Security benefits. Unfortunately, the vast majority of older Americans do 

not have a voluntary retirement account. Of those who do participate in voluntary retirement 

accounts, indicated by having positive balances in their voluntary private retirement accounts, 

we find their average account balances are not high. The account balances for the most 

prepared Americans -- those who saved for retirement using a private retirement account and 

whose incomes are in the top twenty five percent -- have average holdings of $140,654, which 

is too small given that people need ten times their income at retirement to maintain their 

standard of living into retirement and these individuals have incomes far exceeding $14,000 per 

year.    

  



APPENDIX 

Table A1: Average and Median Retirement Account Balances of People Ages 50-64 in the U.S., 
by Personal Income as of November 2011 

Total Personal 
Income Quartiles 

 KEOGH IRA 401K, 
403B, 
Thrift 
Plans 

All 
Retirement 
Accounts 

Number of 
Americans 
ages 50-64 

Bottom 25th 
percentile  
($0-$10,944) 

Mean  $185   $   10,395   $ 7,302   $ 17,882  
14,812,585 Median 

 $0  $0  $0  $0 

25-50th percentile  
($10,944-$27,636) 

Mean  $148   $11,971   $9,932   $ 22,052  14,809,848 
Median  $0  $0  $0  $0 

50-75th percentile  
($27,636-$52,536) 

Mean  $478   $16,339   $24,871   $ 41,688  
14,805,193 

Median  $0  $0  $0  $6,000  

75-100th percentile  
(More than 
$52,536) 

Mean  $975   $39,605   $69,172   $109,752  
14,803,815 Median 

 $0  $0  $20,000   $55,000  
Data Source: SIPP 2008 Panel, wave 10, August-November 2011. Includes people who have zero balances. 

 

 

Table A2: Fraction of Americans Ages 50-64 with Zero Balances in the U.S., by 
Personal Income as of November 2011 

Total Personal Income 
Quartiles 

KEOGH IRA 401K, 403B, 
Thrift Plans 

All Retirement 
Accounts 

Bottom 25th 
percentile ($0-
$10,944) 

100% 84% 89% 77% 

25-50th percentile 
($10,944-$27,636) 

99% 81% 78% 66% 

50-75th percentile 
($27,636-$52,536) 

99% 72% 53% 41% 

75-100th percentile 
(More than $52,536) 

99% 56% 34% 22% 

Data Source: SIPP 2008 Panel, wave 10, August-November 2011. 

 

 

 



Table A3. Average and Median Retirement Account Balances in the U.S. for People Ages 50-64 
with Non-Zero Balances, by Personal Income as of November 2011 

Total Personal Income 
Quartiles KEOGH IRA 

401K, 403B, 
Thrift Plans 

All Retirement 
Accounts 

Fraction of the 
Population 

Bottom 25th 
percentile ($0-
$10,944) 

Mean 
$ 810 $ 45,408 $ 31,898 $ 78,115 

6% 

Median 
$ 0 $ 10,000 $ 100 $ 32,000 

25-50th 
percentile 
($10,944-
$27,636) 

Mean 
$ 433 $ 34,994 $ 29,033 $ 64,460 

9% 
Median 

$ 0 $ 2,000 $ 5,000 $ 25,000 

50-75th 
percentile 
($27,636-
$52,536) 

Mean 
$ 815 $ 27,875 $ 42,433 $ 71,123 

15% 

Median 
$ 0 $ 0 $ 17,000 $ 35,000 

75-100th 
percentile (More 
than $52,536) 

Mean 
$ 1,250 $ 50,756 $ 88,648 $ 140,654 

20% 

Median 
$ 0 $ 7,000 $ 50,000 $ 100,000 

Data Source: SIPP 2008 Panel, wave 10, August-November 2011. Excludes people who have zero balances. 

 

 

Table A4: Average and Median Retirement Account Balances of People Ages 50-64 including 
those with zero account balances in the U.S., by Household Income as of November 2011.  

Total Household 
Income Quartiles 

 KEOGH IRA 401K, 
403B, 
Thrift 
Plans 

All 
Retirement 
Accounts 

People 
Ages 50-64 

Bottom 25th 
percentile ($0-
$32,592) 

Mean  $ 98   $ 8,447   $ 5,936   $ 14,481  
14,856,154 Median 

 $ 0  $0  $0  $0 

25-50th percentile 
($32,592-$60,108) 

Mean  $  464   $ 11,282   $ 12,686   $24,432  
14,845,067 

Median  $ 0  $0  $ 0  $0 

50-75th percentile 
($60,108-$101,328) 

Mean  $486   $ 20,652   $ 31,857   $52,995  
14,854,698 

Median  $0  $0  $0  $7,000  

75-100th percentile  
(More than $101,328) 

Mean  $744   $37,841   $ 60,522   $99,106  
14,838,425 

Median  $0  $0  $9,000   $39,000  
Data Source: SIPP 2008 Panel, wave 10, August-November 2011. Includes people who have zero balances in their 
retirement accounts. 



 

Table A5:  Average and Median Retirement Account Balances for People Ages 50-64 with 
Non-Zero Balances in the U.S., by Household Income as of November 2011 

Total Household 
Income Quartiles 

  KEOGH IRA 401K, 
403B, 
Thrift 
Plans 

All 
Retirement 
Accounts 

Fraction of 
the 
Population 

Bottom 25th 
percentile ($0-
$32,592) 

Mean $438 $37,720 $26,508 $64,667 
6% Median 

$0 $3,000 $3,000 $24,000 

25-50th percentile 
($32,592-$60,108) 

Mean $1,132 $27,532 $30,957 $59,620 10% 
Median $0 $50 $9,000 $29,000 

50-75th percentile 
($60,108-$101,328) 

Mean $839 $35,673 $55,027 $91,539 
14% 

Median $0 $1,000 $21,000 $50,000 

75-100th percentile  
(More than $101,328) 

Mean $1,030 $52,366 $83,753 $137,149 
18% 

Median $0 $7,000 $40,000 $90,000 
Data Source: SIPP 2008 Panel, wave 10, August-November 2011. Excludes people who have zero balances. 

 

                                                           
i The data in this brief is from the 2008 panel of the Survey of Income and Program Participation 

(SIPP). The adults followed in each SIPP panel come from a nationally representative sample of 

households in the civilian non-institutionalized U.S. population. People selected into the SIPP 

sample are interviewed once every 4 months over the life of the panel, and each four month 

period referred to as a wave. The 2008 Panel began in September 2008 is planned to have 13 

waves and had an original workload of 52,301 households. We use data from the tenth wave of 

the 2008 panel, which was fielded in August 2011 through November 2011. In particular, we use 

information from the Assets and liabilities topical module. Each respondent was asked whether 

they had a KEOGH, IRA, 401K, 403B or Thrift plan, and what the market value of the assets in 

the accounts was for each of these accounts as of the last day of the reference period.  

 


