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Many financial needs are 
driven by key life events – 
including getting married 
and having children – and as 
the family is central to these 
life events, it is an important 
consideration in building a 
picture of an individual’s long-
term financial needs. When 
planning for retirement, people 

will not simply be looking to generate a retirement 
income to support their own lifestyle, they also 
need to consider the needs of their spouse. Other 
financial responsibilities might arise later in life - 
such as helping children fund their college fees or 
first home, or helping elderly parents with the cost 
of long-term care. 

Financial advisers will often ask people to think 
about their income on a household basis, reflecting 
the fact that many households have at least two 
incomes and may well be reliant upon more than 
one income to fund the family’s lifestyle and any 
savings habits. It is therefore important that financial 
products and solutions reflect the needs of the 
whole family. The scenarios below illustrate some of 
the ways in which people typically fail to grasp how 
the wider financial needs of their family can impact 
their personal finance planning: 

  If married men prefer to buy single-life annuities 
when they enter retirement, these policies 
will only provide income until their own death 
and risk potentially pushing their widows into 
financial hardship in later life. Evidence in the 
UK suggests that some women fall into poverty 
in old age largely because of their spouse’s 
choice of annuity product when they entered 
retirement i  

  If families fail to protect their income especially 
when there are dependent children in the 
household, there is a danger that households 
may be exposed if unforeseen events occur, 
such as the serious illness of a breadwinner. 

This scenario might see households having to 
draw on any retirement savings years before 
they reach retirement age 

  Parents who don’t insure their children’s health 
expose the whole family to additional financial 
risks, given that the ill-health of a child may 
prevent a breadwinner from going out to work, 
which will not only reduce household incomes 
but also the ability to save for the long term 

  Parents who do not take steps to properly plan 
their tax affairs in later life may undermine their 
aspiration to leave a financial bequest to their 
children and grandchildren, by exposing their 
estate to unnecessary inheritance tax liabilities. 
The findings in Part 3 show widespread failure 
to undertake even the most basic inheritance 
planning such as writing a will 

Getting all families to put in place a comprehensive 
safety net which covers savings, investments and 
protection, backed up with professional financial 
advice and tax planning, should be a fundamental 
aspect of how we plan for the future.  

Mark Twigg
Director, Cicero Consulting

Introduction from the author
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This report, Why family matters, is a supplementary 
report to the main 2011 report, The power of 
planning, the sixth in The Future of Retirement 
series. Both reports highlight findings from a survey 
of more than 17,000 people in 17 countries: 

Argentina 
Brazil 
Canada
China
France 
Hong Kong
India
Malaysia
Mexico
Poland
Saudi Arabia
Singapore
South Korea
Taiwan
United Arab Emirates
United Kingdom
United States

The report surveyed ‘financial trendsetters’ of 
working age (mostly between 30 and 60 years 
old) who tend to be more educated than average, 
live in urban areas and have greater access to the 
internet. Those in emerging economies tend to 
share the same attitudes and behaviours as those 
in the developed world, including attitudes towards 
retirement planning. The survey was conducted 
online in December 2010 and some data was 
collected on both a household and individual basis.

In this report, we look at some important 
differences in how people plan for retirement within 
different types of households. In particular, we 
examine the gender gap between how men and 
women plan for their retirement and how that gap 
might be influenced by the onset of children and 
differences in working patterns. One overriding 
conclusion is that the family unit remains central 
all around the world to how, and indeed whether, 
people are undertaking financial planning for 
retirement. 

The report is divided into four sections. Part 1 
looks at how different family structures, working 
patterns and gender differences influence attitudes 
to retirement and people’s aspirations for later 
life. Part 2 looks at how responsibility for financial 
matters is divided up in households, and the need 
for women to get more involved in shared decision-
making. Part 3 focuses on the family safety net and 
demonstrates how many households are failing to 
adequately plan for all eventualities. Part 4 looks 
at the risk appetites of respondents and reveals 
generally high levels of aversion to investment risk, 
particularly among women. 

HSBC’s The Future of Retirement programme 
is a world-leading independent study 
into global retirement trends. It provides 
authoritative insights into the key issues 
associated with ageing populations and 
increasing life expectancy around the world. 
Since The Future of Retirement programme 
began in 2005, more than 110,000 people 
worldwide have been surveyed.  

The research
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Children make for happy retirements

  Globally, family life plays a central role in enjoying a 
happy retirement. Men with wives and children are 
among the most likely (38%) to see retirement as 
a time of happiness, whereas only 27% of single 
women without children thought this. In contrast, 
nearly 1-in-4 (22%) single women without children 
associate retirement with being lonely, the most 
likely group to think this

 
  This strong relationship between parent and child 

is most pronounced among cohabiting women, 
64% of whom want to live near their children and 
grandchildren, and 60% of whom want to pass on 
wealth to their children when they die 

  However, the impact of children on people’s 
aspirations for retirement is not felt universally 
around the world. While people in Asia are much 
more positive in their outlook towards retirement 
compared to respondents in the West, the 
presence of children is not the source of that 
optimism 

  Equal numbers of parents and non-parents 
in Asian countries associate retirement with 
happiness, in contrast to Europe and North 
America, where parents take a more positive 
view of retirement, being more likely to associate 
retirement with happiness and less likely to 
associate it with loneliness 

  Respondents in Europe and North America 
are also the least likely to want to spend their 
retirement living with their grown-up children. Just 
3% of Americans aspire to this. In countries like 
China and India, large minorities of respondents 
(25% and 32% respectively) would like to spend 
their retirement living with their children or other 
family members 

  Surprisingly, even though many cultures 
associate growing old with wisdom, only 25% of 
respondents around the world actually associate 
wisdom with retirement. However, parents are 
more likely to think this (35%)

Men take the lead in household financial decisions

  65% of men said that they make all or most of the 
financial decisions in the house without any input 
from others, compared to just 53% of women 
who said that they were the sole decision-maker 

  This major gender gap in financial decision-
making is apparent across all age groups. When 
it comes to saving for retirement, men are more 
likely to exercise sole responsibility for making 
decisions Women need to become more 
engaged with their retirement by sharing more 
of the long-term planning with their spouse, so 
that they don’t lose out

  The only area where women are more likely to be 
the sole decision-maker is in household budgeting. 
Even here, the gender gap disappears among 
those in their thirties, with younger men taking a 
stronger interest in this aspect of financial planning 
than older men 

  Significantly, women are far more likely to stop 
working full-time when they have children (47%), 
compared to just 1-in-6 (15%) men. The onset of 
parenthood not only reduces women’s role in the 
workplace, it also reduces their role in making 
financial decisions in the home. When looking at 
financial decion-making, the gender gap is greatest 
among men and women who have children

Serious gaps in household financial plans

  A major gender gap exists in financial planning: 
only 44% of women stated that they had a 
financial plan in place for their own or their family’s 
future, compared to 54% of men

  Married people plan ahead in greater numbers and 
experience a smaller gender gap when looking at 
who exercises financial responsibility – 55% of 
married women and 62% of married men have 
made a financial plan

  Among the 50% of our survey who have financial 
plans, there are major gaps in household financial 
provision, with people failing to act on the financial 
needs generated by family life events and triggers

  Worryingly, the take-up of life insurance does not 
increase markedly among those with children: 
34% of those with children had life insurance 
compared to 30% of those without

  37% of those in their fifties who said that they 
already have a financial plan in place did not have 
retirement savings as part of those plans 

  In spite of the changing financial needs throughout 
people’s lives, 60% of respondents have never 
sought professional financial advice to help them, 
relying instead on their own knowledge or that of 
friends and family 

Key findings
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Poor understanding of investment risk

  The majority of households have a predominantly 
risk-averse attitude, and are more likely to forego 
the benefits of long-term investing in favour of 
security in the short term. This view is particularly 
prominent among women especially in Western 
countries  

  44% of households are using cash deposits to 
fund retirement, compared with only 22% using 
mutual funds and investments. This suggests a 
mismatch in how households allocate their wealth 
between short-term financial products  and long-
term financial needs

  This mismatch can be partly explained by 
the global financial crisis, which has shaken 
confidence in long-term investments. Of those 
who believe that they will be worse off in 
retirement than their parents, 38% said this was 
because the global financial crisis has reduced the 
value of their investments and savings 

  Even so, only 13% of men and 18% of women 
thought that investing in stocks and shares was 
extremely risky. Encouragingly, more of our 
respondents recognise that doing nothing to plan 
ahead financially is also extremely risky, with 18% 
of men and 25% of women believing that not 
having a retirement fund was extremely risky 

What families can do

From the research findings, there are four actions 
which households can take to improve their future 
financial well-being:

1.   Share decision-making. It is important that 
household financial planning is shared and takes 
into account the family unit and the potential 
financial needs of spouses, children and any other 
dependent relatives. 

2.   Review financial plans in light of major life 
events. Financial planning should not be static. 
Family events like births, deaths and marriages 
should act as triggers to start or review the family’s 
financial arrangements. 

3.   Sense-check decisions with a professional 
financial adviser. Even where plans are put in 
place, they will contain gaps. Seeking professional 
advice can help to identify and plug any gaps that 
might arise.

4.   Take a balanced approach to managing 
investment risk. Households should balance the 
need to protect their investments in the short 
and medium term with the need to generate an 
adequate retirement income in the long term



The Future of Retirement  Part One10

Men with wives and children are among the most likely (38%) 
to see retirement as a time of happiness, whereas only 27% of 
single women without children thought this.38% 

Part One

How family life 
influences attitudes to 
retirement
A time of happiness or loneliness
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We asked people to select from a range of factors 
which they associated with retirement. This 
included positive associations such as freedom, 
happiness and wisdom, and negative associations 
such as loneliness, poor health and financial 
hardship. We found that it is a combination of 
work and family life which helps to explain 
people’s positive or negative associations  
with retirement.

The impact of working patterns

People in full-time employment have a more 
positive outlook on retirement. Not surprisingly 
given their higher income levels, they are less 
concerned about financial hardship in old age.

Part-time workers, however, earn just 79% of the 
average salaries of full-time workers – and expect 
to fall even further behind, with expected earnings 
worth just 69% of full-time workers by the time 
they reach retirement age. This means that, for 
those in part-time work, the ability to sustain a 
savings habit in their own right is constrained. 
Given the concentration of women in part-time 
work, this helps to explain why they continue to 
amass lower savings levels and enjoy less access 
to private pension assets.  

When we looked at which groups expect retirement 
to bring them happiness, the results largely confirm 
that those who are most secure in their work and 
family life are most likely to see retirement as a 
happy experience:

  Men in full-time employment (38%) and men who 
are married with children (again 38%) are among 
the most likely to associate old age with happiness 

  Surprisingly, the group which came out on top 
with 42% was widowed women with children. 
Even though this group has experienced the 
trauma of losing their spouse, their children 
represent a major factor in helping them to 
remain positive about their retirement. In 
contrast, only 27% of widows without children 
think retirement will bring them happiness  

The importance of children

Being happy in retirement is not therefore just 
about having enough money to live on. Family life 
– and in particular the presence of children – clearly 
also makes a difference to people’s sense of well-
being and whether or not they are looking forward 
to old age. 

Looking broadly at the global findings, those 
without children are more likely to have negative 
associations with retirement, such as loneliness. 

  Nearly 1-in-4 (22%) single women without 
children associated retirement with loneliness. 
This figure rose to over one-third (35%) of 
widowed women with no children 

  These figures compared with 1-in-6 (17%) 
married men with children and 1-in-7 (14%) 
cohabiting men with children 

However, this positive impact of parenthood is 
not universal. It is most likely to be found among 
respondents in countries where retirees are likely to 
be more economically independent of their children, 
such as in Europe, North and Latin America. For 
example, only small numbers of people in these 
regions (3% of those in the UK and the USA) 

In this section, we seek to explore 
different demographic groups’ perceptions 
of retirement and look at how their 
attitudes vary according to different family 
types and marital status. 
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Figure 1:
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Figure 1: Happiness, loneliness, marriage and retirement 

Q. Which of the following do you associate with retirement?

Base: All respondents, multiple responses allowed

wished to live with their children or other family 
members when they reach retirement .

This picture contrasts sharply with the Middle East 
and Asia, where the family unit still plays a strong 
role in providing a safety net in later life. For example:

  One third (32%) of Indians think that they will 
live with relatives during their old age (10 times 
higher than the USA and the UK)

  85% thought that the ‘joint family system’ 
(where children, parents and grandparents all live 
under one roof) will remain either very or quite 
important in Indian society 

However, living with extended family in retirement 
(possibly because it is borne of financial dependence 
and necessity rather than choice) does not make 
people happier. In countries like China and India, 
which actually rank quite highly in terms of positive 
associations with retirement, we found that parents 
were no more likely than those without children to 
associate retirement with happiness. 

In fact, in some countries, it was those without 
children who were more likely to be looking forward 
to a happy retirement. Parents in India are more likely 
to associate retirement with financial hardship than 
those without children. So while people in these 
countries might be generally quite positive about 

their retirement prospects, parenthood is not the 
source of this optimism. 

The importance of marital status

Marital status also plays an important part in people’s 
views of retirement. Married people are generally 
more likely to view retirement positively compared to 
either cohabiting or single people. Cohabiting people 
are markedly less likely to see retirement positively. 
Being married brings with it a greater sense of long-
term financial security. For example:

  44% of cohabiting mothers were particularly 
concerned about the potential for financial 
hardship in retirement, compared to 34% of 
married mothers

  29% of married people with children expect to be 
either slightly worse off or much worse off than their 
own parents in retirement. This figure increases to 
45% of cohabiting people who have children 

Maintaining family ties in retirement 

60% of all respondents said that having loving family 
and friends around them was extremely important in 
retirement. As we saw earlier, in countries like India, 
this extends to large minorities of people who wish 
to live with their children when they reach old age.  
Across all the different family types, we found this to 
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One third (32%) of Indians think that they 
will live with relatives during their old age (10 
times higher than in the USA and the UK).

These aspirations concerning one’s family shape how people arrange their lives in retirement, where they 
choose to live, how they choose to spend their accumulated wealth and whether they choose to pass that 
wealth on to the younger generation. 

Table 1: Mothers have stronger aspirations for living near their 
children and passing on wealth
Q. People have different personal priorities in life. How important are the 
following to you? A. Very important to me

Base: Respondents who claimed Very important 

be more important to women than men, confirming 
the continuing importance of women’s role as 
homemaker, even in an age where more women 
have entered the world of paid employment.

The significance of family and gender in shaping 
people’s view of retirement is revealed in other 

ways and again key gender differences are apparent. 
Women are far more likely than men to say that living 
near children and grandchildren is a very important 
priority for them. They are also more likely to want to 
pass on wealth to their children. In both cases, this is 
especially true of cohabiting women. 

Men with children 
%

Women with children 
%

All with children 
%

Living near my children  
or grandchildren

Passing on wealth to  
my children when I die

Married     Cohabiting 

43                  41

35                  43

Married       Cohabiting 

51                    64

37                    60

Married    Cohabiting 

46               54

35              53
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Men were 50% more likely than women to rate their financial 
knowledge as expert.50% 

Part Two

Financial responsibility 
between the sexes  
Gender differences in how households plan their finances
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While it might be practical for one partner to take 
the lead in research or action, decisions should be 
discussed and made jointly on a fully informed basis. 
However, at present, many people – particularly men 
– claim to exercise sole responsibility for household 
financial decisions. 

It is clear that men and women behave differently, with 
men being more proactive in managing most areas of 
the household’s finances. However, there are some 
important geographic differences, with East Asian 
countries such as China, Taiwan and Korea showing 
the greatest gender equality in retirement planning. 

15

In this section, we look at the differences 
between men and women in how they 
undertake financial planning, and examine 
whether there are any differences in who 
exercises financial responsibility 
in the household. 

Figure 2:
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Figure 2: Retirement decision-making varies greatly by gender across 
the world

Q. Who in your household is most likely to take responsibility for making 
decisions about saving for retirement? A. I am most likely to take sole 
responsibility – my spouse/partner leaves it all to me. 

Base: All married, cohabiting and remarried respondents
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Men Women

Figure 3:

65

35

53

47

%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

I make all or most of the financial 
decisions in my household

I participate jointly in financial decisions 
with someone else in my household

When asked who was involved in making or 
reviewing any financial plan, women claim 
to feel included in making joint household 
decisions about the finances, whereas men 
claim to be making important financial decisions 
on their own. This is an interesting insight into 

people’s perceptions of how financial decisions 
are made and raises questions about how 
involved women really are. In figure 3, more 
men than women say they make most of the 
financial decisions in the household.

Figure 3: Men are more likely to act alone in financial decision-making   

Q: When it comes to decisions about your financial affairs, how would you describe 
yourself?

Base: All respondents who are married, cohabiting or remarried

65% of men said that they make all or most of the 
financial decisions in the house without any input 
from others, compared to just 53% of women who 
said that they were the sole decision-maker.
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Paying for family car/upkeep

Meeting the mortgage repayment/renting cost

Saving in other long-term investments

Saving for the children

Saving for retirement

Paying for life or health insurance

Building up short-term savings

Repaying credit card bills or bank loan

Paying for personal medical costs

Managing the household budget
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Figure 4:
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Figure 4: Men take the lead in decision-making across most aspects 
of financial planning  

Q: Who in your household is most likely to take sole responsibility for making  
decisions about the following financial matters? 

A: I am most likely to take sole responsibility – my spouse/partner leaves it 
all to me. 

Base: All respondents who are married, cohabiting or remarried

Looking at the types of financial decisions 
being made, men say they exercise greater sole 
responsibility than women over almost every 
financial decision made in the home. The largest 
gaps in financial responsibility are in those 
areas where the traditional gender divides are 
strongest. For example:

  47% of men state that they take sole 
responsibility for paying for the family car, 

compared to just 19% of women – a gender 
gap of 28%

  Women are more likely to focus on 
managing the household budget, with 
37% of women taking sole responsibility 
compared to 34% of men. This was the only 
area in financial planning where women 
said they were more likely to take sole 
responsibility
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Figure 5: The narrowing gender gap in household budgeting, as younger men 
share responsibility  

Q. Who in your household is most likely to take sole responsibility for making  
decisions on managing the household budget? 

A. I am most likely to take sole responsibility – my spouse/partner leaves it all to me.

Base: All married, cohabiting and remarried respondents

However, some of these gender differences are 
widest among women in their fifties who will have 
grown up in a time when gender divisions within 
the household and in the workplace were more 
widespread. Among younger men and women, 
different patterns of financial behaviour and 

responsibilities have emerged – for example, while 
it is more common for older women to manage the 
household budget, we now see that men in their 
thirties are as involved as women in their thirties 
(see figure 5).
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Figure 6:
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Figure 6: The gender gap in saving for retirement persists, leaving women 
potentially exposed to financial hardship in later life 

Q. Who in your household is most likely to take responsibility for making  
decisions on saving for retirement? 

A. I am most likely to take sole responsibility – my spouse/partner leaves it  
all to me. 

Base: All married, cohabiting and remarried respondents

This shows a continuing gender division in 
which women remain more concerned with 
managing the short-term financial decisions, 
and are generally less engaged in longer-term 
decision-making, which could potentially impact 
their prosperity in retirement. Factors outside 
the home such as employment trends contribute 
to this: 

  Nearly half (47%) of married women stopped 
working at some point to have children. This 
compares to around 1-in-6 (15%) men 

  Part-time female workers are among the 
most likely (30%) to think that they will not 
cope financially when they retire

  Women are most likely (53%) to cite 
insecurity at work as the reason they are not 
looking forward to retirement

  Part-time female workers (61%) are the 
most likely to see good financial planning 
as extremely important in achieving a happy 
retirement, more than any other group  
of workers

However, in those areas where men have 
traditionally played the major financial role 
within the household – critically in the area of 
retirement saving – we do not see a narrowing 

of the gender gap. Even among those in their 
thirties, we find that men (38%) enjoy a 14% lead 
over women (24%) when it comes to making 
sole decisions about saving for retirement. 

37% of women take sole responsibility for managing 
the household budget, compared to 34% of men. 
This was the only area in financial planning where 
women said they were more likely to take sole 
responsibility.
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Gender differences in how people make 
financial decisions

Research findings from the USA show a 
preference for a do-it-yourself attitude to 
financial planning among adults.ii  However, 
our findings suggest that this self-directed 
approach is more common among men when 
they are considering financial products like 
savings, investments and insurance:  

  Men feel more able to take a do-it-yourself 
approach to financial planning, being more 
comfortable in relying on websites or their 
own instincts. Men are more likely to make 
their own calculations (46% versus 42% for 
women) and are more likely to undertake 
research on the internet (36% versus 32% 
for women) 

  Women are more likely to seek guidance 
from another person – whether that is a 
family member, a friend or an adviser. 51% 
of women said that they speak to family 
and friends, compared to 42% of men 

That men are more likely to rely on the internet 
to help them make financial decisions reflects 
the generally heavier internet usage among 
men. It also reflects the fact that men feel 
more financially sophisticated and confident in 
making decisions without reference to experts. 

  While just one-quarter of men (26%) 
described their level of experience in 
managing their finances as basic, the figure 
for women was one-third (32%). 

  Men were 50% more likely than women to 
rate their financial knowledge as expert.  

Women could be missing the opportunity to 
use the internet to improve their own financial 
knowledge and awareness. Evidence from 
surveys in the USA shows how digital media 
can promote new skills. For example, over half 
of American adults now look for information 
about their health online.iii  Our own research 
shows how among ‘Generation X’ (those 
aged 30 to 40) the internet is helping to 
fuel increased financial engagement. This is 
particularly true in emerging markets in Asia.iv 

Patterns of employment make a major difference 
in who takes the financial decisions within the 
home. The major breadwinner will often find 
themselves making the key financial decisions. 
Even in an age of greater gender equality, this still 
has significant implications for women, given that 
around 65% of full-time workers in our survey are 
males while 63% of our part-time workers are 
females: 

  Full-time workers are less likely than those 
in part-time employment to share financial 
decision-making in the home 

  66% of full-time workers say they make 
decisions about household finances on their 
own. This falls to 51% among part-time 
workers and just 47% among those women 
who work in part-time employment 

The fact that women are more likely to be 
in part-time work reflects the increasingly 
common choice by women in many countries 
to better balance paid employment and 
childcare responsibilities. When women 
become mothers, they exercise less sole 
influence on financial decision-making. 
Balancing work and home life has negatively 
impacted women’s earning potential, but 
this impact is not seen to the same extent in 
working men who have families.  

  66% of men in full-time employment say 
they exercise sole responsibility for financial 
decision-making. The figure for men with 
children was exactly the same (66%), 
reflecting the fact that most men remain in 
full-time employment after fatherhood 

  While 59% of women in full-time work claim 
to exercise sole responsibility for financial 
decision-making, the number falls to just 43% 
among women with children, who are more 
likely to choose part-time work or leave the 
job market altogether 

As working patterns evolve to accommodate 
the onset of children, women find themselves 
playing a less significant role as breadwinners 
and they also become less involved in the 
financial decision-making.

When becoming parents, couples need to 
ensure that they make key financial planning 
decisions jointly, given that any decisions made 
will impact the financial well-being of both 
individuals in later life irrespective of who is 
earning the household’s income. 

Impact of working lives  
on financial decision-making 
in the home
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Do my own financial calculations

Speak to family and friends

Online research from official websites

Read articles  in the media

Consult a professional financial advisor

Seek advice from my bank

Informal online research (such as discussion forums,
chat rooms, bulletin boards and blogs)

Seek advice from a tax lawyer

Respond to advertising materials (including TV, radio,
newspaper, magazines, etc.)

Seek advice from an accountant
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Figure 7: Men feel more financially sophisticated than women    

Q. How would you describe your level of experience in managing your finances?

Figure 8: Men take the lead in web-based financial planning    

Q. When considering financial products like savings, investments and insurance,  
which of the following activities do you do to help make decisions?

Base: All respondents

Base: All respondents
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Married people plan ahead in greater numbers and experience a smaller 
gender gap (7%) when looking at who exercises financial responsibility 
– 55% of married women and 62% of married men have made a 
financial plan.

7%

Part Three

Household financial 
planning
Gaps in the family’s financial safety net
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Being able to manage a household income and 
build financial assets for the long term, while 
protecting against financial risks throughout 
life, will be critical to the well-being of all 
citizens in the 21st century. In this section, we 
look at families’ financial plans and where the 
unmet financial needs are most likely to be. We 
started by looking at the profile of those who 
state they have a financial plan in place. 

  Only 50% of respondents say they have a 
financial plan in place for their own or their 
family’s future. Even here, we see a gender 
gap with 54% of men having a financial plan 
compared to just 44% of women

  Married people plan ahead in greater 
numbers and experience a smaller gender 
gap when looking at who exercises financial 
responsibility – 55% of married women and 
62% of married men have made a financial 
plan

  This could be largely explained by employment 
patterns, with many more working mothers 
concentrated in part-time work (who are less 
likely to have a plan) compared to working 
fathers who are more likely to be found 
working in full-time employment

More support is needed either through 
government programmes to improve financial 
education or through better access to professional 
advice to encourage women, including working 
mothers, to get their financial planning underway. 
For example, in one innovative initiative in the UK, 
midwives were enrolled by the financial services 
regulator to disseminate financial planning 
information targeted at new parents. v 
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Yes No Yes No

Figure 10:

Married men with children Married women with children

62% 38% 55% 45%

Yes No Yes No

Figure 9:

Men Women

55% 45% 44% 56%

Figure 9: Men are more likely than women to have a financial plan      

Q: Do you have a financial plan for you and your family’s future?

Figure 10: Men still more likely than women to plan financially after the 
onset of parenthood       

Q. Do you have a financial plan for you and your family’s future?

Base: All respondents

Base: All respondents
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Yes No Yes No

Figure 11:

Full-time workers Part-time workers

56% 44% 42% 58%

Figure 11: Financial planning also affected by employment patterns      

Q: Do you have a financial plan for you and your family’s future?

Base: All respondents



The Future of Retirement  Part Three26

Figure 12:

RetirementWork

Pre-retirement
consumption

Savings

Post-retirement
consumption

Start work
Over half (54%) of those 
aged 30 to 39 do not 
have any short-term 
savings.

Married life/cohabiting
Only 27% of those aged
40 to 49 are protecting their
assets. 

Parenthood
43% of those aged
40 to 49 do not have
any life insurance.

Semi retirement
Only 21% of those aged 
50 to 59 are undertaking 
tax planning.

Full retirement
84% of all respondents 
have not made a will.

Asset peak
37% of those aged 
50 to 59 do not have 
a retirement plan.

Figure 12: The gaps in households’ financial plans      

In addition to these variations in financial 
responsibilities, there are also significant gaps in 
the contents of household financial plans. Figure 12 
illustrates schematically how individuals accumulate 
wealth during the course of their adult lives. After 
starting work in early adult years, a person’s income 
and wealth typically grow well into their fifties and 
possibly beyond, depending on when they enter 

retirement and start to draw down on savings and 
investments. The exact shape of this curve will vary 
across countries and households, depending on 
a range of factors including patterns in work and 
home ownership, family life, retirement trends and 
life expectancy. However, all households need to 
protect their financial assets to ensure that they are 
not used up before retirement. 

Figure 12 shows responses from the 50% of 
people surveyed who stated they had a financial 
plan in place for their own or their families’ 
futures. Yet despite these plans, we can see how 
throughout adult life there are quite significant gaps 

in the financial planning people are undertaking. 
Nearly half (47%) of those with financial plans are 
not saving for retirement, and this remains high 
even among those in the immediate pre-retirement 
age (37% of 50 to 59 year olds). 
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Retirement savings Life insurance

Figure 13:
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In addition to the retirement savings gap, there are 
other gaps in families’ financial plans which can 
impact on their economic well-being.

Another key finding is the presence of a major 
protection gap, evident in all 17 countries surveyed 
(see figure 14). The fact that such large numbers 
of households are neither saving for the short 
term nor taking out life insurance protection (see 
figure 12) is leaving families greatly exposed to 
unforeseen events.

All people of working age with dependent children 
have a genuine need for protection through 
insurance. Life insurance is widely available in 
most markets, yet the failure to insure that need 
could result in the surviving spouse and family 
having to deplete any savings well before they 
reach retirement age. From this perspective, 
protecting the household’s financial assets during 
parents’ working lives should be seen as an 
important part of retirement planning. 
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Figure 13: Only half of financial plans contain retirement savings and life  
insurance, even among those nearing retirement      

Q. Which of the following does your financial planning include?

Base: All respondents with a financial plan, multiple responses allowed
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  Many families overlook the protection gap, 
with vast numbers of parents with dependent 
children failing to include protection within 
their financial plans. Less than half of parents 
had individual term insurance in 14 of the 17 
countries surveyed. Only India, South Korea 
and Taiwan scored above 50% in terms of 
families having term life insurance

  The risks of being underinsured are poorly 
understood by parents. Only 55% of parents 
with financial plans have some sort of life 
insurance contained in it. This compares to 
52% of those who did not have children

  Surprisingly, there was virtually no difference 
in life insurance penetration in families with or 
without children. As figure 15 shows, around 
1-in-5 (22%) people with children identified not 
having life insurance as being extremely risky. 
This is about the same proportion (21%) as 
among people with no children. Insufficient 
numbers of parents recognise the increasing 
financial risks they face

Figure 14: The shortfall in life insurance protection among parents        

Q. Which of the following types of insurance products do you and your partner  
currently hold? 

A. Individual term life insurance cover
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Figure 15:

%

Average With no
children

With any
children

With 1
child

With 2
children

With 3
children

0

5

10

15

20

25

29

Figure 15: The risk of doing nothing        

Q. How risky do you rate the following activities? Rating: Extremely risky

A. Not having life insurance 

Base: All respondents

37% of those in their fifties who said that they already 
have a financial plan in place did not have retirement 
savings as part of those plans.
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44% of households are using cash deposits to fund retirement, 
compared with only 22% using mutual funds and investments.44% 

Part Four

Attitudes to risk
The need to change household risk appetites



31

Investing for the long-term involves 
people having to make a trade-off 
between risk and reward. In this section, 
we share our findings on consumer 
attitudes to financial risk, including how 
well investment risks are understood and 
what gender differences exist that may 
disadvantage women.

Men and women display very different attitudes 
when it comes to embracing long-term 
investment risks. Whereas only one-in-four 
men (25%) count themselves as conservative 
investors, this rose to two-fifths (39%) of 
women. China is the only country in the survey 
where women have a greater risk appetite than 
men: in all other countries women appear to be 
more risk averse.  This gap is largest in France 
where nearly two thirds (59%) of women - 
compared to two fifths (40%) of men - said that 
they are risk averse and would therefore accept 
lower investment returns in exchange for not 
losing any of their investment. 

There is also an East-West split, with greater 
numbers of risk-averse households in developed 
markets such as France, Canada, the USA 
and the UK. One reason why households in 
emerging markets – like China and India – 
have a higher risk tolerance could be tied to 
inflation: as they have to deal with higher levels 
of inflation (typically around 6-8% per annum), 
they need to seek out higher returns in order 
to protect the real value of their savings and 
investments.vi 



The Future of Retirement  Part Four32

Globally, 31% of respondents regard themselves 
as being conservative and their cautious approach 
may be limiting the potential for long-term growth 
in their savings. This can be seen when we 
look at how people are currently saving for their 
retirement.

  Cash savings accounts proved to be the single 
most popular form of retirement assets, 
even though other investments have typically 
generated better long-term returns 

  44% of people say they are making use of cash 
savings accounts to help fund their retirement 

  Just 22% said that they were using mutual 
funds and investments

  A further 11% were using employee stock/
share schemes 

This preference for safer investment options is not 
unexpected given the prevailing investment market 
conditions since the financial crisis of 2007: 38% of 
those who believe that they will be worse off than 
their parent’s generation said this was because the 
global financial crisis has reduced the value of their 
investments and savings.
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Figure 16:
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Figure 16: Women more likely to sacrifice returns to protect their 
investment        

Q. When it comes to investing, which of the following best describes your  
risk tolerance? 

A. Conservative. I don’t want to lose money, and realise I won’t make a large return

Base: All respondents
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Addressing people’s perceptions of risk is 
important for a number of reasons:

  Generally, the concept of risk is poorly 
understood – for example, flying by plane is 
seen to be as risky as crossing the road, even 
though many more people are injured or killed 
(per mile travelled) on the roads every year. 
How people conceptualise the risks around 
them often reflects irrational fears rather than 
actual experience 

  When we asked people to rate various 
(financial and non-financial) activities on a risk 
scale of 1 to 10 – including things like saving and 
investing for the long term, through to driving 
without wearing a seatbelt – those activities 
seen to be the riskiest were those which are 
commonly the subject of public awareness 
campaigns, such as drink-driving, smoking, or 
driving without wearing a seatbelt

 
  Women consistently ranked all the activities as 

riskier than men did. So not only are women 
less likely to accept risk (see figure 16), but they 
are also more likely to see all activities as being 
riskier, in part explains why women are less 
proactive in taking responsibility for managing 
long-term finances  

  This is reflected in the savings and investment 
choices of women who are more likely to invest 
in cash savings than men. Whereas more men 
than women say they save for retirement in 
mutual funds and investments (24% of men 
compared to 18% of women), we found that 
more women than men (44% of women 
compared to 43% of men) say they save for 
retirement through cash savings accounts 

The success of public awareness campaigns in 
encouraging households to avoid certain risks 
(such as driving without wearing a seatbelt) has 
been clearly established. Even though the risks 
associated with numerous road safety campaigns 
were not widely accepted by motorists at the 
outset, behavioural patterns have changed 
over time given the considerable investment in 
communications campaigns. This could also apply 
to efforts to encourage people to undertake long-
term investing. 

Encouraging households to accept a greater 
degree of long-term investment risk is a 
major challenge. Part of this challenge could 
be addressed through greater financial 
education, to help people better understand 
risk and reward. Raising the level of financial 
sophistication and financial literacy has 
been widely recognised as a broad public 
policy objective in many countries.vii   Low 
levels of financial education lead to negative 
consequences for individuals (such as under-
saving or inappropriate product choices) as 
well as to the wider economy (such as less 
efficient financial markets).viii  Efforts to better 
educate people about their finances should 
therefore play a role in improving the spread of 
retirement wealth over time. 

However, these initiatives often underplay the 
significance of family life in helping to form 
people’s understanding of financial matters. 
One USA survey conducted in 2010 revealed 
that when it comes to learning about personal 
finance, the home is the most commonly cited 
source for personal finance education: 41% 
of adults say they learned the most about 
personal finance from their parents or at home. 
Only 6% said school.ix  This process of home-
based learning can be further assisted by 
greater use of professional financial advice and 
financial planning tools. 

We also need to consider behavioural 
aspects – as one academic has commented, 
“psychology, not knowledge, may be the 
main driver of what people actually do”. x  As 
our own findings show, of those who do 
not have a financial plan in place, only 23% 
identified the lack of financial awareness as 
the reason why. There are more embedded 
psychological reasons why people aren’t saving 
for retirement. The creation of auto-enrolment 
schemes in countries as such as New Zealand 
and the USA is another route to overcoming 
these barriers. 

Changing household risk 
appetites through financial 
education and behavioural 
finance
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Positively harnessing this fear of doing nothing, 
through offering financial advice or solutions and via 

communications campaigns, should make a valuable 
contribution to growing household financial provisions. 

Table 2: The greater risk of doing nothing         
Q. How risky do you rate the following activities?  
Rating. Extremely risky

Base: All respondents

Men 
%

Women 
%

All 
%

Investing in stocks and 
shares (equities)

Not having a private  
retirement fund

Going on holiday  
without travel insurance

Not having life  
insurance

13

18

15

19

18

25

21

25

15

21

17

21

While the risk of investing for the long term might 
be a major concern to some households, and 
particularly to women, it is equally clear that many 
people are just as concerned about the risk of doing 
nothing. 

  While 15% of all respondents thought that 
investing in stocks and shares was extremely 
risky, 21% thought that not having a private 
retirement fund was extremely risky

  This fear of doing nothing is greater among 
women. Whereas 1-in-6 (18%) of men thought 
that not having a retirement fund was extremely 
risky, this figure was 1-in-4 (25%) of women. 
Similar responses were given when asked about 
not having life insurance or travel insurance
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Whereas only 1-in-4 men (25%) count themselves as 
conservative investors, this rose to two-fifths (39%) of 
women. China is the only country in the survey where 
women have a greater risk appetite than men: in all 
other countries women appear to be more risk averse.
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What families can do to better 
prepare for the future

Families can take a number of steps to ensure that their long-term 
financial plans are protected and that they are amassing sufficient 
assets to enjoy a comfortable retirement. From the research findings 
in this supplementary report, we have identified four actions that 
households can take to improve their future financial well-being:
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Understand the importance of the life events and life stages, then use these events as  
prompts to take action (for example, having children, saving for college fees, dealing with 
bereavement, divorce etc). It is important to consider the whole family when planning for  
your own financial needs. 
 
Large numbers of younger families do not have life insurance in place, while many still  
overlook the need to build retirement savings or undertake estate planning to ensure that  
their wealth is protected and managed as tax-efficiently as possible.

Use life events to start and review your 
financial plan 

Action2

   
Sense-check financial decisions and plans with an expert, to make sure that all 
eventualities are covered. Many household financial plans contain gaps and omissions: get 
a professional review of your family’s financial plan. 
 
Many people still prefer to apply a do-it-yourself approach to financial planning, with 60% 
not having sought professional financial advice. 

Review your financial plan with  
a professional adviser

Action3

  Balance the need to protect your investments in the short- and medium-term with the 
need to generate an adequate retirement income in the long-term.   
 
39% of women describe themselves as being conservative, which may possibly lead to 
lower incomes in retirement if they fail to strike the right balance when choosing whether 
to save or invest. 

Take a balanced approach to  
managing investment risk

Action4

  Make sure that financial planning decisions which affect the household – in particular 
retirement and protection needs – are shared and discussed with your partner, to make 
sure you are both better prepared for retirement and other life goals. 
 
Women across all age groups continue to lag behind their male peers when it comes to  
taking charge of their own retirement savings.

Share your financial decision-making1Action
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HSBC’s The Future of Retirement programme 
is a world-leading independent study into global 
retirement trends. It provides authoritative 
insights into the key issues associated with 
ageing populations and increasing life expectancy 
around the world.  Since the Future of Retirement 
programme began in 2005, more than 110,000 
people worldwide have been surveyed.

The research findings help HSBC to understand 
and meet the needs of its 89 million customers 
worldwide. The programme has positioned HSBC 
at the forefront of retirement thought leadership, 
and raised awareness of HSBC as a leader in the 
growing retirement services market.

The Future of Retirement 2011

The power of planning was the first report produced 
from our latest research questionnaire, which 
surveyed over 17,000 people from 17 countries 
in December 2010. It focused on the importance 
of planning for a happy retirement, and the steps 
people can take towards building an effective 
financial plan. Key findings included:

  Nearly 1-in-5 respondents (19%) did not know 
what their main source of retirement income 
would be

  Respondents in the West believe they will be 
worse off than their parents’ generation, while 
in emerging markets, people believe they will be 
better off 

  50% of respondents worldwide did not have a 
financial plan in place 

  On average, those with financial plans amassed 
nearly two-and-a-half times more in retirement 
savings compared to those without plans, a 
‘planning premium’ 

  Respondents in Eastern emerging economies 
are far more proactive with financial planning 
than those in the West

All global and country reports are available on:  
www.hsbc.com/retirement/future-of-retirement

HSBC

Headquartered in London, HSBC is one of the 
largest banking and financial services organisations 
in the world. HSBC’s international network 
comprises around 7,500 offices in over 80 countries 
and territories in Europe, the Asia-Pacific region, 
the Americas, the Middle East and Africa.  HSBC 
provides a comprehensive range of financial 
services to around 89 million customers through 
four global businesses: Retail Banking and Wealth 
Management; Commercial Banking; Global Banking 
and Markets; and Private Banking.

www.hsbc.com

Cicero

A leading consultancy firm serving the banking, 
insurance and asset management sector. Cicero 
specialises in public policy consulting as well as global 
thought leadership and independent market research. 
Cicero was established in 2001 and now operates from 
offices in London, Brussels, Washington and Singapore. 
As a market leader in pensions and retirement 
research, Cicero designed and analysed the research 
and wrote this report, with Mark Twigg as author and 
Chris Jackson as senior researcher.

www.cicero-group.com

i Department for Work and Pensions. 
ii  A survey conducted by AG Edwards found that 
35% trust themselves to make wise financial 
decisions while 16.9% rely on a financial adviser and 
16.2% rely on a parent or grandparent. Surprisingly, 
only 14% chose their spouse as a solid source for 
information, and more women than men picked their 
spouse; Forbes magazine, 15 April 2005. 
iii  Pew Internet and American Life Project, May 2011
iv  Future of Retirement: The Power of Planning, May 
2011
v  Financial Services Authority
vi  Figures according to The Economist, September 
2011
vii  To combat this problem there have been 
numerous initiatives launched mainly in developed 

countries such as the UK (CFEB, 2010), Canada 
(Financial Consumer Agency, 2001), and the USA 
(Financial Literacy and Education Commission, 
2003) to develop financial literacy. These typically 
involve websites providing a wealth of national and 
international information, including on innovative 
studies and tools.
viii  Bringing Financial Literacy and Education to 
Low and Middle Income Countries: The Need to 
Review, Adjust, and Extend Current Wisdom. Robert 
Holzmann, World Bank, IZA and CES, 13 July 2010
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