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T H E  2 0 1 8  A N N U A L  
W O M E N  A N D  R E T I R E M E N T 
R E P O R T

Every year, as part of our annual Women and Retirement Report,  
Scottish Widows conducts research to assess the unique challenges 
facing women as they prepare for retirement.

This year’s findings are encouraging in many ways: the number of women 
saving adequately for retirement is at its highest since our research 
began. The small but steady progress in the number of women saving 
enough for later life in recent years shows that, to some extent, the 
gender gap in later life savings is narrowing. Auto-enrolment has also 
brought more savers into the fold, with the number of women not saving 
at all at a record low. 

The wider picture, however, reveals a worrying trend emerging among 
younger generations. Women in their 20s are far less likely than men 
of the same age to be saving enough – or anything at all – for later life. 
Fear of financial hardship – which women of all ages are more likely to 
experience – is discouraging women from saving into pensions, leaving 
the most financially vulnerable at an even greater disadvantage. 

In the 14th annual Women and Retirement report, we’ve examined 
these issues in more depth, and outlined our recommendations for how 
Government, pension providers, employers and individuals can work 
together to ensure more women are empowered to take ownership of 
their financial futures and look forward to retirement.  
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T H E  G E N D E R  S AV I N G S  G A P

SCOTTISH WIDOWS ADEQUATE SAVINGS INDEX

Women and Retirement Report 2018

The proportion of women saving adequately has risen steadily over the past few years, with the 
retirement savings gap between men and women narrowing.

All data based on those aged over 30. 
The Scottish Widows Adequate Savings Index measures how many people over the age of 30 are preparing adequately for retirement.  
This means those saving at least 12% of their income, or expecting their main retirement income to come from a Defined Benefit pension.
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2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
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However, progress is slow and the narrowing gap can be attributed to a decline in the number of 
men saving enough, rather than any improvement in women’s savings levels.

   Women not saving for retirement     Men not saving for retirement

18%



6

57% £270
57% of women aged 22-29 have  
experienced financial hardship

would be enough to put women  
aged 22-29 into debt

An unexpected bill of

S I X  I N  T E N  Y O U N G  W O M E N  A R E N ’ T  
S AV I N G  E N O U G H  F O R  R E T I R E M E N T

AND A QUARTER AREN’T PUTTING ANYTHING ASIDE AT ALL:

Women and Retirement Report 2018

NOT SAVING

Men aged 22-29 Women aged 22-29

17+83P25+75P17% 25%

SAVING ADEQUATELY

Men aged 22-29 Women aged 22-29

46+54P33+67P46% 33%

!
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42% of women aged 22-29 who don’t currently  
have a pension say they would be likely to start saving 

into one if they could have limited access to these funds 
throughout their life, equating to: 

19% of women aged 22-29 who do have a pension  
say they would be likely to save more into this  

if they had this access, equating to: 

B A R R I E R S  T O  S AV I N G

FOUR IN TEN YOUNG WOMEN ARE PUT OFF PAYING IN TO A PENSION BY 
NOT BEING ABLE TO ACCESS THEIR SAVINGS WHEN THEY NEED THEM  
– SUCH AS IF THEY WERE TO FACE A SUDDEN FINANCIAL EMERGENCY

Women and Retirement Report 2018

“Building greater flexibility into pension products would help kick-start 
a new wave of young female savers, while helping boost the amount 
that those already saving are putting aside. We believe that everyone 
should have penalty-free access to some of their pension savings, to 
help break down existing barriers and more closely reflect our lifestyles 
today and in the future.

“The proportion of women saving adequately has risen steadily over 
the past few years, with the retirement savings gender gap starting to 
narrow. While progress is positive, it’s still a slow burner.”

JACKIE LEIPER, RETIREMENT EXPERT AT SCOTTISH WIDOWS 

young women

367,000
young women

1,000,000
+ +
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T H E  W I D E R  P I C T U R E

1. Mean value of savings and investments (excluding equity in property and pension investments)

AVERAGE SAVINGS AND INVESTMENTS1

At every age, men’s savings outpace women’s – a gap that widens as 
savers reach their forties. 
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What’s more, while men’s savings continue to grow well into their seventies, 
women find that their savings drop off as they reach their sixties
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2. Mean value of savings and investments (excluding equity in property and pension investments)

“It’s good news that more women are saving for their retirement and 
undoubtedly auto-enrolment has played a big part in encouraging that 
shift. However, we are still seeing a disproportionate number of women 
facing financial hardship. More than 60% of our clients are women and 
those who come to us are getting in to financial difficulty at a younger 
age – two-thirds of our clients are now under 40.

“Many women fall in to debt because they simply don’t have the 
savings or financial resilience to manage life’s income and expenditure 
shocks, so women can be particularly vulnerable if they face situations 
like job loss, divorce or large unexpected household bills. Having 
£1,000 in savings can reduce the risk of falling in to problem debt by 
more than 40%. Giving people access to some of their pensions savings 
before retirement could help people avoid financial difficulties and 
encourage people to keep saving for retirement and stay in  
auto-enrolment.”

VIKKI BROWNRIDGE, DIRECTOR OF CHARITY DEVELOPMENT AT 
STEPCHANGE DEBT CHARITY

ON AVERAGE, THIS AMOUNTS TO MEN HOLDING NEARLY  
TWICE THE AMOUNT OF SAVINGS AND INVESTMENTS THAT WOMEN DO2

AND MEN ARE MORE LIKELY TO SAY THAT OVER THE 
NEXT 12 MONTHS, THEY WILL SAVE MORE FOR THEIR 

RETIREMENT THAN THEY DO NOW

£61,604
M E N W O M E N

£33,779

22%
M E N W O M E N

16%
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A person saving  
from age 

18 to 68
on starting salary

£15k
rising 1% annually  

in real terms

contributing

12%
a year and getting 
3% annual growth

taking

£1,000
out at ages 20, 21,  

25, 27 and 29

P O L I C Y  R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S

01
EMERGENCY CASH IS KEY TO BOOSTING PENSION SAVINGS 

Scottish Widows is calling on the Government to build greater flexibility into 
pension products by increasing the default level of savings and allowing savers 
penalty free access to some of their pension savings in times of financial hardship. 

There are a number of ways this could be implemented, with limits on the frequency 
and size of withdrawals, so that savers’ pension pots are not negatively affected.

We believe that a savings rate of 12% throughout someone’s working life is the 
minimum amount that people should be saving.  

At these levels of saving, we believe there is sufficient scope for retirement 
savings to play in a role in tackling financial hardship in the shorter term and 
safeguard families from problem debt. 

 
For example…

Women and Retirement Report 2018

which, taking  
an annuity at 

3.5%
and the State Pension 

on top, would be 
enough to get them a 
2/3 replacement rate

meaning they would have an 
annual retirement income of

£16,899
will still end up with  

a pot worth

£239k
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02
MAINTAIN EMPLOYER CONTRIBUTIONS IN TIMES OF FINANCIAL HARDSHIP

In addition, we believe that no-one should lose out on employer contributions 
to their pension if they are facing financial difficulties. This compounds financial 
hardship today into financial hardship in retirement. We therefore recommend 
that employer contributions continue in instances where employees have to opt 
out during times of financial hardship.

Women and Retirement Report 2018
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ABOUT THE RESEARCH:
The research was carried out online by YouGov across 
a total of 5,148 nationally representative adults in April 
2018, with additional research polling 2,041 nationally 
representative adults in September 2018. 

For further information please contact:

Julia Bush
Tel: 0207 331 5303 
Email: julia.bush@cohnwolfe.com    


