
Three ways 401(k) plan sponsors 
can help improve participants’ 
retirement readiness
In the fall of 2025, Nuveen and the TIAA Institute surveyed over 2,100 
participants in 401(k) plans about their retirement preparedness. The research 
explored participants’ understanding of retirement concepts as well as their 
withdrawal planning experiences with employer‑provided tools and education. 
The findings shed light on three ways plan sponsors can take an active role in 
preparing employees to convert their retirement savings into income.1
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#1: Ease the burden 
One-in-four 401(k) participants are not confident they’ll 
retire when they want, with the lifestyle they desire—and 
only 28% are very confident. 

Confidence and education gaps exist 

28%   Very confident

Participant confidence in timing and quality of retirement

47%   Somewhat confident
20%   Not too confident
5%     Not at all confident

7%     10–15 correct

On average, 401(k) participants correctly answered just one-third 
of 15 questions on retirement fluency topics. More than half 
correctly answered four questions or fewer, and only 7% correctly 
answered 10 or more.

42%   5–9 correct
52%   0–4 correct

To address gaps in confidence and knowledge, 
plan sponsors should provide education related 
to saving for retirement and withdrawing for 
retirement income. Education should include 
information on annuities and other retirement-
related topics such as Social Security, Medicare  
and long-term care.

#2: Provide tools and resources to 
encourage plan engagement  
Two-thirds of participants who have thought a lot about 
converting their 401(k) savings into retirement income 
report being very confident in choosing the best way to do 
so, compared to the less than one-in-three participants 
who have only thought about it some. The key differentiator 
between the two groups is greater use of plan‑provided 
resources, including both interactive and non‑interactive 
tools.2 Furthermore, while plan resources can boost 
participant confidence in retirement savings conversion, 
many participants don’t know what tools exist—but they are 
interested in using them if available. 

Usage and awareness are key 

A lot

Use of plan-provided resources among those who have thought 
about withdrawal planning a lot vs. some

Some

Used any plan resources

Used both interactive and
non-interactive resources

Only used interactive 
resources

Only used
non-interactive resources

77%

60%

52%

34%

15%

12%

10%

14%

65%
 

Say such a tool is not available to them or 
don’t know whether one is, but…

Of those would be interested in using 
one if available83%

 

Among participants who didn’t use plan-provided interactive tools 
for withdrawal planning 

Plan sponsors should offer a full range of 
complementary interactive and non‑interactive 
tools, supported by a strong communications 
strategy to drive awareness and usage.



Endnotes
1	Source for all data unless otherwise stated: Nuveen and TIAA Institute, “401(k) participant behavior: 

Knowledge and action,” 2026.
2	 Interactive tools give personalized and dynamic feedback based on the participant’s unique situation; 

non-interactive resources include educational resources that are not specific to the individual.
3	Source: Nuveen and the TIAA Institute, “Retirement savings to retirement income: 401(k) participant 

perspectives,” 2025. 
This material is not intended to be a recommendation or investment advice, does not constitute a solicitation 
to buy, sell or hold a security or an investment strategy, and is not provided in a fiduciary capacity. The 
information provided does not take into account the specific objectives or circumstances of any particular 
investor or suggest any specific course of action. Investment decisions should be made based on an 
investor’s objectives and circumstances and in consultation with his or her financial professionals. 
The views and opinions expressed are for informational and educational purposes only, as of the date 
of production/writing and may change without notice at any time based on numerous factors, such 

as market or other conditions, legal and regulatory developments, additional risks and uncertainties 
and may not come to pass. This material may contain “forward-looking” information that is not purely 
historical in nature. Such information may include, among other things, projections, forecasts, estimates 
of market returns, and proposed or expected portfolio composition. 
Any changes to assumptions that may have been made in preparing this material could have a material 
impact on the information presented herein by way of example. 
All information has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, but its accuracy is not guaranteed. 
There is no representation or warranty as to the current accuracy, reliability or completeness of, nor 
liability for, decisions based on such information and it should not be relied on as such. 
Any guarantees are backed by the claims-paying ability of the issuing company. 
Converting some or all of your savings to income benefits (referred to as “annuitization”) is a permanent 
decision. Once income benefit payments have begun, you are unable to change to another option. 
TIAA Institute is a division of Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association of America (TIAA), New York, NY. 
Nuveen, LLC provides investment solutions through its investment specialists. 
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How to incorporate survey insights into 
plan design
Providing tools and resources to boost employee 
understanding and confidence is crucial, but integrating 
a lifetime income solution into the plan menu may be the 
most important step for a plan sponsor.

Add lifetime income to the plan menu
Lifetime income solutions are highly sought after 
and can be intuitive for participants,3 and they can 
be straightforward for plan sponsors to implement.

Use target date funds with embedded  
lifetime income  
With set‑it‑and‑forget‑it glidepaths, target date 
strategies are a strong fit for lifetime income 
options, particularly as a Qualified Default 
Investment Alternative (QDIA), making saving  
and income generation simple and promoting  
early planning.

About the TIAA Institute 
Since 1998, the TIAA Institute has helped advance the 
ways individuals and institutions plan for financial security 
and organizational effectiveness. The Institute conducts 
in-depth research, provides access to a network of thought 
leaders and enables those it serves to anticipate trends, plan 
future strategies and maximize opportunities for success. To 
learn more, visit tiaainstitute.org.

About Nuveen
Nuveen, the investment manager of TIAA, offers a 
comprehensive range of outcome-focused in-vestment 
solutions designed to secure the long-term financial goals 
of institutional and individual investors. Nuveen has $1.4 
trillion in assets under management as of December 31, 
2025, and operations in over 25 countries. Its investment 
specialists offer deep expertise across a comprehen-sive 
range of traditional and alternative investments through a 
wide array of vehicles and customized strategies. For more 
information, please visit nuveen.com/retirement. 

#3: Meet participants where they  
are in the planning cycle 
In general, employees at various stages of their careers think 
about withdrawal planning differently. Surprisingly, despite 
their proximity to their retirement age, only about two-thirds 
of late-career 401(k) participants have given serious thought 
about how to withdraw retirement income from their 401(k) 
savings. And those who have thought about it are less likely 
than their younger peers to use plan-provided resources, both 
interactive and non-interactive, in the process.

Engagement varies by career stage 

How much participants have considered how they will withdraw 
money from their 401(k) for retirement 

A lot 
or some

A lot

74% 72%
68%

23% 26%
19%

Early-career
(age 18–34)

Mid-career
(age 35–54)

Late-career
(age 55 or older)

Use of any plan-provided resource among those who have given 
withdrawal planning some or a lot of thought

74% 71%
51%

Early-career Mid-career Late-career
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Interactive tools enable customization across 
life stages and increase engagement. Thus, plan 
sponsors should tailor communications by age 
cohort while providing and promoting interactive 
resources designed for participants at different 
points in their careers.

For more information, visit nuveen.com/participant-perspectives-2026.

http://www.tiaainstitute.org
http://www.nuveen.com/retirement
http://nuveen.com/participant-perspectives-2026

