
The current federal policy of promoting an “ownership society” means
shifting risks that were once spread out among many workers and em-
ployers to individuals, who are now expected to manage individual ac-
counts: their 401(k) plans, their health savings accounts, and, if powerful
forces get their way, Social Security
individual accounts. None of this
bodes well for working people.
Twenty years of experience with
401(k) plans reveal that workers
will never be able to accumulate
enough assets in individual ac-
counts and choose payout options
that will provide a steady stream of
income for life after retirement. This
means that Americans will turn to
the option that American adults
have always relied on—contingent,
low-paying jobs—and will lose one
of the few remaining accomplish-
ments of the American working
class, retirement. 

Whither Retirement? 

The concept of retirement
changed in the post-Second World
War period, when U.S. workers,
through their collective power, won
retirement time. And retirement
time increased dramatically as a re-
sult of two factors. First, there were
large increases in longevity, primar-
ily in the mid-1970s, because of
three contemporaneous trends: re-
duced smoking among men, in-
creased Social Security benefits, and
increased access to health care through Medicare, each of which had its
salubrious effects on health. At the same time, the same programs en-
couraged men to retire at younger ages. This meant that workers’ house-
holds spent more time in a period of life called retirement, which opened
up to the working class a way of life heretofore reserved for the wealthy.
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Defined Benefit Plan: An employer pension
plan in which a retired employee receives a specific
amount based typically on salary history and years of
service. The employer determines the investments
and bears the investment risk and return, agreeing to
pay the stated benefit. Investment gains or losses do
not affect the benefit payable to the plan participant
at retirement. 

Defined benefit plans usually pay out benefits in
the form of a life annuity. Due to the Employee
Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) of 1974,
most defined benefit plans are further guaranteed
with insurance under a program administered by a
government agency called the Pension Benefit
Guaranty Corporation (PBGC). 

Defined Contribution Plan or 401(k)Plan: A
retirement savings plan administered at the work-
place that sets aside a certain amount of money each
year for an employee. Employers do not have to con-
tribute to the plan; but they do administer it. The
employee determines how much to contribute sub-
ject to limitations. These contributed funds are in-
vested in investment products containing stocks,
bonds or other securities. The employer chooses the
investment products but the worker decides how
their funds are allocated among them. Some plans
restrict the bulk of the investments in the employer’s
stock. The plan's accumulated value at retirement or
termination represents the total value of all contribu-
tions made and investment income earned or lost.
The investment results of a defined contribution plan
are not guaranteed, and there is no guaranteed
amount paid at retirement. Such plans are common-
ly referred to by the tax code number they are de-
fined by, such as a 401(k) in the for-profit sector and
403(b) in the not-for-profit sector.


