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Retirement is a good
news/bad news story
in the UK. We are
living longer than
ever, but our savings
are at a fifty year
low. If we can’t help
more people to save more, millions
of us will face a poorer later life. The
challenge is arguably greater for women.
Women can expect to live longer,
their financial resources are typically
lower, and their financial confidence
is commonly found to be weaker.

The huge change in the
retirement landscape
means that we need to
help people to be
confident and
empowered to make
decisions about their
long term savings. This is especially the
case for women, who continue to invest
less in pensions compared with men.

With women entering
retirement with just
half the pension
wealth of men, we
really need to think
about what is going to
drive a step change in
pension engagement.
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There has never been a greater need to
engage all savers – men and women.
This exciting new research from the
Big Window® demonstrates how we
can use psychology to engage all
savers – men and women. With insight
and action, we must work to make
retirement a good news/good news
story for all savers – men and women.

Prepared by the Big Window®
in partnership with Aviva

Finding out what drives engagement is
critical, which is why we’re really
interested in this research from the Big
Window® and Aviva. It provides insight
into the how we can use psychology to
tailor pension messaging so that it
directly addresses the things that
influence pension motivations. It also
helps us to understand what kinds of
messages are particularly effective
for women.
The key findings from Mind the
Gap resonate with our experience
at The Pension Advisory Service –
engagement comes when people
believe that investing in a pension is
possible, worthwhile and important
for their future.

The Big Window® team drew on our
extensive knowledge of consumer, work,
health and cognitive psychology to find
a framework that has the potential to
motivate women (and men) of every
age and background to do something
about their pension savings. The right
framework can help us select and
design the most effective nudges for
behaviour change.
We were delighted to see the results of
our study, but this is just the beginning.
There’s lots of potential to use motivation
theory to tailor messages for particular
groups. Changing perceptions is key –
and for women, this means rethinking
their role regarding pensions in the
household.
We look forward to continuing to
work in partnership with providers
like Aviva to ensure they have the
knowledge platform to make a
real and positive difference.
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Executive summary
Our findings in a nutshell: Using psychology, we
have shown it is possible to transform women’s
likelihood to save for retirement.
Women enter retirement with just half the pension wealth of men.
Addressing this gap deserves all of the increasing attention it is getting.
One key driver is, of course, the gender pay-gap – women have fewer
resources to invest in their pension because they earn less than men. But,
although resource inequalities are critical, they don’t account for everything.
There is a growing body of evidence to show that, in general, women are less
inclined than men to make pension-related savings and investments. They
tend to have different spending priorities and financial goals to men and,
when they do save, women tend to favour lower risk options and are more
reluctant to seek advice from financial service providers.

Tackling the motivations gap
Using our expertise in social and cognitive psychology, we developed
pension messages that our psychological review suggested would be more
motivational to women. Specifically, we used a model called Expectancy
Theory to explore three components of human motivation: components we
believe could be very important in unraveling the drive to engage in pensions.

Components
of motivation

Motivation to
engage in pensions

Expectancy

Instrumentality
Faith in outcome

Value of outcome

The belief that
increased effort will
lead to increased
performance

The belief that
increased performance
will lead to a
valued outcome

The belief that the
valued outcome is
very important

If I put in the effort,
I can make a good
pension decision

My pension
investments will
perform and give me
the pension income
that I need

Belief in self

Prepared by the Big Window®
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Valence

Receiving the pension
income I need really
matters to me

Our approach
We exposed 618 women and 604 men, all working full-time in the private sector, to
six pension-related statements, designed to activate the different components of
motivation shaped by Expectancy theory. We then measured their intention to seek
advice or increase their pension-related savings and compared their responses to
those of a matched sample who had not seen the statements.

Headline results and implications
H1 The psychological model made a significant difference to pension engagement.

women exposed to our statements were considerably more motivated
• The
to seek information or make additional payments than those who had not seen
the statements.

H2 The psychological model helped develop messaging that is particularly effective
among women:
women’s capabilities by reassuring them that other women can
• Emphasising
make, and are making, good long-term financial decisions.
that women can now observe the progress of their investments,
• Highlighting
day-to-day, month-by-month.

them that their pensions do matter for their future livelihoods and that
• Reminding
other women like them are recognising the value of their pension contributions.
H3 Key target groups, the young and those with young families, were particularly
receptive to this type of messaging.

statements were most effective among those aged 18-29 or 30-39 and, in
• Our
particular, those with children at home.

H4 The messaging appealed to women, irrespective of pension pot size.

• Our statements were effective for those with small and large pension pots.

Over time, addressing the gender pay-gap will help to boost financial resources for
women. However, this research has shown that, from today, providers can take action
to close the gender pension gap. By applying psychological theories, like Expectancy
Theory, to communications, it is possible to challenge motivational barriers, boost
pension engagement and, ultimately, improve retirement wellbeing for women.
3
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Background
Thanks largely to workplace pension
reforms, participation in pensions is
increasing across all ages, even amongst
1
those aged under 34.
But despite these positive trends, it remains the case
that many of us – 15 million in fact - are not saving
enough for our retirement. The latest message from
the FCA is a stark one: to maintain our living standards,
in our later years, millions of us will need to work well
into our 70s and 80s.2

Women financially
disadvantaged in retirement
What this means in financial terms, is that for those people currently receiving a
pension, the median value of women’s total pension assets is just 44% (£85,900)
of the equivalent savings held by men (£195,400).6
Translated into weekly earnings, official figures indicate single female pensioners
have a gross income that is more than 20% below that of men’s (£316 per week
compared with £401 per week), even when they receive equivalent state benefits.7

This harsh reality is more likely to face women
than men. Evidence is building of a ‘gender financial
security gap’ 3, resulting from two types of gender gap
in the UK pensions market.
Take up gap:
41% of working age women, compared with 45% of all
working age men, contribute to a private pension.4
Contributions gap:
52% of women compared with 60% of men are paying
in enough to give them a good chance of adequate
funds in retirement.5

Prepared by the Big Window®
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Men

£195k fund
£401 per week

Women

£86k fund
£316 per week
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The problem
There are two broad explanations for the gender pensions gap – the first is about
women having less money to invest and the second is about psychology.
Explanation 1: Women have less money to invest

Explanation 2: Psychology of women and pensions

This comes down to socio-economics and, most notably, the gender-pay gap8.
The key drivers are well known:

There are motivational differences between men and women too. There are
multiple reasons for this:

Parenting
responsibilities

Different
spending
priorities

Women are more likely than men to spend
their income on family priorities (childcare;
holidays etc.)14

Financial
confidence

Women’s lower financial confidence means
they are more likely to say that investment
complexity puts them off.15

Advice
seeking

Women are less likely than men to seek
advice. Studies show women view financial
services as inaccessible and jargon-heavy.16

Financial
goals

Women’s goals are different – they are less
geared towards ‘risk’, ‘growth’ and ‘profit’
and more likely to say ‘security’ is key.17

Risk appetite

Although women are just as likely as men
to save, they tend to choose very low risk
options, which are less productive.18

Lack of
credible
role models

Women are less likely than males to have
same-gender ‘financially-savvy’ role
models in the family.19

Caring
responsibilities

Relationship
breakdown

Women are responsible for 74% of time
spent on childcare9 which means loss of
income due to maternity leave and reduced
hours on return to work.
Women are more likely than men to be
caring for elderly parents and four times
more likely than men to give up work
because of multiple caring responsibilities.10
Women are more likely than men to
experience a long term dip in income
after divorce.11

Women hold one
sixth of senior
roles in the top
UK companies.

Women hold one sixth of senior roles at top
UK companies.12

Occupational
segregation

The occupational groups that are dominated
by women tend to be those that are least
well paid.13

Prepared by the Big Window®
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Call to psychology
Tackling these motivational differences
is complex. Lots of factors are at play –
assumed roles, future orientation, perceived
competence and social comparisons to name just a few.
It is not surprising, then, that commentators
are calling for more input from psychology to
understand and respond to the differences in
male and female pensions behaviour.20
Rising to this challenge, one recent study
looked at how pension information is
conveyed to establish if men and women
respond differently to positive and negative
messaging.21 The study found that whilst
a positively framed message was more
motivational than one that was negatively
framed, men and women did not respond
differently to messages about pensions.
Moving beyond this, the Big Window®,
partnered with Aviva, have taken a fresh
approach to using psychology to tackle the
gender financial security gap.

Prepared by the Big Window®
in partnership with Aviva
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Our approach
Step 1: mining psychology

The model in the words of the consumer

Our training in consumer psychology, health psychology and behavioural
economics, pointed us to an influential theory that explains how our perceptions
or beliefs determine our behaviours. Vroom’s Expectancy Motivation Theory22 was
first developed to explain how people behave within organisations. But in recent
years the relevance of Expectancy Theory for understanding and anticipating
customer behaviours has been gaining traction.23

“‘I don’t really know much
about investing. Because I’ve
never done it, it’s a bit of a
gamble isn’t it? I don’t think I’d
want to take the risk really.”

The Model
According to Expectancy Theory there are three components of motivation:
Expectancy, Instrumentality and Valence.

Components
of motivation

Expectancy

Instrumentality
Faith in outcome

Value of outcome

The belief that
increased effort will
lead to increased
performance

The belief that
increased performance
will lead to a
valued outcome

The belief that the
valued outcome is
very important

Belief in self

Valence

Applied to pensions, the framework helps to explain how behaviour is influenced
by psychology. Specifically, the key drivers are individuals’ perceptions of their
financial decision-making capabilities, their beliefs about pensions performance and
the importance they place on their pension for their retirement income.

If I put in the effort,
I can make a good
pension decision

Prepared by the Big Window®
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Maxine 35

“I do wonder sometimes, when
I retire – am I going to get this
money? I hear things on the
news that people would be
better putting their investments
somewhere else instead
of a pension.”

Low faith
in outcome

Hayley 29

The model applied to pensions

Motivation to
engage in pensions

Low belief
in self

My pension
investments will
perform and give me
the pension income
that I need

Receiving the pension
income I need really
matters to me

“I don’t think I’d ever put a
large amount of money into
my pension – I’d put it into my
kid’s bank account so that if
something happened to me,
they could have it.”

Low value
of outcome –

me and my money are
a lower priority

Hayley 29
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Our approach - continued
Step 2: designing the study
To test whether we could use Expectancy Theory to influence pension intentions, we created a
series of statements that aimed to activate the different components of motivation: expectancy,
instrumentality and valence. We tailored some messages for a male or female audience.

Expectancy/Belief in self:
You can do it

Instrumentality/Faith in
outcome: It will work

Valence/Value of outcome:
It will be important

1

3

5

More women than
ever before are taking
an active interest in their
pension arrangements. 1 in
every 3 women you know
or meet will have reviewed
the size of their pension
in the last 12 months

2

Stocks and sharesrelated investments
can be part of your pension
arrangements. There is
evidence that when women
invest in stocks and shares,
their investments perform
at least as well, or better,
than men’s investments

Prepared by the Big Window®
in partnership with Aviva

Women are
good decisionmakers

Other women
are doing it so
you can too

Holding stocks
and shares-related
investments, as part of your
pension arrangements,
is considered by industry
experts to yield higher longer
term returns than Cash ISAs

4

Day to day and month by
month, you can follow
the progress of your pension
pot. For example, you can
look at your pension pot and
see how it has progressed,
just like a savings account.

They do work

You can see it
working

Other working men/
women like yourself
are reviewing their pension
arrangements. 1 in every
2 women that you know
or meet, will have thought
about how much they should
be paying into their pension
to maintain a reasonable
standard of living when
they come to retire

6

You should start saving
for your long-term
financial future as soon
as possible so that when
you retire, your retirement
income is closer to what
you would like it to be.

Other women
like you
recognise how
important their
pension is

What you do
now will matter
for your future
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Our approach - continued
Step 3: establishing a baseline
We surveyed a baseline of 970 men and 487 women working full time in
the private sector to find out about their pension intentions.24 We asked
them two questions:

??

In the next 12
ly
e
ik
l
w
o
h
,
s
h
t
n
o
m
are you to seek
n
further informatio
or advice about
your pensionr
o
s
g
in
v
a
s
d
e
t
a
l
e
r
investments?

In the next
months, ho 12
w likely
are you to
making or start
increase
your pensi
related sav onings and
investmen
ts?

Response options:
• Definitely would
• Very likely to
• Quite likely to
• Quite unlikely to
• Very unlikely to
• Definitely
would not

Step 4a: testing the statements
We then exposed 618 women and 604 men, all working full time in the private
sector, to each of the statements, via an online survey. This sample was
weighted to match the baseline sample.
After they were shown each statement, we asked them about their pension
intentions, repeating our baseline questions.
We also asked our sample a series of other questions about their financial
confidence, priorities, income level, age and risk appetite amongst other things.

Prepared by the Big Window®
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famous
people

Jessica Alba

Step 4b: testing
the power of
role models

Karren Brady

We wanted to test whether we could
positively influence ‘belief in self’
using the power of role models. To
do this we asked our sample a series
of questions about their financial
confidence. We then exposed them to
images of financially astute men and
women and then asked them again
about their financial confidence.

Michelle Dewberry

neighbours

friends

You
family

work colleagues

personalities
Deborah Meaden

Step 5: checking for
change over time

Mary Portas

One week later we re-surveyed the same participants
to find out if their intentions had changed at all.
Alongside our study, we conducted some interviews
with women of different ages to understand their
attitudes and intentions to pension planning and
saving. We showed the women our statements and
asked them for their reactions.
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Headline results
Encouraging women to seek information

Encouraging women to make/start making contributions

Seek Information: Net Certainty Indices for Women

Make/Start making contributions: Net Certainty Indices for Women

30

Likely

Likely

1

I ntentions to seek information or make additional
payments were considerably higher amongst those
exposed to our statements.

20

20

10

13

16

28

23

27

-17

-10
Unlikely

Unlikely

21

15

16

28

25

30

0

-20
-30

20
10

0
-10

30

Baseline Statement 1 Statement 2

Belief in self

Statement 3 Statement 4

Statement 5 Statement 6

Faith in outcome

Value of outcome

-25

-20
-30

Baseline Statement 1 Statement 2

Belief in self

Statement 3 Statement 4

Statement 5 Statement 6

Faith in outcome

Value of outcome

Net Certainty Indices is calculated by deducting the percentage of participants who said it was definite or very likely that they
WOULD NOT take action from the percentage who said it was definite or very likely that they WOULD take action.
The focus of this report is how we can increase the engagement of women in pensions. Our data also shows that these statements
increase the engagement of men. We can share these findings, along with other data about other subgroups, on request.
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Headline results - continued

2

Some statements were more effective
than others. Three types of messaging
were particularly effective:
Show women that they can follow
the progress of their actions ‘day to
day and month by month’

Localise the relevance by
telling them ‘Women like you
are taking an interest’

Emphasise women’s
capabilities by telling them
‘people like you can’

“I’ve got bits of pensions
everywhere and it would be useful
to keep track of that on a monthly
basis. It’s kind of a hidden thing
that you don’t think about unless
you have to. If you keep track of
it, you can manage it and make
adjustments. It just means that
you’re in control.”

“It’s actually made me feel
quite positive. It makes me
realise that women are taking
control a bit and its really
reassured me actually.”

“The fact that it says so many
women are taking an active
interest reassures me. It means
there are other people I can
speak to. I think there are
probably lots of women out
there who I could speak to
about this.”

Sarah, 54

Tina, 53

Tina, 53

Prepared by the Big Window®
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Headline results - continued

3

The statements were particularly effective amongst the younger women and
amongst those with young families. This suggests that women aged 30-39
with young children are a key target group for this type of messaging.
Net Certainty for women: how likely are you
to start making or increase your pensionrelated savings and investments?

The effect by age
Other working women like yourself are reviewing
their pension arrangements. 1 in every 2 women
that you know or meet, will have thought about
how much they should be paying into their
pension to maintain a reasonable standard of
living when they come to retire.

Holding stocks and shares-related investments,
as part of your pension arrangements, is
considered by industry experts to yield higher
longer term returns than Cash ISAs.

Day to day and month by month, you can follow
the progress of your pension pot. For example,
you can look at your pension pot and see how it
has progressed, just like a savings account.

You should start saving for your long-term
financial future as soon as possible so that when
you retire, your retirement income is closer to
what you would like it to be.

Prepared by the Big Window®
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18-29

32

26

41

43

30-39

39

15

35

45

40-49

20

8

24

20

50-59

9

5

12

14

Net Certainty for women: how likely are you to
start making or increase your pension-related
savings and investments?
The effect by life stage
Other working women like yourself are
reviewing their pension arrangements. 1 in every
2 women that you know or meet, will have
thought about how much they should be paying
into their pension to maintain a reasonable
standard of living when they come to retire.

Holding stocks and shares-related investments,
as part of your pension arrangements, is
considered by industry experts to yield higher
longer term returns than Cash ISAs.

Day to day and month by month, you can follow
the progress of your pension pot. For example,
you can look at your pension pot and see how it
has progressed, just like a savings account.

You should start saving for your long-term
financial future as soon as possible so that
when you retire, your retirement income is
closer to what you would like it to be.

With children (at home)

Without children (at home)

37

14

25

9

39

20

40

24
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Headline results - continued

4

Exposing women to images of
high profile financially astute
role models does not alter their
financial confidence.

5

“I don’t know anything about stocks and shares and
it’s probably not something I’d think about doing or
investing in. You don’t know if you’re going to get
your money back or lose it which I don’t think I’d be
prepared to do.”

Our research suggests that a strategy
that involves creating and disseminating
high profile role models of financially
successful women is unlikely to
invoke different pension-related
attitudes or behaviors from women.
Women are actually more likely to
be motivated by the behaviours and
achievements of women they can
identify with. This is apparent in the
very positive response to our statement
that refers to the actions of, ‘Other
working women like yourself’.
There is also lots of evidence from
social psychology to show that we
derive confidence from our observations
of the people around us. If we see
people who are similar to us making
progress, then we start to believe that
we too have the ability to succeed.25

Prepared by the Big Window®
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Statements that referred to ‘stocks and
shares’ were the least effective for women.
This kind of messaging increased the
engagement gap between men and women.

Hayley, 29

6

One week after exposure to our statements,
the intentions to engage in pensions
remained high within our test sample.
This suggests that the motivational impact of the messaging
endures long enough for someone to take action and review
or alter their pension arrangements.
It is possible that the experience of reading and reflecting
on the different pension messages had a cumulative impact
which increased their ‘stick-ability’. This is something that
could be explored further in other research.
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Implications
1
2
3

Narrowing the gender pension gap
It is possible for providers to narrow
the engagement gap between men
and women by using psychology to
change the way they communicate.
And the good news is that this can be
done without alienating men. This is
encouraging for providers that use
gender neutral communications.26

A new model for pensions
Using a proven model from psychology
to frame pension messaging is
fruitful. Expectancy theory offers
a robust framework that explains
the components of behaviorchange. By speaking to each of these
components, providers can optimise
the impact of their communications.

Future proofing
Younger age groups are particularly
responsive to this kind of pension
messaging. This is good news for
providers who are looking for new
ways to inspire young people to
take pension saving seriously.

Prepared by the Big Window®
in partnership with Aviva

4
5
6

Timing communications
The appeal of the messaging to
young families suggests that timing
communications to coincide with
family milestones (birth of a child,
first birthday etc.) could be fruitful.

From starter to accumulators
Our statements were effective for those
with small and large pension pots. So
the same approach to messaging can
be used to motivate people whatever
the size of their pension wealth.

Beware of using role models
Our results suggest that proximity
of role models matters. Positive role
models are ‘people like me’, not high
profile financially astute women.

14
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Next steps
With women’s pension saving falling well
below men’s, we have to use every resource
at our disposal to encourage more women to
save for their futures. Our study has shown
that with the right psychological framework,
it is possible to design communications that
bring about positive behavior change.
There is plenty of scope to pursue this area of research.
A number of questions could be explored further:
How can we use motivation theory to tailor messages for
particular groups? Our study found that those with low financial
confidence were the least responsive to our statements. We’d like
to explore how we could strengthen this group’s ‘belief in self’.
What is the best way to deliver these messages? In our
study, women read the messages about pension saving. It
would be important to compare the effectiveness of different
communication formats. What happens if these messages are
delivered interpersonally and does it matter if the ‘speaker’ is
male or female?
How can we do more to change women’s perceptions regarding
the role of their pensions in the household? Expectancy theory
suggests that unless women see their pension income as
important, they are not going to fully engage in pension saving.

Prepared by the Big Window®
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We look forward to continuing our
research in this area and sharing
our insights with providers so that
they have the knowledge platform to
make a real and positive difference to
the gender pensions gap.
Please contact Lisa Edgar at
the Big Window® if you would like
to find out more about our research
or discuss the implications of our
findings for your organisation.

Contact Information
Website www.the-big-window.com
Email lisa@the-big-window.co.uk
Telephone (0)1484 690490
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