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ADDRESS ING  THE  F INANCIAL  PR IOR IT IES  AND  CONCERNS  OF  THE  MASS  AFFLUENT  

ABOUT THE MERRILL EDGEABOUT THE MERRILL EDGEABOUT THE MERRILL EDGEABOUT THE MERRILL EDGE®®®®    REPORTREPORTREPORTREPORT    
 
Bank of America’s Merrill Edge Report is a semi-annual study that offers an 
in-depth look at the financial concerns, priorities, and behaviors of mass 
affluent consumers, defined as people with $50,000-$250,000 in total 
household investable assets. The April Report reveals that this group, which 
consists of approximately 28 million households in the United States, is 
prepared to financially support their children through college, yet they con-
tinue to push back their retirement date. Other topics include: 
 

•  Short- and long-term financial management and concerns 
•  Lifestyle tradeoffs 
•  Generational financial success 
•  Perspectives on wealth 
•  Adoption of mobile banking technology 
 
METHODOLOGYMETHODOLOGYMETHODOLOGYMETHODOLOGY    
 
Ketchum Global Research and Analytics and Braun Research conducted 
the Bank of America Merrill Edge Report survey by phone between Feb. 13 
and Feb. 29, 2012 on behalf of Bank of America. Braun contacted a nation-
ally representative sample of 1,000 Americans in the United States with 
investable assets between $50,000 and $249,999, and oversampled 300 
mass affluent in San Francisco and Los Angeles. The margin of error is +/- 
3.1 percent for the national sample and +/- 5.7 percent for the oversample 
markets, with both reported at a 95 percent confidence level. 

 
To help inform the Merrill Edge Report, Communispace conducted a series of qualitative studies including 
interactive conversations, surveys, and other dynamic and exploratory activities with its proprietary online 
community of 300 mass affluent consumers. 

 
 

“While the economy is showing signs of a turnaround, our data indicates the outlook 
among the mass affluent is not quite as positive. In spite of their increased efforts to 
get on track, this group is pushing back their retirement in greater numbers than 
we’ve seen before.”  

 
              ----    Dean Athanasia, Preferred and Small Business Executive at Bank of AmericaDean Athanasia, Preferred and Small Business Executive at Bank of AmericaDean Athanasia, Preferred and Small Business Executive at Bank of AmericaDean Athanasia, Preferred and Small Business Executive at Bank of America    

April 2012 

 
Table of Contents    

IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction.……………………. 1 

LongLongLongLong----Term ConcernsTerm ConcernsTerm ConcernsTerm Concerns..………. 2 

Generation Worry…………………. 2 

Delayed Retirement……............ 3 

Managing Finances and  Managing Finances and  Managing Finances and  Managing Finances and          

LifestyleLifestyleLifestyleLifestyle……………………………     4 

 Financial Management…………. 4 

 Confidence Boosters…………….. 4 

 Lifestyle Tradeoffs………………… 5 

Setting the FoundationSetting the FoundationSetting the FoundationSetting the Foundation……..      6 

 Paying for College…………………. 6 

 Paying for Weddings……………… 7 

 Cutting the Purse Strings………. 8 

 Financial Education………………. 8 

Generational SuccessGenerational SuccessGenerational SuccessGenerational Success……….     9 

Potential Roadblocks……………..      9 

Defining WealthDefining WealthDefining WealthDefining Wealth..……………...   10 

Political InterestPolitical InterestPolitical InterestPolitical Interest.……….........    11 

Gen Y at a Glance.Gen Y at a Glance.Gen Y at a Glance.Gen Y at a Glance.…..……….    11 

SummarySummarySummarySummary…..……………………..   12 

Merrill Edge Report   ® 



2 

 

GenY By the Numbers: Generation Worry 
 

 
 
 

Given the economic climate, financial concerns of the mass affluent have risen steadily since the No-
vember Merrill Edge Report. Rising cost of health care (89 percent) remains the top concern for this 
group, followed by ensuring retirement assets last throughout their lifetime (83 percent), and being able 
to afford the lifestyle they want in retirement (80 percent).  

 

  
As a whole, Gen Y respondents (aged 18-34) are much more concerned about these financial issues 
than the overall mass affluent. This group’s top concerns are ensuring retirement assets last throughout 
their lifetime (93 percent), financially sup-
porting their family, including parents or 
adult children (92 percent), and rising cost 
of health care, also 92 percent. Additional-
ly, 79 percent of Gen Y respondents are 
concerned about caring for an aging parent 
or adult children. Also of higher concern for 
this group compared to other age groups is 
current amount of personal debt (64 per-
cent). As a result of these concerns, 51 
percent of 18-34 year-olds saved more 
over the last year, compared to 37 percent 
of 35-50 year olds.  
 

  

Merrill Edge Report: April 2012 
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GenY By the Numbers 
 

DELAYED RETIREMENTDELAYED RETIREMENTDELAYED RETIREMENTDELAYED RETIREMENT    
 

The struggle of balancing their short- and long-term financial priorities may be affecting mass affluent’s 
plans for retirement. Fifty-seven percent of working mass affluent Americans expect to retire later than 
planned compared to a year ago, up from 47 percent in November 2011, and an overall 36 percent in-
crease from January 2011. 
  
Contributing to this trend is the sentiment that it will be increasingly difficult to save for the long-term. Just 
as we saw in the November Report, when it comes to long-term priorities, such as retirement or children’s 
education, 57 percent of respondents believe it will be harder to save five years from now than it is today. 
As a result, 68 percent of the mass affluent will ramp up their retirement savings in the next six months, 
while 41 percent will save for their children’s or grandchildren’s education. 

 
While the data shows that more and more people are pushing their retirement date back, there is a partic-
ular increase in concern among 18-34 year olds. In fact, 71 percent of this age group already expect to 
retire later than planned. This shows a stark difference from those aged 35-50 (59 percent), and those 
aged 51-64 (60 percent).  
    
Desired Retirement LifestyleDesired Retirement LifestyleDesired Retirement LifestyleDesired Retirement Lifestyle    
Despite feeling they will have to delay their retirement, the mass affluent still have high hopes for their re-
tirement lifestyles. When asked what they hope to accomplish in their retirement years, travel rose to the 
top of the list (63 percent) followed by relaxing more (59 percent) and being more active in family life (55 
percent). This differs from the November Report where respondents said their top aspirations in retire-
ment were relaxing more (84 percent), being more active in family life (79 percent), enjoying a hobby they 
are passionate about (78 percent) and lastly travel (74 percent). 
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GenY By the Numbers 
 

GenY By the Numbers 
 

 
Balancing Finances and Lifestyle 

 

FINANCIAL MANAGEMENTFINANCIAL MANAGEMENTFINANCIAL MANAGEMENTFINANCIAL MANAGEMENT    
  
The November Merrill Edge Report showed 
that the mass affluent were taking a proac-
tive approach to short-term financial man-
agement, and the April Report shows that 
they plan on continuing down that same 
road. In the next six months, the mass af-
fluent overall plan to focus on financial 
management tasks more so than seen in 
November, including budgeting (85 per-
cent), balancing short- and long-term fi-
nances (71 percent), saving for retirement 
(68 percent), and paying down debt such 
as credit cards and mortgage (67 percent).  
 
 
In comparison, those respondents aged 18-34 are focusing more on budgeting (93 percent), saving for re-
tirement (86 percent), and paying down debt (85 percent) than the mass affluent overall, but place balanc-
ing short- and long-term finances lower on their list than the average mass affluent does (78 percent). In 
fact, respondents aged 18-34 are most likely to tap into their long-term savings to pay for short-term ex-
penses (41 percent).  
 
While balancing short- and long-term finances remain a constant goal for the mass affluent, this group still 
struggles with bringing it to fruition. Thirty-four percent of mass affluent Americans still tap into their long-
term savings to pay for short-term expenses. To counteract this behavior, 51 percent of the mass affluent 
say they will put their tax return toward their savings or retirement account, while 47 percent plan on using 
the extra cash to pay down debt or cover monthly bills and groceries (41 percent).  
 
CONFIDENCE BOOSTERSCONFIDENCE BOOSTERSCONFIDENCE BOOSTERSCONFIDENCE BOOSTERS    
  
When asked what would increase their confidence in their ability to meet financial goals, the mass affluent 
say: 
 - Knowing how to appropriately allocate assets across investment options 61 percent61 percent61 percent61 percent    
 - Knowing more about the financial products and services available to me 60 percent60 percent60 percent60 percent    
 - Knowing more about the financial markets and how they work 60 percent60 percent60 percent60 percent    
 - Having access to a complete picture of my finances and investments in one place 59 percent59 percent59 percent59 percent    
    
 
These factors are significantly more important to Gen Y respondents, as 86 percent say knowing how the 
financial markets work would give them more confidence, followed by having access to a complete picture 
of finances and investments in one place (85 percent), knowing how to better manage cash flow (84 per-
cent), and knowing how to appropriately allocate assets across investment options (also 84 percent). 
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LIFESTYLE TRADEOFFSLIFESTYLE TRADEOFFSLIFESTYLE TRADEOFFSLIFESTYLE TRADEOFFS    
 

As getting back on track is a high priority 
for mass affluent Americans, many are 
willing to make short-term sacrifices in or-
der to get their finances in better shape. 
Some of the methods this group will utilize 
in order to meet financial obligations in-
clude cutting back on entertainment and 
personal luxuries (61 percent), trimming 
day-to-day expenses (56 percent), and 
keeping the same car longer than they’d 
like to (49 percent).  
 
DIYDIYDIYDIY    
 
To bolster their savings even more in the 
last year, 70 percent of mass affluent 
Americans say they took on home improve-
ment projects, such as plumbing, painting, 
and home cleaning, that they would nor-
mally hire someone else to do. Men are slightly more likely to fix leaks or loose wires around the house 
(45 percent), than women are (40 percent), in addition to at-home car cleaning and maintenance (36 
percent, compared to 29 percent of women).  

 

 
While respondents aged 18-34 are the most likely to trim day-to-day expenses (65 percent), they are 
also the less likely to cut back on entertainment and personal luxuries (57 percent), keep the same car 
longer (48 percent), but are more likely to retire later (28 percent). 
 
Across the board, 18-34 year olds are most willing to take on home improvement projects (84 percent), 
compared to 77 percent of 35-50 year olds, 70 percent of 51-64 year olds and 60 percent of those 65 
and older.  
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Setting their Children’s Foundation 

 

PAYING FOR COLLEGE PAYING FOR COLLEGE PAYING FOR COLLEGE PAYING FOR COLLEGE     
 

Pushing their own retirement savings aside, mass 
affluent parents still prioritize paying for their child’s 
education, but many are incurring more expenses 
than originally anticipated. Among mass affluent par-
ents, 56    percent have paid or expect to pay more to 
send their first child to college. When asked why, 
those who currently have a child in college or that 
has graduated (64 percent) say the college or univer-
sity was more expensive, while 32 percent want to 
keep their child out of debt. Further increasing the 
expense of college, 24 percent of this group say their 
child did not receive any scholarships, grants, or fi-
nancial aid. 
 
Boys Tend to Cost MoreBoys Tend to Cost MoreBoys Tend to Cost MoreBoys Tend to Cost More        
While putting children through college is no easy feat in and of itself, parents whose first-born child is a 
son tend to have a slightly more expensive road ahead of them. Parents with first-born sons  are more like-
ly to say their child did not receive scholarships, grants, or financial aid, compared to parents of first-born 
daughters. Further, this group also notes that their son’s college choice is usually more expensive than 
anticipated, compared to the colleges chosen by first-born daughters. As a result, parents with first-born 
sons expect to pay more for college than originally anticipated. 

In the Words of the  
Mass Affluent... 

 
“We have two children going to college very 

soon, and realized we wanted to be debt-free 
before then...No vacation this year.” 

 
 

*Source: Merrill Edge Online Forum, CommuniSpace 
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PAYING FOR 

WEDDINGS 

 

Incurring other 
large expenses 
for their chil-
dren, such as 
weddings, is a 
more nuanced 
decision than 
paying for col-

Merrill Edge Report: April 2012 

 
PAYING FOR PAYING FOR PAYING FOR PAYING FOR WEDDINGSWEDDINGSWEDDINGSWEDDINGS    
 

Incurring other large expenses for their children, such 
as weddings, is a more nuanced decision than paying 
for college. Thirty-two percent of mass affluent par-
ents believe they are obligated to pay for about half of 
their first child’s wedding. Still, 43 percent of parents 
are paying only as much as they planned, while just 
16 percent paid more than planned. The primary rea-
son parents paid more for weddings was because pay-
ing the full cost was something they wanted to do for 
their child (43 percent) or because the wedding was 
larger than anticipated (36 percent). 
    
    
Brides Tend to Fare Better than GroomsBrides Tend to Fare Better than GroomsBrides Tend to Fare Better than GroomsBrides Tend to Fare Better than Grooms    
Not surprisingly, parents whose first child is a daughter are more likely to pay more than half for their 
child’s wedding compared to parents whose first child is a son. In addition, more parents surveyed feel 
obligated to pay for the full cost of their daughter’s wedding, compared parents with a first-born son, and 
parents with a first-born daughter more often say paying more for the wedding was something they wanted 
to do, compared to those parents with a first-born son.  
 

In the Words of the  
Mass Affluent... 

 
“I don't feel obligated to pay for the wedding as 

I have two boys.  We will set an amount for a 
gift or a rehearsal and they will be expected to 
pay the rest... If I had girls, though, I would feel 

obligated to pay for the wedding as this is  
expected by the families.” 

 
 

*Source: Merrill Edge Online Forum, CommuniSpace 
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CUTTING THE PURSE STRINGSCUTTING THE PURSE STRINGSCUTTING THE PURSE STRINGSCUTTING THE PURSE STRINGS    
 

Once their children graduate from college, mass affluent parents 
are less likely to provide ongoing financial support for them. In 
fact, 46 percent of parents with children 18 or older say they do 
not financially support them at all. Further, the majority of mass 
affluent parents with adult children (77 percent) say their child 
did not or will not return home to live with them, and 85 percent 
do not have or anticipate having their adult child on their medical 
insurance plan. Although those who support their adult children 
are in the minority, one-third (30 percent) say that doing so has 
negatively impacted their finances. 

 

FINANCIAL EDUCATION FOR CHILDRENFINANCIAL EDUCATION FOR CHILDRENFINANCIAL EDUCATION FOR CHILDRENFINANCIAL EDUCATION FOR CHILDREN    
 
While cutting the purse strings may appear to put mass affluent children at a disadvantage, the opposite 
is true. Data shows that mass affluent parents have a vested interest in teaching their children important 
financial lessons at an early age. In fact, 48 percent began talking to their children about financial matters 
when their children were 12 years old or younger. As a result, 80 percent of parents are at least some-
what confident in their children’s ability to manage their finances, including 47 percent who are confident 
or extremely confident. 
  
When it comes to the types of financial lessons mass affluent parents teach their children, respondents 
list the importance of saving (61 percent), paying bills on time (48 percent), and responsible use of credit 
(47 percent) as the three most important.  
 
These lessons vary 
slightly depending on 
the gender of the re-
spondents’ first-born 
child. While the im-
portance of saving re-
mains the most im-
portant lesson parents 
teach both their son 
and daughter, parents 
of first-born sons rank 
paying bills on time 
(47 percent) next, 
while those with 
daughters cite respon-
sible use of credit (51 
percent). 
 
 

Boomerang No More:Boomerang No More:Boomerang No More:Boomerang No More:    
    

77%77%77%77% of mass affluent do 

not expect their adult  
children to return home to live 

with them. 
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Generational Success 

 
In spite of their apparent struggles, 
73 percent of the mass affluent be-
lieve they are better prepared to per-
sonally manage their finances than 
their parents were.  
  
When it comes to their own children 
surpassing their success, the mass 
affluent remain optimistic. In fact, 76 
percent of mass affluent parents be-
lieve their children have or will reach 
a higher level of financial success 
than they did. 
 
 
 

 

     

 

 

 

 

POTENTIAL ROADBLOCKSPOTENTIAL ROADBLOCKSPOTENTIAL ROADBLOCKSPOTENTIAL ROADBLOCKS    
 

Although the majority of mass affluent par-
ents have a high level of confidence in their 
children’s future, for the 21 percent who do 
not think their children will be more success-
ful, their reasons are varied. Surprisingly, 
change in the value of a dollar (53 percent) 
is regarded by the mass affluent parents as 
the biggest roadblock to their children’s fi-
nancial success, followed by the current job 
market (49 percent), children selecting a 
lower-paying industry (34 percent), and al-
ready being behind in personal savings (27 
percent). 
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GenY By the Numbers 
 

 

Defining Wealth 

 

With overwhelming concerns about the future, it’s no surprise that a significant portion of mass affluent 
Americans (45 percent) equate wealth with “security,” when asked what the term wealth means to them, 
an increase from 38 percent in the November Report. “Freedom” ranks second at 17 percent, down slight-
ly from 19 percent in November. 

 
 
 
 
The term “wealth” takes on a slightly different meaning among 18-34 year olds. This group associates 
wealth with “success” (30 percent) and “security” at 29 percent. Compared to other age groups, 18-34 
year-olds are also far more likely to equate wealth with “opportunity” (14 percent), compared to 9 percent 
of 35-50 year-olds, 6 percent of 51-64 year-olds, and 9 percent of those 65 and older.  
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POLITICAL INTERESTPOLITICAL INTERESTPOLITICAL INTERESTPOLITICAL INTEREST    
  
With added pressure on the mass af-
fluent and their finances, many in this 
group are looking ahead to this year’s 
U.S. presidential election. Seventy-one 
percent of mass affluent respondents 
say that the state of the U.S. economy 
has them more interested in the presidential outcome. While less concerned with the election itself (71 
percent), this group shows greater concern with issues that will be impacted by the outcome, including: 
  
 - Health care legislation 80 percent80 percent80 percent80 percent    
    - The future of Social Security benefits 77 percent77 percent77 percent77 percent    
    - The U.S. government’s budget deficit 77 percent77 percent77 percent77 percent    
 - The potential for rising tax rates 74 percent74 percent74 percent74 percent    
 
Overall, women are more concerned about these issues than men are, especially the potential for rising 
tax rates (79% compared to 70% of men) and the unemployment rate (74% compared to 67% of men). 
Conversely, mass affluent women are far less concerned with the European financial crisis (51%) than 
mass affluent men are (60%). 
 
Gen Y at a Glance 
 

The latest Merrill Edge Report has 
offered some interesting data 
about 18-34 year olds, or Genera-
tion Y. This is their first investing 
experience and it’s obvious that 
the downturned economy has had 
a significant impact on their out-
look. Despite some of the con-
cerns already outlined in the re-
port, 78 percent believe they are 
better prepared to manage their 
finances than their parents were 
at their age. Because of the cur-
rent economic environment, 71 
percent are more interested in 
the upcoming 2012 presidential 
election. Tracking and managing 
money has become a top priority 
among mass affluent Gen Yers 
(93 percent), and 51 percent 
have saved more over the last 
year. However, 41 percent have tapped into those long-term savings to meet short-term needs, contra-
dicting concerns about their long-term financial future.  

In the Words of the  
Mass Affluent... 

 
“The slowing economy has made us a one earner family at present. I’m sav-
ing everywhere possible and I pay a lot more attention to political and eco-

nomic news than I used to.” 
 

*Source: Merrill Edge Online Forum, CommuniSpace 
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Summary 

Despite the fact that mass affluent parents are teaching their children important financial lessons at an 
early age, this group has not been able to follow-through on their own advice. As a result, their own short- 
and long-term finances remain at odds, as their retirement dates continue to be pushed back. 
  
With this in mind, the mass affluent are more determined than in the past to get their finances back on 
track. Willing to support their children through college, mass affluent parents cut the purse strings thereaf-
ter. For them, this means their children won’t be living at home with them, won’t be covered under their 
health insurance plans, and won’t be financially supported in any way. Additionally, over the next six 
months, this group is taking on financial management tasks, such as paying down debt, budgeting, and 
saving more for retirement, in order to shore up their financial situations. Many are also putting their tax 
refunds toward savings or retirement accounts. 
 
Although this group still struggles to balance their short-term needs with long-term goals, the mass afflu-
ent believe they are better prepared to manage their finances than their parents were. They also over-
whelmingly expect that the next generation will be successful, despite concerns over the current job mar-
ket and the value of a dollar.  
   
In order for the mass affluent to overcome these persistent struggles and prepare for the long-term while 
still being able to live the lifestyle they desire, we recommend they continue adhering to their short-term 
plans like budgeting and paying off debt, establish clear financial goals, and set a plan to achieve these 
goals. 
 
“It’s normal to feel a little overwhelmed when mapping out your financial plan,” says Dean Athanasia, Pre-
ferred and Small Business Executive at Bank of America. “But once you get started, you’ll be surprised just 
how interconnected all of your finances are and how one step will inherently lead to the next in your pro-
cess — just continue taking one step at a time.” 
  
By taking these steps, this group can better prepare themselves to not just weather the current storm of 
financial uncertainty, but comfortably look forward to the rest of their lives. 

 
Merrill Edge is available through Merrill Lynch, Pierce, Fenner & Smith Incorporated (MLPF&S), and consists of the 
Merrill Edge Advisory Center (investment guidance) and self-directed online investing.  
 
MLPF&S is a registered broker-dealer, Member SIPC and wholly owned subsidiary of Bank of America Corporation. 
Investment products: 
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