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MICHAEL SANTOLI: Hello, I’m Michael Santoli, Senior Columnist at Yahoo! Finance. 
I’m here today with Debra Greenberg, Director of IRA Product Management for Merrill 
Lynch, and Michael Liersch, Merrill Lynch’s Director of Behavioral Finance, to take a 
closer look at how women can meet the unique retirement saving challenges they face 
today.  
 
To set the stage, Debra, what are, in your mind, the biggest retirement savings hurdles 
that women do face today? 
 
Section 1: The Challenge of Living Longer 
 
DEBRA GREENBERG: Well, it’s interesting because women have overcome a lot but 
they still have some hurdles to face when they think about their retirement saving and 
investing strategies. If you look at what women have accomplished, you see that 57 
percent of people nowadays in technical and professional jobs are women. In addition, 
more women than men are earning college and advanced degrees. And for the younger 
women, they’re earning 93 percent of what their male counterparts are making, closing 
the pay gap. But even with all of this, they still have some hurdles to overcome, the first 
of which is that they’re living longer.  
 

 



 
So that means they have more years to pay for their retirement and living expenses. 
And women are more likely to have unique career and earnings patterns, meaning that 
they’re more likely to take some time off of work. And then thirdly, women need to learn 
more about retirement and investing so that they have more confidence and knowledge. 
When they’re thinking about their retirement, they need to have a plan that’s in line with 
their time horizons, their risk tolerance and something that will really be suitable to meet 
their needs.  
  
MICHAEL LIERSCH: Debra, I completely agree with what you’re saying. Those three 
factors are critical for women to feel confident in their retirement investing future. One 
key piece I do want to highlight later in this conversation is this notion of confidence in 
investing, so I’m hoping we’ll get to that later. 
 
MR. SANTOLI: We absolutely will hit on that confidence topic in a bit. But Debra, let’s 
first get to the first challenge that you mentioned there, which is the longevity factor — 
women’s tendency to live longer. We’re certainly beginning to hear a whole lot more 
about that, aren’t we? 
 
MS. GREENBERG: We are, and the indisputable fact is that on average women will live 
longer than men.  
 
The U.S. Census Bureau says that the average life expectancy for a woman is around 
81 years, where the average life expectancy for a man hovers around 76 years. So that 
means five additional years for women to pay for their health care and their living 
expenses, all at a time when 50 percent of these women may find themselves living 
alone. Because they live longer, it’s important for women to save and invest for the 
future as soon as they can, and as often as they can. 
 
Section 2: The Earnings Gap 
 
MR. SANTOLI: You did mention earlier that women are showing greater achievement in 
the workplace and there has been some narrowing of the pay gap with men. So doesn’t 
that mean women might be better equipped these days to deal with retirement than they 
used to be? 
 
MS. GREENBERG: Not necessarily. Women are more likely than their male counterpart 
to take time off work to care for a family member, be it a child, a spouse or even a 
parent — and if they take time off work, that may reduce their earnings power.  
 



 
 
For example, a chart from the Pew Research Center Survey shows that mothers are 
almost three times more likely than fathers to leave the workforce to care for a child or 
family member.  
 

 
 
If you look at an additional study by the Center for Talent Innovation, it shows that 
women may lose 4 percent of their earning power by leaving the workforce for less than 
a year. When they stay out three years or longer, on average, they may reduce their 
earning power by 46 percent. So less earnings means less savings, and less savings 
means less money later on when they’re ready for retirement, and less money that’s 
used to calculate their future Social Security payments, which puts a lot of women at 
risk for not having enough retirement income later on. An ING study1 actually found that 
women that are approaching retirement have saved only 78 percent of what their male 
counterparts have saved. 
 
MR. SANTOLI: So then what are some effective things that women can do to try to 
keep that retirement on track? 



 
MS. GREENBERG: For starters, if they have an employer-sponsored plan, they can 
contribute to their employer-sponsored plan.  

 
 

 
At minimum they should meet the match if the company offers an employer match. But 
if they’re able to, they should max out those contributions. If they max out those 
contributions and they still have money to save, they can consider an IRA to save some 
additional money. And for women who are over age 50, they’re eligible for what’s called 
the catch-up contribution, which means that they can contribute a little bit more. Now, 
companies that offer employer-sponsored plans usually offer an automatic contribution 
rate, where as your earnings increase the amount you’re contributing to those plans will 
increase. So it’s a good idea to sign up for that so saving becomes automatic. And for 
women who are self-employed, there are several small employer plan options, such as 
a SEP IRA, a Simple IRA or an owner-only 401(k). But if women are not working and 
they’re married, they also have an option because there’s what’s called a spousal IRA, 
where if their spouse is working and earning an income, they may be eligible to 
contribute to an IRA. 
 
MR. LIERSCH: Debra, I’d also like to add that women should try to guard against being 
too passive in their investment decision making. And when you think of being too 
passive, there are some key factors to consider. For example, what’s my timeline to 
retirement or in retirement? Is it long or is it short? So with a longer timeline, you may 
consider different types of risks than if your timeline was shorter. Also, when you think 



about your own tolerance toward risk, what tolerance do I have to take certain levels of 
risk? Whether it be in stocks, whether it be in bonds, whether it be in cash, whatever it is, 
it’s important to consider and you don’t want to consider it as, “I’m taking risk or I’m not 
taking risk.” Risk is a good continuum and there are different advantages and 
capabilities to taking risk based on your unique situation. 
 
Section 3: The Confidence Gap 
 
MR. SANTOLI: Michael, earlier you mentioned the importance for women to have 
confidence in the topic of investing. Tell us a bit more about that. 
 
MR. LIERSCH: There’s a lack of confidence that women have relative to men. We see 
it in a variety of different studies. So EBRI, the Employee Benefits Research Institute, in 
2013, did a study that showed men and women had similar levels of financial 
preparation, but they had a different impression of their potential financial security and 
ability to meet their financial goals. So that’s very, very key and important — the lack of 
confidence relative to men that women have. We’ve also seen this in our own Merrill 
Edge study, in 2014, which showed that 59 percent of women feared or were concerned 
that they might not have enough in retirement.  
 

 
 
When you think about this notion of being fearful or concerned about your retirement, 
thinking about the idea of why — why women feel that way more than men — it’s an 
interesting question. But what we’ve decided to focus on is how. How can you help 
women become more confident, become more assured that they can be engaged in the 
investment conversation in the investment process? So again, the key is engagement 
and how do you lift that confidence level to engage in investment-related conversations, 
discussions, and in the investment process ultimately. 
 
MR. SANTOLI: Well, let’s drill down on that a little, but more on that how question. 
What are some specific ways that women might, in fact, address this and build some 
confidence with regard to investing? 
 
MR. LIERSCH: There are a number of different things that women and men alike could 
do. I do want to highlight, though, that skepticism in one’s own investment knowledge is 



not always a bad thing. Being a little skeptical of what you think you know and what you 
think you don’t know can actually be a good thing, because it may encourage you to 
take a step back and say, “Have I asked the essential questions that I need to ask?” For 
example, “What are my goals?” “What’s my primary purpose for investing?” “What are 
the appropriate risks that I’m comfortable taking?” So those kinds of things can actually 
be very good when you don’t have a high level of investment confidence. And it might 
be something that someone with a high level of investment confidence would skip over 
in terms of the investment process. Now where it can go a bit awry is if that lack of 
confidence is causing you to lean out of the investment-related conversation and out of 
the investment process. So again, engagement is extraordinarily important and we can 
see this in research. For example, boards on companies that are gender-diverse — 
those companies actually, on many measures, see better outcomes when they have 
those more gender-diverse boards. So women at any type of experience level can 
always add to the investment-related conversation, add to the investment process. So 
they should know again that engagement is really key here. 
 
MR. SANTOLI: So staying in tune with the markets and engaging in financial 
discussions seems to be an important thing to build confidence for women. What else 
can women do to build their confidence? 
 
MR. LIERSCH: Not just staying engaged with the markets but communicating with a 
variety of individuals can be extraordinarily valuable. Making sure you’re speaking with 
a spouse, with other family members, about financial matters and investment-related 
matters can be huge in terms of building confidence.  
 

 
 
So, you can imagine, for example, what you’re seeing on the screen is this notion that 
women and men alike, when they have these kinds of conversations, actually become 
more confident — when they have the conversation with their spouse — in their 
retirement future. It can be very, very important to have that dialogue. So if you’re a 
woman who’s married or has a partner, make sure you have those conversations with 
your spouse. If you’re a single woman it might be more challenging, so maybe you find 
an adult child, maybe you find a sibling, maybe you find a friend or a trusted advisor 



who can give you that thinking partner that you need to make sure that you’re thinking 
of your retirement future in the right way. Some other people have effectively used lists. 
They write down lists in their journal of things they should do, things they should be 
thinking about. But admittedly, those lists can be quite long and the items in those lists 
can feel very, very overwhelming. So addressing that complexity can be a challenge. 
 
MS. GREENBERG: That’s true and we’ve all seen articles in the popular press that talk 
about retirement savings and checklists and endless things that you have to do. But 
what I think would be helpful is if we just boil it down to a few questions for each woman 
in each situation — things that they may need to think about and know that would help 
them prepare for their saving and investing strategies later on.  
 
So, for example, for women who are married but may have taken some time off work, 
you might ask yourself, “Can my partner contribute to a spousal IRA for me?” “Should I 
consider consolidating my accounts in one place?”  

 
 
If you work part-time as a consultant or you have your own business, ask yourself, 
“Should I contribute to a tax-favored SEP IRA, individual 401(k) or Simple IRA?” “Can I 
increase my contributions as the business grows?” “Can I add to my account on a 
regular basis, at quarterly tax time for example, to make saving and investing more 
routine?” 

 
 



But regardless of the situation, all women should ask themselves certain questions. For 
example, “Should I purchase long-term care insurance?” “When is the right time for me 
to begin to take my Social Security benefit?” “Am I engaged in financial markets and 
conversations?” “Do I need to update my accounts because of changes in my job or 
family?” “Are there children in the family?” “Is there a new marriage in the family?” 
“Should I be looking at investments that may offer long-term growth potential, but have 
more risks, or more conservative investments that may have more liquidity and less risk, 
but also less opportunity for growth?”  

 
 

 
 
You can learn more about retirement investing strategies for women at 
merrilledge.com/women.  
  



 
 
MR. SANTOLI: You know, Debra, all those scenarios that you lay out there certainly 
reinforce the idea that there are at least a handful of general concepts that most women 
should keep in mind.  
 
Debra, thank you very much. And thank you, Michael. There’s a lot of good information 
here and great strategies for people to consider as they try to have a good and full 
retirement, whether you’re women or men.  
 
I hope you’ve gained some helpful insights and information from our panelists and invite 
you to learn more by visiting merrilledge.com/women. I’m Michael Santoli, thank you for 
watching. 
 
IMPORTANT INFORMATION 
 
1 Source: What about Women (and Retirement)?, ING Retirement Research Institute, 
2012. 
 
Investing involves risk, including the possible loss of the principal value invested.  
 
Investing in fixed-income securities may involve certain risks, including the credit quality 
of individual issuers, possible prepayments, market or economic developments and 
yields and share price fluctuations due to changes in interest rates. When interest rates 
go up, bond prices typically drop, and vice versa. 
 
This video includes a third-party presenter who is not affiliated with Merrill Lynch or any 
of its affiliates and is for informational and educational purposes only. The views and 
opinions expressed are those of the speakers, are subject to change without notice at 
any time, and may differ from views expressed by Merrill Lynch or other divisions of 
Bank of America.  
 
This material does not take into account your particular investment objectives, financial 
situations or needs and is not intended as a recommendation, offer or solicitation for the 
purchase or sale of any security, financial instrument, or strategy. Before acting on any 



information in this material, you should consider whether it is suitable for your particular 
circumstances and, if necessary, seek professional advice.  
 
Asset allocation, diversification and rebalancing do not ensure a profit or protect against 
loss in declining market. 
 
Neither Merrill Edge nor any of its affiliates or financial advisors provide legal, social 
security, tax or accounting advice. You should consult your legal and/or tax advisors 
before making any financial decisions. 
 
Merrill Edge is available through Merrill Lynch, Pierce, Fenner & Smith Incorporated 
(MLPF&S), and consists of the Merrill Edge Advisory CenterTM (investment guidance) 
and self-directed online investing. MLPF&S is a registered broker-dealer, Member SIPC 
and a wholly owned subsidiary of Bank of America Corporation (BofA). 
 
Investment products offered through MLPF&S and insurance and annuity products 
offered through Merrill Lynch Life Agency Inc.: 
 

Are Not FDIC 
Insured Are Not Bank Guaranteed May Lose Value 

Are Not Deposits 
Are Not Insured by Any 

Federal Government 
Agency 

Are Not a Condition to 
Any Banking Service or 

Activity 
 
Merrill Lynch Life Agency Inc. is a licensed insurance agency and wholly owned 
subsidiary of BofA.  
 
Banking products are provided by Bank of America, N.A., member FDIC and a wholly 
owned subsidiary of BofA. 
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