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The impact of the pandemic on the American worker
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An opportunity
for improvement hidden in
the stress
The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the landscape of the American
workforce in many ways, with the Great Resignation, disruptions in childcare
and eldercare, labor shortages, and continued uncertainty. Our eighth annual
financial stress survey of American workers highlights how respondents
are feeling about their finances and well-being in the midst of so much truly
unprecedented change.

Supporting
well-being

Takeaways

Every year, we see that people are stressed and that their finances are a
significant source of that stress. But after almost two years of the pandemic,
we found a surprising contradiction: Workers are reporting that they’ve taken
some positive short-term steps and are more optimistic about their financial
situation than they were even prior to 2020. At the same time, however,
they’re struggling to make long-term decisions and feeling more stress than
before the pandemic.
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The opportunity
In spite of all the bad news of the past two years—and
there’s been no shortage—there is a silver lining. Workers
have started taking action to improve their personal
finances, and they’re looking for help making financial
decisions. Now that they’re engaged in their financial lives,
there’s a chance for employers, financial professionals,
and recordkeepers to provide relevant financial wellness
guidance and tools to help turn today’s engagement into
tomorrow’s financial well-being.
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In August 2021, John Hancock commissioned our eighth annual financial stress survey with the respected research firm Greenwald &
Associates. An online survey of 1,162 workers was conducted between 8/4/21 and 9/3/21 to learn more about individual stress levels,
their causes and effects, and strategies for relief.
This information is general in nature and is not intended to constitute legal or investment advice. This report presents the results of
research conducted by Greenwald & Associates on behalf of John Hancock. Greenwald & Associates and John Hancock are not affiliated,
and neither is responsible for the liabilities of the other.
The objectives of this study were to: (i) quantify the financial situation and level of financial stress of John Hancock plan participants and
plan participants outside of John Hancock; (ii) determine the key triggers of financial stress; (iii) understand the extent to which actions,
including actual financial behavior and planning activity, ameliorate stress; and (iv) assess retirement preparation and readiness. The
average survey length of approximately 19 minutes per respondent. All statistical testing is done at 0.95 and 0.99 significance levels. The
maximum margin of sampling error at the 95% confidence level is ±4.1%. Percentages in the tables and charts may not total 100 due to
rounding and/or missing categories.
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Improved finances
with increased stress
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commuting, entertainment, leisure,
and travel expenses. Although these
are unexpected concurrent trends, it
seems that while people may feel like
their personal financial situation is under
control, they’re also well aware that it
exists under the cloud of—and at the
whims of—the pandemic.

Takeaways
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The uncertainty, restrictions, and
duration of the pandemic have taken
their toll, with almost three-quarters
of participants reporting feeling
stressed in the past year. But at the
same time, many have had a chance
to improve their finances, thanks to
pandemic-related savings, such as lower
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Stress continues
to be a significant
issue for 72% of
participants in 2021

74%
of households with
<$100,000 annual
income

But stress affects some groups
more than others, as we see when
we view stress levels based on
mental health, level of debts, gender,
age, and earnings.
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Supporting
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See who’s feeling more stress
by hovering over each group

77%
of age 36–50
79%
of women

85%
of people with
major debt
75%
of unmarried
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Personal finances continue to cause stress, and the pandemic
has exacerbated some of the health effects of stress

Key findings

Stress and finances
71% of participants have experienced stress, depression,
or loneliness during the past year

58% of workers say their finances are a cause of stress, and some
are feeling it more than others

Top worries
87%

People with major debt

72%

People younger than 36

69%

People age 36–50

68%

Singles

Takeaways

Divorced and widowed people
Women
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37%

70%

People with minor debt

Households earning $50,000–$99,000

42%

73%

Households earning less than $50,000

Supporting
well-being

49%

65%
62%
61%

Say the pandemic has
negatively affected their
mental health

Have experienced
depression

Have felt lonely
at times
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Stress among workers affects
the employer’s bottom line
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The cost of financial stress to employers has increased during the pandemic.

Cost of financial stress per employee per year in lost productivity
and absenteeism

Top worries

$1,918

Supporting
well-being

$2,169

$2,412

Takeaways
2019

2020

2021

40% of workers claim they’d be more productive if they didn’t worry
about their personal finances at work.

These are hypothetical illustrations used for informational purposes only, based on data from John Hancock’s financial stress survey
calculator. The calculator is intended to provide general information about how much financial stress can cost a company with 100
employees every year. The calculation is based on missing 1.76 hrs/year and 55.92 hrs/year of lost productivity due to financial stress
with an assumed salary of $41.82 per hour. Individual circumstances may vary and may not be reflective of your situation.
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Financial situations have
improved in the pandemic
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Confidence in personal financial situation peaked in 2018 and 2021

Top worries

67%
62%

Takeaways

64%

34%

66%

20%

55%

2014

Previous

64%

46%

69%

69%

Supporting
well-being

Far more participants expect things to get better rather than
worse in the coming year

Next

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

2021

Feel optimistic that
things will get better

Feel that things will stay
the same for a while

Feel pessimistic that
things will get worse
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Some positive steps
but worries remain
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People are worried about economic
conditions, as they were last year. But
as workers are spending less on travel

Top worries

and entertainment during the pandemic,
fewer are expressing concern over

Supporting
well-being

financial matters. More people are even
reporting progress with retirement
savings and debt reduction.

Takeaways

It’s important to remember, however, that
the pandemic hasn’t had an equal impact
on everyone—and not everyone has the
same top concerns.
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Key findings

1 Concern about economic conditions
Stress and finances

2 Having enough saved for retirement

Credit card debt

3 Credit card debt
4 Emergency savings

Top worries

5 Overall current financial situation
Supporting
well-being

Overall
current financial
situation

Hover over each group to
see their biggest worries

Not having
enough retirement
savings

Current economic
conditions

Takeaways

Emergency
savings
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Retirement savings remains
a top concern—and workers
report improvements
As with their finances overall, participants are feeling better about their
retirement savings than before the pandemic. More people say they’re
ahead or on track for retirement and likely to retire when they’ve planned
than in 2020.

Top worries

Supporting
well-being

Retirement savings is
9%

Takeaways

43%

Expect to retire

21%

Next

37%

have a comprehensive financial
plan for retirement

21%

don’t know
68%when they’ll retire 37%

24%

36%

49%

12%

7%

Ahead of schedule
On track
Behind schedule
Not sure

68%

a re worried about being able to
37%
afford healthcare in retirement

20%

21%

Previous

But the long-term picture may not be as rosy as people
are reporting. A look at our participant behavior shows
no real increase in contributions rates,1 and the survey
shows that:

Earlier than planned
When planned
Later than planned
Not sure/doesn’t apply

68%

1 John Hancock open-architecture platform as of September 30, 2021.
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Debt is a top issue, but many
workers are managing it better
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Although more than half say debt’s a problem, it’s become less of a problem
over the years.

Unfortunately, though, not everyone is able to manage
their debt.

Top worries

Supporting
well-being

10%

9%

13%

31%

31%

33%

48%

36%

38%

18%

15%

37%

40%

51%

51%

of participants with student
34%
31%
loans have credit card debt

34%

of participants without student
31%
loans have credit card debt

31%

of workers say they don’t pay
their credit card balance in full

Takeaways
22%

18%
2018

2019

A major problem

A minor problem

2020

Not a problem

2021

Not applicable/no debt

51%
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34%

every month, especially:
• Women
• People 50 and younger
• People with student loans
• Households earning
<$100,000

12

How to help improve financial
well-being
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The signals we’re getting are clear:
• Workers are focusing on their finances
• They’re engaging more with their retirement plan2

Top worries

• Their interest in financial wellness programs has increased
• The types of help they’re looking for echo their top concerns

Supporting
well-being

This presents employers—who are dealing with fallout from the
Great Resignation—with an opportunity to improve recruitment
and retention strategies. Typically, workers are looking for

Takeaways

more work-life balance, support, wages, and benefits from
their employers, and many have gotten used to their pandemicrelated savings. One of the ways employers are responding is by
offering financial wellness programs, with a 35% increase in such
programs just since 2019.3

2 John Hancock as of 9/30/21. 3 “Hot Topics in Retirement and Financial Wellbeing 2021,” Alight, 2021.
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Workers are trying
to improve their
financial well-being,
and they want help

89%
of those younger
than 36

• 82% would like to be more confident
making financial decisions

Top worries

• When participants need to make a
financial decision:

Supporting
well-being

• 58% do their own research
Takeaways

• 31% ask a financial professional
• 28% ask their retirement
plan provider

88%
of women

89%
of those with
$50,000–$99,000
annual income

90%
of people with
a debt problem
89%
of singles

Hover over each group to
see who wants help making
financial decisions
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89% say it’s important for employers to offer financial
wellness programs—with a substantial increase in
those saying the programs reduce financial stress and
increase loyalty.

•

The impact of financial wellness programs

Top worries

74%
69%

Supporting
well-being

59%
54%

But workers don’t want to go it alone. They’d like help
from their employer with:

66%
57%

•
•
•
•
•

Recommendations on Social
Security strategies
Help forecasting retirement income
Access to expertise on estate planning
Ability to assess financial wellness and gaps
Opening an emergency savings account
Education savings tools

Takeaways
2020

2021

Reduce financial stress
More likely to stay with employer
Increase job productivity
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Workers who have more support have better financial
situations, with one-on-one help having a big impact
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93%

88%

81%

78% 80% 79%

79%

Top worries

57%

55%

74%
55%
45%

Supporting
well-being

Good to excellent
financial situation

Takeaways

Able to make
debt payments easily

Retirement savings
on track or ahead

Financial advisor and financial wellness program
Financial advisor only
Financial wellness program only
No financial advisor or financial wellness program
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In a digital world, people are looking for personalized help.

Most participants are engaging with their plan digitally—in increasing numbers.

Top worries

93%
93%

44%
44%

76%76%
76%

37%37%
37%

45%45%
45%

Supporting
well-being

Takeaways
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say receiving

increase in the

use a computer

use a mobile app

increase in

projections of their
estimated retirement
expenses and
income would help
them save more

number of people
working with a
financial advisor—
from 25% in 2019
to 36% in 2021

to access their
retirement account
at least quarterly

to access their
retirement account at
least quarterly

click-through rates
on retirement
plan-related emails,
2020–2021

17

Key findings

Stress and finances

Top worries

The survey results reinforce trends
seen among Americans throughout the
pandemic, with the financial ripples hitting
some people harder than others. More

Supporting
well-being

than ever, participants need and expect
communications and solutions to be
tailored to their needs. Participants need
help making financial decisions, which
means they’re looking for relevant, timely
guidance—whether using personalized
digital tools or getting one-on-one help from
a financial professional.

Takeaways

Previous

People want guidance,
but they expect it to
be personalized

Next
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Seizing the opportunity to guide
decision-making
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This year’s data shows a confluence of trends—brought on by the pandemic—
that may make workers more likely than they’ve been in the past to take action to
improve their finances for the long term. Awareness of the impact that something like
a pandemic can have on their financial lives has them stressed. Pandemic-related
savings have given many the chance to take action to get their finances in order, at
least in the short term. The need to pay down debt, follow a budget, and save for
emergencies and retirement—messages we’ve been communicating for years—has
become more personally relevant than ever. But workers overwhelmingly say they need
help making financial decisions, and they’re increasingly looking to their employers
and financial professionals for help. Now’s the time to help people turn their short-term
improvements and engagement into long-term financial health.
Offering financial wellness solutions is no longer a why, but a how. And the answer is
through relevant, timely, personalized solutions—if we’re going to help people with
their finances, we have to reach out with the right tools and services at the moment
they need them.

To learn more, please visit retirement.johnhancock.com/stress.
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Consultative.
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Easy.
Personal.

Top worries

Proven.
Supporting
well-being

We make retirement plans work.

Takeaways

For 50 years, we’ve helped people plan and invest for retirement; today, we’re one of the largest
full-service providers in the United States. (Source: “2020 Defined Contribution Recordkeeper
Survey,” PLANSPONSOR, 2020.)
The content of this document is for general information only. It is not intended to provide investment, tax, plan design, or
legal advice. Please consult your own independent advisor as to any investment, tax, or legal statements made herein.
John Hancock Investment Management Distributors LLC is the principal underwriter and wholesale distribution broker-dealer
for the John Hancock mutual funds, member FINRA, SIPC.
John Hancock Retirement Plan Services LLC offers administrative or recordkeeping services to sponsors and administrators
of retirement plans. John Hancock Trust Company LLC provides trust and custodial services to such plans. Group annuity
contracts and recordkeeping agreements are issued by John Hancock Life Insurance Company (U.S.A.), Boston, MA (not
licensed in New York), and John Hancock Life Insurance Company of New York, Valhalla, New York. Product features and
availability may differ by state. Securities are offered through John Hancock Distributors LLC, member FINRA, SIPC.
NOT FDIC INSURED. MAY LOSE VALUE. NOT BANK GUARANTEED.
© 2022 John Hancock. All rights reserved.
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