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• Retirement plans come in two forms: defined benefit pensions and defined contribution plans. A defined benefit 
pension is a retirement plan that uses a predetermined formula to calculate the amount of an employee’s future 
benefit. A defined contribution plan is a type of retirement plan in which the employer makes specified contributions to 
individual employee accounts, but the amount of the future retirement benefit is not specified.

• Over the last decade and a half, retirement plan coverage has held steady at about half of private industry workers,1

although the type of coverage has gradually shifted. At the beginning of the 1990s, defined benefit pensions and 
defined contribution plans each covered about one-third of private industry workers. By 2003, defined contribution 
plans covered about twice as many workers as did defined benefit pensions: 40 percent compared with 20 percent.
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Notes
1 BLS studied retirement plans for employees of State and local governments in the 1990s, conducting surveys in 1990, 1992, 1994, and 
1998. Overall retirement plan coverage held relatively steady from 1990 to 1998, as did coverage by defined benefit pensions and defined 
contribution plans. During these years, 9 in 10 workers were covered by retirement plans; about 85 percent of workers had defined benefit 
pensions, and about 10 percent had defined contribution plans. (BLS last surveyed State and local governments for the prevalence of benefit 
plans in 1998.)

Percent of workers participating in retirement plans, private industry, 1989-2003

1990-91 1991-92 1992-93 1993-94 1994-95 1996-97 1999 2000 2003

All retirement 53 54 53 50 51 53 48 48 49
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1990-91 1991-92 1992-93 1993-94 1994-95 1996-97 1999 2000 2003

Defined benefit pension 35 34 32 28 28 27 21 19 20
Defined contribution plan 34 35 35 34 37 40 36 36 40
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