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Abstract
In 2007, Ameriprise Financial commissioned research that looked across three generations of 
Americans — baby boomers, their children and their parents — to gain a deeper understanding 
of how each group perceives, talks about and deals with money and financial issues. The Money 
Across Generations® study revealed that many families are having insufficient discussions about 
their financial needs and goals, and may unknowingly be sabotaging their future financial security. 
Findings also suggested that boomers need to take a more realistic look at how the generous 
financial support they provide others may be throwing their retirement plans off track.

Today, following the recession that rocked Wall Street and Main Streets across the U.S., many 
American families are faced with a very different financial reality than they were five years ago. The 
Money Across Generations IISM study replicates the original survey to provide a before and after 
comparison. It offers an in-depth look at how the financial needs and attitudes of each generation 
have evolved — and how this could continue to impact boomers’ ability to retire the way they desire.

Understanding each other’s needs and views could help generations of families better prepare 
for retirement and ensure they are supporting each other in a more meaningful and financially 
viable manner.
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Introduction

Five years ago, Ameriprise Financial commissioned a study to uncover the family financial ties 
that bind baby boomers to their parents and their children. The Money Across Generations® 
study looked across three generations — from the central vantage point of boomers — to gain 
a deeper understanding of how each group perceives, talks about and deals with money and 
financial issues.

To better understand how the recession and subsequent sluggish recovery have impacted 
these family money dynamics and consumer sentiment, Ameriprise Financial recently 
conducted a second wave of interviews. While the economic environment has changed 
significantly since the original study was conducted, the findings suggest that money remains 
a family affair, with financial goals and concerns traversing the generations.

For boomers, who have either reached or are nearing retirement, these generational money 
matters can lead to difficult decisions with significant and long-lasting consequences. Likewise, 
the ability of their children and parents to achieve and maintain a secure financial future may 
also hang in the balance.

The Money Across Generations IISM study examines:

•	How Americans’ attitudes and actions regarding money have changed in the past five years

•	The gaps in communication and financial decision-making that exist within families

•	The factors that may impede boomers’ ability to plan and save for retirement
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Five years later, the world is a different place

The consumer surveys that formed the basis of the first Money Across Generations® study were 
conducted in the spring of 2007. While there were already concerns about the housing boom 
going bust and defaults on subprime mortgages, the repercussions of these issues — and the 
events that would follow soon after — were not yet clear to most Americans.

The economy has shown some signs of recovery since the recession, but in contrast to 2007, 
the situation many Americans currently face appears quite bleak. The Dow Jones industrial 
average broke 13,000 for the first time in April 2007, buoyed by corporate profits, and the 
U.S. unemployment rate rested at 4.5%.1 Comparatively, market volatility has been forecast 
throughout 2012, and despite some improvement, the current unemployment rate remains 
above 8%.2 Current average home prices have slid 33% below their 2006 peak.3

Even in 2008, during the depths of the recession, most consumers surveyed by Roper Reports 
viewed America as “the land of opportunity.” While a majority of people continue to express 
this sentiment, it has taken a significant hit, declining by approximately 10 points in less than 
four years.4

The Money Across Generations IISM study truly offers a before and after snapshot, giving insights 
into how the recession and financial crisis have impacted the attitudes of three generations 
of Americans, and how this ultimately affects their relationship with money — and with each 
other. It also provides the groundwork for a detailed analysis of how the actions people take 
today may either jeopardize or help them achieve a secure and enjoyable retirement.

1 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, April 2007 
2 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, January 2012 
3 Fiserv® Case-Shiller Index®, January 2012 
4 Roper Reports, November 2011
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Boomers’ outlook has changed, along with their 
perceived ability to reach financial goals

In 2007, approximately two-thirds (64%) of American baby boomers reported feeling very or 
somewhat optimistic about the financial future of the country. Less than half (49%) of those 
surveyed for the 2012 study shared similar sentiments — with 57% saying they’ve become 
less optimistic since the onset of the 2008 recession and financial crisis. The downturn has 
also had a long-lasting and very personal impact, with only 17% of boomers reporting they are 
currently very confident about their own financial future — a significant decline from 2007  
when 39% reported the same.
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This skepticism has also impacted boomers’ confidence in reaching specific financial goals, 
including those they are most likely to rate as very important: assuring a secure life for 
themselves and their family (80%) and having enough money to continue their lifestyle after 
they retire (71%). One-quarter (27%) of boomers say they are very confident that they’ll be able 
to continue their current lifestyle in retirement, compared to 44% who believed they would 
in 2007. Likewise those who report feeling very confident in their ability to provide financial 
security for themselves and their family has dropped to one-third (33%), down significantly from 
more than half (51%) five years ago.

The number of boomers who report feeling very confident about their ability to achieve the 
following goals has declined since 2007:

•	Preserve wealth to leave to their children (16% vs. 28%)

•	Assure a financially secure life for their parents (19% vs. 33%)

•	Help their children or grandchildren pay for their education (24% vs. 39%)

•	Support a charity or cause that’s important to them (18% vs. 29%)

These results should not imply that these goals are not important to them. Approximately a 
quarter of boomers say wealth preservation (28%), assuring their parents’ financially security 
(23%) and supporting charity (24%) are very important to them; 42% report the same sentiment 
about helping fund their children or grandchildren’s education. 

Only one-third (33%) of boomers are 
very confident in their ability to provide 
financial security for themselves and 
their family, compared to more than half 
(51%) of those surveyed five years ago. 
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Boomers’ concerns are shared by their 
children and parents

Despite their relative youth, boomers’ children (primarily members of Gen Y and Gen X) are also 
less likely to report confidence in reaching key financial goals. More immediate goals saw some 
of the largest drops, including the number who are very confident they will have the means to 
help their children pay for their education (25% vs. 49%) and assure a financially secure life 
for themselves and their family (37% vs. 58%). Their certainty in reaching long-term goals has 
been significantly jolted, with less than one-quarter (23%) reporting that they are very confident 
they’ll be able to continue their lifestyle after they retire, compared to 45% in 2007.

Boomers also express concerns regarding their adult children. More than half of boomers 
(55%) say they worry that their children will not have enough financial resources to achieve a 
financially secure retirement. Many say they are concerned that younger generations do not 
understand what it takes to prepare for retirement (47%) and that their children’s financial 
situation will prohibit them from having the same opportunities they’ve enjoyed (45%).
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What boomers may not realize is that their family members are also concerned about them: 
55% of their children and 42% of their parents worry about their boomer relatives’ ability to 
achieve a financially secure retirement.

Boomers’ parents are also feeling financial pressure, but to a slightly lesser degree. The 
largest decline is seen in the number who believe they will be able to support a charity or 
cause that’s important to them (18% vs. 34%).

Concerns about retirement security are shared  
across the generations

Confidence in achieving a financially secure retirement has declined across all generations, 
but there may be different factors at play. When asked about the most significant risk to their 
retirement, boomers are most likely to say poor investment returns (28%), while their parents 
express the most concern about changes to Social Security (27%) and their children worry 
about job security (38%).

While these concerns likely reflect the life-stage of the respondents, health care costs were 
a common theme across all generations, with boomers (22%), their children (18%) and their 
parents (23%) all reporting this as the second most likely threat to their retirement. The 
uncertainty around these expenses often make them among the most difficult to plan for — 
especially as health care costs and average lifespans increase.

Consumer perceptions of the greatest threats to their retirement

Boomers’ children Boomers Boomers’ parents
1 Job security Poor investment returns Changes to Social Security

2 Health care costs Health care costs Health care costs

3 Changes to Social Security Job security Changes to Medicare 

55% of adult children worry 
that their boomer parents won’t 
be able to achieve a financially 
secure retirement.
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Families are talking more, but conversations are 
missing the mark

With significant concerns stretching across generations, it may seem likely that families would 
be talking more about their finances — and this is true in many cases. Half (50%) of boomers 
say they regularly discuss money matters with their family (up significantly from 39% in 2007), 
behind only the number who say they’re talking about relatives (53%) and politics (51%). Similar 
increases were seen among boomers’ children, with 63% saying they regularly discuss finances 
(vs. 46% in 2007). But despite concerns about their children and grandchildren’s financial 
situation, the “silent generation” remains quiet on money issues; a mere 28% report that they 
engage in financial conversations on a regular basis.

While it is encouraging that more conversations are taking place, especially among the 
younger generations, these discussions are not translating into the in-depth discussions that 
could benefit families in the long-run. For example, one-quarter (27%) of boomers say they 
rarely or never discuss retirement, an oversight that may leave them — and potentially their 
children — unprepared for the years ahead. In fact, four in ten (41%) admit that they haven’t 
adequately discussed their current financial situation with their children, with the most common 
reason being that they simply haven’t gotten around to it (37%). Meanwhile, 37% of boomers’ 
parents feel they haven’t adequately discussed finances with their children. Both findings 
have remained relatively unchanged since the 2007 study, despite the turmoil caused by the 
recession and the fact that all generations are five years older.
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And while all generations cite health care costs as a significant risk to their retirement security, 
less than half of Americans across all age groups regularly discuss this topic. Boomers (40%) 
are the most likely to say they regularly engage in conversations about this issue, followed by 
their parents (39%) and children (29%).

When children are asked why they have not broached these topics with their parents, the 
answers are somewhat consistent across the generations. Boomers are most likely to 
say they haven’t approached their aging parents because they feel that it is none of their 
business (30%), a sentiment shared by one-quarter (25%) of their own children. However, a 
similar number of boomers’ children (27%) say they simply haven’t thought about it. Boomers’ 
children may also simply be trying to avoid an argument; nearly half (49%) report that financial 
conversations are very or somewhat likely to cause tension between them and their parents.

Conclusion

The Money Across Generations II study reveals both positive and negative trends. Americans are 
significantly less optimistic about their financial future – and the financial future of the country 
– than they were five years ago. They are also more likely to be engaging in conversations about 
money. Unfortunately, these conversations aren’t addressing some of the greatest challenges 
Americans currently face, including how to ensure they have a financially secure retirement 
despite rising health care costs, an uncertain job market and potential changes to entitlement 
programs. While these may seem like individual concerns, the ramifications can ripple through 
a family for years as one generation is confronted with providing monetary support to another – 
while possibly endangering their own long-term financial security.

For each generation, the past five years have brought significant changes. Boomers are quickly 
approaching or have already moved into retirement. Their parents have grown older and may be 
experiencing aging issues. Their adult children are starting careers, families or both. While love, 
shared experiences and genetics are the ties that bind families – finances often play a role, 
too. It is imperative that boomers, their children and their parents speak openly about money 
and also share their goals, priorities and plans across the generations.

Nearly half (49%) of adult children 
say financial conversations are likely 
to cause tension between them and 
their boomer parents. 
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Methodology

Working with GfK Roper Public Affairs, a leading global marketing research and consulting 
firm, Ameriprise Financial launched a national telephone survey in November and 
December of 2011.

•	The sampling frame for the landline portion this study was a random digit dialing system 
that includes all telephone households in the U.S. — both listed and unlisted. Sample 
targeting boomers was sorted by the estimated household income of the phone exchanges 
to increase the likelihood of finding a boomer household with sufficient investable assets 
to qualify for the study. The study’s sample was drawn from these frames using probability 
selection procedures.

•	The sampling frame for the cell phone portion of this study was a list of known cell phone 
exchanges. These numbers were then dialed randomly. Respondents were then screened for 
age (and if a boomer, self-reported age of 47-65, additionally screened for investable assets) 
to determine eligibility for the study.

•	Interviews were conducted among 1,006 affluent baby boomers — those with $100,000 or 
more investable assets; 300 parents of baby boomers; and 300 children of baby boomers at 
least 18 years old.

•	Survey data were weighted to MRI Fall 2011 statistics, the data source with the most reliable 
data for households with cell phones.

•	The margin of error is +/- three percentage points for the affluent boomers segment and +/- 
six percentage points for the parents and children of boomers segments.
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About Ameriprise Financial
At Ameriprise Financial, we have been helping people feel more confident about their financial future 
for over 115 years. With outstanding asset management, advisory and insurance capabilities 
and a nationwide network of 10,000 financial advisors, we have the strength and expertise 
to serve the full range of individual and institutional investors’ financial needs. For more 
information, or to find an Ameriprise financial advisor, visit ameriprise.com.

About GfK
GfK is one of the world’s largest research companies, with more than 11,000 experts working 
to discover new insights into the way people live, think and shop, in over 100 markets, 
every day. GfK is constantly innovating and using the latest technologies and the smartest 
methodologies to give its clients the clearest understanding of the most important people in 
the world: their customers. In 2010, GfK’s sales amounted to EUR 1.29 billion. To find out 
more, visit www.gfk.com or follow GfK on Twitter: www.twitter.com/gfk_group 
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