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Background

This year marks the 10th year of the Planning & Progress Study – an annual research study from 
Northwestern Mutual that explores U.S. adults’ attitudes and behaviors toward money, financial decision-
making, and the broader issues impacting people’s long-term financial security.

To mark the 10 year milestone, this year’s study features a look back at the original consumer cohort 
surveyed – people who were ages 25+ in 2009 and are ages 35+ today to explore how views have (or have 
not) changed over the past 10 years. 

The study was conducted by The Harris Poll on behalf of Northwestern Mutual and included 2,003 
American adults aged 18 or older in the general population who participated in an online survey between 
February 20 and March 5, 2019.  Findings shared in this first wave of results are based on 1,289 interviews 
among those ages 35 and older.  

Results were weighted to Census targets for education, age/gender, race/ethnicity, region and household 
income. Propensity score weighting was also used to adjust for respondents' propensity to be online.  No 
estimates of theoretical sampling error can be calculated; a full methodology is available.



3

People feel significantly greater financial security today vs 10 years ago

BASE:  ALL QUALIFIED RESPONDENTS 2009 Ages 25+: (n=1000); 2019 Ages 35+:  (n=650)
Q8. Financial security can be described as “a feeling of confidence that you will achieve the financial goals you have through the actions you are currently taking.”  How financially secure do you feel today? 

53%

29%

36% 40%

11%

31%
Extremely / Very secure

Somewhat secure

Not at all / Not too secure /
not sure

47% 71%
% Extremely/Very/
Somewhat Secure

B

B

A

Ages 35+ 
in 2019

(A)

Ages 25+ 
in 2009

(B)

Financial Security

B

A

A



My financial situation 
is worse now

My financial situation 
is better now

My financial habits 
are worse now

My financial habits 
are better now

I’m carrying more 
debt now

I’m carrying less debt 
now

I have become more 
of a spendthrift now

I have become more 
frugal now
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Financial habits have markedly improved

27%

12%

26%

26%

73%

88%

74%

74%

BASE: ALL QUALIFIED RESPONDENTS 2019 Ages 35+: (n=1289) 
Q9. The next set of questions will explore aspects of your life now compared to 10 years ago. 

Compared to 10 Years Ago...(Among Those Age 35+)



Yes
66%

No
34%

BASE:  ALL QUALIFIED RESPONDENTS – 2009 Ages 25+: (n=1000); 2019 Ages 35+: (n=1289)
Q2. Do you have specific goals for the next five to ten years? 

Yes
57%

No
43%

Goal-setting is on the rise

2009 (Ages 25+)
(A)

2019 (Ages 35+)
(B)
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People feel more cautious today than they did during the Financial Crisis

BASE:  ALL RESPONDENTS 2019 Ages 35+: (n=1289)
RA2 . When you think about how you felt at the time of the Financial Crisis in the fall of 2008 compared to today, how comfortable are you with each of the following?

16%
10% 13%

21%

16%
22%

13% 13%
9%

5% 4%
4%

Taking risks with finances Taking risks with career Taking risks with healthcare
coverage

Much more comfortable

Somewhat more comfortable

Much less comfortable

Somewhat less comfortable

18%% More Comfortable 17% 13%

37%% Less Comfortable 26% 35%

Despite the stronger financial footing, US adults feel more cautious and risk-averse today 
than they did 10 years ago.
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American optimism has remained flat since 2009

% Strongly/Somewhat Disagree % Strongly/Somewhat Agree

27%

58%

65%

82%

36%

54%

65%

73%

The United States is generally headed in the right direction

The ''American Dream'' is still attainable for most Americans

I am sure that someday I will get to where I want to be in life

A person can accomplish anything if they put their mind to it

2019 (A)

2009 (B)

BASE:  ALL QUALIFIED RESPONDENTS – 2009 Ages 25+: (n=1000) 2019 Ages 35+: (n=1289)

Q1115. How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?

A

A

B

40%

24%

11%

6%

44%

23%

13%

10%

B

B
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Americans continue to define “success” based on relationships, health and 
lifestyle over material, career and wealth

BASE:  ALL QUALIFIED RESPONDENTS – 2009 Ages 25+ (n=1000) 2019 Ages 35+: (n=1289) 

Q1. Below is a list of various personal attributes.  Please select the 5 attributes that best fit your definition of “success.” 

53%

53%

50%

48%

45%

42%

33%

26%

24%

23%

14%

13%

13%

12%

12%

12%

9%

9%

7%

4%

Spending quality time with family

Being healthy (eating well, regular exercise, etc.)

Having a good relationship with your spouse or partner

Being financially prepared for the future

Having a good work/life balance

Being a good parent

Feeling spiritually fulfilled

Enjoying your career

Spending quality time with friends

Being well-educated

Owning the home of your dreams

Earning a high income

Being a good child to your parents

Being well-traveled

Being environmentally-friendly

Being involved in your community

Being physically attractive

Participating in charitable activities

Having nice belongings

Supporting the Arts and Culture

2019 Rank 2009 Rank

1 1

1 3

3 2

4 6

5 4

6 5

7 7

8 9

9 8

10 10

11 15

12 16

12 11

14 17

14 11

14 13

17 18

17 14

19 19

20 20

2019 (Ages 35+)


