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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

T he public pension systems in the United 
States provide retirement security for 
teachers, firefighters, police officers 

and other public servants.  For decades, fund 
managers, working with investment professionals 
and actuaries, have administered these funds.  The 
goal for the pension fund is to meet or exceed the 
desired investment results required to fulfill the 
funding obligations calculated by the actuaries.  
This is a complex task in which numerous 
boards, investment professionals, actuaries and 
administrators seek to work together to achieve 
the goals of the pension.  Pensions are big in 
terms of dollars and important because of the 
number of individuals covered by these funds.

Despite record stock market results in the past 
few years, many U.S. public pension funds today 
remain underfunded.1  Pension funds have 
addressed the decline in returns by increased 
allocation of assets into hedge funds and private 
equity – known as alternative investments.  At 
the same time, pension funds have become 
increasingly active in allocating resources to social 
and/or political causes.2 

Spectrem Group decided to explore pension fund 
members’ awareness of the underfunded status 
of their pension funds and determine if they were 
worried about not receiving anticipated pension 
payments.  Spectrem sought to find out if pension 
members were aware of the amount of political 
and/or social investments within the fund as well 
as the level of alternative investments.  Two of the 
pension funds that have taken significant initiative 
in political and/or social causes are the California 
Public Employee’s Retirement System (CalPERS)3 
and the New York City Retirement Systems (NYC 
Funds)4. The NYC Funds reflects five funds which 
include: New York City Employees’ Retirement 
System (NYCERS), Teachers’ Retirement System 
(TRS), Police Pension Fund, Fire Department 
Pension Fund and the Board of Education 
Retirement System (BERS).  (See Appendix A  
for breakdown).

Spectrem determined that surveying members 
of NYC Funds and CalPERS and comparing 
their opinions to a nationwide sample of other 
public pension fund members would provide a 
benchmark regarding these issues for pension 
funds nationwide.

Our study builds a pensioner viewpoint on the 
critical issues facing these institutions  
and measures: 

• Awareness of funded status and core pension 
fundamentals

• Amount of concern regarding ability to collect 
full benefits

• Preference on current investment trends 

• Sentiment of pension activities (shareholder 
voting and disclosure) 

• Goals and objectives for fund managers

Key Findings include the following:

• Pension members plan to rely upon their 
pension for at least 50% of their retirement 
income. 

• Pension members are largely unaware of 
recent pension fund investment results and 
are overly confident in and satisfied with 
recent results. In fact, 80% of NYC Funds 
and 63% of CalPERS members believe their 
pensions are fully funded, even though both 
funds are underfunded. 

• Once informed of the actual level of 
underfunding with their fund, pension 
members showed high levels of concern about 
their ability to collect future benefits.   

• Fund managers should focus on returns and 
managing the pension back to a fully funded 
status. Focusing on maximizing returns and 
returning the fund to 100% funded status was 

  1 https://www.cnbc.com/2017/10/18/state-pension-funds-continue-to-fall-behind-heres-how-much-you-owe.html
  2 https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeffreydorfman/2014/09/11/public-pensions-are-still-marching-to-their-death/#660bbb8236ab
  3 https://www.city-journal.org/html/pension-fund-ate-california-13528.html
  4 http://www.reason.com/blog/2017/06/21/new-york-city-pension-crisis-report
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In total, there were responses from 807 CalPERS 
members, 771 NYC Funds respondents and 1,687 
National members.  

ATTITUDES REGARDING  
PENSION FUNDS
Most pension members will be relying upon their 
pension income during retirement to some extent. 
When asked what percentage of their existing or 
anticipated retirement income did their pension 
represent, most pension members indicated that 
their pension income is or will represent about 
half of their retirement income.  Not surprisingly, 
retired members were generally more likely to 
indicate that the pension represents a higher 
percentage of their retirement income compared 
to active members (see Appendix A chart C).

Younger pension members probably anticipate 
supplementing their retirement income with 
additional savings.  And since retirement may be 
perceived as being too far in the future to worry 
about, their attitudes regarding how the pension 
fund is managed and for what objectives may be 
colored by their distance from retirement.

Pension members were generally satisfied with 
how their pension assets were being managed.  
More than three-quarters of the National group 
were satisfied.  CalPERS members were slightly 
more satisfied than the National group and the 
NYC Funds pension members were the most 
satisfied with how their pension assets were being 
managed.

supported by 78% of the National pension 
members, 74% of CalPERS members and 66% 
of NYC Funds pension members.  Only a small 
percentage supported investing in projects 
that supported political and/or  
social causes. 

Other Findings include the following:

• Most pension members consider themselves 
to be fairly knowledgeable about investing 
and their pension program details, but in 
reality, their knowledge level falls short. Most 
cannot identify if their pension is fully funded, 
the recent returns of the fund, or the current 
investment direction of the fund.  

• Many pension fund members are concerned 
that the fund may spend too much time on 
shareholder voting issues.  Regardless of the 
amount of time and resources a pension fund 
decides to allocate to shareholder proposal 
voting, providing a clear rationale for the vote 
to members is critical.  Pension members 
are very interested in justification for voting 
behavior, especially young members. 

• Respondents underestimate the amount of 
alternative investments in their fund, and 
upon learning the actual amount desired 
less. Similarly, upon learning of recent 
underperformance of alternative energy assets 
in the fund, many pensioners expressed a 
desire for less investment in this sector. 

 
SURVEY METHODOLOGY
The survey was conducted online from November 
8, 2017 to November 26, 2017. As previously 
noted, pension members from CalPERS and NYC 
Funds were compared against a sample identified 
as the “National” segment. The National segment 
included individuals from the New York State 
Common Retirement Fund, the Florida Retirement 
System, Missouri State Employees’ Retirement 
System, and the Teacher Retirement System of 
Texas. A small number of respondents were from 
other public pension plans not identified above.

49%
National

50%
CalPERS

Retirement Income from Pension Benefits 

46%
NYC Funds
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Importance in Regards to Management of 
Pension Funds – by Age 

(weighted average level of importance)

73%

60%

44%

40%

Using fund resources to advance
worthy political and/or social causes

30 or less 31-50 51-70 71 and above

77%

74%

82%

50%

83%

82%

82%

59%

79%

80%

80%

61%

Generating returns at
or above the fund

target level

Generating returns at
or above overall

market performance

Ensuring stable, consistent
returns by taking on less risk

Using fund resources
to advance worthy

political and/or social causes

National CalPERS NYC Funds

Importance in Regards to Management 
of Pension Funds 

(weighted average level of importance)

Satisfaction with Management of Pension Assets
National CalPERS NYC Funds

Extremely  
satisfied 39% 43% 48%

Moderately 
satisfied 35% 35% 35%

Slightly satisfied 10% 10% 9%
Neither satisfied 
nor dissatisfied 12% 10% 7%

As age increased, satisfaction levels with how the 
assets are being managed increased as well (See 
Appendix A chart D).  This is interesting to note 
because the NYC Funds members, who are 
generally younger, were also the most satisfied.

When asked what they felt was most important in 
regards to management of their pension funds, 
investment-related factors were identified as 
being most important by pension members from 
all of the groups.  For members of the National 
group, stable and consistent returns generated by 
taking on less risk was the most important factor.  
CalPERS members rated generating returns at or 
above the fund target level as most important 
followed closely by generating returns at or above 
overall market performance.  Ensuring stable and 
consistent returns by taking on less risk was also 

valued highly by the CalPERS participants.  
Similarly, NYC Funds members identified stable, 

consistent returns at or above the overall market 
performance as the most important, followed 
immediately by returns above the fund target 
level.  Using fund resources to advance worthy 
political and/or social causes, while not the most 
important factor, was still important to 61% of 
the pension members.  The NYC Funds members 
rated this factor higher than the other two 
groups.  CalPERS followed closely behind while 
the National group rated this item lower than the 
other two groups.

Younger pension members, however, were 
much more interested in using fund resources to 
advance worthy political and/or social causes than 

older pension members.  
Pension members were asked how fund mangers 
should allocate their time and attention regarding 
their pension fund assets.  Respondents were 
given a scale of 0 to 100 and asked to break 
up the time allocations to equal 100.  As you 
can see, pension members felt that roughly 
equal amounts of time should be allocated to 
ensuring investments meet performance targets 
and ensuring investments meet or exceed the 
performance level of the overall market.  Roughly 
a quarter of the pension fund managers’ time 
should be dedicated to the overall fund strategy 
and structure.  Pension members felt that only a 
small percentage of time should be dedicated to 
using fund resources to advance worthy political 
and/or social causes.  This number varied by 
segment with the NYC Funds members being 
more supportive of fund managers spending time 
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and effort on worthy political and/or social causes 
than both CalPERS members and  
National members.

Time Fund Managers Should Allocate  
to the Following Objectives

National CalPERS NYC Funds
Ensuring 
investments meet 
performance 
targets

33% 31% 30%

Ensuring 
investments meet 
or exceed the  
performance 
level of the 
overall market

32% 31% 27%

Reviewing, 
discussing and 
setting fund 
strategy and 
structure

25% 26% 26%

Using fund 
resources to 
advance worthy 
political and/or 
social causes

9% 13% 16%

Similar to the findings above, younger pension 
members expressed greater support for fund 
managers dedicating more time to using the fund 

resources to advance worthy political and/or  
social causes. 

Overall, pension fund members strongly believe 
that fund managers should focus on investment 
performance.  Most expect them to generate 
returns that not only meet but exceed their 
targets.  They also want them to generate stable, 
consistent returns and avoid risk.  At the same 
time, however, slightly more than half are open 
to the pension investing in political and/or social 
causes.  They do not want their fund managers to 
spend a lot of time, however, on the political and/
or social causes.  Younger pension members, who 
have a longer investment time horizon, are more 
supportive of political and/or social investments, 
but still rate investment-related factors as  
more important.

KNOWLEDGE AND AWARENESS
Pension members claim to be well informed 
about many of the details of their pension plan, 
especially those details that tend to be investment 
related.  More than half of National members, 
59% of CalPERS members and 65% of NYC Funds 
members indicate they are well informed about 
the actual investment return of the fund and just 
slightly lower percentages claim knowledge of 
the target investment return.  An even higher 
percentage of pension members claim to be 
informed about expenses and fees they pay with 
56% of National members claiming to know this 
information, 62% of CalPERS members being 
informed, and 67% of NYC Funds members 
indicating they are informed.  Similarly, more than 

26% 30% 35% 36%

24%
29%

35% 34%
28%

27%
24% 24%

22%
14%

7% 6%

30 or less 31-50 51-70 71 and above

Using fund resources to advance worthy political and/or social
causes
Reviewing, discussing and setting fund strategy and structure

Ensuring investments meet or exceed the performance level of
the overall market
Ensuring investments meet performance targets

Time and Attention That Should be Allocated to 
Each Pension Fund Manager Objective – by Age

50%

46%

55%

39%

56%

37%

39%

59%

56%

62%

50%

60%

48%

50%

65%

62%

67%

56%

67%

55%

53%

Actual investment return

Target investment return

The expenses and fees I pay

How fund management votes on
shareholder proposals

Pension benefit structure

The costs associated with shareholder
activism on the part of fund

management

Composition of the board (investment
professionals or political appointees)

National CalPERS NYC Funds

Informed Level of Pension Program Details
(weighted average informed level)
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5% 8% 8%
10% 12% 12%

50% 41% 37%

25%
28% 29%

10% 14% 17%

National Group CalPERS NYC Funds

Significantly worse than Slightly worse than
Roughly in-line with Slightly better than
Significantly better than

How Well Pension Fund Has Performed in 
Past Few Years Compared to Overall Market

Better 
than 

market
35%

42% 46%

Worse 
than 

market
15%

20% 20%

Significantly worse thanSlightly better than
Slightly worse than

Roughly in-line with

Significantly better than

half of pension members are informed about the 
pension benefit structure (56% vs. 60% vs. 67%).
Pension members are less informed, however, 
on details regarding shareholder voting, the 
composition of the board, and the costs of 
shareholder activism.  Overall, more than half 
of the NYC Funds members indicated they 
were informed about the composition of the 
board (53%), how fund management votes 
on shareholder activism (55%), and the costs 
associated with shareholder activism on the 
part of fund management (55%).  Roughly 
half of CalPERS members claim to be informed 
about these issues with 50% indicating they are 
informed about the composition of the board, 
50% also feel informed about how the fund 
management votes on shareholder proposals 
and 48% indicate they are aware of the costs 
associated with shareholder activism.  National 
pension members, however, were less informed 
about these issues.  Only 39% are informed about 
the composition of the board, 40% are informed 
about how the fund management votes on 
shareholder proposals and only 38% believe they 
are informed about the costs associated with 
shareholder activism.

Pension members generally feel knowledgeable 
or very knowledgeable about investments.   Fifty-
eight percent of the National group claims to be 
very or fairly knowledgeable about investments.  
Sixty-one percent of CalPERS members feel 
similarly.  Seventy-one percent of NYC Funds 
members indicate they are very or fairly 
knowledgeable about investments.

Investment Knowledge

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

Very knowledgeable 
about financial products/
investments

16% 22% 28%

Fairly knowledgeable 41% 39% 43%
Not very knowledgeable, 
but do know some things 34% 30% 24%

Not at all knowledgeable 10% 8% 5%

After being asked about their overall investment 
knowledge and how well-informed they felt 

about their pension fund, pension members were 
specifically asked how they felt that their pension 
fund has performed over the past couple years 
compared to the overall market.

While the largest percentages of pension 
members felt that their fund performed roughly 
in-line with the market (50%, 41%, and 37%, 
respectively), almost half of NYC Funds members 

(46%) believed their fund performed slightly 
better or significantly better than the market.  
CalPERS members also were optimistic with 42% 
feeling their fund had beat the market.  Only 
35% of the National group felt their fund had 
outperformed the market.  

In reality, CalPERS and NYC Funds both had 
returns below that of the overall benchmarks, 
as did most of the National pensions identified 
(See Appendix A chart E).  It is interesting to note 
that 43% of pension members that claimed to be 
most knowledgeable were more likely to indicate 
their fund had outperformed the overall market.  
Similarly, 63% of those who indicated they were 
well informed also believed that their fund 
performed better than the market.  
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Some pension funds are fully funded, meaning 
they have enough money on hand today to cover 
future obligations. Others are underfunded, 
which means a gap exists between what’s in their 
accounts today and what they’ll need to pay 
out in the future. Pension members were asked 
to identify whether or not they believed their 
pension fund was fully funded.

NYC Funds pension members were the most likely 
to indicate that their pension is fully funded (80%) 
while the CalPERS members were the least likely to 
indicate that their pension was fully funded (63%).  
Sixty-six percent of National members indicated 
that they believe their pension fund is fully funded.

In reality, none of these pensions are fully funded.  
Based upon annual reports, CalPERS is funded at 
68.1% and NYC Funds is funded at 62%.  The other 
pension funds included in the National group 
range from funding levels of 67.5% to 93.5% (See 
Appendix A chart F).

Pension members that indicated that they believed 
their government pension fund was underfunded 
were asked what funding level was maintained by 
their pension fund.  The average results were fairly 
close to the actual funding levels.
 
For those who believe their pension is 
underfunded, their level of concern about 
whether it may have an impact on their ability to 
collect in the future is relatively high.  For National 

pension members, their level of concern is 70% 
while CalPERS and NYC Funds members both 
expressed a higher average level of concern (76%).
Previously, many pension members identified 
themselves as moderately well-informed 
about the actual investment returns and 
target investment returns of their fund.  Upon 
further questioning, however, many pensioners’ 
beliefs about fund performance were more 
optimistic than the actual performance of the 
fund.  Similarly, when pension members were 
questioned regarding the funding levels of their 
pension funds, the largest numbers of pensioners 
indicated that their pension fund was fully 
funded, despite the fact that none of the funds 
are fully funded.  For those who understood that 
their pension was underfunded, they expressed 
concern regarding their own ability to collect their 
pension in the future.

Unlike funding and investment performance 
issues, pension members admitted they were 
not as well informed about issues such as the 
composition of the board, how fund management 
votes on shareholder proposals as well as the 
costs associated with shareholder activism on the 
part of fund management.  

PROPOSAL VOTING 
Each year, investors of all types receive 
shareholder proposals asking them to vote 
on specific issues. Pensions and other large 
institutional shareholders tend to cast votes on 

Concern Over the Impact an Underfunded Pension 
Fund Will Have on Ability to Collect From it in Future

36%
44% 43%

43%
41% 41%

18%
14% 14%

4% 2% 2%

National CalPERS NYC Funds
Very concerned Somewhat concerned
Not too concerned Not at all concerned

Believe Pension is Fully (100%) Funded

8/10
NYC Funds

6/10
CalPERS

6/10
Na�onal

Actual Funded Level of Pensions

NYC Funds

62%
funded

CalPERS

68.1%
funded

Na�onal

67.5-93.5%
funded



9

almost every single shareholder proposal that’s 
offered, which often number in the thousands.
Some say pension funds should exercise their 
right to vote on all proposals, while others 
say they should only cast votes on proposals 
they have studied closely, abstaining on the 
rest.   Spectrem asked pension members how 
they felt pension fund managers should handle 
shareholder voting.

National pension members were the most likely 
to indicate that their pension fund should focus 
its time and resources on casting informed votes 
only on proposals it has analyzed thoroughly and 
which it concludes will generate better returns 
for fund beneficiaries.  Sixty-three percent of both 
CalPERS and NYC Funds pension members  
felt similarly.

It’s important to note that more than a third 
of both CalPERS and NYC Funds pension fund 
members felt that their pension fund should vote 
on all proposals and draw on outside firms’ advice 
in those cases where it hasn’t studied the proposal 
closely.  Younger pension members from all three 
groups were more likely to feel that their pension 
fund should vote on all proposals. (See Appendix 
A chart G).  Analyzing the results by age shows 
that pension members age 30 or less were more 
supportive of their fund voting on all proposals: 
31% of young National members, 49% of young 
CalPERS members and 42% of young NYC Funds 
members.  Overall, as age increased the support 
for pension funds to vote on all 
proposals decreased.

As indicated previously, pension funds and 
other large institutional investors cast votes on 
thousands of shareholder proposals each year, 
the vast majority of which have very little to do 
with improving the financial performance of the 
targeted company. Significant costs are incurred 
by the fund as part of the process of voting on all 
these proposals, even though few earn majority 
support. Pension fund members were asked if the 
pension fund managers should be required to 
explain to fund beneficiaries the rationale behind 
the fund’s decision to vote on each individual 
proposal.

Pension fund members were interested in 
receiving an explanation and justification of votes 
on each shareholder proposal and indicated 
that the pension fund should abstain if it cannot 
provide the explanation.  NYC Funds pension 
members were the most supportive of this 
concept (86%) followed by CalPERS pension 
members (77%) and then National members at 
69%.  Almost a third of National pension members 
felt that they didn’t need to know why or how 
fund managers were voting – that they should 
be trusted.

Once again, there were age-related differences 
of opinion regarding these results.  Ninety-one 
percent of pension members age 30 and under 
want their pension fund to explain and justify 
its votes or to abstain from voting if it cannot.  
Once again, the level of support for this concept 
decreases with age (See Appendix A chart H).

23%

77%

37%

63%

37%

63%

Fund should vote on all proposals and 
draw on outside firms’ advice in those 

cases where it hasn’t studied the 
proposal closely. 

Fund should focus time and resources
on casting informed votes only on

proposals it has analyzed thoroughly
and which it concludes will generate
better returns for fund beneficiaries.

National CalPERS NYC Funds

Shareholder Proposal Voting Preference 

68%

32%

77%

23%

86%

14%

My pension fund 
should explain and justify
its votes on each proposal 
– or abstain from voting 

if it cannot.

I don't need to know 
why or how fund managers 

are voting on each proposals
– we should trust them 

to do their jobs.

National CalPERS NYC Funds

Stance on Pension Fund Voting Rationale
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Some say that the pensions’ activities in this 
area divert time and resources away from more 
important priorities. Others say it’s perfectly 
appropriate for the pension to vote all its shares 
on all matters. CalPERS and NYC Funds pension 
members were asked if they were concerned 
about the amount of time and resources spent on 
these activities.

The largest percentages of pension members in 
each group were slightly concerned that their 
pension funds might be taking this a bit too far.  
More than four in 10 members of each pension 
fund were very concerned that the dollars spent 
on these activities was a dollar less for the fund 
to spend on acquiring and acting on the best 
investment research available.  One in 10 pension 
members felt that the fund can walk and chew 
gum at the same time. 

Pension members generally feel that the pension 
fund should focus its time and resources on 
casting informed votes only on proposals that 
have been thoroughly analyzed and which will 
create better results for pension beneficiaries.  
But one in three of the pension members 
from CalPERS and NYC Funds funds, especially 
younger members, support the fund voting on 
all shareholder proposals while relying upon the 
expertise and advice of outsiders.  Additionally, 
most pension members believe that the pension 
fund should explain and justify its votes on each 
proposal or abstain from voting.  This belief 
increases as age decreases.  Responding to these 

shareholder initiatives requires a significant 
amount of fund managers’ time and expense.  
The largest percentage of pension members 
are slightly concerned about the resources 
required for shareholder voting but 4 in 10 are 
very concerned that the dollars spent on these 
activities may lessen the ability for the fund to 
acquire and act on the best research available.

CALL TO ACTION
Pension fund members had several messages for 
fund managers, especially once they learned their 
pension was underfunded. 

Focus on Returns
Pension fund members were asked to identify 
the single most important thing that investment 
managers should be focused on in terms of 
managing their pension fund.  The largest 
percentages indicated maximizing returns is  
most important.  

Seventy-eight percent of National pension 
members were focused on returns along with 
74% of CalPERS pension members.  NYC Funds 
members were less likely to choose maximizing 
return with only 66% indicating this was the most 
important.  Twenty percent of NYC Funds pension 
members believe in investing in projects that they 
believe to be worthy political and/or social causes 
even if the returns are lower. Sixteen percent of 
the NYC Funds members indicated that seeking to 
influence companies the fund invests in by filing 
shareholder proposals was most important.  

Once again, age has an impact on responses.  
Thirty percent of investors age 30 and under 
were more likely to choose investing in projects 
that advance their beliefs.  Interest in investing in 
worthy political and/or social causes decreased as 
age increased.  Not surprisingly, older individuals 
were more likely to choose maximizing return as 
the most important.  The percentage of investors 
choosing returns as most important increased 
commiserate with age (See Appendix A chart I).

Those pension members who indicated that 
maximizing return was most important were 

Concern Over Possibility Pension’s 
Focus May be on the Wrong Thing

10% 11%

46% 48%

43% 41%

CalPERS NYC Funds

Very concerned. Every dollar spent on these activities is one less dollar to spend
on acquiring and acting upon the best investment research available.

Slightly concerned. There's a role for pension funds to challenge companies via
these proposals, but this might be taking it a bit too far.

Not concerned. The fund can walk and chew gum at the same time.
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12%

88%

15%

86%

21%

79%

Although I want my pension
fund to focus on generating

returns, I'd be OK with money
being invested in political

and/or social causes so long as
I agree with those causes

My pension fund should be
focused on generating returns;

it shouldn't be making
investment decisions on the

basis of politics, even if I
support the idea or cause

National CalPERS NYC Funds

Statement That Best Aligns With Personal 
Views on Pension Fund Focus

(asked of return-focused individuals)asked if it would be OK for the fund to invest 
in political and/or social causes that he or she 
supported or if the pension fund should only be 
focused on generating return, even if the pension 
member supported the cause.  The largest 
percentages of these return-focused individuals 
felt that the fund should be focused on generating 
returns, even if the pension member supported 
a specific cause.  While pension members from 
CalPERS and the National segment responded 
similarly, 21% of the NYC Funds pension members 
were open to the concept of the fund investing in 
political or social causes he or she might support.

Again, there were strong responses to this 
question based upon age.  Ninety-one percent 
of pension members age 51 and older believe 
investment managers should focus on returns and 
not politics, even if the pension member supports 
the cause.  In contrast, 34% of pension members 
age 30 and under might support investing in 
political and/or social causes so long as they agree 
with the causes (See Appendix A chart J).
Similarly, pension members who indicated that 
their pension fund should focus on investing in 
worthy political and/or social causes or seeking to 
influence companies the fund invests in through 
shareholder votes were asked how important 
investment returns should be for the fund (See 
Appendix A chart K).  More than half of the 23% 
of National pension members who chose political 
and/or social issues over return indicated that 

return was somewhat important.  Fifty-three 
percent of those individuals indicated that the 
fund shouldn’t invest in things it believes will 
perform poorly but that performance should 
not be the only consideration when investing 
in worthy political and/or social causes.   Just 
over a third of this sub-segment of the National 
group support the fund investing in political and/
or social causes but only if those investments 
perform in-line with the market or better.  CalPERS 
pension members who chose political and/or 
social causes as more important than returns 
(28%) were even more likely than the National 
members to indicate that return is very important.
Similarly, almost half of the NYC Funds sub-

group that supports political and/or social causes 
over return (36%) believe that return is still very 
important.

78%

11%

11%

74%

11%

17%

66%

16%

20%

Maximizing returns and working
to get the fund back to 100%

funded status

Seeking to influence companies
the fund invests in by filing

shareholder proposals

Investing in projects that advance
what I believe are worthy political

and/or social causes, even if
returns on those investments are

slightly lower

National CalPERS NYC Funds

Most Important Item Investment Managers 
Should Focus on When Managing Pension Fund
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Importance of Return  
(Asked of Influence/Political-Focused Individuals)

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

Not important. If 
the fund decides to 
invest in what I believe 
are worthy political/ 
social causes, it 
should do so without 
worrying about the 
performance. 

13% 9% 10%

Somewhat important. 
Fund shouldn’t invest 
in things it knows 
will perform poorly, 
but it shouldn’t allow 
performance to be 
the only consideration 
in investing in what 
I believe are worthy 
political/social causes. 

51% 45% 47%

Very important. I 
support using the 
fund to advance what 
I believe are worthy 
political/social causes, 
but only if those 
investments perform in 
line with the market,  
or better. 

36% 50% 46%

Pension members generally want their fund 
managers to focus on investment returns over 
political and/or social causes.  In fact, of those 
focused on returns, 86% of CalPERS members and 
79% within NYC Funds indicated their pension 
fund should be focused on generating returns 
and shouldn’t be making investment decisions 
on the basis of politics even if they support the 
idea or cause.  Many of those pension members 
who believe focusing on return is most important 
are older pension members. Pension members 
who support investment in political and/or 
social investments, or influencing corporations 
through shareholder votes, still feel that return is 
somewhat or very important. While many believe 
that the political and/or social investment should 
perform in-line with the market or better, others 
feel that the fund should not invest in things that 
they know will perform poorly, but performance 
should not be the only consideration.  NYC Funds’ 
pension members are more likely to be supportive 
of political and/or social investments than others.

Reduce Alternative Investments
National pension members were informed that, 
according to Reuters, returns generated by 
private pension funds were three times higher 
than public pension fund returns over the last 
year, and public pensions have underperformed 
the S&P index for several years in a row. Some of 
these public pension funds have sought to “catch 
up” on performance by pursuing “alternative 
investments,” which can out-perform the market, 
but typically carry more risk and higher fees. 
National pension fund members were asked if 
they supported having alternative investments as 
part of their pension fund.

These pension members indicated that they 
slightly or moderately supported having 
alternative investments in their fund.

Both the NYC Funds pension fund and the CalPERS 
fund hold alternative investments.  Pension 
members from these funds were specifically asked 
about how much of their fund was invested in 
alternative investments as well as whether their 
fund had the appropriate level of investment  
in alternatives.  

It was explained to the pension members that 
some pension funds have tried to offset poor 
investment performance by increasing their 
exposure to alternative investments.  These 
investments do have the potential to outperform 
the market, but often carry greater risk and higher 
fees. When CalPERS and NYC Funds pension 
members were asked what percentage of the 
pension fund they believed was invested in 

27%

44%

22%

7%

Do not support at all Slightly support

Moderately support Strongly support

Level of Support Regarding Alternative 
Investments Within Public Pension Fund

National



13

45%

44%

11%

35%

51%

14%

My pension should reduce their
level of exposure to alternative

investments

My pension should maintain
their level of exposure to
alternative investments

My pension should increase
their level of exposure to
alternative investments

CalPERS NYC Funds

Position Regarding Pension’s Exposure 
to Alternative Investments

alternative investments, the average answer was 
approximately 6%.  

Actually, 20% of the CalPERS fund is invested in 
alternatives and 12% of the NYC Funds fund is 
invested in alternatives.

Estimated % of Fund Invested in Alternatives

CalPERS NYC Funds

0% 1% 2%
0% to 2.5% 8% 8%
2.5% to 5.0% 26% 27%
5.0% to 7.5% 32% 32%
7.5% to 10% 19% 18%
More than 10% 14% 13%

Pension fund members were then informed about 
the amount of alternative investments in their 
fund and asked their opinion about maintaining, 
reducing or increasing the alternative investments 
in their fund.  Pension members were told that 
some say these investments (alternatives) are 
worth the risk, especially if they can help the 
fund generate higher returns than those of the 
overall market. Others say that pension funds 
aren’t hedge funds and because of whom their 
beneficiaries are, pension plans should be looking 
to reduce risk, not add to it. 

The net difference indicates that pension 
members in both CalPERS and NYC Funds 
funds generally support reduction of the fund’s 
exposure to alternative investments.  Age also 
influences pension members’ attitudes regarding 
the fund’s exposure to alternative investment.  
The net difference for pension members age 30 
or less to reduce investment in alternatives is 2% 
compared to 35% for pension members age 71 
and above.  Overall, the percentages increased in 
relationship to age.  (See Appendix A chart L).

Pension members are slightly or moderately 
supportive of having alternative investments 
in their pension fund.  CalPERS and NYC Funds 
members were asked the level of alternative 
investments in their fund, and estimated the 
percentage to be lower than the actual amount.  
Overall, pension members lean towards reducing 
the amount of the pension funds invested 
in alternative investments.  Younger pension 
members are more supportive of alternative 
investments than older pension members.
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.

believe generating returns at or above 
the fund target level is important. 

believe political and/or social causes
are important.

of fund managers’ time and resources 
should be allocated to worthy political 
and/or social causes.

indicated they are very knowledgeable 
about financial products and 
investments.

believe their fund has performed 
better than or significantly better than 
the market. 

believe their pension is fully funded.

are “very concerned” about their ability to 
collect benefits in the future. 

believe pension should focus its time 
and resources on casting informed votes 
only on those proposals it has analyzed 
thoroughly and which it concludes will 
benefit the fund’s beneficiaries.

believe fund should provide explanation 
and justification for shareholder votes - or 
fund should abstain from voting.   

believe the single most important 
thing is maximizing returns and 
working to get the fund back to 
100-percent funded status.

pension members support reduction 
of alternative investments. Younger 
members more likely to support increasing 
investment in these asset classes. 

CALPERS NYC FundsVS.

95%

59%

13%

22%

42%

63%

44%

63%

77%

74%

45%

believe generating returns at or above 
the fund target level is important. 

believe political and/or social causes
are important.

indicated they are very knowledgeable 
about financial products and 
investments.

of fund managers’ time and resources 
should be allocated to worthy political 
and/or social causes.

believe their fund has performed 
better than or significantly better than 
the market.   

believe their pension is fully funded.

are “very concerned” about their ability to 
collect benefits in the future.

believe pension should focus its time 
and resources on casting informed votes 
only on those proposals it has analyzed 
thoroughly and which it concludes will 
benefit the fund’s beneficiaries.

believe fund should provide explanation 
and justification for shareholder votes - or 
fund should abstain from voting.   

believe the single most important 
thing is maximizing returns and 
working to get the fund back to 
100-percent funded status.

pension members support reduction 
of alternative investments. Younger 
members more likely to support increasing 
investment in these asset classes. 

95%

61%

28%

16%

46%

80%

43%

63%

86%

66%

35%
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• Pension members were unaware of the 
amount of alternative investments in their 
funds. They generally want these assets 
reduced.  

• Overall younger pension members 
seek more aggressive investments. This 
corresponds to their retirement time horizon.  

• Younger pension members are more 
supportive of political and/or social causes 
and therefore more supportive of their 
funds being involved in these issues.  This 
corresponds to other Spectrem research 
regarding social investing. 

IMPLICATIONS
• Pension members are satisfied with how 

their pensions are being managed but, 
despite claiming they are well informed, 
most do not understand that their funds 
are underfunded and are not meeting 
target levels of investment performance.  
Therefore, pension members need more 
information, communication and education. 

• Maximizing returns and achieving funding 
levels are the most important objectives 
as defined by pension members.  Members 
believe pension fund managers should be 
spending most of their time on performance 
related objectives and only a small amount of 
time using fund resources to advance political 
causes. 

• Using the fund resources to advance 
worthy political and/or social causes was 
only important to roughly half of pension 
members, especially younger members. 
Yet, even those individuals who felt the fund 
should advance these political and/or social 
causes wanted investment performance to be 
in line with the market.  

• Pension fund managers should focus their 
voting efforts primarily on issues that 
will directly affect and benefit the fund 
rather than voting on every issue.  Pension 
members want to be informed about these 
votes and the justification for each vote.  This 
may require a significant amount of resources 
and is in contrast to concerns members have 
that too much time is spent on these issues.  
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17%

31%40%

12%
30 or less

31-50

51-70

71 and
above

Age

19%

32%

38%

11%

28%

40%

26%

7% 12%

27%

46%

15%

Total CalPERS

NYC Funds National Group

APPENDIX A (SUPPORTING RESEARCH RESPONSES)

A.

Background of CalPERS and NYC Funds
CalPERS has a total membership of over 1.9 million members: 1.257 million active and inactive, and 668,000 
benefit recipients. In the most recent year for which returns are available, CalPERS had an 11.2 percent 
time-weighted rate of return. The 12-month returns were led by the public equity investments, which gener-
ated a 19.6 percent return. Private equity also delivered double-digit net returns at 13.9 percent, followed by 
real assets, with net returns of 7.4 percent.5

The New York City Retirement Systems has 733,109 total members.  The total return for the 5 pension funds 
included in the Systems over the past 12 months ending on December 11, 2017 ranged from 12.9 percent to 
15.2 percent.6  The breakdown of the funds’ membership is as follows:

5 CalPERS, 2016-2017 Comprehensive Annual Financial Report, (2017), https://www.calpers.ca.gov/docs/forms-publications/cafr-2017.pdf  (page 98)
6 New York City Retirement Systems Common Investment Meeting (CIM), December 11, 2017,  
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/CIM_Presentation-Slides_PUBLIC-SESSION_website_presented-on-121117.pdf (Page 12)

Active Members Pensioners, beneficiaries, others TOTAL members
NYCERS 185,758 170,835 356,593

TRS 114,652 103,606 218,258

Police 34,435 50,733 85,168

Fire 10,780 16,760 27,540

BERS 24,903 20,647 45,550

Total 370,528 362,581 733,109
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10%

10%

12%

11%

9%

14%

11%

9%

7%

8%

13%

14%

13%

11%

8%

13%

9%

9%

6%

6%

8%

7%

11%

11%

9%

15%

12%

10%

8%

10%

Below
10%

10% to
19%

20% to
29%

30% to
39%

40% to
49%

50% to
59%

60% to
69%

70% to
79%

80% to
89%

90% to
100%

Total

Active Member

Retired or Other

Percentage of Income Represented by Pension
- By Membership Status

C.

55%

58%

70%

48%

10%

11%

9%

9%

2%

1%

2%

2%

2%

3%

1%

2%

30%

27%

16%

37%

1%

1%

1%

1%

Total

CalPERS

NYC Funds

National Group

Employed – Full Time Employed – Part Time
Unemployed – Seeking work Unemployed – Not seeking work

Employment Status

B.
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47%

37%

40%

49%

30%

34%

38%

34%

14%

13%

7%

4%

7%

13%

11%

10%

3%

2%

1%

2%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

2%

1%

30 or less

31-50

51-70

71 and above

Extremely Satisfied Moderately Satisfied
Slightly Satisfied Neither Satisfied Nor Dissatisfied
Slightly Dissatisfied Moderately Dissatisfied
Extremely Dissatisfied

Satisfaction With Management of Pension 
Assets – by Age

D.

E.
Investment Performance of Funds
Over the last year, the CalSTRS Investment Portfolio produced an absolute return of 1.4 percent, trailing 
the policy benchmark by 60 basis points.  Relative outperformance by the Global Equity class aided 
relative performance, whereas relative underperformance by the Private Markets and Fixed Income classes 
detracted from relative performance. 1

The NYC Fund’s investment performance for the fiscal year ended March 31, 2017 was 11.48 percent gross of 
certain investment fees. 2

1 CalSTRS, 2016-17 Comprehensive Annual Financial Report, (2017), https://www.calpers.ca.gov/docs/forms-publications/cafr-2017.pdf  
(page 98)
2  New York City Retirement Systems Common Investment Meeting (CIM), December 11, 2017,  
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/CIM_Presentation-Slides_PUBLIC-SESSION_website_presented-on-121117.pdf (Page 12)

F.
National Pension Funding Levels

Fund Name Level of Funding Source Date of Data

The Florida  
Retirement System

84.9% Florida Retirement  
System Pension Plan 
GASB 67

June 30, 2016

TRS Pension Fund 
(Texas) 

79.7% 2016 Comprehensive Annual 
Financial Report

August 31, 2016

MSEP (Missouri) 67.5% Missouri State Employees’ 
Retirement System 
Comprehesive Annual 
Financial Report

June 30, 2017

New York State 
Common Retirement 
Fund

93.5% 2017 Comprehensive Annual 
Financial Report

March 31, 2017

California State 
Teachers’ Retirement 
Fund

69% 2016 Comprehensive Annual 
Financial Report

June 30, 2016
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G.

Position on Pension Fund Voting – NYC Funds by Age

42%

58%

30 or Less
New York City pensions
should continue to vote on
all proposals and draw on
outside firms' advice in
those cases where it hasn't
studied the proposal
closely

New York City pensions
should focus its time and
resources on casting
informed votes only on
those proposals it has
analyzed thoroughly and
which it concludes will
benefit fund beneficiaries

38%

62%

31-50

35%

65%

51-70

23%

77%

71 and Above

Position on Pension Fund Voting – CalPERS by Age

49%51%

30 or Less

CalPERS should continue to
vote on all proposals and draw
on outside firms' advice in
those cases where CalPERS
itself hasn't studied the
proposal closely.

CalPERS should focus its time
and resources on casting
informed votes only on those
proposals it has analyzed
thoroughly and which it
concludes will benefit the
fund's beneficiaries.

45%
55%

31-50

26%

74%

51-70

29%

71%

71 and Above

Position on Pension Fund Voting – National by Age

32%

68%

30 or Less

My pension fund should vote
on all proposals and draw on
outside firms' advice in those
cases where it hasn't studied
the proposal closely.

My pension fund should
focus its time and resources
on casting informed votes
only on proposals it has
analyzed thoroughly and
which it concludes will
generate better returns for
fund beneficiaries.

27%

73%

31-50

20%

80%

51-70

17%

83%

71 and Above
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91%

9%

85%

15%

65%

35%

54%

46%

My pension fund should explain and 
justify its votes on each proposal – or 

abstain from voting if it cannot.

I don't need to know why or how fund 
managers are voting on each proposal 

– we should trust them to do their 
jobs.

30 or less 31-50 51-70 71 and above

Stance on Pension Fund Voting Rationale 
and Communication – by Age 

H.

47%

25%

30%

68%

15%

18%

88%

5%

7%

86%

7%

7%

Maximizing returns and working to get
the fund back to 100% funded status

Seeking to influence companies the
fund invests in by filing shareholder

proposals

Investing in projects that advance
what I believe are worthy political

and/or social causes, even if returns
on those investments are slightly

lower

30 or less 31-50 51-70 71 and above

Most Important Item Investment Managers Should 
Focus on When Managing Pension Fund – by Age

I.
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32%

68%

19%

81%

9%

91%

8%

92%

Although I want my pension fund to
focus on generating returns, I'd be OK
with money being invested in political
and/or social causes so long as I agree

with those causes

My pension fund should be focused on
generating returns; it shouldn't be

making investment decisions on the
basis of politics, even if I support the

idea or cause

30 or less 31-50 51-70 71 and above

Statement That Best Aligns With Personal Views 
on Pension Fund Focus –by Age 

(asked of return-focused individuals)

J.

Importance of Projected Investment Returns When Allocating 
Money Toward Political and/or Social Causes – by Age

(asked of influence/political-focused individuals)

9% 11% 12% 19%

49% 48%
55% 39%

44% 41%
32%

43%

30 or less 31-50 51-70 71 and above
Very important. I support using the fund to advance what I believe are worthy political
and/or social causes, but only if those investments perform in-line with the market, or
better.
Somewhat important. The fund shouldn't invest in things it knows will perform poorly, but it
shouldn't allow performance to be the only consideration in investing in what I believe are
worthy political and/or social causes.
Not important. If the fund decides to invest in what I believe are worthy political and/or
social causes, it should do so without worrying about the performance.

K.
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31%

47%

24%

38%

49%

15%

48%

48%

4%

51%

56%

3%

My pension should reduce their level
of exposure to alternative

investments

My pension should maintain their
level of exposure to alternative

investments

My pension should increase their level
of exposure to alternative

investments

30 or less 31-50 51-70 71 and above

Position Regarding Pension’s Exposure 
to Alternative Investments – by Age

L.

70%

69%

71%

69%

67%

69%

69%

58%

63%

67%

67%

45%

65%

64%

68%

42%

It is an essential element of a balanced,
diversified portfolio

It is a cornerstone component of the
U.S. and global economy

It is inextricably linked to other
industrial sectors

Its significance to the U.S. economy is
overstated

30 or less 31-50 51-70 71 and above

Agreement With Statements in Regards to 
Investments in Oil and Gas Sector – by Age

(weighted average level of agreement)

M.
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How Active Should Pension be in Terms of 
Allocating Money to Alternative Energy?

– CalPERS by Age

24%

36%

40%

30 or Less
Less active – I would reduce 
its investments in 
alternative energy

About the same – I would 
maintain its investments in 
alternative energy

More active– I would 
increase its investments in 
alternative energy

33%

42%

25%

31-50

47%

47%

7%

51-70

43%

53%

3%

71 and Above

N.

How Active Should Pension be in Terms of 
Allocating Money to Alternative Energy?

– NYC Funds by Age

25%

47%

29%

30 or Less

Less active – I would reduce 
its investments in 
alternative energy

About the same – I would 
maintain its investments in 
alternative energy

More active– I would 
increase its investments in 
alternative energy

31%

43%

26%

31-50

38%

54%

8%

51-70

40%

58%

2%
71 and Above
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APPENDIX B (ACTUAL SURVEY 
AND RESPONSES)
In total, there were responses from 807 CalPERS 
members, 771 NYC Funds respondents and 1,687 
National members. It is important to note that 
NYC Funds respondents were generally younger 
than the other two segments. This becomes 
important as the data regarding attitudes 
regarding ESG/political investments is analyzed. 
(See Appendix chart A).

Due to the age of the respondents, more of the 
NYC Funds members were actively participating. 
CalPERS and the National segment had higher 
percentages of retired pension members (See 
Appendix B).

It should also be noted that the NYC Funds 
included teachers, as did the National sample. 
The CalPERS sample does not include teachers. 
This is important because previous research 
conducted by Spectrem Group has shown that 
teachers are more supportive of social issues than 
other occupations.

National, California, NYC 

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

Survey Sample Size 1,687 807 771
95% Confidence 
Margin of Error

3.45% 3.53%

General / Profile

1.  Please rate your overall level of satisfaction 
with how your pension assets are being 
managed. 

National CalPERS NYC Funds
Extremely 
satisfied

39% 43% 48%

Moderately 
satisfied

34% 35% 35%

Slightly 
satisfied

10% 10% 9%

Neither 
satisfied nor 
dissatisfied

12% 10% 7%

Slightly 
dissatisfied

2% 2% 1%

Moderately 
dissatisfied

1% 1% 1%

Extremely 
dissatisfied

2% 0% 0%

Weighted 
Average

81% 85% 88%

2.  Please rate the level of importance of each item 
to you in how your pension fund is managed? 

*Weighted average level of importance*

National CalPERS NYC Funds
Generating 
returns at or 
above the fund 
target level

77% 83% 79%

Generating 
returns at 
or above 
overall market 
performance

74% 82% 80%

Ensuring stable, 
consistent 
returns by 
taking on less 
risk

82% 82% 80%

Using fund 
resources to 
advance worthy 
political and/or 
social causes

50% 59% 61%
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3.  Rate the following pension fund manager 
objectives in terms of how much time and 
attention he or she should allocate to each. Please 
assign values from 0 - 100 for each area; total 
value must sum to 100. 

National CalPERS NYC Funds
Ensuring 
investments meet 
performance 
targets

33% 31% 30%

Ensuring 
investments 
meet or exceed 
the performance 
level of the overall 
market

32% 31% 27%

Reviewing, 
discussing and 
setting fund 
strategy and 
structure

25% 26% 26%

Using fund 
resources to 
advance worthy 
political and/or 
social causes

9% 13% 16%

4.  What percentage of your retirement income 
does, or will, the benefits from your pension fund 
represent, in terms of your total income? 

National CalPERS NYC Funds
Average Percent 
of Retirement 
Income

49% 50% 46%

5.  To what extent do you agree with the following 
statements about the oil and gas sector from an 
investment standpoint? Please select one answer 
for each.

*Weighted average level of agreeance*

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

It is an essential 
element of 
a balanced, 
diversified portfolio

65% 67% 67%

It is a cornerstone 
component of the 
U.S. and global 
economy

67% 69% 68%

It is inextricably 
linked to other 
industrial sectors

68% 70% 70%

Its significance to 
the U.S. economy is 
overstated

50% 55% 59%

Awareness

6.  How informed are you about the following 
details of your pension program: Please select one 
for each.

*Weighted average informed level*

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

Actual investment 
return

50% 59% 65%

Target investment 
return

46% 56% 62%

The expenses and 
fees I pay

55% 62% 67%

How fund 
management votes 
on shareholder 
proposals

39% 50% 56%

Pension benefit 
structure

56% 60% 67%

The costs associated 
with shareholder 
activism on the 
part of fund 
management

37% 48% 55%

Composition of the 
Board (Investment 
Professionals or 
Political Appointees)

39% 50% 53%

Average Informed 46% 55% 61%
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7.  Compared to the overall market, how well do 
you think your pension fund has performed over 
the past couple years? Please select one.

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

Significantly worse 
than

5% 8% 8%

Slightly worse than 10% 12% 12%
Roughly in-line with 50% 41% 37%
Slightly better than 25% 28% 29%
Significantly better 
than

10% 14% 17%

Total Worse 15% 20% 19%
Total Better 35% 42% 46%

8.  Some pension funds are fully funded, meaning 
they have enough money on hand today to cover 
future obligations. Others are underfunded, 
which means a gap exists between what’s in their 
accounts today and what they’ll need to pay out 
in the future. Based on what you know about your 
own pension fund, is it: Please select one.

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

Fully funded 66% 63% 80%
Underfunded 34% 37% 20%

9.  You indicated you believe that your 
government pension fund is underfunded. In 
percentage terms, how well-funded do you think 
it currently is?  

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

The underfunded 
status is… 
(Average)

64% 66% 62%

10.  How concerned are you about the idea that, 
if your pension fund remains underfunded, it may 
have an impact on what you’re able to collect from 
it in the future? Please select one.  

National CalPERS NYC Funds
Very 
concerned

36% 44% 43%

Somewhat 
concerned

43% 41% 41%

Not too 
concerned

18% 14% 14%

Not at all 
concerned

4% 2% 2%

Weighted 
Average

71% 76% 76%

11.  How would you rate your knowledge level as 
an investor? Please select one. 

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

I am very 
knowledgeable 
about financial 
products and 
investments.

16% 22% 28%

I am fairly 
knowledgeable, but 
still have a great 
deal to learn.

41% 39% 43%

I am not very 
knowledgeable 
about financial 
products and 
investments, but I 
do understand some 
things.

34% 30% 24%

I am not at all 
knowledgeable 
about financial 
products and 
investments.

10% 8% 5%

Average 55% 58% 64%
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Proposal Voting 
12.  Pensions and other large institutional 
shareholders tend to cast votes on almost every 
single shareholder proposal that’s offered, which 
often number in the thousands each year. Some 
say pension funds should exercise their right to 
vote on all proposals, while others say they should 
only cast votes on proposals they have studied 
closely, abstaining on the rest. Which position 
below best aligns with your thinking? Please 
select one. 

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

My pension fund 
should vote on 
all proposals and 
draw on outside 
firms' advice in 
those cases where 
it hasn't studied the 
proposal closely.

23% 37% 37%

My pension fund 
should focus its 
time and resources 
on casting 
informed votes 
only on proposals 
it has analyzed 
thoroughly and 
which it concludes 
will generate better 
returns for fund 
beneficiaries.

77% 63% 63%

13.  Pension funds and other large institutional 
investors cast votes on thousands of shareholder 
proposals each year, the vast majority of which 
having very little to do with improving the 
financial performance of the targeted company. 
Significant costs are incurred by the fund as part 
of the process of voting on all these proposals, 
even though few earn majority support. Should 
pension fund managers be required to explain to 
fund beneficiaries the rationale behind the fund’s 
decision to vote on each individual proposal?  

Please select one. 

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

My pension fund 
should explain and 
justify its votes on 
each proposal – or 
abstain from voting 
if it cannot.

68% 77% 86%

I don't need to 
know why or how 
fund managers 
are voting on each 
proposals – we 
should trust them 
to do their jobs.

32% 23% 14%

14.  Pension specific statement about the amount of 
shareholder proposals - Some say that the pensions 
activities in this area divert time and resources 
away from more important priorities. Others say 
it’s perfectly appropriate for the pension to vote 
all its shares on all matters. How concerned are 
you that the pension’s focus may be on the wrong 
thing? Please select one.

CalPERS NYC 
Funds

Not concerned. The fund can 
walk and chew gum at the same 
time.

10% 11%

Slightly concerned. There's 
a role for pension funds to 
challenge companies via these 
proposals, but this might be 
taking it a bit too far.

46% 48%

Very concerned. Every dollar 
spent on these activities is 
one less dollar to spend on 
acquiring and acting upon 
the best investment research 
available.

43% 41%

CALL TO ACTION

Focus on Returns

15.  In general, the single most important thing 
that investment managers should be focused on 
in terms of managing my pension fund is:  
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Please select one. 

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

Maximizing returns 
and working to get 
the fund back to 
100% funded status

78% 74% 66%

Seeking to 
influence 
companies the 
fund invests in by 
filing shareholder 
proposals

11% 11% 16%

Investing in projects 
that advance 
what I believe are 
worthy political/
social causes, even 
if returns on those 
investments are 
slightly lower

11% 17% 20%

(Asked of return focused individuals)
16.  Following up on the last question, which of 
the following statements best aligns with your 
own personal views? Please select one. 

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

Although I want 
my pension 
fund to focus 
on generating 
returns, I'd be 
OK with money 
being invested 
in political and/
or social causes 
so long as I agree 
with those causes

12% 15% 21%

My pension fund 
should be focused 
on generating 
returns; it 
shouldn't 
be making 
investment 
decisions on the 
basis of politics, 
even if I support 
the idea or cause

88% 86% 79%

(Asked of influence/political focused individuals)
17.  How important should projected investment 
returns be in determining whether to allocate 
money (and if so, how much) toward political and/
or social causes? Please select one.

National CalPERS NYC 
Funds

Not important. If 
the fund decides 
to invest in what 
I believe are 
worthy political 
and/or social 
causes, it should 
do so without 
worrying about the 
performance.

14% 9% 10%

Somewhat 
important. The 
fund shouldn't 
invest in things 
it knows will 
perform poorly, 
but it shouldn't 
allow performance 
to be the only 
consideration in 
investing in what I 
believe are worthy 
political and/or 
social causes.

51% 45% 47%

Very important. I 
support using the 
fund to advance 
what I believe are 
worthy political 
and/or social 
causes, but only if 
those investments 
perform in-line 
with the market, or 
better.

36% 50% 46%
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Reduce Alternative Energy Investments
18.  Pension specific statement about pension 
performance in alternative energy - Of course, past 
performance is not necessarily indicative of future 
results, but if it were up to you, how active would 
your pension be in terms of allocating money to 
these sectors?

CalPERS NYC Funds
Less active – I would reduce 
its investments in alternative 
energy

37% 32%

About the same – I would 
maintain its investments in 
alternative energy

44% 48%

More active– I would 
increase its investments in 
alternative energy

19% 20%

Net Difference 18% 
Reduce

12% 
Recycle

Reduce Alternative Investments

19.  Some pension funds have tried to offset 
poor investment performance by increasing 
their exposure to alternative investments.  These 
investments do have the potential to outperform 
the market, but often carry greater risk and 
higher fees. What percentage of total assets do 
you believe alternative investments currently 
represents in your pension’s portfolio? Please 
select one.

CalPERS NYC Funds
0% 1% 2%
0% to 2.5% 8% 8%
2.5% to 5.0% 26% 27%
5.0% to 7.5% 32% 32%
7.5% to 10% 19% 18%
More than 10% 14% 13%
Average 6.3% 6.1%
Actual (not displayed) 20% 12%

20.  Pension specific statement about the amount 
of alternative investments - Some say these 
investments are worth the risk, especially if they 
can help the fund generate higher returns than 
those of the overall market. Others say that 

pension funds aren’t hedge funds – because of 
who their beneficiaries are, they should be looking 
to reduce risk, not add to it. Which position below 
best aligns with your thinking on this matter?

CalPERS NYC Funds
My pension should reduce 
their level of exposure to 
alternative investments

45% 35%

My pension should maintain 
their level of exposure to 
alternative investments

44% 51%

My pension should increase 
their level of exposure to 
alternative investments

11% 14%

Net Difference 34% 
Reduce

21% 
Recycle

21.  (National Only) According to Reuters, returns 
generated by private pension funds were three 
times higher than public pension fund returns 
over the last year, and public pensions have 
underperformed the S&P index for several years 
in a row. Some of these public pension funds have 
sought to “catch up” on performance by pursuing 
“alternative investments,” which can out-perform 
the market, but typically carry more risk and 
higher fees. How much do you support additional 
alternative investments within your public 
pension fund? Please select one answer. 

National
Do not support at all 27%
Slightly support 44%
Moderately support 22%
Strongly support 7%
Weighted Average 36%

Age

30 or 
less 31 - 50 51 - 70 71 and 

over

Sample 
Size

17% 31% 40% 12%

Average 
Age

25.5 39.5 61.6 74.9
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General / Profile

1.  Please rate your overall level of satisfaction with 
how your pension assets are being managed. 

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Extremely satisfied 47% 37% 40% 49%
Moderately satisfied 30% 34% 38% 34%
Slightly satisfied 14% 13% 7% 4%
Neither satisfied nor 
dissatisfied

7% 13% 11% 10%

Slightly dissatisfied 3% 2% 1% 2%
Moderately 
dissatisfied

1% 1% 1% 1%

Extremely 
dissatisfied

0% 1% 2% 1%

Weighted Average 86% 81% 82% 86%

2.  Please rate the level of importance of each item 
to you in how your pension fund is managed? 
*Weighted average level of importance*

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Generating returns 
at or above the 
fund target level

71% 78% 81% 76%

Generating 
returns at or above 
overall market 
performance

75% 77% 78% 73%

Ensuring stable, 
consistent returns 
by taking on less 
risk

79% 79% 82% 80%

Using fund 
resources to 
advance worthy 
political and/or 
social causes

73% 60% 44% 40%

3.  Rate the following pension fund manager 
objectives in terms of how much time and 
attention he or she should allocate to each. Please 
assign values from 0 - 100 for each area; total 
value must sum to 100. 

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Ensuring 
investments meet 
performance 
targets

26% 30% 35% 36%

Ensuring 
investments 
meet or exceed 
the performance 
level of the overall 
market

24% 29% 35% 34%

Reviewing, 
discussing and 
setting fund 
strategy and 
structure

28% 27% 24% 24%

Using fund 
resources to 
advance worthy 
political and/or 
social causes

22% 14% 7% 6%

4.  What percentage of your retirement income 
does, or will, the benefits from your pension fund 
represent, in terms of your total income? 

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Average Percent of 
Retirement Income

45.0 44.6 51.0 53.3

5.  To what extent do you agree with the following 
statements about the oil and gas sector from an 
investment standpoint? Please select one answer 
for each.
 
*Weighted average level of agreeance*
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30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

It is an essential 
element of 
a balanced, 
diversified portfolio

70% 67% 62% 65%

It is a cornerstone 
component of the 
U.S. and global 
economy

69% 69% 67% 64%

It is inextricably 
linked to other 
industrial sectors

71% 69% 67% 68%

Its significance to 
the U.S. economy is 
overstated

69% 58% 45% 42%

Awareness

6.  How informed are you about the following 
details of your pension program: Please select one 
for each.

*Weighted average informed level*

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Actual investment 
return

65% 56% 52% 45%

Target investment 
return

65% 53% 46% 38%

The expenses and 
fees I pay

71% 60% 53% 46%

How fund 
management votes 
on shareholder 
proposals

64% 48% 36% 30%

Pension benefit 
structure

67% 59% 55% 52%

The costs associated 
with shareholder 
activism on the part 
of fund management

67% 47% 32% 26%

Composition of the 
Board (Investment 
Professionals or 
Political Appointees)

67% 46% 35% 31%

Average Informed 67% 53% 44% 38%

7.  Compared to the overall market, how well do 
you think your pension fund has performed over 
the past couple years? Please select one.

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Significantly 
worse than

10% 8% 3% 4%

Slightly worse 
than

13% 11% 9% 12%

Roughly in-line 
with

33% 46% 49% 46%

Slightly better 
than

28% 23% 29% 28%

Significantly 
better than

18% 12% 10% 10%

Total Worse 23% 19% 12% 16%
Total Better 46% 35% 39% 38%

8.  Some pension funds are fully funded, meaning 
they have enough money on hand today to cover 
future obligations. Others are underfunded, 
which means a gap exists between what’s in their 
accounts today and what they’ll need to pay out 
in the future. Based on what you know about your 
own pension fund, is it: Please select one.

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Fully funded 79% 71% 63% 64%
Underfunded 22% 29% 37% 36%

9.  You indicated you believe that your 
government pension fund is underfunded. In 
percentage terms, how well-funded do you think 
it currently is?   

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

The underfunded 
status is… Average)

61.0 62.1 64.5 69.2
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10.  How concerned are you about the idea that, 
if your pension fund remains underfunded, it may 
have an impact on what you’re able to collect from 
it in the future? Please select one. 

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Very concerned 44% 48% 37% 24%
Somewhat 
concerned

43% 41% 41% 47%

Not too 
concerned

13% 10% 18% 25%

Not at all 
concerned

2% 2% 4% 4%

Weighted Average 77% 79% 70% 64%

11.  How would you rate your knowledge level as 
an investor? Please select one.

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

I am very 
knowledgeable 
about financial 
products and 
investments.

41% 25% 9% 8%

I am fairly 
knowledgeable, but 
still have a great deal 
to learn.

38% 39% 43% 44%

I am not very 
knowledgeable 
about financial 
products and 
investments, but I 
do understand some 
things.

17% 26% 39% 37%

I am not at all 
knowledgeable 
about financial 
products and 
investments.

4% 9% 10% 10%

Average 72% 60% 51% 50%

Proposal Voting 

12.  Pensions and other large institutional 
shareholders tend to cast votes on almost every 
single shareholder proposal that’s offered, which 
often number in the thousands each year. Some 

say pension funds should exercise their right to 
vote on all proposals, while others say they should 
only cast votes on proposals they have studied 
closely, abstaining on the rest. Which position 
below best aligns with your thinking? Please 
select one.

National 30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

My pension fund 
should vote on all 
proposals and draw on 
outside firms' advice 
in those cases where 
it hasn't studied the 
proposal closely.

32% 27% 20% 17%

My pension fund 
should focus its time 
and resources on 
casting informed votes 
only on proposals 
it has analyzed 
thoroughly and which 
it concludes will 
generate better returns 
for fund beneficiaries.

68% 73% 80% 83%

CalPERS 30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

CalPERS should 
continue to vote on all 
proposals and draw on 
outside firms' advice 
in those cases where 
CalPERS itself hasn't 
studied the proposal 
closely.

49% 45% 26% 29%

CalPERS should focus 
its time and resources 
on casting informed 
votes only on those 
proposals it has 
analyzed thoroughly 
and which it concludes 
will benefit the fund's 
beneficiaries.

51% 55% 74% 71%
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NYC Funds 30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

New York City 
pensions should 
continue to vote on 
all proposals and 
draw on outside 
firms' advice in 
those cases where 
it hasn't studied the 
proposal closely

42% 38% 35% 23%

New York City 
pensions should 
focus its time and 
resources on casting 
informed votes only 
on those proposals 
it has analyzed 
thoroughly and 
which it concludes 
will benefit fund 
beneficiaries

58% 62% 65% 77%

13.  Pension funds and other large institutional 
investors cast votes on thousands of shareholder 
proposals each year, the vast majority of which 
having very little to do with improving the 
financial performance of the targeted company. 
Significant costs are incurred by the fund as part 
of the process of voting on all these proposals, 
even though few earn majority support. Should 
pension fund managers be required to explain to 
fund beneficiaries the rationale behind the fund’s 
decision to vote on each individual proposal?  
Please select one.

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

My pension fund 
should explain and 
justify its votes on 
each proposal – or 
abstain from voting if 
it cannot.

91% 85% 65% 54%

I don't need to know 
why or how fund 
managers are voting 
on each proposals – 
we should trust them 
to do their jobs.

9% 15% 35% 46%

14.  Pension specific statement about the amount of 
shareholder proposals - Some say that the pensions 
activities in this area divert time and resources 
away from more important priorities. Others say 
it’s perfectly appropriate for the pension to vote 
all its shares on all matters. How concerned are 
you that the pension’s focus may be on the wrong 
thing? Please select one.

CalPERS 30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Not concerned. 
CalPERS can walk 
and chew gum at 
the same time.

13% 7% 11% 10%

Slightly concerned. 
There's a role for big 
funds like CalPERS 
to challenge 
companies via 
these proposals, but 
this might be taking 
it too far

38% 43% 51% 52%

Very concerned. 
Every dollar spent 
on these activities 
is one less dollar 
that can be spent 
on acquiring and 
acting upon the 
best investment 
research available

48% 50% 37% 37%
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30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Not concerned. The 
fund can walk and 
chew gum at the 
same time.

10% 8% 10% 36%

Slightly concerned. 
There's a role for 
pension funds 
to challenge 
companies via 
these proposals, but 
this might be taking 
it a bit too far

51% 46% 50% 40%

Very concerned. 
Every dollar spent 
on these activities 
is one less dollar to 
spend on acquiring 
and acting upon 
the best investment 
research available

39% 45% 40% 25%

CALL TO ACTION

Focus on Returns 
15.  In general, the single most important thing 
that investment managers should be focused on 
in terms of managing my pension fund is: Please 
select one.

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Maximizing returns 
and working to get 
the fund back to 
100-percent funded 
status

47% 68% 88% 86%

Seeking to 
influence 
companies the 
fund invests in by 
filing shareholder 
proposals

25% 15% 5% 7%

Investing in projects 
that advance what 
I believe are worthy 
political and/or 
social causes, even 
if returns on those 
investments are 
slightly lower

30% 18% 7% 7%

(Asked of return focused individuals)

16.  Following up on the last question, which of 
the following statements best aligns with your 
own personal views? Please select one.

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Although I want 
my pension fund to 
focus on generating 
returns, I'd be OK 
with money being 
invested in political 
and/or social causes 
so long as I agree 
with those causes

32% 19% 9% 8%

My pension 
fund should 
be focused on 
generating returns; 
it shouldn't be 
making investment 
decisions on the 
basis of politics, 
even if I support 
the idea or cause

68% 81% 91% 92%

(Asked of influence/political focused individuals)
17.  How important should projected investment 
returns be in determining whether to allocate 
money (and if so, how much) toward political and/
or social causes? Please select one.
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30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Not important. If the 
fund decides to invest 
in what I believe are 
worthy political and/
or social causes, it 
should do so without 
worrying about the 
performance.

9% 11% 12% 19%

Somewhat 
important. The fund 
shouldn't invest in 
things it knows will 
perform poorly, but 
it shouldn't allow 
performance to be 
the only consideration 
in investing in what 
I believe are worthy 
political and/or social 
causes.

49% 48% 55% 39%

Very important. I 
support using the 
fund to advance what 
I believe are worthy 
political and/or social 
causes, but only if 
those investments 
perform in-line with 
the market, or better.

44% 41% 32% 43%

Reduce Alternative Energy Investments

18.  Pension specific statement about pension 
performance in alternative energy - Of course, past 
performance is not necessarily indicative of future 
results, but if it were up to you, how active would 
your pension be in terms of allocating money to 
these sectors?

CalPERS 30 or 
less 31 - 50 51 - 70 71 and 

over
Less active – I 
would reduce 
its investments 
in alternative 
energy

24% 33% 47% 43%

About the 
same – I would 
maintain its 
investments 
in alternative 
energy

36% 42% 47% 53%

More active– I 
would increase 
its investments 
in alternative 
energy

40% 25% 7% 3%

Net 
Difference

14% 
Increase

8% 
Reduce

40% 
Reduce

40% 
Reduce

NYC Funds 30 or 
less 31 - 50 51 - 70 71 and 

over
Less active – I 
would reduce 
its investments 
in alternative 
energy

25% 31% 38% 40%

About the 
same – I would 
maintain its 
investments 
in alternative 
energy

47% 43% 54% 58%

More active– I 
would increase 
its investments 
in alternative 
energy

29% 26% 8% 2%

Net Difference 4% 
Increase

5% 
Reduce

30% 
Reduce

38% 
Reduce
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Reduce Alternative Investments
19.  Some pension funds have tried to offset 
poor investment performance by increasing 
their exposure to alternative investments.  These 
investments do have the potential to outperform 
the market, but often carry greater risk and 
higher fees. What percentage of total assets do 
you believe alternative investments currently 
represents in your pension’s portfolio? Please 
select one.

CalPERS 30 or 
less 31 - 50 51 - 

70
71 and 

over
0% 1% 1% 1% 5%
0% to 2.5% 6% 10% 8% 7%
2.5% to 5.0% 33% 26% 23% 26%
5.0% to 7.5% 37% 34% 29% 26%
7.5% to 10% 13% 19% 20% 24%
More than 10% 10% 10% 20% 13%
Average 5.86% 6.04% 6.71% 6.22%
Actual (not 
displayed)

20% 20% 20% 20%

NYC Funds 30 or 
less

31 - 
50 51 - 70 71 and 

over
0% 0 1% 4% 4%
0% to 2.5% 9% 7% 10% 9%
2.5% to 5.0% 31% 28% 21% 32%
5.0% to 7.5% 35% 33% 28% 25%
7.5% to 10% 19% 18% 18% 15%
More than 10% 6% 13% 19% 15%
Average 5.80% 6.24% 6.45% 5.87%
Actual (not 
displayed)

12% 12% 12% 12%

20.  Pension specific statement about the amount 
of alternative investments - Some say these 
investments are worth the risk, especially if they 
can help the fund generate higher returns than 
those of the overall market. Others say that 
pension funds aren’t hedge funds – because of 
who their beneficiaries are, they should be looking 
to reduce risk, not add to it. Which position below 
best aligns with your thinking on this matter?

30 or 
less 31 - 50 51 - 70 71 and 

over
My pension 
should 
reduce their 
level of 
exposure to 
alternative 
investments

28% 35% 42% 40%

My pension 
should 
maintain 
their level of 
exposure to 
alternative 
investments

47% 51% 53% 57%

My pension 
should 
increase 
their level of 
exposure to 
alternative 
investments

26% 14% 5% 4%

Net 
Difference

2% 
Reduce

21% 
Reduce

37% 
Reduce

35% 
Reduce

21. (National Only) According to Reuters, returns 
generated by private pension funds were three 
times higher than public pension fund returns 
over the last year, and public pensions have 
underperformed the S&P index for several years 
in a row. Some of these public pension funds have 
sought to “catch up” on performance by pursuing 
“alternative investments,” which can out-perform 
the market, but typically carry more risk and 
higher fees. How much do you support additional 
alternative investments within your public 
pension fund? Please select one answer.

30 or 
less

31 - 
50

51 - 
70

71 and 
over

Do not support at all 8% 17% 35% 35%
Slightly support 33% 45% 44% 47%
Moderately support 32% 28% 18% 17%
Strongly support 27% 10% 3% 1%
Weighted Average 59% 44% 30% 28%

 


