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Background
Many private-sector workers do not have access to a 
retirement plan at work. State auto-IRA programs aim 
to address this gap by requiring covered employers 
to do one of three things: offer their own employer-
sponsored retirement plan, certify that they are 
exempt, or facilitate recurring payroll deductions into 
a state-facilitated IRA. In the latter option, workers are 
automatically enrolled but may opt out. Employers 
cannot contribute to workers’ auto-IRAs, although they 
may choose to establish and contribute to their own 
employer-sponsored plans.

Previous research shows that auto-IRA programs 
increase IRA ownership and contributions, although 
opt-out rates and early withdrawals are substantial.2 
Other studies find that these mandates also induce 
some firms to establish their own retirement plans.3 
Therefore, auto-IRA policies appear to expand 
retirement saving directly through state-facilitated IRAs 
and indirectly through new employer-sponsored plans.

Retirement accounts are only one part of a household’s 
financial portfolio. For workers who begin making 
retirement contributions, lower take-home pay could 
lead them to draw down liquid savings or borrow more, 
so retirement account balances alone may provide an 
incomplete picture of the policy’s effects on household 
finances.4 
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State auto-IRA programs are intended to expand 
workplace retirement savings among workers whose 
employers do not offer retirement plans. This brief 
presents new evidence from OregonSaves, the first 
state auto-IRA program in the U.S., to examine whether 
its effects extended beyond retirement accounts to 
household finances.

Findings
The analysis uses data from the Survey of Income and 
Program Participation (SIPP) from 2013 to 2022. The 
SIPP is well-suited to this question because it includes 
information about employment, demographics, 
retirement accounts, checking and savings accounts, 
and consumer debt in the same survey.

OregonSaves was the first auto-IRA program to launch 
in the United States. The program began in 2017 with 
employers that had 100 or more employees. It then 
expanded to employers with 20–99 employees in 
2018, employers with 5–19 employees in 2019, and 
employers with 1–4 employees in 2023. Because of 
data limitations, this study focuses on the rollout for 
firms with at least five employees.

The study focuses on private-sector workers ages 18–
60 who worked at least two months during the year, 
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consistent with OregonSaves eligibility rules, and who 
reported firm-size information. Workers are classified 
as likely to have been exposed to OregonSaves if they 
lived in Oregon, worked for a private-sector employer, 
and were in a firm-size category that had become 
subject to the mandate.

The comparison group consists of similar workers in 
states that eventually adopted auto-IRA policies but 
had not yet implemented them during the study period. 
Focusing on these states is intended to provide a more 
comparable benchmark than using the nation as a 
whole, because they were also moving toward Auto-
IRA adoption.

The analysis compares changes in financial outcomes 
for Oregon workers as their employers became subject 
to OregonSaves with changes over the same period for 
similar workers in states that had not yet implemented 
auto-IRA programs. This approach helps separate the 
effects of OregonSaves from broader economic and 
financial trends.

Retirement account ownership and balances increased

The estimates indicate that OregonSaves increased 
retirement saving among workers likely exposed to 
the mandate. IRA ownership rose by 2.7 percentage 
points, a 12.7 percent increase relative to the pre-policy 
mean, while average IRA assets in the analysis sample 
increased by about $8,600.5 Ownership of 401(k)-type 
plans rose by an estimated 8.2 percentage points, 
while average balances increased by about $6,200.

The increases in both types of accounts are consistent 
with OregonSaves operating through two channels: 
direct enrollment in state-facilitated IRAs and employer 
adoption or expansion of their own retirement plans. 
The latter interpretation is also consistent with earlier 
research on employer responses to auto-IRA mandates.

5 Dollar estimates are expressed in inflation-adjusted 2019 dollars.
6 The checking-or-savings balance estimate excludes respondents who reported having an account but did not report the balance.

Ownership of a checking or savings account also 
increased

Workers likely exposed to the mandate became 
2.3 percentage points more likely to report having a 
checking or savings account—a 2.7 percent increase 
relative to the pre-policy mean. Average reported 
checking or savings balances also increased by about 
$900.6

Two possible explanations are that some workers 
opened bank accounts to receive or manage auto-IRA 
withdrawals or cash-outs, or that some respondents 
misclassified their auto-IRA assets as checking or 
savings balances. The SIPP data cannot distinguish 
between these explanations.

The implications differ: account opening would 
represent a real expansion in engagement with the 
financial system, while misclassification would indicate 
a change in how respondents report their financial 
accounts.

Credit card debt increased modestly

The study also finds evidence of increased credit card 
debt. Likely exposure to OregonSaves is associated 
with a 2 percentage point increase in the likelihood of 
having credit card debt, a 6.2 percent increase relative 
to the pre-policy mean. Credit card balances increased 
by about $90, or 5.6 percent relative to the pre-policy 
mean.

These increases are small compared with the 
estimated increases in retirement account balances. 
Still, they are relevant for evaluating the policy. The 
results suggest that some households may partially 
offset higher retirement saving by taking on additional 
short-term debt. This pattern is consistent with a small 
but growing body of research showing that automatic 
retirement saving policies can affect borrowing and 
other elements of the household balance sheet.
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Conclusion
The evidence from OregonSaves suggests that auto-
IRA mandates can expand retirement saving while 
affecting other parts of household balance sheets. 
Among workers likely exposed to the policy, retirement 
account ownership and assets increased, along with 
higher reported checking or savings account ownership 
and balances, and modest increases in credit card debt. 
Evaluations of auto-IRA programs should therefore 
consider households’ broader financial portfolios, not 
retirement outcomes alone.

The results do not establish the long-term effect of 
auto-IRA policies on total wealth or financial security. 
The available post-policy period is relatively short, and 
the study cannot determine whether the increase in 
reported checking or savings account ownership reflects 
actual account opening or survey misclassification of 
auto-IRA balances.

Future research using longer follow-up periods and 
linked program, banking, and credit-bureau data 
could determine whether these patterns persist and 
generalize to other state auto-IRA programs.
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