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Thirty cities at the center of the nation’s 

most populous metropolitan areas 

faced more than $192 billion in unpaid 

commitments for pensions and other 

retiree benefits, primarily health care, as 

of fiscal 2009. These cities had a long-

term shortfall of $88 billion for pensions 

and $104 billion for retiree health care 

and other non-pension benefits. 

New York, the nation’s largest city, 
accounted for more than half of the 
total retirement shortfall. But retirement 
underfunding looms as a long-term 
budget stress across a wider array of the 
cities when looked at on a per-household 
basis. New York, which is responsible 
for not just a large number of municipal 
employees but also multitudes of 
teachers, had unfunded pension liabilities 
of $14,302 per household.1 Pension 
shortfalls per household were next highest 
in Philadelphia at $12,170, Portland, 
OR, at $11,389, and Chicago at $11,110 
and pose a significant challenge for 
policymakers and ultimately taxpayers.
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For retiree health care, the most serious 
underfunding per household was in New 
York at $22,857, followed by Boston at 
$18,962, Detroit at $15,682, San Francisco 
at $13,487, and Baltimore at $10,208.2 

Overall, the 30 cities, which are the focus 
of Pew’s American cities project, had  
74 percent of the money needed to fully 
fund their pension plans over the long run 
but only 7.4 percent of what was necessary 
to cover their retiree health care liabilities 
as of fiscal 2009, the latest year with data 
available for all pension plans of all  
30 cities. These findings echo an earlier 
Pew assessment of 61 cities’ retirement 
funding (see A Widening Gap in Cities: 
Shortfalls in Funding for Pensions and 
Retiree Health Care).

Unfunded pension and retiree health care 
obligations pose a significant concern for 
city budgets. Although these unpaid bills 
are not due immediately, they limit  
policymakers’ ability to invest in other 
priorities because they place a claim on 

http://www.pewstates.org/research/reports/a-widening-gap-in-cities-85899442341
http://www.pewstates.org/research/reports/a-widening-gap-in-cities-85899442341
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future revenue. Every dollar that goes to 
plug a hole in a city’s retirement funds is a 
dollar that cannot be spent on education, 
public safety, libraries, and other services. 
The longer unfunded liabilities go unad-
dressed, the larger the bill facing future 
city budgets and taxpayers. To shore up  
retirement funds, local officials may have 
to cut services, reduce the workforce, 
or raise taxes. Cities also can pay a price 
through higher borrowing costs because 
credit rating agencies incorporate unfund-
ed retirement costs into their analyses.

Localities have employed a variety 
of strategies to address their growing 
retirement liabilities, including increasing 
the retirement age or vesting periods 
and putting larger amounts of municipal 
revenue into pension funds. Some cities 
are pushing to cut cost-of-living increases 
to retirees or are asking current workers 
to contribute more money to their 
own retirement benefits. Most reforms, 
however, affect only new hires, which does 
nothing to reduce the sum of unpaid bills.

Pension Investments,  
Annual Contributions  
Fall Short
As of 2009, 15 of the 30 cities had 
pensions funded at less than 80 percent, 
a level that most experts consider 
inadequate. Among the 30 cities 
examined, the five with the lowest ratio  

of savings to liabilities were Pittsburgh  
(39 percent); Portland (50 percent); 
Chicago (52 percent); and Boston and 
Atlanta (both 60 percent). On the other 
hand, the District of Columbia had 
a surplus in its pension system, with 
enough money to pay for 104 percent 
of its pension liabilities. All pension 
systems should strive to be 100 percent 
funded, and three others were close—
San Francisco, Detroit, and Tampa were 
funded at more than 90 percent. 

Although New York had the greatest 
unfunded pension liability per household, 
$14,302, its plans were funded at  
70 percent, higher than several other 
cities’. Outside of the District of Columbia, 
cities with the smallest pension shortfalls 
per household were Tampa at $989  
(90 percent funded) and San Antonio  
at $1,232 (87 percent funded). 

Cities typically count on investment 
earnings from their pension funds to cover 
two-thirds of benefits. During the Great 
Recession, though, returns were lower 
than expected, and unfunded pension 
liabilities grew in nearly all of the cities. 

Another reason for this growth was that a 
number of cities failed to make their full 
annual payments. As local tax revenue 
plummeted during the recession, even 
cities with well-funded systems struggled 
to keep up their yearly contributions.

http://www.pewstates.org
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Consistently paying the annual 
recommended contribution, as determined 
by actuaries, is key to fully funding 
pensions over the long term. Pew’s 
Widening Gap report found that those 
with the discipline to make their annual 
pension payments weathered the Great 
Recession better than their counterparts. 
Their funding levels fell 4 percentage 
points from 2007 to 2009, compared with 
9 percentage points in cities that did not 
consistently keep up their payments. 

As a whole, the 30 cities in this analysis 
boosted their annual pension payments 
from $9.3 billion to $11.2 billion between 
2007 and 2009. But overall, they still lost 
ground because—to cover the annual cost 
of retirement benefits earned by current 
workers and to pay down a portion of 
their shortfalls—their contributions should 
have increased to $12.2 billion in 2009.3 

Cities varied significantly in this regard. 
Seventeen of them paid all or more of their 
recommended contributions in 2009, 

i. New York’s financial report presented funding levels under two accounting methods; this was based on the entry age normal 
cost method that will be required by the Governmental Accounting Standards Board for all cities and states in June 2014.
ii. Data were unavailable for the District of Columbia, employees who participate in the federal Civil Service Retirement System, which 
was closed to all new employees in 1987.

EXHIBIT 1:

PENSIONS
FISCAL 2009
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1,910 

1,999 

1,742 

2,716 

3,559 

1,926 
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Atlanta, GA

Baltimore, MD

Boston, MA

Chicago, IL

Cincinnati, OH

Cleveland, OH

Dallas, TX

Denver, CO

Detroit, MI

Houston, TX

Kansas City, MO

Las Vegas, NV

Los Angeles, CA

Miami, FL

Minneapolis, MN

*Dollars in thousands
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14,302 

1,400 

12,170 

2,708 

4,497 

11,389 

1,981 

2,331 

1,232 

4,414 

1,677 

3,025 

1,619 

989 

(646)

New York, NYi

Orlando, FL

Philadelphia, PA

Phoenix, AZ

Pittsburgh, PA

Portland, OR

Riverside, CA

Sacramento, CA

San Antonio, TX

San Diego, CA

San Francisco, CA

Seattle, WA

St. Louis, MO

Tampa, FL

Washington, DCii

( ) denotes surplus
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with Seattle, St. Louis, Los Angeles, and 
the District contributing even more. But 
some cities contributed significantly less, 
including Chicago (43 percent), Cincinnati 
(59 percent), Portland (62 percent), and 
Pittsburgh (66 percent). 

Retiree Health Care  
Is the Bigger Burden
Still, the 30 cities were better at setting 
aside money for pensions than at saving 
for retiree health care and other non-
pension benefits.4 As of 2009, 15 had set 

aside nothing to cover medical benefits 
promised to current and future retirees, 
leaving $1.17 in unfunded retiree health 
care liabilities for every $1 in unfunded 
pension costs. 

Only three cities had saved even half 
of their projected bills for retiree health 
care. Cincinnati led with 85 percent of 
those obligations funded, followed by Los 
Angeles with 55 percent and Denver with 
51 percent. 

EXHIBIT 2:

RETIREE HEALTH CARE
FISCAL 2009

Funding level

Unfunded
liability per
household

Total
unfunded

liability*
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346 
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3,734 

1,052 

986 
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466 

Atlanta, GA

Baltimore, MD

Boston, MA

Chicago, ILi

Cincinnati, OH

Cleveland, OH

Dallas, TX

Denver, CO

Detroit, MI

Houston, TX

Kansas City, MO

Las Vegas, NV

Los Angeles, CA

Miami, FL

Minneapolis, MN

*Dollars in thousands
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i. Chicago's totals were based on the city's share of liabilities plus its pension funds' share of liabilities under a legal settlement.
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Per household, the cities’ unfunded  
health care liabilities ranged from a low 
of $350 per household in Denver to the 
previously noted high of $22,860 per 
household in New York.

Unlike their funding of pensions, cities 
and other public employers are more likely 
to handle retiree health costs on a pay-
as-you-go basis—covering medical bills 
or insurance premiums as retirees incur 
them—than to sock away money each 
year in anticipation of those costs. Most 
cities, like states, did not report these costs 
as long-term liabilities until 2006, when 
the Governmental Accounting Standards 
Board began requiring them to do so.5 
But a number of cities are rethinking 
their promises and how they fund 
them, particularly in the face of steadily 
increasing medical costs and growing 
numbers of retirees. 

Cities also may have more flexibility in 
how they deal with retiree health care  
liabilities than with pensions. Some are 
not legally obligated to provide health care 
benefits to retirees but are legally bound 
to honor pension commitments. For ex-
ample, in April 2011, a California Superior 
Court judge affirmed that San Diego poli-
cymakers could alter and reduce health 
care benefits for retirees, despite promises 
made in the past. But other courts have 
ruled in the opposite direction.

Cities Adopt Different 
Approaches to Closing  
the Gaps
Many cities have long managed their 
public-sector retirement systems by 
consistently making their annual 
recommended contributions and adjusting 
their promises to better cope with long-
term costs. But the asset losses experienced 
during the Great Recession and con-
tinuing budget pressures have spurred 
policymakers to push for additional 
reforms to address funding shortfalls or 
unsustainable growth in costs.

Even after San Diego made some changes 
to its pension system, voters enacted 
sweeping reforms in June 2012. Although 
there are pending legal issues, all new 
employees except for police will be en-
rolled in defined contribution plans, which 
operate like private-sector 401(k) plans, 
rather than in traditional defined benefit 
plans that guarantee pension checks for 
life.6 San Diego’s current employees also 
saw their final salaries—used to calculate 
their pensions—frozen for six years unless 
two-thirds of the council members vote to 
lift the freeze early.7 

While San Diego transformed its entire 
system for all new workers, recent reforms 
in most cities were more modest. San 
Francisco, one of the best-funded cities in 

http://www.pewstates.org
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our analysis, enacted changes to pension 
benefits in November 2011 that asked 
employees to contribute more toward 
their retirements and limited cost-of-
living adjustments.8 San Francisco’s 
modifications are projected to save the  
city $1.3 billion over 10 years.9

In March 2012, the New York state  
Legislature enacted reforms affecting new 
state and local employees, including New 
York City. It raised the retirement age 
for new workers, introduced progressive 
employee contribution rates, changed 
the vesting period, and required any new 
retirement benefits or enhancements to be 
pre-funded.10 These reforms were slated  
to save the city $21 billion over the next 
30 years.11 

In 2009, Cincinnati changed its retiree 
health care to a plan that included higher 
deductibles, co-payments, and out-of-
pocket limits for beneficiaries.12 Cincinnati 
lawmakers also recently asked the head 
of the retirement system to analyze the 
cost-of-living component and associated 
costs.13 By examining how these benefits 
are calculated, the city hopes to slow the 
growth in retiree obligations.

In Chicago, which received a negative 
outlook from Moody’s Investors Service 
in April 2012 because of stalled pension 
reform, Mayor Rahm Emanuel appointed a 
four-member task force in January 2013  
that recommended ways to tackle growing 
retiree health care costs.14 The mayor 
is pushing state lawmakers, who have 
legislative oversight in local and state 
pension reform, to address the state’s and 
city’s rising pension costs.15 In January 
2013, Standard & Poor’s downgraded 
Illinois’ credit rating to worst in the nation 
because of failures to address pensions.16

While pension assets have largely returned 
to pre-recession levels, they still must 
make up for years of lost growth, and 
liabilities continue to rise.17 So pressure for 
reforms is not expected to lessen. 

american cities
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