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Oath’s Q3 2026 survey finds that while retirees and pre-retirees are feeling the pressure of 
higher everyday costs and market volatility, the broader picture is not one of widespread 
financial distress. Instead, many respondents appear to be protecting core needs while scaling 
back discretionary spending. In some cases, though, they may feel less free to enjoy the 
retirement they imagined — due in part to a lack of preparation for life beyond finances. In 
fact, while many Americans report feeling financially stable, only a minority say their current 
lives consistently reflect what matters most to them.

• Rising everyday expenses are the leading financial concern for the remainder of 2026.

• More than 40% did not cut back on spending, while those who did primarily reduced discretionary 
categories such as dining out, non-essentials, travel and entertainment.

• Findings suggest many retirees are stable but not fully realizing the retirement they want due to a lack 
of deliberate planning for life after work.  

Highlights

Even among respondents who feel financially 
secure, rising prices and market swings are 
influencing how freely they feel able to enjoy 
retirement. Nearly two-thirds say these pressures 
have made them feel less free at least sometimes 
over the past year, including 39% who say this 
happens sometimes, 21% often and 7% always. Just 
9% say they have never felt that constraint.

Rising Costs and Market 
Swings Are Affecting 
Retirement Freedom

Even if you feel financially secure, how often in the past 
year have rising prices or market swings made you feel 
less free to enjoy retirement the way you want?

Sometimes

Rarely

Often

Never

Always

39.1%

23.9%

20.5%

9.3%

7.1%
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At the same time, 41% say they did not cut back 
on spending in the last year. Among those who did, 
inflation and cost-of-living increases were the most 
commonly cited cause at 24%, followed by general 
economic uncertainty at 14%. Energy and fuel 
costs were cited by 8%, while market volatility 
accounted for 4%.

If you cut back on spending in the last 
year, what was the cause?

I did not cut back on my spending

Inflation - cost of living increase

General economic uncertainty

Energy/fuel costs

40.7%

23.9%

13.7%

7.5%

Stagnant or lagging income

Market volatility

Interest rates, debt, borrowing concerns

Housing

5.6%

4.3%

2.5%

1.9%
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If yes, what did you 
cut back on?

Dining

Nothing significant

Shopping for non-essential items

Travel or vacations

Entertainment or events

Home improvements or repairs

Gifts for family or friends

Charitable giving

36.3%

35.1%

29.8%

25.5%

23.9%

19.6%

13.0%

12.1%

Hobbies or leisure activities

Household services, like cleaning or lawn care

Helping adult children or grandchildren

Fitness, wellness or preventative care

Medical: delayed care or treatment

Some essential items

11.5%

10.9%

7.5%

3.4%

2.8%

2.5%

The spending reductions reported by respondents 
are concentrated primarily in discretionary 
categories rather than core necessities. Dining out 
is the most common area of cutback at 36%, 
followed by shopping for non-essential items at 
30%, travel or vacations at 26% and entertainment 
or events at 24%. Home improvements and repairs 
were also reduced by 20%.

By contrast, relatively few respondents report 
cutting back on essential items (3%), delaying 
medical care or treatment (3%), or reducing 
fitness, wellness and preventive care (3%). More 
than one-third say they made no significant 
cutbacks. The pattern suggests that many retirees 
are preserving core needs while quietly trimming 
some of the experiences that can make retirement 
feel more expansive and rewarding.

Cutbacks Are Concentrated in 
the Experiences That Make 
Retirement Feel Rewarding
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What is your biggest financial 
worry for the rest of 2026?

Rising cost of everyday expenses (like groceries, utilities, gas)

I do not have any major financial worries for the rest of the year

Investment or market losses hurting my portfolio

Unexpected medical or health care expenses

Big home or car repair bills

Having to help children or grandchildren more than expected

Debt or monthly bills feeling harder to manage

My money not keeping up with my lifestyle in retirement

24.5%

23.3%

16.8%

10.6%

7.1%

6.2%

3.1%

3.1%

Not having enough cash set aside for emergencies

Outliving my savings or needing to cut back more

2.8%

2.5%

When asked about their biggest financial worry 
for the remainder of the year, rising costs of 
everyday expenses such as groceries, utilities 
and gas, rank first at 25%. Investment or portfolio 
losses follow at 17%, while unexpected medical 
or health care expenses are cited by 11%.

At the same time, nearly one in four respondents 
(23%) say they have no major financial worries for 
the rest of the year. Other concerns like large 
home or car repairs, helping children or 
grandchildren, debt and monthly bills, and the 
possibility of outliving savings are each cited by 
smaller shares.

Everyday Costs Outrank 
Market Losses as the Leading 
Financial Worry
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The survey paints a picture of retirement that is 
generally stable, but not necessarily fully 
realized. The two largest self-identified phases 
are “Stability/Routine” (35%) and “Reorientation” 
(26%). Together, these responses suggest that 
many respondents are either settled into a 
retirement rhythm or actively reassessing how 
they want to spend their time and shape the next 
phase of life.

Smaller shares identify with the “Honeymoon” of 
early retirement (11%), “Dependence” (11%), 
“Pre-retirement” (10%) or “Disenchantment” (7%).

More than half of respondents (58%) say they 
never experienced a moment when the question 
“what now?” surfaced after retiring. Among 
those who did, 16% say it emerged after a year 
or more, while smaller shares encountered it 
almost immediately (9%), within the first three 
months (8%) or after six to 12 months (9%).

This may indicate that the transition into 
retirement is not uniformly difficult. Yet the 
broader findings suggest that a smooth transition 
does not necessarily mean a deeply intentional 
one: respondents can be stable and functioning 
well while still reconsidering whether their daily 
lives reflect their priorities.

Despite a Stable Retirement, 
Many Are Still Reassessing 
What Comes Next

After retiring, how quickly did the question
“What now?” surface?

I never felt that way

After a year or more

Almost immediately

After 6-12 months

After the first three months

58.1%

16.1%

9.3%

8.7%

7.8%

What phase of retirement do 
you see yourself in?

Stability/Routine – The stage when a new routine and sense of purpose 
have been established, creating a more settled and sustainable retirement life.

Reorientation – A period of reassessment in which retirees begin 
redefining priorities, identity, and how they want to spend their time.

Honeymoon – The early retirement period marked by freedom, novelty, 
and enjoyment, often with travel, hobbies, or long-postponed activities.

Disenchantment – The phase when the excitement fades and feelings 
of boredom, loss, or disappointment may begin to surface.

7.1%

Pre-retirement – Still working but beginning to think seriously about 
retirement and what life after work will look like.

9.9%

Dependence – The point at which retirement as an active, independent 
phase becomes limited by health decline, dependency, or major life constraints.

35.1%

26.1%

11.2%

10.6%
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How often do you engage in something that feels genuinely 
purposeful – that is something you do because it is meaningful or 
supports your values – not just pleasant?

Regularly/a few times a month

Frequently/daily

Sometimes/A few times a year

Rarely/once a year

Never

35.7%

34.5%

23.0%

4.7%

2.2%

Do you feel urgency to live well in the years 
ahead or do you feel you have plenty of time?

I feel a slight sense of urgency

I have no sense of urgency/I have plenty of time

I feel a profound sense of urgency

60.9%

26.4%

12.7%

The survey reveals a meaningful sense of urgency 
among respondents about making the most of 
the years ahead. Nearly three-quarters feel at 
least some urgency to live well, including 61% 
who feel a slight sense of urgency and 13% who 
feel a profound sense of urgency. About 
one-quarter (26%) say they have no sense of 
urgency and feel they have plenty of time.

That urgency is accompanied by a relatively high 
level of purposeful activity. Seven in ten 
respondents say they engage in something 
genuinely purposeful at least regularly, including 
35% who do so frequently or daily and 36% who 
do so a few times a month. Another 23% do so 
sometimes, while only 7% say rarely or never.

An Urgency to Live 
Well And The Pursuit of 
Purpose
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Only 15% say their days always reflect what 
actually matters to them in retirement. Another 
41% say this is often true, while 31% say their 
time reflects their values only sometimes. Smaller 
shares say rarely (11%) or never (3%).

Yet Purposeful Activity Does 
Not Always Translate Into a Life 
Fully Aligned With Values

Before retiring, did you engage in any structured planning for 
how you wanted to spend your time, relationships, health, and 
sense of purpose that was separate from your financial plan?

Yes, somewhat: I gave it some thought but nothing structured

No: I thought about it informally but had no real process

Yes, extensively: I had a clear process for thinking through life after work

No: I assumed it would sort itself out once I stopped working

I haven't retired yet / I'm still working on this

36.0%

32.0%

16.1%

10.9%

5.0%

Does how you currently spend your time reflect what 
actually matters to you in retirement?

Often: More days than not feel aligned with what matters to me

Sometimes: I have stretches of alignment but also drift

Always: My days consistently reflect my actual priorities

Rarely: I often feel my time doesn't reflect what I actually value

Never: There's a significant gap between how I spend my time 
and what matters most to me

40.7%

30.7%

14.9%

10.9%

2.8%

The survey suggests that the gap between a 
financially sound retirement and a fully realized 
one may begin before retirement itself. Only 16% 
of respondents say they engaged in extensive, 
structured planning for how they wanted to 
spend their time, relationships, health and sense 
of purpose separately from their financial plan.

A larger 36% say they gave these questions some 
thought without a clear process, while 32% 
thought about them informally without a real 
structure. Another 11% assumed things would 
sort themselves out once they stopped working. 
Five percent are still working on this because 
they have not yet retired.

Most People Did Not 
Prepare Extensively for the 
Non-Financial Side of 
Retirement
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How valuable would structured support – coaching, peer 
community, or guided reflection tools – be in helping you stay 
intentional about how you live in retirement?

Somewhat valuable

Neither valuable nor not valuable

Not very valuable

Very valuable

Not at all valuable

37.0%

25.2%

16.1%

14.6%

7.1%

The findings suggest an opportunity for more 
deliberate support around the non-financial 
dimensions of retirement. More than half of 
respondents (52%) say structured support, such 
as coaching, peer communities or guided 
reflection tools, would be very or somewhat 
valuable in helping them stay intentional about 
how they live in retirement.

At the same time, one-quarter are neutral, and 
23% say such support would not be very or at all 
valuable. The results indicate that there is 
meaningful interest in resources that help people 
translate broad intentions into the routines, 
relationships and choices of everyday retirement.

Structured Support Could 
Help Retirees Stay 
Intentional

There is evidence that many respondents do try 
to connect money decisions to the life they want. 
About 57% say their financial decisions always or 
often reflect a deliberate plan for how they want 
to live, rather than simply how much they want to 
preserve. Still, 28% say they make that 
connection only sometimes, and 16% say it 
happens rarely or never.

Financial Decisions Are Often 
Connected to Life Goals, But 
Not Consistently

How often do your financial decisions reflect a deliberate plan for 
how you want to live, not just how much you want to preserve?

Often: I regularly consider this but not every time

Sometimes: I think about it occasionally but it's not a consistent habit

Always: my financial decisions are consciously shaped by how I want to live

Rarely: my financial decisions are mostly about preservation, not how I want to live

Never: I haven't really connected the two

35.7%

27.6%

21.1%

14.0%

1.6%
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The Oath Money & Meaning Institute’s Q3 2026 
retirement survey was conducted by Oath 
Planning in July 2026 and includes 322 responses 
from retirement-age Americans with an average 
of $500,000 in retirement savings. Participants 
represent all major U.S. regions, with a 
concentration in the Southwest, North Central 
and South Atlantic states, and the vast majority 
surveyed are retired or near retirement.

Methodology

Among respondents who answered the follow-up 
question about preferred support formats, nearly 
half (47%) selected self-paced online resources 
as the most appealing and useful option. Group 
or cohort programs followed at 27%, while 16% 
preferred individual coaching and 10% selected a 
retreat.

Self-Paced Resources Are the 
Most Appealing Format

Which format would be most 
appealing and useful to you?

Self-paced online

Group/cohort programs

Individual coaching

Retreat

47.3%

27.0%

16.0%

9.8%
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