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Purpose 

This report shows estimates of the balances that will accrue by age 65 to KiwiSaver members 

reaching that age during the next two decades.  It follows on from RIIG’s analysis of July 2022 which 

showed the current distribution of individual KiwiSaver accounts across the population aged 45 and 

over.   

Our previous report was the first to use account-level data from a sample of KiwiSaver accounts 

from several providers.  This report uses that rich information in a new projection model which 

estimates how much members could have in their KiwiSaver fund at the point when they are first 

allowed to draw down income or “decumulate”.  We also summarise key policy implications from 

our recent work. 

Decumulation is the process of spending down an investment fund, such as KiwiSaver, which 

remains invested. In previous reports, RIIG has focused on drawing down money from KiwiSaver 

regularly, to supplement retirement income such as New Zealand Superannuation (NZS).  Fuller 

definitions of these concepts are in the Glossary. 

The paper is intended for informed readers – policy makers, regulators, providers or advisers – and 

we hope it is also interesting for individuals who are considering how to prepare for their own 

retirement. 

 

Previous publications from the Retirement Income Interest Group (RIIG) of the New Zealand Society 

of Actuaries are available on the Thought Leadership section of the NZSA website.  

Current members of RIIG are: Alison O’Connell, Christine Ormrod, Ian Perera (Convenor), Fraser 

McKay, Kelvin Prisk, and Simon Ferry.   

We thank the KiwiSaver providers who entrusted us with anonymised data, and Craig Lough for his 

assistance. 

 

Where views are expressed in this paper, they are the collective personal views of the members of 

RIIG.  This paper does not necessarily reflect the positions of our employers, other members of the 

New Zealand Society of Actuaries, or any KiwiSaver provider.  Any errors are our own. 

Nothing in this paper should be taken as financial advice or as a recommendation for how any 

individual should manage their money.   

 

For further information please contact: Convenor, Retirement Income Interest Group by email 

society@actuaries.org.nz 

Citation: RIIG (2022b). " Future KiwiSaver balances, and implications for retirement income policy" 

Retirement Income Interest Group of the New Zealand Society of Actuaries   

https://actuaries.org.nz/resources-and-publications/publications/
https://actuaries.org.nz/
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Summary  

• Future KiwiSaver balances at age 65 will follow the picture of current balances, with a 

cluster of helpful, if modest, balances for most and some high balances.  Leaving aside the 

ongoing non-contributors, a quarter of contributing current 50-year-olds are estimated to 

have a KiwiSaver of less than $70,800 at age 65 and three-quarters less than $201,800 in 

present day values.  The average of $164,900 is pulled up by the ‘tail’ of high balances.  The 

typical balance at age 65 is better represented by the median of $124,400 – the amount at 

which half of balances are expected to be below and half above. 

 

• Within the 45+ age group, younger members are expected to have higher KiwiSaver 

balances at age 65 than older members.  The median balance estimated to accrue by age 65 

for current contributing 45-year-olds is $156,900 compared to $72,400 for 59-year-olds.  The 

median future balance of current KiwiSaver members is lower for older members, as younger 

members have longer to contribute.  KiwiSaver only started in 2007, so current 59-year-olds 

will be able to contribute to KiwiSaver for less of their working life than younger members. 

 

• Contributing makes a massive difference to future KiwiSaver balances.  For non-contributing 

members who stay non-contributing, there is little, nil or even negative real growth expected 

from their current balances.  The median balance at age 65 for persistent non-contributors is 

estimated to be $6,200 in present day terms for current 45-year-olds and $5,400 for current 

59-year-olds.  Low investment returns enable savings to just about keep pace with inflation 

but not much more.  For those invested in the most conservative funds with no growth assets, 

negative real growth in the balance is likely as fees and inflation outstrip investment return. 

 

From this work, RIIG strengthens its five recommendations for retirement income policy: 

1. Retain NZS: New Zealand Superannuation (NZS) remains crucial and should be retained 

separately from KiwiSaver - in other words, not means-tested.   

2. Tackle persistent contribution breaks: Policy priorities should explore ways to avoid 

prolonged periods of no contributions into KiwiSaver consistent with its purpose of 

encouraging a long-term savings habit. 

3. Bring in drawdown guidance: A framework, including regulation, should be put in place to 

supply generalised guidance on how to draw down from KiwiSaver.  The guidance should be 

simple, readily available and consistent across multiple sources.   

4. Do more account-level data analysis: The Financial Markets Authority (FMA) and 

Retirement Commissioner should consider how to develop insights on KiwiSaver based on 

account-level information with a view to whole-of-market data collection and analysis on a 

regular basis. 

5. Use relevant indicators: Policy analysis should consider the entire distribution of KiwiSaver 

balances across the population and communicate at least the median in preference to the 

average.   

.  
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How we estimated how much KiwiSaver members could have available for drawdown   

Large dataset 
representative 
of market gave 
new insights 
 

• RIIG’s previous report described a new dataset of anonymised account-
level data from KiwiSaver members aged 45 and older in 2021.  The report1 

should be read for a description of how the data was obtained, prepared 
and analysed, and for further context and caveats on interpretation. 
 

• The dataset comprised around 40% of all KiwiSaver accounts with 
members aged 45-64 in 2021. We judged the data analysis robust enough 
to represent the whole market of KiwiSaver members of this age group to 
a reasonable level of accuracy.   
 

• Our previous report gave new insights into the current distribution of 
KiwiSaver balances across the population in this age group.  It showed a 
cluster of small KiwiSaver balances and a ‘tail’ of large balances. 
 

• It also showed that men are more likely to have larger balances than 
women with the gender differences driven by contribution levels rather 
than investment risk preferences.   
 

This report 
shows 
estimates of 
future balances 
 

• This report focuses on those KiwiSaver members born in 1962 to 1976, 
with their 45th to 59th birthday in 2021.  We refer to them as being 
currently aged 45-59.  These members will reach age 65, when they can 
start drawing down income, at some point during the next two decades.  
Members do not have to start drawdown at age 65.  Starting later could 
mean the fund lasts for longer or generates higher income, but age 65 is a 
convenient marker for this analysis.  
 

• We have modelled how each current KiwiSaver balance for these members 
would be likely to change in value over the period until the member 
reaches age 65.  Future KiwiSaver balances depend on the current balance, 
contributions made from now until age 65, and the compounded returns 
from investing.   

 

• We assumed that each member currently contributing continues to do so 
at the same percentage of salary, so contribution amounts rise at a general 
rate of salary inflation.  We also assumed employer and Government 
contributions continued at the same rate with the cap on Government 
contributions fixed in dollar terms.  We also assumed that those not 
contributing remain non-contributing.   

 

• We assumed the investment returns that the FMA mandate for KiwiSaver 
statements, depending on the asset mix in each member’s current balance.  
The other required assumption is for price inflation as we show all results 
in present day values.  Further details of the model and assumptions are in 
the Appendix.  

 

• We take “present day” as 2021, the date of data collection.  Investment 
market conditions and inflation since then have been and continue to be 
volatile.  Our results are approximate, so we have not made any 
theoretical adjustment to these assumptions. 
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Cluster of modest KiwiSaver future balances for most and some high balances 

Non-
contributors 
are a sizeable 
number of 
KiwiSaver 
accounts  

• As shown in our previous report, 23% of men and 21% of women aged 
45-64 were non-contributors in the data year (2021).  The difference in 
percentage between genders is not significant.   

 

• We hope many of this group start contributing again after a short 
contribution break.  But we cannot know how many will do.  We have 
assumed none do, and we roll forward their funds using the expected 
investment returns of the fund they are in, net of fees.  

 

• It is unlikely that all non-contributors stay non-contributing, and we do 
not combine the estimated future balances for assumed permanent non-
contributors with those for contributors.  Instead, we look at the results 
for non-contributors and contributors separately. 

 
 

Distribution 
charts shown 
for non-
contributors 
and 
contributors 
separately 

• Chart 1 shows the distribution of estimated future account balances at 
age 65 for the contributors – those making a non-zero contribution in 
2021.  We assume members of this group continue contributing at the 
same percentage of salary as their salary increases, with employer and 
Government contributions continuing.   

 

• The chart shows separately the key indicators of the distribution for 
contributing members at each age 45 to 59.  These are arranged 
‘backwards’ so the time to wait until KiwiSaver drawdown becomes 
possible at age 65 increases from left to right.  All balances are shown in 
present day (2021) values.  

 

• The chart and table show key statistical indicators of the distribution: 

• The median (50th percentile) account balance for each age is 
the amount at which half of the group have a balance above 
and half below.   

• The 25th and 75th percentiles of the account balances, below 
which are one-quarter and three-quarters of the group 
respectively.   

• The 95th percentile, above which the largest 5% of balances lie 
and the 5th percentile, below which the smallest 5% of 
balances lie. 

• The average account balance for each age. 
 

• Not all balances are shown on the charts, as we plot specific indicators of 
the distribution.  The largest estimated balance in our database is over 
$10 million.   
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‘Cluster and 
tail’ holds 
true for future 
balances 

• Chart 1 shows future KiwiSaver balances at age 65 are helpful, though 
modest, for most.  There are some high balances.  This is similar to the 
distribution we found for current KiwiSaver balances, which we described 
as a cluster of many modest balances and a tail of fewer higher balances.   

 

• Because of the ‘cluster and tail’ distribution, the average balance is not a 
good indicator of the typical KiwiSaver.  Around 65% of contributing 
KiwiSaver members are expected to have a future balance less than the 
average.  A more useful measure is the median, which better represents 
the typical KiwiSaver, with half of members above and half below.   

 
 

Younger 
members are 
expected to 
have higher 
KiwiSaver 
balances at 
age 65 than 
older 
members 

• For contributing 50-year-olds: 

• A quarter are estimated to have available at age 65 a 
KiwiSaver balance of less than $70,800 in present  
day values, and three-quarters less than $201,800.   

• The average of KiwiSaver balances at age 65 is $164,900 in 
present day terms.  The median – the amount at which half of 
members are expected to be below and half above – at 
$124,400. 

 

• The median balance estimated at age 65 for current contributing 45-year-
olds is $156,900 and $72,400 for 59-year-olds.   

 

• The median future available balance of current KiwiSaver members is 
lower for older members, as younger members have longer to 
contribute.  KiwiSaver only started in 2007, so current 59-year-olds will 
be able to contribute to KiwiSaver for less of their working life than 
younger members will be able to do.  

 
Contributing 
makes a 
massive 
difference to 
future 
KiwiSaver 
balances 

• Chart 2 shows the distribution of estimated future account balances for 
KiwiSaver members who were not contributing at ages 45-59 when our 
data was collected and are assumed to continue as non-contributors.  The 
distribution clusters at very low levels.  The median balance estimated to 
be available at age 65 is $6,200 in present day terms for non-
contributing current 45-year-olds and $5,400 for current 59-year-olds. 

 

• The stark difference with the much larger balances that will be available 
to KiwiSaver contributors shows the massive impact from contributing.  
Prolonged zero contributions means growth in the real value of a 
KiwiSaver balance can only come from investment returns, net of fees 
and after inflation.   

 

• Non-contributors tend to have low current balances.  Our previous report 
showed that KiwiSaver accounts with low balances tend to be invested 
more conservatively than larger accounts.  Low investment returns 
enable savings to just keep pace with inflation but not much more.  For 
those invested in the most conservative funds with zero growth assets, 
negative real growth is likely as fees and inflation outstrip investment 
return. 
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Chart 1: Indicators of distribution (median, percentiles and average) of estimated future account 

balances at age 65, in present day (2021) dollars, for contributing KiwiSaver members 

aged 45-59 in 2021  

 

 

 

Table 1: Indicators of distribution of estimated future account balances at age 65, in present day 

(2021) dollars, for contributing KiwiSaver members aged 45-59 in 2021 

 Percentile 

 
Age in 2021 

 
5% 

 
25% 

50% 
Median 

 
75% 

 
95% 

 
Average 

59 12,900 40,900 72,400 121,800 259,100 97,800 

55 15,400 53,700 95,200 155,100 325,200 124,200 

50 17,800 70,800 124,400 201,800 435,900 164,900 

45 17,900 86,100 156,900 254,000 539,600 202,200 

 
How many 

contributing 
members 

estimated to 
have KiwiSaver 
balances at age 
65 below this 

amount 

 
The 

smallest 
5% 

 
A quarter  
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Three-

quarters 

 
All but the 

largest 
5% 

 
Around 
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Chart 2: Indicators of distribution (median, percentiles and average) of estimated future account 

balances at age 65, in present day (2021) dollars, for non-contributing KiwiSaver members  

aged 45-59 in 2021   

Note scale difference to Chart 1 

 

 

Table 2: Indicators of distribution of estimated account balances at age 65, in present day (2021) 

dollars, for non-contributing KiwiSaver members aged 45-59 in 2021   

 Percentile 

 
Age in 2021 

 
5% 

 
25% 

50% 
Median 

 
75% 

 
95% 

 
Average 

59 900 1,800 5,400 16,900 54,800 14,500 

55 950 2,000 5,900 18,500 63,700 16,700 

50 800 2,000 5,700 18,700 66,600 16,700 

45 800 2,100 6,200 19,200 68,300 17,400 

 
How many non-

contributing 
members 

estimated to 
have KiwiSaver 
balances at age 
65 below this 

amount 

 
The 
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largest 
5% 
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Implications of this work to improve New Zealanders’ retirement wellbeing 

Maintain NZS 
– it is crucial  

• This report confirms2 that KiwiSaver is working to provide a helpful 
supplement to NZS and other retirement income for most New 
Zealanders aged 45 and over.  The typical amounts may seem modest to 
some savers.  Even for the youngest contributing KiwiSaver member in 
this group, aged 45, the median balance at age 65 is estimated at 
$156,900 in present day terms.  It is not for another ten years from now 
(for members currently aged 54) that the median balance at age 65 for 
contributors exceeds $100,000. 

 

• Leaving aside the non-contributors, a typical contributing KiwiSaver 
member currently aged 45 would be able to draw down income at age 65 
of $6,280 a year in present day terms (using RIIG’s “Inflated 4%” Rule of 
Thumb3 = 4% x 156,900).  This income may not last throughout life.  
Following other Rules of Thumb for drawdown would give lower income 
for longer or more income for a shorter period. 
 

• Even as KiwiSaver matures, New Zealand Superannuation (NZS) will still 
be a significant part of retirement income for New Zealanders reaching 
age 65 within the next twenty years.  NZS should keep pace with 
inflation and is guaranteed to last throughout life.  Income from KiwiSaver 
will helpfully supplement NZS income, but NZS will be a more important 
source of income for most KiwiSaver members: 

• For a typical contributing 45-year-old who will receive NZS for 
a single person living alone (currently $24,073 a year4), $6,280 
a year at age 65 from KiwiSaver is a top up to NZS of about a 
quarter.   

• A couple who both qualify for NZS of $37,035 a year would 
find that two KiwiSavers of the same amount would top up 
NZS by about a third.   

 

• New Zealand Superannuation (NZS) remains crucial and should be 
retained separately from KiwiSaver - in other words, not means-tested.  
We believe that means-testing NZS would lead to complexity and worse 
outcomes as people become reluctant to save in case they are penalised5. 
 
 

KiwiSaver will 
increasingly 
add to 
retirement 
wellbeing, for 
those who 
avoid long 
contribution 
breaks 

• As KiwiSaver matures over the next 20 years, it will increasingly add to 
New Zealanders’ retirement wellbeing.  Within the 45+ age group, 
younger KiwiSaver members are expected to have higher KiwiSaver 
balances at age 65 than older members, provided they keep contributing. 
 

• Any increase in contribution levels should compound over time to 
increase balances, but long-term cessation of contributing is obviously 
not ideal.  Inland Revenue Te Tari Taake describes savings breaks as 
“temporary”, but it also clarifies that stopping contributions can carry on 
long-term: “You do not need to give a reason and you can have as many 
savings suspensions as you want.  You can take them back-to-back.”6 
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• Long contribution breaks are not consistent with the purpose of KiwiSaver 
which is “to encourage a long-term savings habit and asset accumulation 
by individuals who are not in a position to enjoy standards of living in 
retirement similar to those in pre-retirement”7(our emphasis). 

 

• It follows that policy priorities should explore ways to avoid prolonged 
periods of no contributions into KiwiSaver: 

• Encourage non-contributors to start contributing again when 
they can do so.  Our previous report described reasons why 
not contributing may be rational at times.  However, non-
contributing members should be aware of the potential loss of 
value from prolonged periods of non-contributing while 
invested in low growth assets.  Prompts to resume 
contributions should be frequent and easy to follow. 

• Increase non-member contributions.  Resuming member 
contributions is one way of increasing inflow to KiwiSaver 
accounts.  Other ways include increasing either or both of 
employer or Government contributions and/or removing the 
requirement for them to be paid only if the member is 
contributing.  Such options would need to be considered 
alongside other priorities, and the distributional 
consequences. 

 
 

Generalised 
draw down 
guidance 
needed 

• Given the modest balances that will accrue to typical contributing 
KiwiSaver members at least for the next ten years or so, we expect there 
will be limited enthusiasm to pay for personalised financial advice on 
drawdown.  As we set out previously in a report How to make drawdown 
a success8, we believe that most KiwiSaver members currently at an age 
to be thinking about drawdown will need generalised guidance delivered 
in different ways such as information on their KiwiSaver statements or 
calculators on Sorted.  
 

• A framework, including regulation, should be put in place to supply 
generalised guidance on how to draw down from KiwiSaver.  The 
guidance should be simple, readily available and consistent across 
multiple sources.  We think ensuring consistency is a critical role of 
regulation: to require one framework to explain drawdown, one set of 
illustrative Rules of Thumb, one set of investment assumptions (return 
and volatility) and one set of longevity data.  This allows for providers to 
differentiate products and customer experience without confusing with 
too much contradictory information.  
 
 

Account-level 
data analysis 
is valuable 

• Our previous report9 showed the variation in outcomes that is only 
possible to understand with individual account data, rather than the 
aggregate data or averages used until now.  Such a rich dataset gives new 
insights on the reality of KiwiSaver balances and what contributes to the 
variation.  This analysis is important for policy making. 
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• This report has shown an example of using the real data in a model.  
Different analyses on the data set and on the results from this model are 
possible, and we welcome feedback and suggestions. 
 

• A larger dataset, analysed over time, would provide even more insight. 
We recommend that the FMA and Retirement Commissioner consider 
how to develop this with a view to whole-of-market data collection and 
analysis on a regular basis (annual or every three years coincident with 
the triennial Review of Retirement Income Policies).  

 
 

Averages 
mislead – use 
median (at 
least) in policy 
analysis 

• Our analysis has shown that the distribution of current and future 
KiwiSaver balances is a cluster of modest KiwiSaver balances for most and 
some higher balances in a long tail.  Because of the skew in the 
distribution, the average balance is not a good indicator of the typical 
balance.  The average is always higher than the median, which better 
represents the typical KiwiSaver balance.   
 

• Focus on the average rather than the median therefore brings the risk 
that policy makers and KiwiSaver members overestimate what the 
amounts available from KiwiSaver for retirement are likely to be. 
 

• A similar insight is applied in fields related to KiwiSaver.  For example, the 
income distribution is also skewed.  In labour market statistics the median 
income is used rather than the average10.  The median is also the key 
indicator for household net worth statistics11.   

 

• Policy analysis should consider the entire distribution of KiwiSaver 
balances across the population and communicate at least the median in 
preference to the average.   
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Appendix: Data and model used in this paper 

 

Data  • Details on the KiwiSaver account-level data obtained, the data cleaning 
and reasonableness checks carried out are described in our previous 
report, published July 2022. "Insights into pre-retirement KiwiSaver 
accounts." Retirement Income Interest Group of the New Zealand Society 
of Actuaries, available at: https://actuaries.org.nz/resources-and-
publications/publications/.  
 

Estimation 
model for this 
report  

• The balances in our dataset at 31 March 2021 were projected forward 
using the assumptions below.   Each account was projected individually 
according to the investment return assumed for the type of fund the 
member was in (subject to the default adjustment described below) and 
assuming the rate of contribution as a percentage of salary stayed 
constant.   
 

• Our dataset included balances for members aged 45 and over (as per their 
birthday in 2021).  For the forward-looking analysis in this report, we used 
data for accounts with members aged 45-59 only. 
 

• The number of KiwiSaver accounts in our projection model were as 
follows: 

• Contributors aged 45-59: 244,598 

• Non-contributors aged 45-59: 46,116 
 

Default fund 
adjustment 

• Since the date our dataset was collected, the Government removed 
default fund status from some KiwiSaver providers and transferred those 
members to a new default fund.  Also, the investment strategy for all 
default funds changed from Conservative to Balanced12. 
 

• The provider change was not relevant for our projection model, but the 
assumption for future investment returns for members in our database in 
default funds needed to reflect the change to investment strategy.   

 

• Default fund members could not be identified specifically as we did not 
request this information.  By random sampling, we identified likely default 
fund members which gave us an estimate for how many default fund 
members there could be in the whole sample.  We checked this estimate 
was reasonable against other information sources, including the FMA 
KiwiSaver Annual Report, quarterly Fund Updates of each provider, and 
the proportion of membership in each investment strategy for each 
provider from the individual record data. 
 

Key 
assumptions 
made  

• Investment returns: Almost all providers supplied the allocation for each 
member to each of the branded KiwiSaver fund names within the 
database.  We then referenced the target growth asset allocation 
corresponding to each branded KiwiSaver fund sourced from Product 
Disclosure Statements current at time of data receipt.   

https://actuaries.org.nz/resources-and-publications/publications/
https://actuaries.org.nz/resources-and-publications/publications/
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• We assumed that members stay in the asset mix they were in when data 
was collected throughout the period until reaching age 65, and their 
balance plus contributions rolls up at the relevant investment return.  We 
also assume continuous rebalancing by fund managers to maintain the 
asset mix. 
 

• We used the investment return for each fund type prescribed by the FMA 
for the purpose of KiwiSaver statement regulations13.  These annual 
returns, for each fund type, are: 

Defensive  1.5% 
Conservative  2.5% 
Balanced  3.5% 
Growth   4.5% 
Aggressive  5.5% 

In addition, we used an assumption of 1.5% annual return for Cash funds.  
These returns are taken to be net of fees and taxation.  We assume no 
volatility in these investment returns. 
 

• Salary increases:  We assumed that members and employers continue to 
contribute until age 65 at the same percentage of salary as in the latest 
year in our database.  This implies the nominal dollar amount of 
contributions increases with assumed salary inflation.  We used an 
assumption for salary increase of 3.0% a year for each contributor, which 
was the long-term salary inflation assumption of the Treasury model at the 
time we started this project.  Note also that 3.0% pa is the midpoint of the 
salary inflation assumptions set in FMA regulations.  
 

• Government contribution:  We assumed no change to the rules by which 
this is calculated, so the government contribution is 50c for every dollar a 
member contributes in a year, up to a maximum of $521.43 for a member 
contribution of $1042.86.  These amounts were not indexed. 

 

• Price inflation: This was used to convert the output of the model which is 
the balance at age 65 for each account in nominal dollars into present day 
(2021) values.  We assumed price inflation of 2.0% a year, as the mid-point 
of the RBNZ’s long-term target range of 1% - 3% a year. 
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Glossary 

KiwiSaver is New Zealand’s regulated private retirement savings scheme.  KiwiSaver started in 2007 

and has just over 3 million members, from a total population of 5.1 million people.  Members 

choose, or are auto-enrolled into, a KiwiSaver account from one of more than 30 providers. 

 

New Zealand Superannuation (NZS) is New Zealand’s public (tier one) pension. 

 

Typically, people save into a retirement fund during their working life, then seek to supplement New 

Zealand Superannuation and other income in retirement, if any, by taking money from that fund.  

This process of spending down a fund in later life is known as decumulation, income streaming or 

drawdown.  The focus in RIIG’s work is on drawing down money from a fund each year, not 

necessarily of the same amount each year.  

 

“Drawdown” is the process by which amounts are taken each year from an accumulated capital 

fund (such as KiwiSaver) which remains invested and so continues to benefit from investment 

growth.  The amount taken – the “income” each year – will normally exceed the investment return 

on the fund, with the rest of the “income” coming from the fund capital itself.  The fund is therefore 

expected to reduce in size over time.   

 

The term “retirement” is used in this paper for the phase of life when most people do significantly 

less or no paid work and generally need income from their savings or other sources.  While some 

individuals may transition from full employment to being fully retired on a specific, pre-planned day, 

the reality is rarely this straightforward.   

 

By “retiree” we mean an individual who is close to or in retirement and thinking about how much 

income to draw down from their retirement fund.  A retiree need not be of any particular age, but 

we envisage that people start thinking about their drawdown options at any time over age 50 and 

start drawing down after age 65. For people who work beyond age 65, age 70 may be a typical time 

to start drawing down. 
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