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Highlights
1.  Marin County public employees—i.e., state and local government employees who work in 

the county—receive significantly lower average pay than private sector employees given 
their education.

• Public employment in Marin County is dominated by local government employment, a 
majority (55%) of which is in education and health services. Public K-12 schools alone 
account for 34%. Other significant sectors are general government (13.5%), justice and 
public safety (11%), and transportation, warehousing and utilities (12%).

• Public employees working in Marin County are more likely to have at least a bachelor’s 
degree (58%) than private sector employees (46%) and the regional labor market as 
a whole (45%). They are also nearly twice as likely to have a master’s, professional, or 
doctoral degree compared to private sector employees in Marin (29% vs. 15%).

• Relative to private sector workers, the wage penalty for public employees in Marin County 
is 15% for those with bachelor’s degrees and 39% for those with advanced degrees. 
Those with associate degrees or high school degrees earn a wage premium, but this is 
outweighed by the wage penalty for workers with higher educational attainment. 

• Even without accounting for differences in education, full-time employees in Marin County 
earn 8% less on average in the public sector than in the private sector. 

Nari Rhee, PhD 
UC Berkeley Center for Labor Research and Education 
October 2021

The Marin Public Pension Series is a three-part issue brief series intended to provide policymakers and the public with 
an informed perspective on the value, cost, and broader social implications of defined-benefit (DB) pensions for public 
employees in Marin County, California.  Brief #1 examines the economic value of defined benefit pensions for public 
employees, employers, and residents in Marin County. Brief #2 addresses the cost and sustainability of public employee 
pensions. Brief #3 highlights the role of public defined-benefit pensions in reducing retirement wealth inequality by race, 
gender, and education compared to 401(k)-style plans.

http://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/
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• When educational attainment is taken into account, the average wage income of full-time, 
year-round public employees working in Marin County is 17% lower than that of similarly 
educated private sector employees.  

• Higher expenditures on benefits as a percentage of pay help offset the public sector pay 
penalty. Nonetheless, average total compensation is approximately 5% lower in the public 
sector than in the private sector among full-time, year-round employees in Marin County. 
In addition, data from a recent study suggests that California teachers overall face an 
estimated 7% pay penalty given their experience and education, after taking benefits into 
account.

2.  Public pensions help offset the public sector pay penalty in a fiscally efficient manner, by 
providing adequate retirement income at a fraction of the cost that 401(k)s would require 
for the same benefit.  

• Pensions deliver more retirement income per dollar of contribution than 401(k)s due 
to longevity risk pooling as well as higher investment returns from a longer investment 
horizon, lower fees, and professional investment management. 

• Most public school teachers in California, including those in Marin public schools, will 
receive at least 50% higher retirement income from CalSTRS than they would from an 
idealized 401(k) that receives the same contributions. Full-career educators, who make up 
nearly half the teacher workforce, will receive benefits equal to 49% of their final salary—
twice the income that they would get through a typical 401(k) with the same contributions. 

• A full-career employee covered by CalPERS will receive twice the retirement income that 
they could get from a 401(k) with low fees and no investment mistakes that receives the 
same contributions as their pension.  

• For teachers hired after 2014, CalSTRS retirement, death, and disability benefits accrued 
in FY 2021-22 cost 18.086% of payroll. Teachers contribute more than half of this cost, 
10.205% of their pay. For the average teacher, this provides a secure retirement income 
that would cost about 35% of payroll to provide through a typical 401(k). 

3.  By attracting and retaining skilled workers, public pensions contribute to public service 
quality, including quality public education. 

• Turnover data clearly shows that CalSTRS helps keep experienced teachers in the classroom 
until at least age 55, the earliest age at which they can claim their pension. 

• Three out of four teachers covered by the CalSTRS pension will serve at least 20 years. 
Nearly half will serve a 30-year career.  
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Introduction
This is the first in a three-part issue brief series intended to provide 
policymakers and the public with an informed perspective on the 
value, cost, and broader social implications of defined benefit (DB) 
pensions for teachers, nurses, firefighters, and other workers who 
provide essential public services to the residents of Marin County. 
This brief examines the economic value of DB pensions—which 
provide secure monthly retirement income based on salary and years 
of service—for public employees, employers, and residents in Marin 
County. 

Based on analyses of Census data and public pension data, this brief 
highlights a critical fact that is often overlooked in debates about 
public employee compensation and benefits. On average, public 
employees are paid less than private sector employees, given their 
education. In Marin County as well as in California as a whole, workers 
with four-year college degrees and advanced degrees make up a 
much larger share of the state and local government workforce than 
the private sector workforce. Conversely, a smaller share of public 
sector employees have no college education, and even these workers 
are more likely to have specialized occupational training than in the 
private sector. Yet in Marin County, average public sector pay is lower 
than average private sector pay, both with and without accounting 
for differences in educational attainment. 

In this context, DB pensions play a critical role in the compensation 
of public employees, offsetting part of the public pay penalty in a 
financially efficient manner. Pensions not only provide predictable 
retirement income that employees highly value; they do so at a 
much lower cost compared to 401(k)s. DB pensions are also highly 
effective in lowering turnover and retaining experienced workers, 
which is correlated with quality public services including public K-12 
education. This provides significant value to employees, employers, 
and the public. 

Without DB pensions, public employers would have to significantly 
increase salaries for the majority of positions in order to maintain 
workforce quality, and turnover of experienced employees would 
increase.  

Defined Contribution (DC) 
plans, such as 401(k)s, 
are individually managed 
investment accounts. The 
employer and/or employee 
contribute, depending on the 
plan. While the plan provides 
investment fund options at 
the employer’s discretion, 
the employee assumes all 
investment risk. 

Defined Benefit (DB) 
pensions provide lifetime 
retirement income, usually 
based on the employee’s final 
average salary and years of 
service. While most public 
pensions are jointly funded 
by employers and employees, 
the employer is ultimately 
responsible for promised 
benefits. 

Retirement 
Benefit Types
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I. Public Employees Working in Marin 
County Are More Educated and 
Experienced Than Private Sector 
Workers

Before comparing the pay of public and private sector workers in 
Marin, it is important to understand the ways in which public and 
private sector jobs and workers differ. In particular, a significantly 
higher share of jobs in the public sector involve occupation-specific 
training, four-year degrees, and/or advanced degrees. 

Public employment in Marin County consists primarily of local 
government employment, more than half of which consists of 
education and health services (55%), according to the Quarterly 
Census of Employment and Wages from the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (Table 1). Public elementary and secondary schools alone 
account for 34% of local government jobs. Other significant sectors 
are general government (13.5%), justice and public safety (11%), 
other public administration (7.5%), and transportation, warehousing, 
and utilities (12%). State government employment in Marin County is 
about one-fifth the size of local government employment, and consists 
primarily of the court system, law enforcement, and corrections  
(Table 1). 

Data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey 
shows that Marin County’s public sector workforce is significantly 
more educated than its private sector workforce (Figure 1). This is 
unsurprising given the makeup of public sector jobs; both education 
and health services entail a significant share of workers with four-year 
college degrees or advanced degrees. A large majority, 58%, of state 
and local government employees in Marin have at least a bachelor’s 
degree, compared to 46% of local private sector employees and 45% 
of workers in the regional labor market. (Based on Census commuting 
data, the regional labor market is defined in this brief as civilian wage and salary workers in Marin, 
San Francisco, Sonoma, Napa, and Contra Costa Counties.1) In fact, state and local government 
employees in Marin skew heavily towards those with advanced degrees: 29% have a master’s degree, 
professional degree, or doctorate, compared to 15% of local private sector wage and salary workers 
and 16% of workers in the regional labor market. 

Only 12% of state and local government employees who work in the county have no college 
education, compared to 25% of private sector employees working in Marin and 25% of the regional 
labor market. Notably, many public employees without a college education are in occupations 
that require significant training, for instance firefighters, police, public transit operators, and utility 
workers.  

In this brief, public employees 
are defined as state and 
local government employees. 
Local government includes 
cities, counties, local law 
enforcement, school districts, 
community college districts, 
utility districts, transportation 
districts, and other local and 
regional public agencies. 
Outside of Sacramento, 
California state government 
employment includes the 
state court system, state law 
enforcement, other public 
administration functions, and 
the California State University 
and University of California 
systems. 

Definition of 
Public Employee
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In addition, the typical public employee who works in Marin County is more experienced than the 
typical private sector employee, with a median age of 49 years—7 years older than the median age 
of 42 for both local private sector employees and the regional labor market (Table 2).2 

Table 1. Composition of Public Employment in Marin County, 2020

 Local Government State Government

Category
Average 
Monthly 

Employment

Share of 
Total

Average 
Monthly 

Employment

Share of 
Total

Total Employment 11,509 100.0% 2,038 100.0%
Elementary and Secondary Schools 3,942 34.3%   
Other Education and Health Services 2,415 21.0%   
Executive, Legislative, & General 
Government 1,548 13.5%   

Justice, Public Order, and Safety 1,242 10.8% 1,629 79.9%
Other Public Administration 861 7.5% 398 19.5%
Transportation, Warehousing & Utilities 1,371 11.9%   
Other 1,501 13.0% 11 0.5%

Source: QCEW, 2020 Annual Averages.

Figure 1. Public Employees in Marin County Are Highly Educated
Educational Attainment of Employees by Sector, 2015-2019 

Source: Author’s analysis of ACS 2015-2019 five-year sample. Universe is wage and salary employees. The regional 
labor market is defined as civilian employees residing in Marin, Sonoma, Napa, Solano, Contra Costa, and  
San Francisco Counties.

12%

25%

30%

28%

29%

31%

29%

15%

State & local government
workers employed in Marin

Private sector workers
employed in Marin

Regional labor market

High School/GED or less

Some College or Associate Degree

Bachelor's Degree

Graduate Degree
25% 30% 29% 16%
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Table 2. Public Employees in Marin County Are More Experienced
Median Age of Employees by Sector, 2015-2019

 Median Age
State & local government workers employed in Marin 49
Private sector workers employed in Marin 42
Regional labor market 42

 
Source: Author’s analysis of ACS 2015-2019 five-year sample. Universe is wage and salary employees. The regional 
labor market is defined as civilian employees residing in Marin, Sonoma, Napa, Solano, Contra Costa, and  
San Francisco Counties.

II.  Public Employees in Marin County Face a Significant   
Wage Penalty

In sharp contrast to the notion that public employees are overpaid, Census data shows that the 
average pay for public employees in Marin County is 8% less than that of private sector employees, 
despite greater experience and higher levels of education. When educational attainment is factored 
in, public employees earn 17% less than private sector employees. 

Figure 2 compares the annual average wage income of all full-time, year-round workers employed in 
the public sector and private sector in Marin County, as well as workers in the regional labor market. 
The chart also compares pay for those with four-year college degrees and advanced degrees. In 
2015-2019, full-time, year-round public employees in Marin County had an annual average wage 
income of $83,300 in 2019 dollars—8% less than the local private sector average of $90,500.3 In 
addition, workers employed in Marin County whose highest degree was a bachelor’s earned 15% less 
in the public sector than in the private sector ($92,400 vs. $109,100). Those with a master’s, Ph.D., or 
other advanced degree earned 39% less on average in the public sector than in the private sector 
($94,600 vs. $154,000). 

These negative pay differentials for public employees in Marin County cannot be explained away 
by unusually high wages at the top in the Bay Area tech economy inflating private sector average 
(mean) pay. The annual income of middle-earning workers (i.e., median wage income) is also 
significantly lower in the public sector for those with bachelor’s and advanced degrees.4 Furthermore, 
Marin County and the North Bay do not figure significantly in the Bay Area tech economy. 

When educational mix is taken into account, the total wage income of full-time, year-round state 
and local government employees in Marin County is 17% less than it would be based on local 
private sector pay scales (Figure 3). In the private sector, a similarly educated workforce would have 
averaged $100,400 in annual pay in 2015-2019, compared to the actual public sector average of 
$83,300.  
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Figure 2. Public Employees in Marin County Earn Less than Private Sector Employees
Mean Annual Wage Income among Full-Time, Year-Round Workers by Sector, 2015-2019

$83,300 
$92,400 $94,600 $90,500 

$109,100 

$154,000 

$96,400 

$115,000 

$158,600 

All FT Employees Bachelor's Degree Graduate Degree

Marin Public Employees Marin Private Employees Regional Labor Market

$83,300 

$100,400 

Public Sector
Average Annual Pay

Private Sector 
Average Annual Pay for

Similarly Educated Workforce

–17%
Difference

Source: Author’s analysis of ACS 2015-2019 five-year sample. Universe is wage and salary employees who worked 
at least 35 hours per week for 50-52 weeks during the calendar year. The regional labor market is defined as civilian 
wage and salary employees residing in Marin, Sonoma, Napa, Solano, Contra Costa, and San Francisco Counties. 
Values are in 2019 dollars. 

Figure 3. Controlling for Education, Public Employees in Marin Face a 17% Average 
Wage Penalty 
Annual Wage Income of Full-Time Marin County Public Employees vs. Similarly Educated Private Sector 
Employees, 2015-2019

Source: Author’s analysis of ACS 2015-2019 
five-year sample. Universe is wage and 
salary employees employed in Marin County 
who worked at least 35 hours per week for 
50-52 weeks during the calendar year. For 
the counterfactual pay comparison, private 
sector average pay by educational attainment 
was weighted by the share of public sector 
workers in each educational attainment group. 
Values are in 2019 dollars.
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While public sector employees are not collectively “overpaid,” their wages are much less unequal 
than in the than private sector. Due to sample size constraints in the ACS, average pay for 
government workers without four-year college degrees was not included in Figure 2. However, 
regional data indicates that in the public sector, workers with advanced degrees earned $2.00 for 
every dollar earned by and those with no those with no college education, compared to $3.60 in the 
private sector.5 And while workers without 4-year college degrees benefit from a pay premium—10% 
for those with no college education, and 7% for those with some college or an associate degree –
this is significantly outweighed by the large wage penalty for the majority of public employees with 
bachelor’s and advanced degrees. 

Teachers in particular experience a significant pay penalty, according to recent research, due in part 
to the historic devaluation of female-dominated occupations. California teachers face an average 
15.5% pay penalty compared to other college educated workers with similar experience, according 
to an analysis from the Economic Policy Institute.6 A pay penalty persists even when only comparing 
female teachers to other female college educated workers. The study found that nationally, adding 
in employee benefits such as health insurance and retirement benefits offset only about half of the 
teacher pay penalty. Extrapolating from national data, this suggests that California teachers make 
about 7% less than other college educated workers after accounting for benefits. 

In general, retirement benefits, health care, paid time off, and other fringe benefits offset much—
but not all—of the public sector pay penalty in Marin County. In 2018, benefits for state and local 
government employees averaged 39% of total compensation, or 64% of base pay, in the Pacific 
Census Division (California, Oregon, Washington, Alaska, and Hawaii).7 Benefits for private sector 
employees averaged 30% of total compensation, or 43% of base pay in the Pacific Division, as 
well as in the San Francisco Bay Area.8 Despite the higher benefit expenditures, total estimated 
compensation for Marin public employees is about 5% less than that of their public sector 
counterparts.9  

III. DB Pensions Help Offset the Public Sector Pay Penalty  
in a Fiscally Efficient Manner  

If employees face a significant wage penalty in the public sector, the valuable retirement income 
security provided by DB pensions partially offsets this penalty in order to attract skilled workers.

Importantly, DB pensions provide meaningful retirement income at significantly less cost than 
a 401(k). This is due to key structural efficiencies in DB pensions: longevity risk pooling, higher 
investment returns, and lower fees. The National Institute on Retirement Security estimates that for a 
teacher who serves out a full career in public schools, DB pensions provide retirement income at half 
the cost of a typical 401(k) (Figure 4):10 

• DB pensions pool longevity risk. What this means is that public pensions only need to 
accumulate enough assets to generate retirement income for the average life expectancy 
of their members. In contrast, workers who rely solely on a DC plan must save enough 
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to last well past life expectancy—for instance, to the 75th or 90th percentile—or else risk 
running out of money with years of life left. Private insurance annuities can guarantee 
lifetime income, but are expensive to purchase in part due to low interest rates, but also 
because of adverse selection: people who buy life annuities are also likely to live longer 
than average, and annuity prices reflect this. 

• DB pensions invest over a longer time horizon than individuals. Public pensions have 
a mix of entry-level, mid-career, and older workers who contribute to the fund along 
with their employers, and retirees who draw benefit payments. Therefore, they can keep 
the majority of their assets invested in stocks as long as the plan remains open to new 
members. In contrast, individual 401(k) investors must reduce the risk their investment 
portfolio by shifting from stocks to bonds as they approach retirement age, which means 
lower expected returns.  

• Public sector DB pensions earn higher average returns than individual 401(k) 
investors due to professional investment management, and lower fees. 

 » Professional investment management: Public pension funds are invested by 
professional money managers in accordance with investment policies and goals set 
by the pension trustees. In contrast, research shows that individual investors tend 
to chase returns, buying expensive stocks when the market is up and panic-selling 
when the market is down. In other words, they buy high and sell low. A recent study 
by Morningstar found that individual investor returns averaged 45 basis points 
(.45%) below market performance due to poor timing decisions alone.11 In contrast, 
investment returns for California Public Employees’ Retirement System (CalPERS), 
California State Teachers’ Retirement System (CalSTRS), and other public pensions in 
California closely follow the market. 

 » 401(k)s incur higher fees than DB pensions. A Boston College Center for 
Retirement Research study found that DB plans outperformed real-world  
401(k)s by an average of .7% annually, and that lower investment returns and  
higher fees contributed to this difference.12 

• Other factors further erode 401(k)s compared to pensions. A significant share of 401(k) 
assets leak out through early withdrawals, as participants treat them like emergency funds 
rather than a retirement nest egg. Account assets are particularly vulnerable during job 
changes. 
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Figure 4. Cost Advantage of DB Pensions Compared to DC Plans
Cost of Typical U.S. Teacher Pension Benefit vs. DC Plan as a Percentage of Payroll

Source: Fornia & Rhee, National Institute for Retirement Security, 2014.

A series of studies by the Labor Center, validated by professional actuaries, found that the vast 
majority of teachers who are currently covered by CalSTRS (85%) will accrue higher benefits under 
their DB pension than through an idealized 401(k), given the same stock market conditions and 
contributions.13 The latest of these studies found that 75% of teachers will serve at least 20 years.14 
Based on an updated analysis, Figure 5 illustrates the percentage of final salary replaced by CalSTRS, 
an idealized 401(k), and a realistic 401(k) for a teacher hired at age 30. After 20 years of service, 
the CalSTRS pension will replace 20% of their final salary. This is 54% higher than the 13% income 
replacement rate from an idealized 401(k) with low fees and no investor mistakes under similar 
financial market conditions as the pension.15 

For the same teacher who serves a full 30-year career, the CalSTRS pension will replace 49% of 
their final salary, compared to 29% from the idealized 401(k) and 25% from a more realistic 401(k) 
with typical individual investor behavior. In other words, career teachers will receive 69% higher 
retirement income from CalSTRS than they would from an idealized 401(k), and twice the amount 
from a typical 40(k), for the same cost. 

For teachers hired after 2014, CalSTRS retirement, death, and disability benefits accrued in FY 
2021-22 cost 18.086% of payroll. The retirement benefit is 2% of final average salary at age 62 for 
each full year of service. Teachers contribute more than half of this cost, 10.205% of their pay. For 
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the average California teacher—who will serve 27 years and leave teaching in their early 60s—this 
provides a secure retirement income that would cost about 35% of payroll to provide through a 
typical 401(k). 

Teachers—three-quarters of whom are women— are particularly long-lived, so the guarantee and 
longevity risk pooling in DB pensions is especially valuable to them. Importantly, California public 
school teachers are not covered by Social Security. The Social Security benefits they might earn 
through other employment are steeply reduced by the Government Pension Offset. This means that 
the CalSTRS pension is their only meaningful source of guaranteed retirement income.  

CalPERS, which covers non-educator school employees and most other local public government 
employees in Marin County, offers similar efficiency for providing retirement income (Figure 6). 
For a non-safety public agency employee hired at age 30 after 2012, CalPERS will provide 21% of 
pre-retirement income after 20 years of service, and 49% after 30 years. An idealized 401(k) that 
receives the same contributions would provide 18% of income at 20 years, and 26% of income at 30 
years. A realistic 401(k) would replace just 23% of income after a full career, for the same cost as the 
CalPERS pension. This means that for a career employee, CalPERS provides 88% higher income than 
an idealized 401(k) and more than twice as much income as a realistic 401(k).16 

Figure 5. CalSTRS Provides Greater Return on Investment than 401(k)s for Teachers and 
Taxpayers
Percentage of Income Replaced by CalSTRS vs. Cost-Equivalent 401(k) for a Teacher Hired at Age 30

Source: Author’s analysis of CalSTRS actuarial data. Assumes that separating teachers claim pension benefits at the 
earliest possible date. Income replacement ratio based on teachers’ projected salaries in the year before claiming 
pension benefits. For detailed benefit projection methodology see Rhee & Joyner 2019. 
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Figure 6. CalPERS Provides Greater Return on Investment for Public Agency Staff and 
Taxpayers
Percentage of Income Replaced by CalPERS vs. Cost-Equivalent 401(k) for a Non-Safety Public Employee 
Hired at Age 30

Source: Author’s analysis of CalPERS actuarial data. Assumes that separating workers claim pension benefits at the 
earliest possible date. Income replacement ratio based on workers’ projected salaries in the year before claiming 
pension benefits. For benefit projection methodology see Rhee & Joyner 2019. 

IV.  DB pensions help public employers recruit and retain 
employees—especially teachers

DB pensions help public employers attract highly skilled workers from the private sector.17 In 
addition, pensions offer a powerful economic incentive for experienced workers to stay until 
retirement age. They also encourage orderly exit of workers who are past their peak productivity. A 
study from the Boston College Center for Retirement Research found that workers in DB plans are 
more likely to stay with the same employer until retirement age than workers in DC plans.18 

Nowhere is the retention effect of pensions clearer than in public education. Our previous studies of 
CalSTRS found that teacher career patterns are tightly linked to benefit policy.19 Early career turnover 
is high in the teaching profession, but in California, attrition rates drop dramatically after three years 
or so and stay at very low levels through mid-career (Figure 7). Attrition starts to increase at age 55, 
when teachers become eligible for reduced early retirement benefits. The typical California teacher 
will leave after full retirement age (62) with 27 years of service.20 Consequently, three out every 
four public school teachers covered by CalSTRS will work at least 20 years, and 47% will work a full 
30-year career in public education in the state. A separate study of teacher pensions in six states 
found a similarly tight link between retirement benefit policy and teacher retention.21 

31%

49%

21%
18% 19%

26%

15% 17%
23%

20 Years of Service 25 Years of Service 30 Years of Service

CalSTRS Pension Idealized 401(k) Realistic 401(k)



13How Defined Benefit Pensions Support a Quality Public Sector Workforce in Marin County  |  Nari Rhee

Given that education quality is positively correlated with teacher experience and negatively 
correlated with teacher turnover, these data suggest that the CalSTRS pension contributes to quality 
public education. Replacing the pension with a 401(k) would not only jeopardize the long-term 
financial security of public school teachers, but also increase mid-career teacher turnover and 
thereby diminish education quality. 

Figure 7. CalSTRS Keeps Experienced Teachers in the Classroom until Retirement Age
Turnover Rates Over Time for Teachers Hired at Age 25

Source: Rhee & Fornia, 2018.

Conclusion
Defined benefit pensions are a critical component of compensation for public employees in Marin 
County, who are paid less on average than private sector employees despite being significantly more 
educated and experienced. When both educational attainment and benefit costs are accounted 
for, the total annual compensation for full-time public employees in Marin County is about 5% 
less than for similarly educated private sector employees. As an important part of the public sector 
employee benefit package, CalSTRS, CalPERS, and other public pensions help offset the pay penalty 
in a cost-efficient manner, providing retirement benefits at roughly half the cost that it would take 
to provide the same benefits through a typical 401(k). In addition, pensions clearly help retain 
experienced public employees, especially in public schools where teacher retention contributes to 
quality education.  
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Public pensions are advantageous in other ways for state and local employees working in Marin as 
well as for the broader public. For public employees, pensions are an increasingly important vehicle 
for retirement wealth accumulation given that home ownership—another major source of financial 
security in retirement—is out of reach for younger teachers and many other essential public service 
workers. Local median home prices range from $750,000 in Sonoma County to $1.8 million in Marin 
County as of August 2021.22 Assuming a 20% down payment, a house in Sonoma County requires 
an income of $150,000 a year—about twice the annual income of a typical full-time public employee 
who works in Marin. The house in Marin County requires $320,000 annual income.23 

For the public, state and local pensions generate positive economic spillovers by providing steady 
monthly retirement income through economic booms and busts. CalPERS payments generated $114 
million in economic activity in Marin County in fiscal year 2019-2020.24 A 2014 study by CalSTRS 
found that $98 million in total economic benefit resulted from $71.7 million in benefit payments due 
to the economic ripple effects of spending.25 Statewide in California, each dollar of pension benefit 
paid out in 2018 resulted in $1.54 in total economic output, and total pension payments supported 
nearly 400,000 jobs that paid $25.4 billion in wages.26 Given that 64% of public pension benefits 
in California were paid by investment returns and 12% by employee contributions, each dollar of 
taxpayer contributions to state and local pensions generated $6.50 in total economic output. 

In summary, public DB pensions provide significant value for employees, employers, and taxpayers 
in relation to their cost. They are also one of the last bulwarks of middle-class retirement income 
security, at a time when inadequate and highly unequal benefits in the private sector 401(k) system 
have generated a national retirement savings crisis and calls for structural reform.27 Rather than 
dismantle what remains of worker retirement security, public policies should focus on strengthening 
public pensions for long-term sustainability and ensuring that private sector workers have secure and 
adequate retirement income. 
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Endnotes
1 According to the author’s analysis of commute data in the 2015-2019 ACS sample, Sonoma, 
San Francisco, Solano, and Contra Costa Counties are the largest sources of commuters into Marin 
County. Napa County, which provides a small share, was included for the sake of geographical 
contiguity. 
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