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1. INTRODUCTION 

Whoever you are, wherever you live and however old you are, you need to start thinking about 

the decisions you will take in order to make the most of this longer life. The same holds for the 

companies you work for and the society in which you live 

Gratton and Scott, 2017: 1 

Traditional notions and models of retirement, both in the UK and beyond, are increasingly out of 

step with changes in society that have seen significant increases in life expectancy over time 

resulting in ageing populations (ONS, 2015), as well as extended working lives and changing work 
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DEFINING RETIREMENT LIVING STANDARDS 

A minimum retirement living standard 

For just over a decade the Minimum Income Standards (MIS) research (Davis et al., 2018a) has 
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A minimum standard of living in the UK today includes, but is more than just, food, 

clothes and shelter. It is about having what you need in order to have the opportunities 

and choices necessary to participate in society. 

As noted above, this definition is not simply about survival, it also stresses the importance of social 

participation and non-material, or more ‘abstract’ needs. Indeed, one of the functions of the MIS 

approach and research is to translate, through discussion and deliberation, what may appear to be 

‘abstract’ needs – such as feeling included – into goods and services that can be costed. Critically, 

this minimum living standard is one that groups in the initial stages of the research in 2006 agreed 

people should be able to live at indefinitely without it causing them physical, emotional or 

psychological harm: it is not a living standard of last resort.  

Within this research focusing on needs in retirement, this definition of a minimum standard of 
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both an upper and lower ‘threshold’, with participants and researchers positioning this living 

standard as being ‘in-between’: a moderate living standard would enable you to do more than at 

the minimum, but not to do much of what is described at the comfortable level.  

Man: I think the in-between minimum and comfortable, the gap in-between, is that you 

know full well you can always maintain minimum … 

Woman: I think the minimum standard needs careful planning for you to survive, whereas 

… in the comfortable you just do what you want to do but the middle situation you 

can relax about a lot of those things. 

Woman: You need to plan but you don’t have to think of every penny. 

Man:  You’re relaxed and you’ve got security, haven’t you. That’s the thing. 

Derby, 2019 

This exchange reflects the character of much of the discussion around this moderate standard of 

living in retirement. Participants were clear that living at this level is about being able to provide 

for your essential – or basic – needs, or to put this another way, it is about knowing you can always 

maintain a minimum standard. The sense of security that comes from knowing you will always be 

able to provide a minimum for yourself was explicitly identified as a key component of a moderate 

living standard. But participants were also clear that a moderate living standard was about being 

able to do more than at a minimum, recognising that, for example, additional social activities, a 

holiday abroad or spending on eating out were not essential needs but, as one participant put it 

‘they … make a perceptible difference’ to life. A moderate standard of living in retirement is about 

doing more than just ‘coping’, but at the same time it can involve ‘modifying expectations’ and 

more careful planning: 

Woman: I suppose then you could look at modifying, if you modify what you really want … I 

suppose really you perhaps would think a bit harder about where you wanted to 

put your money and be a bit savvy and get the best value you can. 

Researcher:  You said modifying? 

Woman: Your expectations, but not giving up on them. 

Woman: When I was married, I used to go to London once a month to a West End theatre 
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Reflecting these exchanges and discussions, the definition of a moderate retirement living standard 

that was used in each of the groups tasked with detailing what is required at this level is: 

A moderate standard of living in retirement in the UK is about more than just meeting 

your basic needs. It means being able to access a range of opportunities and choices, 

having a sense of security and the option to do some of the things that you would like to 

do.  

As at a minimum, meeting basic needs is key in this definition, as are having choice and 

opportunities. What most clearly differentiates the moderate from the minimum is the sense of 
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they've done all their lives and then all of a sudden they think, hang on I can't buy 

a present anymore let's cut that out, and it really has an emotional impact on it, 

doesn't it?  So emotions come into it as well. 

Man:  I think you're trying to maintain your standard of living into retirement …  that 

standard that you've worked hard all of your life for. 

Wrexham, 2018 

Maintaining a living standard did not necessarily mean that spending in all areas would continue at 

the same level as before retirement, but that retirement should not bring with it a sudden change – 

most likely fall – in the quality of life. This principle holds at all three of the retirement living 

standards. A decade ago at the start of research on a minimum, the expectations of pensioners were 

different to those of working-age adults, particularly with regard to social participation, and there 

was a view that retirement at a minimum standard was qualitatively different to working-life at a 

minimum. Over time, the minimum needs identified by working-age adults and those who are 

retired – which are rooted in the expectations people hold about what life should be like – have 

converged (Davis et al., 2018a), and this view that retirement should, in many key ways, be a 

continuation of working-life was one that was expressed across groups in this research. An 

important element of maintaining living standards into retirement was that this provided a degree 

of freedom and flexibility that would otherwise not be there. 

The desire to maintain a particular living standard in to retirement was tempered across each of 

the standards by an acknowledgement of the potential difficulty – in reality – of securing this: 

there are many things that it would be ‘nice’ to do in retirement, but being able to achieve all of 

these was not realistic. This was reinforced by a view that there is a ‘gap’ between retirement 

lifestyles that are sometimes portrayed in a variety of different media �X�W�X�

retired 
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These definitions provided the basis for the detailed discussions about exactly what is needed to 

reach this living standard level outlined later in this chapter (see discussion of task groups): that is, 

all discussions and decisions made by groups started from these socially constructed definitions. 

While in other approaches to establishing ‘budget standards’ the definition of these living standard 

levels is devised by ‘experts’ or with reference to some global or universal understanding of needs, 

the definitions at the heart of the MIS approach are firmly situated in the country and context 

(social, economic, cultural) in which there are formed. 
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resulting budgets do not privilege the voices of one particular social or economic group, but are 

rooted in a range of different experiences and views. 

The MIS approach uses deliberation to reach consensus  

The MIS approach works to produce detailed lists of goods and services, compiled by the public, 

which they agree are needed in order to be able to have particular, defined standards of living. The 

approach relies on a sequence of groups in order to establish needs rather than asking a single 

group. Figure X sets out the sequence of groups, which is explored in more detail with regard to 

this research below. The central principle here is that the MIS approach seeks to establish 

consensus about what is needed for a particular standard of living both within and across groups.  

In practice this means that the list of goods and services identified and agreed upon as necessities 

by one group is taken to a subsequent group who review, discuss and amend as necessary, with 

their decisions being taken to a further group who again review and discuss. Within groups the 

focus is on reaching consensus rather than unanimity – that is, a list of goods and services that the 

whole group can agree will provide a given living standard, but which will not necessarily meet the 

individual tastes and preferences of all of the group participants (see Davis et al., 2015). 

Figure 1: The sequence of groups within the MIS approach 

 

The MIS approach produces rich and reasoned descriptions 

One of the key features of the MIS approach is the granularity of the budgets it produces. Through 

the sequence of groups with members of the public the approach does not simply produce lists of 

goods and services needed for a given living standard, but through the detailed discussions in and 

between groups, the process produces a rich description of what is needed, why it is needed, what 

quality, how long it would last and where it would be bought. Capturing this detail is crucial for the 

conversion of agreed needs into a weekly budget or annual income requirement, but beyond this, 
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public and those based on increases in prices. This means that a budget produced in Year 1, 

through research with groups of members of the public, would be updated by inflation in Years 2 

and 4. In Year 3, the lists of goods and services would be reviewed by a sequence of groups in order 

to ensure that changes in social norms or expectations are being captured. In Year 5, the research is 

begun again, from scratch, with a full ‘rebasing’ of the budgets. This sequence of updating ensures 

that these detailed descriptions of what is needed for given standards of living remain rooted in the 

‘real world’ and reflect the ways in which social and cultural norms change over time. 

These key features of the MIS approach have been central to this research on developing retirement 

living standards. The remainder of this chapter sets out the research process by looking at the 

sequence of groups that comprise the MIS approach. 

RECRUITMENT 

Participants for this research were principally recruited face-to-face for groups, by recruiters in 

public locations, and in general were living in the cities where groups were undertaken.  

In total, 249 people participated in the discussion groups, across thirteen different locations in the 

UK (including groups in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales). As in the ongoing MIS research in 

the UK, groups for this research were recruited to include participants across a range of socio-

economic backgrounds and covering a range of ages above 50 years old. As noted above, recruiting 

participants from a range of socio-economic backgrounds is crucial so that the budgets produced 

by groups reflect the needs of the population in general rather than being rooted in a specific 

experience of the world, shaped by particular economic and social circumstances. Participants in 

groups were recruited to include a reasonable balance of genders and were recruited on the basis of 

age and household composition (i.e. retired and non-retired ‘50 plus’ single and partnered 

pensioners). 

 ‘ORIENTATION’ GROUPS: DEFINING RETIREMENT LIVING STANDARDS

 

The initial phase of this research focused on exploring and defining the retirement living standards 

to be used as the foundation for subsequent detailed group deliberations about what is needed in 
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The definition of the minimum standard of living was explained to each of the four orientation 

groups and each group was then asked to reflect on how living standards above the minimum 

should be labelled and described in light of this. These initial groups lasted three hours and 

participants were asked first to consider descriptors or labels for each different living standard 

level, and then to discuss and agree some of the sorts of things that an individual or couple would 

be able to do at each level. In this orientation phase, the views of those already retired and those 

approaching retirement, but still of working-age were sought. It was important to include both the 

already and not-yet retired in these discussions as expectations about what retirement should or 

could be like may differ between these two groups.  

The first orientation group was made up of those who were already retired and were living 

independently either on their own or as part of a couple. The second comprised individuals over 

the age of 50, but under retirement age, living on their own or as part of a couple. The third and 

fourth groups were made up of a combination of retired and non-retired individuals over the age of 

50. The first three orientation groups took place at the start of the research process, while the 

fourth group was undertaken at a later stage. The consensual definition of these living standards 

above a minimum was consequently informed both by the experiences and expectations of those 

already in retirement and by the future hopes and expectations of those still of working-age. 

The outcome of these orientation groups was the definition of three retirement living standards 

above a minimum: moderate, comfortable and high. The first two of these have been explored in 

this report, but groups also discussed and defined a high standard of living in retirement through 

this research. Ultimately this produced a weekly budget and annual income requirement that 

would be out of reach of all but the highest earners within the UK, undermining its value as a guide 

and tool for the majority of those planning and saving for retirement.  

Having established the comfortable and high retirement living standards through the process set 

out here, another sequence of groups was undertaken to discuss a living standard between the 

minimum and the comfortable levels – or a moderate standard of living. This research, while 

rooted in an established and respected approach, was experimental and it was not clear at the start 

exactly what it would produce. What is clear from the research is that it is possible to use the MIS 

approach as the basis for discussions about, and specification of, a range of different retirement 

living standards; what is also clear is that, not all of these retirement living standards would 

provide the basis for useful tools and guidance for savers. The remainder of this chapter focuses on 

the comfortable and moderate living standards, but a similar process was undertaken in order to 

produce the ‘high’ retirement living standard. 
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 ‘TASK’ GROUPS: DETAILING TWO RETIREMENT LIVING STANDARDS

 

The ‘task’ group phase of this research built on the orientation phase, using the retirement living 

standard definitions as the basis for detailed discussions about what was needed to reach these 

standards of living. Within these groups, participants are guided through the imagined ‘home’ of 

single and partnered pensioners, pausing within each room or space to discuss what is needed 

within each for the living standard under discussion; so, for example, what is needed within a 

kitchen for a comfortable retirement living standard? What do single pensioners need to be able to 

do outside of their homes in order to have a moderate retirement living standard? The product of 

this phase is a detailed list – or basket – of goods and services that describes the living standard 

being discussed. 

The task groups for the comfortable retirement living standard took as their starting point the 

‘baskets’ of goods and services put together by groups in MIS research with single and partnered 

pensioners in 2017 and 2018 (see Davis et al., 2018a). Two groups – one made up of individuals 

already retired and one of those over 50 but not yet retired – reflected on the goods and services 

that the public agree is needed in order to reach a minimum standard of living. The groups 

discussed what needed to be changed within these baskets – if anything – in order for single and 

partnered pensioners to have a comfortable standard of living in retirement: what came out of 

these groups has been explored in the preceding chapter. It was clear from these task groups that 

there was agreement about what was needed for a comfortable standard of living across the already 

retired and not-yet retired groups; that is, there were few differences in the comfortable living 

standard described by individuals already experiencing retirement and those for whom this was yet 

to happen. 
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 ‘FINAL’ GROUPS: 耀
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identified as being needed to provide a moderate or a comfortable standard of living in retirement 

were priced in the retailers agreed within groups, providing the basis for calculating how much 

income is needed to meet these living standards. Throughout the research process, discussion 

focused not only on what was needed to provide these living standards, but also the quality of 

items, the longevity of goods and where items would be purchased. These detailed decisions, 

captured through recordings and the use of flipcharts within groups, were translated into twelve 

different costed budgets: 

 A MODERATE RETIREMENT LIVING 

STANDARD 

A COMFORTABLE RETIREMENT LIVING 

STANDARD 

UK (outside London) Single female pensioner 

Single male pensioner 

Partnered pensioner 

Single female pensioner 

Single male pensioner 

Partnered pensioner 

London Single female pensioner 

Single male pensioner 

Partnered pensioner 

Single female pensioner 

Single male pensioner 

Partnered pensioner 

 

These costed budgets were then used as the basis for calculating what is needed in order to provide 

the moderate and comfortable retirement living standards. 
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3. EXPLORING DIFFERENT 

http://www.retirementlivingstandards.org.uk/
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minimum living standard would include cheaper stewing steak for a casserole or stew. The 

proportion of branded food purchased was another aspect of this budget area that groups agreed 

would be higher for the moderate budget and even higher for the comfortable budget. For example, 

groups agreed that at the moderate living standard 50 per cent of goods in a weekly shop would be 

branded while at the comfortable living standard a weekly shop would include 75 per cent branded 

products.  

All the groups agreed that individuals should be able to enjoy alcohol in their home at each of the 

three living standards. At a minimum living standard, groups included one bottle of wine and three 
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Being able to eat out has been identified as important by all groups involved in this research as a 

way to socialise with friends, to combat potential social isolation – of particular importance for 

single retirees – and to have a break from having to prepare all meals at home. The groups that 

discussed what is needed for a comfortable living standard in retirement emphasised that eating 

out would not just involve planned meals out in the evening but would also include more 

‘spontaneous’ socialising such as meeting friends for coffee and cake or deciding to eat lunch out 

when on a shopping trip. Groups agreed that at the comfortable level £50 per person per week 

would allow both retired couples and singles the flexibility to enjoy meals out frequently as well as 

not having to think too hard about spontaneous eating out options. Groups arrived at the £50 

budget based on two meals out per week at £25 per head but were clear that this budget would be 

used flexibly so that ‘nicer meals’ and more informal, spontaneous eating out would happen 

concurrently. 

Researcher: How many times would you expect to eat out for £50 a week? 

Man: Once a week. 

Woman: You might save it sometimes, sometimes you might be ill so you don’t use it. 

Woman: Yes or you might not feel like it. 

Researcher: So once a week if you’re a couple spending £100 eating out? 

Woman: Often you go out for coffee and cake with friends, not really to have the coffee and 

cake but just for a chat with your friends, be sociable. 

Researcher: So that’s not about going out for £100 meal as a couple it’s about all that other 

stuff? 

Man: We go out walking every Wednesday and then after we have a meal and it 

probably comes to about £14 / £15 for two of us. 

Woman: I’m in a walking group and yes you go to a pub and it’s not too expensive. 

Woman: You might go out three or four times a week and spend £10 each time. 

Woman: Yes I do that. 

Woman: 
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property, which would have impacted on what is needed to reach these living standards. At a 

minimum living standard, single pensioners are assumed to be living in a one bedroom flat in the 

social rented sector, while couples are in a two bedroom flat also in the social sector. At both the 

moderate and comfortable living standard, groups agreed that a three bedroom property provided 

a reasonable basis for building descriptions of each living standard. It was acknowledged that the 

choices and decisions that individuals and couples make about housing are likely to be influenced 

and shaped by a range of different factors and that there will be significant variation according to, 

for example, family circumstances, location and health concerns. However, groups agreed that a 

three bedroom property represented a useful ‘norm’ around which to build retirement living 

standardactF0047>12<0003005500 indiv005500 indi4045 a 
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burden when the time comes. One participant in a group in Bristol stressed the importance of 

‘having enough to bury yourself’ upon reaching retirement. 

Groups also discussed and agreed the importance of including an annual budget for housing 

maintenance and decoration at all three living levels. At the minimum this budget is £150 to cover 

minor repair jobs and ‘touch ups’ rather than full re-decoration or maintenance as anything 

significant would be covered by their housing provider, as at the minimum retired singles and 

couples are living in the social rented sector (Davis et al., 2018a). At a moderate retirement living 

standard groups budgeted £500 annually in order to redecorate a room each year, which would 

cover all materials such as paint, wallpaper, brushes and so on, as well as any labour required if 

they were unable to carry out the DIY themselves. At a comfortable retirement living standard, 

groups decided that an overall budget of £900 per year was needed, but this was broken down into 

£200 for materials, £400 for labour (e.g. to pay a painter and decorator to paint one room), plus 
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At the minimum, the majority of goods are costed at Wilko, Tesco and Argos with large appliances 

from Appliances Online and soft furnishings from Dunelm, Argos and Wilko. For the moderate 

living standard many(o)- ances 
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PERSONAL GOODS AND SERVICES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Healthcare provision in terms of dentistry, optometry and podiatry is the same at each of the three 

retirement living standards. For dentistry, groups agreed that regular six-monthly check-ups and 

one treatment per year, such as a filling, as well as the cost of denture replacement every five years 

should be included at each of the retirement living standards. They also included £200 for 

replacement glasses, if needed, every two years and £30 to visit the podiatrist every two months.  

Similarly, hairdressing for men is almost the same at each of the three living standard levels: £8 

per month at the minimum and only slightly higher at £10 per month at both the moderate and 

comfortable levels as groups said this would provide a broader choice of barbers. However, groups 

were clear that female hairdressing would be different at eac
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groups were clear that at each of these living standards, individuals should have the option to have 

regular beauty treatments, if this was something they wished to do. Consequently, at a moderate 
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Groups were clear that being able to give birthday and Christmas gifts was an important part of 

social participation and being reciprocal. Through group discussions consensus was reached that it 

should be possible to provide one gift for someone else on average every month and if someone is 

receiving a birthday gift then groups also agreed that the same number of people would receive a 

Christmas gift. At the minimum, groups set a budget of £10 for each birthday gift with an 

additional £2 for a card and wrapping for each present. A similar model was used by groups for 

Christmas with a budget of £10 per present plus an additional £10 to buy a packet of Christmas 

cards and a pack of wrapping paper.  

At a moderate living standard groups agreed on a budget of £30 per present (including card and 

wrapping), based on buying 12 presents each year, including for their partner if they have one. This 

budget was mirrored for Christmas presents with £30 for 12 gifts, and an additional £20 for cards 

and wrapping. At a comfortable standard of living groups again agreed the same model but 

increased the budget to £50 per person for each birthday and Christmas gift. Groups also discussed 

other special occasions when there may be a need to provide gifts. It was agreed during these 

discussions that at both the moderate and comfortable living standard there should be an annual 

budget for additional gifts for occasions such as weddings, christenings, graduations, retirements 

and new jobs. Groups considering the moderate living standard agreed a budget of £150 per year, 

while at the comfortable standard a budget at £200 per year was agreed.  

As outlined in the previous chapter, an important part of the discussions in early groups was about 

defining the different living standards and talking about what it means to have a moderate or 

comfortable living standard in retirement led to conversations about helping others. There was 

clear agreement in the discussions across groups exploring the moderate and comfortable 

standards about the importance, in retirement, of being able to support family in a variety of 

different ways. Some of this support would be financial, but there was a lot of discussion about 

offering time, as well as money, as a way to help others. For example, groups explained that people 

living at each of the three living standards may have grandchildren and one way to offer support 

would be through providing ‘free childcare’, but it was agreed that at the minimum living standard 

this kind of financial support or support ‘in kind’ for others would not be included.  

However, at both moderate and comfortable living standards, groups were in agreement that 

people should have enough to be able to occasionally help out family members financially. At the 

moderate standard groups agreed that £600 per year (based on £50 per month) would enable 

individuals to pay for treats when looking after grandchildren, help pay for school uniform and/or 

contribute to the costs of school trips. At the comfortable living standard groups agreed that some 

financial support for family including being able to ‘treat them’ every now and then would be part 

of a comfortable retirement.  

As outlined in the food and drink section earlier in this chapter, at the comfortable living standard 

groups included an additional eating out budget to be able to pay for others, most likely family 

members, to share a dinner out once per month. In a similar vein, groups talked about the 

likelihood that at the comfortable standard people should be able to help out their family with 

small but regular costs, for example to help pay for grandchildren to go on a school trip, to cover 
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the cost of their grandchildren’s hobbies or to contribute to a family holiday. Groups agreed that 

£1000 would be enough at this comfortable living standard to provide this help for others. Groups 

also talked about helping family in more substantial ways for example, to help with the cost of a 

wedding, a house deposit or a new car but it was decided by groups that this level of support would 

exceed what could reasonably be expected at the comfortable level. However, £1000 a year over the 

whole retirement period, which groups thought of as being potentially 25 years, is a considerable 

amount and groups agreed that this could be used in those more significant ways if people so 

chose.  
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Groups discussing minimum needs have always agreed that a holiday is needed in order to give 

people a break, to take time away from the ‘same four walls’ and to be able to relax and unwind. In 

2018, groups discussing minimum needs concluded that pensioners’ holiday needs would be met 

by a one-week coach trip in the UK in either Spring or Autumn, to avoid peak pricing, on a half-

board basis and including some entertainment. Groups also included £150 spending money for 

additional meals, drinks and for souvenirs. At a minimum standard, groups also included a three-

night weekend break in a B&B either in Spring or Autumn somewhere in the UK such as a city 

break to York, with an additional £75 per person for meals and entertainment which groups agreed 

would be sufficient when taking into account their eating out and food budget and usual weekly 

activities budget (Davis et al., 2018a).  

In order to have a moderate living standard in retirement groups were clear that a holiday abroad 

was a reasonable expectation, and included a 10 night all-inclusive break somewhere in the 

Mediterranean, such as Spain, Greece or Italy, with an additional £20 per person per day to cover 

any additional costs such as excursions or the odd meal outside of their resort. The groups 

discussing the moderate living standard also agreed that a second weekend city break should be 

included and decided that the three-night B&B trip described at the minimum would also meet the 

needs of a second holiday for those living at this level. 

In order to have a comfortable standard of living it was agreed by groups that holidays and travel 
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Man: I think you're trying to maintain your standard of living into retirement, that is 

your comfortable, because a minimum is where you tend to fall below that 

standard that you've worked hard all of your life for. 

Wrexham, 2018 

It was agreed by groups that the Summer holiday would be two weeks in a three or four-star resort 

in the Mediterranean with half board and additional spending money of £25 per person per day to 

cover meals and activities. For the Winter holiday, groups were clear that this should be an all-

inclusive seven-night trip in the Canaries, or equivalent, so that the weather would be guaranteed. 

The groups included some spending money which they set at £20 per person per day. Groups did 

also discuss the possibility of travel further afield beyond Europe. For example, there were some 

suggestions about cruising the Caribbean or taking a longer trip to somewhere further away such as 

New Zealand. However, groups concluded that these kinds of holidays, which would be 

significantly more expensive, could be planned within a comfortable retirement but other trips and 

leisure activities would need be sacrificed to be able to ‘splash out’, and that short haul flights and 

resort style holidays may be preferable particularly in later retirement.  

TRANSPORT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

22. A minimum retirement living standard 

Bus: Free bus pass 

Rail: £100 per person per year, PLUS £30 senior railcard (and rail fare for holiday 

each year) 

Taxi: £10 a week per household 

23. A moderate retirement living standard 

Rail: £100 per person per year, PLUS £30 senior railcard (and rail fare for holiday 

each year) 

Car: 3 year old Ford Focus, replaced every 10 years 

Taxi: £10 a week per household 

24. A comfortable retirement living standard 

Rail: £200 per year per person, PLUS £30 senior railcard 

Car: Couple: 5 year old mid-range SUV (Nissan Qashqai) replace every 5 years, 

PLUS older second car, smaller run around (Ford Fiesta) 8 years old, replace after 

5 years; Single: 2 year old mid-range SUV (Nissan Qashqai) replace every 5 years 

Taxi:£10 a week per household 





Developing Retirement living standards 

© 2019 Pensions and Lifetime Savings Association 44 

ANNEX 1 

THE RETIREMENT LIVING STANDARDS 
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