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In 1999, Poland reformed its public pension system so as to ensure its
solvency, altering the benefit formula and increasing the statutory retirement
age. This paper examines the 1999 reform to estimate the response of private
saving to changes in public pension wealth—that is, to identify the extent to
which private saving substitutes for mandatory public pension wealth—using
the fact that the reform had a differential impact on individuals depending on
their year of birth. Individuals who were older than 50 years at the time of the
reform were not directly affected by the reform and were allowed to stay in the
pre-reform system with high benefit-to-salary replacement rates. Individuals
who were 50 years old or younger at the time of the reform were to receive
pension benefits computed according to a less generous post-reform pension
formula. The reform therefore created large variation among people of similar
ages in expected public pension wealth, providing a setting similar to a natural
experiment.

Longer life expectancy and falling fertility have led to reform of many
countries’ public pension systems, and understanding how such reforms are
likely to affect private saving is important because resources accumulated as
private savings affect investment in capital, economic growth, and living
standards. Accordingly, the degree of substitution between public pension
wealth and private saving is a key aspect of debates over public pension
reform.

We begin by estimating a set of difference-in-differences regressions,
where we calculate the change in household saving rates and expenditures
before and after the reform for the affected and unaffected cohorts. Next, in
order to estimate the degree of substitution between private saving and public
pension wealth, we calculate expected pension wealth under the pre-reform
and post-reform legislation for every household and relate this variable to the
observed household rate of saving. Because pension wealth is likely to be
endogenous with respect to saving, we instrument pension wealth using an

interaction indicator for whether a household head belongs to a cohort affected



by the reform and whether the household is observed after the reform.
Instrumenting in this way allows us to purge variation in pension wealth due to
unobserved differences among households in tastes for saving, and hence to
identify an exogenous source of variation in pension wealth.

The quasi-experimental variation in pension wealth is useful because the
substitutability between private saving and public pension wealth is
theoretically ambiguous. The canonical life-cycle model predicts perfect
substitution between private saving and pension wealth; however, Feldstein
(1974) suggests that, if pension systems induce people to retire earlier and
extend the period during which they consume out of accumulated assets, a
public pension system could in fact increase private saving. It seems safe to
conclude that the illiquid nature of public pension wealth complicates any
sharp theoretical predictions about its relationship with private saving.

The empirical literature on substitution between public pension wealth and
private saving has also been inconclusive. Feldstein (1974) finds that an
additional $1.00 of Social Security wealth depresses private saving by up to
$0.50—a degree of substitution between private saving and Social Security
wealth of 0.5. Feldstein and Pellechio (1979), Bernheim (1987), and Alessie,
Kapteyn, and Klijn (1997) also find a high degree of substitution, typically 0.5
or more. Other research finds less substitution (King and Dicks-Mireaux 1982;
Hubbard 1986; Hurd, Michaud, and Rohwedder 2012), while Pozo and
Woodbury (1986) find evidence that Social Security increases private saving.*

Early differences over the estimated degree of substitution between private
saving and public pensions were due largely to different empirical strategies,

but recent papers have found varying degrees of substitution despite similar

1 In addition to the debate over substitution between public pensions and
private saving, a related literature estimates whether private household saving
is reduced by private pensions (e.g. Cagan 1965; Katona 1965; Munnell 1976;
Engelhardt and Kumar 2011; Yang 2014) and by tax-deferred pension
accounts (e.g. Venti and Wise 1990; Gale and Scholz 1994; Chetty et al.
2014). Bernheim (2002) and Gale (2005) review this literature.



approaches to identification. A key difficulty lies in how to account for
unobserved traits that influence both saving decisions and public pension
wealth (see Gale (1998) for a discussion of other econometric biases in this
literature). Much of the recent literature has searched for exogenous shifts in
public pension wealth as a source of identification. Attanasio and Brugiavini
(2003), Attanasio and Rohwedder (2003), Bottazzi, Jappelli, and Padula
(2006), Aguila (2011), Banerjee (2011), and Feng, He, and Sato (2011) use
differential impacts across groups and time created by pension reform as a
source of variation in pension wealth and apply variants of the difference-in-
differences approach. However, whereas the first four papers find a degree of
substitution ranging between 0.50 and 0.75, Feng, He, and Sato (2011) report a
modest relationship of less than 0.20. (Table 7, later in the paper, summarizes
the findings of these studies.) Finally, an influential paper by Chetty et al.
(2014) uses detailed administrative data to study the effects of introducing
government-mandated automatic pension contributions in Denmark and finds
evidence of no substitution between private saving and public pensions.

Thus, despite relying on convincing identification strategies, the empirical
literature remains divided about the degree of substitution between public
pensions and private saving. It is therefore important to complement the
existing literature with analysis from other settings and different institutional
arrangements.

The main results reported here show that 1 Polish zloty (PLN) less of
public pension wealth increases household saving by about 0.3 PLN, on
average—that is, the degree of substitution between public pension wealth and
private saving is estimated to equal about 0.3. The degree of substitution is
less for less-educated households than for those with college education (for
whom public pension wealth and private saving appear to be close substitutes).
We present several sensitivity checks, in which we vary assumptions about

households’ subjective discount rate and projections of future earnings and



pension wealth, and use somewhat different samples. The results are robust to
these checks.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section | provides
background on Poland’s public pension system in the years before and after
the reform. Section Il describes the data and variables from the Polish
Household Budget Surveys and discusses the empirical strategy used in the
analysis. Section |11 describes the results and Section IV discusses the findings
and concludes. We relegate detailed variable definitions and the discussion of

criteria used to construct the analysis sample to Online Appendices A and B.

|. Poland’s 1999 pension reform

A. Overview?

In the early 1990s, Poland had a relatively generous public pension system
financed on a pay-as-you-go basis. However, the combination of use of early
retirement options, increased life expectancy, and low fertility raised questions
about the system’s fiscal long-term solvency. In order to help finance the
system, the contribution rate was successively raised in the early 1990s, but it
soon became apparent that these increases provided only a temporary solution
and that Poland’s public pension system needed a major reform. The initial
steps toward reform were formulated in 1994, and in the following years
negotiations were held regarding the choice of a funding system and transition
rules.

Following the initial phase, the plan to reform the pension system
accelerated in the fall of 1997. Although it was expected that a pension reform
would take place in some form, the details of who would be affected and to
what extent were still a matter of uncertainty in 1998. The final details were

approved in October 1998, and the new pension system took effect on January

2 This section is based on Chton-Dominczak (2002), who provides a detailed
description of Poland’s pension system and the events leading up to the
reform.



1, 1999. As Chton-Dominczak (2002) points out, an important factor driving
the haste in reforming the pension system was a supportive public, which
perceived the old pension arrangements as a carryover from communist days.

Table 1 highlights the main differences between the pre-reform pension
system (in Column (1)) and the post-reform pension system (in Column (2)).
Like many pension reforms, the Polish reform was implemented gradually so
as to give individuals time to adjust. Column (2) in Table 1 describes the
features of the post-reform system once it reaches a “steady state.”

[Table 1 about here]

B. Impact of the reform across cohorts

The gradual implementation of the reform affected individuals differently
depending on their year of birth, which allows us to study the impact of the
reform by comparing a cohort unaffected directly by the reform with a
“treated” cohort affected by the reform.

We define the comparison group as consisting of households whose head
was born between 1939 and 1948 and thus was older than 50 years at the time
of the reform (and hence unaffected by the reform). The treated group consists
of households whose head was born between 1949 and 1958 and thus was 50
years old or younger at the time of the reform. Hence, the comparison and
treatment groups consist of households whose head was born within 10 years
before or 10 years after January 1, 1949, the date separating the groups. Later
in the paper, we conduct a robustness check in which we limit the estimation
sample to only include those born between 1944 and 1953—i.e., within five
years before or five years after 1949.

Figure 1 shows how the treated group was affected by the reform. It plots
the average household gross replacement rate by birth year of the household
head. The replacement rate is defined as the ratio of the first gross monthly
pension benefit to the last preretirement gross monthly earnings. For each birth
year, the line with the black circles shows the replacement rate according to



the post-reform legislation. Hence, those born prior to 1949 were not directly
affected by the reform and could expect a gross replacement rate of about 60
percent both before and after the reform. However, those born in 1949 or later
will receive a less generous pension and hence have a lower replacement rate.>

[Figure 1 about here]

For example, those born in 1957 are affected by the reform and can expect
to receive a gross replacement rate equal to 40 percent. The line with the
hollow circles denotes the counterfactual average replacement rate had the pre-
reform system continued unchanged. In this counterfactual world (without the
pension reform), those born in 1957 would expect to have a gross replacement
rate equal to about 60 percent. Hence, those born in 1957 experienced a drop
of about 20 percentage points in their expected replacement rate. By any

standard, this is a large reduction.

I1. Data and Methods
A. Data

The data we use come from the Polish Household Budget Surveys (Badanie
Budzetow Gospodarstw Domowych, or BBGD), collected by the Polish
Central Statistical Office (see Barlik and Siwiak (2011)). The BBGD is a
monthly survey of household income and expenditure; it also includes detailed
demographic and labor market information (e.g., earnings, occupation, and
industry). Each month, about 3,100 households are interviewed, or about
37,500 households annually (about 0.3 percent of Poland’s population).
Demographics, labor market information, and most sources of income are
collected at the individual level, while expenditure and housing information is

reported at the household level. We use data for the years 1997-2003, which

% All calculations in Figure 1 hold the retirement age the same for both
scenarios; see Online Appendix A for details. The percentage-point drop
reported in the figure corresponds closely to the net replacement rate drop
reported in chart 8 of Chton-Dominczak (2002, 128).



allows us to observe five years after the implementation of the 1999 reform.
The main analysis sample consists of households whose head was born
between 1939 and 1958. The data include a small longitudinal component.
Overall, 70 percent of our estimation sample is observed only once and we
therefore treat the data as repeated cross-sections. We cluster the standard
errors at the household level to account for the correlation of the residuals for
the households that appear more than once in the sample.

Following the literature (e.g., Attanasio and Brugiavini 2003; Attanasio
and Rohwedder 2003; Aguila 2011), we construct the household saving rate as
a household’s available income minus total household expenditure divided by
household available income. (Household available income is defined as gross
income minus real estate taxes.)

The pension wealth variable is constructed in three steps (described in
detail in Online Appendix A). First, we estimate lifetime earnings profiles for
each household head (and for the spouse if present). Second, pension wealth is
computed using pension regulations in force in the year the household is
observed. (Online Appendix A details the assumptions made in computing
pension wealth.) Third, we define “expected pension wealth” as the
household’s present value of the sum of benefits, adjusted by survival
probabilities obtained from the Polish life tables (see Brugiavini, Maser, and
Sundén (2005) for a discussion of approaches to estimating pension wealth).

There are clearly other approaches to estimating the level of pension
wealth, and in the results section, we conduct several robustness checks.
However, because our analysis focuses on the relationship between pension
wealth and private saving at the margin, the method of modeling the level of
pension wealth should be less important than correctly measuring the changes
in pension wealth (Attanasio and Brugiavini 2003).

Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for the estimation sample. For
expenditure, the saving rate, earnings, and pension wealth (divided by

earnings), we report sample means, standard deviations, and median values.



For the other variables, we report means and (for continuous variables)
standard deviations. The median saving rate is about 9 percent and the average
saving rate is about 2 percent. The average age of the household head is about
48 years (“treated” household heads are on average 46 years old and
“comparison” household heads are on average 54 years old).

[Table 2 about here]

B. Consequences of the reform: identifying effects using
difference-in-differences
We begin our analysis of the effects of the 1999 reform by comparing the

mean outcomes of the comparison and treated groups. To do so, we estimate

multiyear difference-in-differences (DD) regressions of the following form:

(1) SRy = Yja;Year; + pTreated;, + }; 6;(Year; X Treated;;) + Xty + €,

where SR is the saving rate of household i in year t, Year denotes year
dummies (j = 1997, 1999, ...., 2003 and so year 1998 is the omitted category),
Treated is a dummy that equals 1 if the household head belongs to the cohort
directly affected by the reform (those born between 1949 and 1958) and 0
otherwise (those born between 1939 and 1948, are the omitted category),
YearxTreated denotes interactions between the year dummies and the treated-
group dummy, and ¢ is the regression error term. Finally, because about 30
percent of households appear in the estimation sample more than once, we
cluster the standard errors by household.*

The estimated os are the reduced-form, regression-adjusted differences in
saving rates of the treated group, relative to the comparison group and holding

pre-reform differences between the treated and comparison groups constant.

* We have also estimated models where we cluster standard errors by year of
birth. Our results remain statistically significant, but our preferred approach is
to cluster on the household level as clustering by year of birth, effectively
leaves us with only 20 clusters.



To increase the precision of the estimates, we include a vector of controls,
denoted by X, that includes an intercept, month-of-year dummies, a quadratic
polynomial in age, gender, number of persons in the household (household
size), number of children, marital status, education dummies, occupation
dummies, a dummy for working in the private sector, and a dummy for
whether the household owns the house it lives in (i.e., place of residence). We
do not include estimated lifetime earnings on the right-hand side of Equation
(1), as lifetime earnings may have been affected by the reform. Instead, we use
education and occupation indicators, which were largely determined before the
reform. The analysis is conducted at the household level. All control variables
reflect the characteristics of the household head, except for household size,
number of children, and a dummy for whether the household owns the house it
lives in, as those variables are household characteristics.

In addition to using the saving rate as the outcome variable, we also
estimate Equation (1) using the log of household expenditure as the outcome.
We view the log expenditure regression as a robustness check. Specifically,
finding that the d-estimates from the log expenditure model are a mirror image
of the /-estimates from the saving rate model would imply that the effect of
pension reform on the measured saving rate (available income minus
expenditure, divided by available income) results from pension reform’s effect
on expenditure rather than on available income.

The data cover the years 1997-2003. Using two years of data prior to the
reform, 1997 and 1998, allows us to test for pre-existing group-by-time trends.
The presence of pre-reform differences in outcomes between the comparison
and treatment groups would call into question whether the differences
observed after the reform can be interpreted as its consequences. Using five
years of data after the reform, 1999-2003, allows us to examine whether the
response to the reform was delayed.

10



C. Consequences of the reform: estimating the degree of

substitution between public pensions and private saving

While the DD estimator presented in Equation (1) has the advantage of being
transparent, it is not directly informative of the degree of substitution between
public pension wealth and private saving. In particular, we need to estimate
how changes in expected pension wealth affect the saving rate. This subsection
discusses the instrumental variable (IV) estimator we use to identify the degree
of substitution. We then describe an additional adjustment to the pension
wealth variable, Gale’s Q adjustment (Gale 1998), which corrects the bias

occurring due to observing households with varying planning horizons.

IV estimator

The model of interest can be written as follows:

(2) SRy = 0PW; + X ay ;Year; + a,Treated;s + XY + ey,

where SR is the saving rate of household i in year t, PW is expected household
pension wealth divided by current gross household earnings, Year denotes
year dummies (j = 1997, 1999, ...., 2003, with 1998 as the omitted category),
Treated is a dummy equal to 1 if the household head belongs to the cohort
directly affected by the reform (0 otherwise), x is a vector of controls
described in Section 11.B, and e is an error term.

The coefficient of main interest is the substitution parameter 6, which
gives the change in the saving rate in response to a change in public pension
wealth as a proportion of current gross household earnings. We define the
degree of substitution as the absolute value of ¢: if a decrease in PW increases
household saving, we would expect @ to lie between —1 (complete
substitution) and 0 (no substitution).

OLS estimates of Equation (2) will be inconsistent for 6 if PW and e are
correlated. For example, some individuals may have an unobserved “taste for

saving” that leads them both to save more and to have higher pension wealth.
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If so, then the OLS estimator of & will be positively biased, although precision
will not necessarily be affected. Also, pension wealth may be measured with
error. If so, under the classical error-in-variables assumption, the OLS
estimator of & will be attenuated and imprecise (although @ should have the
correct sign).®

To correct these potential sources of bias, we make use of two
institutional features of the 1999 pension reform described above. First, the
1999 pension reform shifted the expected level of PW for some households but
not for others. Second, this shift depended only on predetermined factors,
namely individuals’ year of birth. It follows that a valid instrumental variable
for PW will be the interaction term between (i) Post-reform — a dummy equal
to 1 if the household head is observed in 1999 or later (0 otherwise) and (ii)
Treated — the indicator for whether the household head belongs to a cohort
directly affected by the reform, as already described. (Meyer (1995, 159)
discusses combining IV and DD methods.)

This leads to the following first-stage equation for the determination of

pension wealth:
(3)  PW; = ko(Post-reform x Treated);, + X,; k1 jYear; + i Treated; + X; ¥, + &,

where the interaction term, Post-reformxTreated, is the IV for PW. Because it
varies only due to the reform, this IV is unlikely to be correlated with the error
term in Equation (2). The exclusion restriction is that the reform affected the
saving rate only through its effect on PW. Given these assumptions, the
estimate of @ is the estimated effect of pension wealth on the saving rate,
identified through the differential impact of the reform on the treated and
comparison groups. Furthermore, this IV is relevant as it is highly correlated

with PW (the first-stage regression F-test statistic exceeds 100). (In estimating

5 Alessie, Angelini, and van Santen (2013) discuss problems with
measurement error in pension wealth.
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the IV model, as with the DD estimator, we cluster the standard errors by
household.)

As with the DD estimator (Equation (1)), we also use the log of household
expenditure as an outcome in Equation (2). In the 1V case, the change in log
expenditure is estimated as a response to a change in pension wealth
(proportional to current gross household earnings). By analogy to the DD
estimator, we expect the #-estimates from the log expenditure model and

saving rate model to be mirror images.

Accounting for differences in the planning horizon

Gale (1998; 2005) shows that estimates of substitution from a cross-sectional
regression of saving in year t on pension wealth in year t—i.e. the present
value of a stream of benefits occurring in the future—will be biased toward 0.
Specifically, in the case of complete substitution (6 = —1), the cross-sectional
estimate of § will equal —Q, where 0 < Q < 1. This attenuation occurs because
the H-estimate will reflect a one-time increase in saving (i.e., in year t)
following a decrease in pension wealth rather than an increase in saving over
the full planning horizon. As a remedy, Gale (1998) proposes an adjustment
factor, known in the literature as Gale’s Q, which is a function of the
subjective discount rate, the point in the life cycle at which an individual is
observed, and the point in the life cycle when the individual (re)optimizes her
saving—e.g., after a change in expected pension wealth.

To see how this factor can be derived, consider the following simple
discrete-time model adapted from Attanasio and Rohwedder (2003) and
generalized in Feng, He, and Sato (2011). Suppose an individual lives T
periods. From period t = s until t = TR—1, she works and receives exogenously
determined income y, and from period t = TR until t = T, she is retired and
receives pension benefits, p. In each period, she has to decide how much to
consume and how much to save for the future. The problem can be expressed

as

13
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where ¢ denotes consumption, R = (1+r) with r representing the real interest
rate, and S is the subjective discount factor.

Suppose that, as in Attanasio and Rohwedder (2003), u(c) = log(c).
Without loss of generality and to simplify the notation, assume that R = 1.

Consumption for any period t, as seen from period s, can then be expressed as

— 1-
(5) e =By, where ¢ = (1o ) [ZF57 ye + Shra )

which implies that the saving rate in any period t, as seen from period s, can be

expressed as

6) SR = Y= 1 pros (hL ) [EEC v )
Yt

_ﬁT—s+1 Ve
Gale (1998) shows that if one estimates Equation (6) by regressing the
saving rate on pension wealth, in the scenario where the true degree of
substitution is complete, the coefficient on pension wealth will not equal —1,

but rather —Q, where

(1 Q= ,Bt_s (1_;;i+1>'

Gale shows that, in principle, one can recover the unbiased estimate of
substitution by dividing the substitution estimate by Q or by multiplying each
household’s pension wealth by Q.® The additional information needed includes
an assumed value for £, as well as specifying s—the point in time when the
household made its consumption plan—and (T—s)—the remaining planning
horizon for each household whose head is t years old in the data.

Equation (6) describes the optimal saving rate for each period t as seen

from period s. However, if an unexpected shock to pension wealth occurs at

® Gale (1998) also shows that even if the true degree of substitution is less than
complete, a regression of the saving rate on pension wealth will understate the
true degree of substitution by a factor of Q.

14



some later period—e.g., at the end of period —1—then, from period z onward,
the household would behave according to a reoptimized consumption plan,
given the level of assets carried over from the previous period. Therefore, for
households experiencing a shock to pension wealth, the appropriate

adjustment factor for any period t >z is

® @ = ()

which takes into account the shorter remaining planning horizon.

In practice, for households affected by the reform, we apply the Q”
adjustment, setting = equal to the age of the head of household when the 1999
pension reform occurred and setting t equal to the current age of the household
head. T—z is set to equal the head’s remaining life expectancy after the reform.
For households unaffected by the reform, we apply the Q adjustment factor,
setting t equal to the current age of the household head and setting s equal to
the age when the head last reoptimized her optimal consumption plan. We
assume this to be the time of the collapse of the People’s Republic of Poland
in 1989, an event that changed the economic environment in Poland (although
it did not affect pensions directly). T—s is set to be equal to the remaining life
expectancy of the household head. For both Q and Q", we follow Attanasio
and Brugiavini (2003) and Attanasio and Rohwedder (2003) and assume that f
equals 0.98. We examine this assumption in more detail in our sensitivity

analysis in Section I11.D.

D. Validity of the estimates

Internal validity of our estimates depends on a number of factors. First, the
substitution estimate would be attenuated if the pension reform were
anticipated before 1999, leading households to adjust their behavior in
advance. Second, because our identifying variation stems from comparing
households from various cohorts over time, internal validity depends on the
degree of comparability of the treated and comparison groups. Third, if the

15



groups studied differed in unobserved ways before and after the reform (e.g., if
unobserved factors affected the difference in trends between cohorts), the
Post-reformxTreated dummy and the regression error term would be
correlated. Fourth, internal validity would be compromised if other factors
confounded the effect of the reform.

A number of factors arguably strengthen the internal validity of the
analysis. First, the particulars of who would and would not be affected by the
1999 pension reform were not decided upon before October 1998. In
consequence, the treated group had little time to adjust their behavior before
the reform. In Section 111.D, we conduct a robustness check where we drop
households observed between October and December 1998, to exclude those
who may have reacted to the legislated changes before they came into force on
1 January 1999. These estimates are similar to the main estimates.

Second, the comparison and treated cohorts are observed in our data at
slightly different stages of their lives, which might result in unobserved
heterogeneity across the cohorts before and after the reform that could be due
to different age patterns of saving. However, the cohorts are, arguably
sufficiently close in age for their patterns of saving to be very similar absent
the reform. We also condition the estimates on age polynomials and other
demographics. In Section I11.D, we conduct robustness checks in which we
narrow the age span between cohorts still further. Our estimates turn out to be
robust to these different assumptions.

Third, in order to correct for measurement error in pension wealth using
our IV approach, the Post-reformxTreated dummy cannot be correlated with
measurement error in pension wealth. Because measurement error in pension
wealth is likely to be of greater concern the more different in age the treated
and comparison groups are over time, we focus our analysis on a relatively
narrow age span.

Fourth, Poland was undergoing other reforms at the time of the pension
reform. Hence, one may wonder whether our estimates are confounded by the
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effects of these other reforms. To our knowledge, though, no reform or other
change during the period 1999-2003 (the post-reform observation period)
affected people who were born in 1949 or later in a different way from people
born before 1949.

Finally, we believe that because the 1999 pension reform was a large,
nationwide reform, and because its implementation resembles a natural
experiment, estimates based on the reform should provide generalizable
insights for retirement policy in other contexts.

I11. Results

A. Difference-in-differences estimates
Figure 2 plots the values of the average saving rate for the comparison group
(dashed line) and the treated group (solid line) between 1997 and 2003.
Between 1997 and 1998, the saving rates of both the treated and comparison
groups declined in parallel, supporting the common trends assumption needed
to identify the effect of the reform. However, starting in 1999, the saving rate
of the treated group recovered from its 1998 low, whereas the saving rate of
the comparison group continued to fall. The falling saving rate of the
comparison group and the comparatively steady saving rate of the treated
group suggest that the saving rate of the treated group after the reform
increased relative to the comparison group and relative to before the reform.
In order to interpret this relative increase as a causal effect of the reform,
we need to be able to interpret the time-profile of the saving rate of the
comparison group as a valid counterfactual. Available evidence suggests that
during 1997-2003 the overall aggregate voluntary household saving rate in
Poland (calculated in relation to gross domestic product) declined in a pattern
similar to that experienced by the comparison group in Figure 2. Specifically,
the aggregate voluntary household saving rate fell from about 10 percent in
1997 to about 5 percent in 2003 (2014 World Bank Report on Poland, figure
2.11, page 15). That the aggregate voluntary saving rate and the saving rate of
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the comparison group both fell during the period in question tends to support
the identifying assumption—in the absence of the pension reform, the saving
rates of the treated and comparison groups would have fallen in parallel.

[Figure 2 about here]

Figure 3 complements Figure 2 by showing regression-adjusted differences
between the treated and comparison groups for the saving rate (top panel) and
for log expenditure (bottom panel). (These are estimates of s from Equation
(1), so the outcomes of the treated group are shown relative to the comparison
group and relative to the pre-reform year 1998, which allows us to examine
potential pre-reform group-by-time trends.) The point estimates are presented
for 1997-2003 with 95 percent confidence intervals (the whiskers).

[Figure 3 about here]

The absence of statistically significant differences between the treated and
comparison groups in the pre-reform year 1997 lends further support to the
common trends assumption required to interpret the point estimates for 1999—
2003 as effects of the reform (Angrist and Pischke 2009, 237-41). The relative
changes after 1999 show that the saving rate tended to increase over time (and
log expenditure tended to decrease) for the treated group in the post-reform
years, although the estimates are somewhat imprecise in 2000.”

In summary, Figure 3 suggests that the estimated effects on the saving rate
in the post-reform years are positive and lie between 0 and 5 percentage
points. This finding suggests that the reduction in pension benefit generosity
due to the reform led to an increase in the rate of saving and a decrease in

expenditures. Although the DD estimates suggest a causal link between the

" In Figure B.1 in Online Appendix B, we test for pre-existing group-by-time
trends by using the 1995 and 1996 waves of the BBGD. Unfortunately, these
two waves do not have information on occupation, a key variable in the
definition of our sample and calculation of pension wealth, so we are unable to
use these waves in our main analysis. Nevertheless, Figure B.1 tends to
confirm the lack of significant differences in pre-reform saving and
expenditure patterns between the treated and comparison groups.
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pension reform and saving behavior of households, they are not directly
informative about the degree of substitution. To estimate the latter, we turn to

the IV estimates of the model in Equations (2) and (3).

B. Estimated effects of pension wealth on the saving rate and

expenditure

The left column of Table 3 shows the estimates of substitution (6) from
Equation (2) using the saving rate as the dependent variable. The right column
of Table 3 shows the estimated effect of pension wealth on expenditure from
Equation (2). Panel A shows the estimates obtained using OLS without
instrumenting PW by Post-reformxTreated and where PW is not adjusted by
the Q-factor. Panel B shows the estimates obtained using IV where PW is
instrumented by Post-reformxTreated but where PW is not adjusted by the Q-
factor. Panel C shows the estimates obtained using IV where PW is
instrumented by Post-reformxTreated and where PW is adjusted by the Q-
factor. We do not report coefficients on other right-hand-side variables.

[Table 3 about here]

The OLS estimates of substitution (0) presented in Panel A of Table 3 are
very close to 0, possibly because of measurement error in the dependent
variable. Furthermore, when using log expenditure as an outcome, the OLS
point estimate has an unexpected negative sign, implying that a decrease in
pension wealth increases household expenditures. The two IV estimates in
Panel B are also small, but both have the expected sign: negative for the
saving rate and positive for log expenditure. In the case of log expenditure as
an outcome, the difference in sign between the OLS estimate in Panel A and
the IV estimate in Panel B is consistent with the OLS estimator being biased
because of unobserved heterogeneity, a result also found by Attanasio and
Rohwedder (2003) and Engelhardt and Kumar (2011).

The estimates of main interest are in Panel C, using IV with Q-adjusted

pension wealth. These estimates have the expected signs and are larger in
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absolute terms than the estimates in Panel B. This is because in Panel C each
household’s pension wealth is multiplied by the Q-factor and, while
multiplying pension wealth by Q does not change the sign of the estimate of
substitution, it does rescale the estimate. Hence, the estimates in Panel C
suggest that a 1 PLN decrease in pension wealth increases private saving by
about 0.29 PLN and decreases spending by about 0.34 PLN.®

The change in magnitude between the 1V estimates in Panel B and C is
comparable to the change reported by Feng, He, and Sato (2009), where the
substitution estimate obtained using unadjusted pension wealth equaled —
0.014, while the substitution estimate obtained using Q-adjusted pension
wealth equaled —0.257.

The estimates presented in Table 3, Panel C, as in most recent studies of
public pension substitution, differ from those of Chetty et al. (2014), who find
that in Denmark the relationship between private saving and public pensions is
zero. The reason could be as simple as differences in cultural norms with
regard to saving between Denmark and countries such as Poland, Italy, or the
United Kingdom.® Another possible reason is that while our analysis—as well
as that of Attanasio and Brugiavini (2003), Attanasio and Rohwedder (2003),
and Bottazzi, Jappelli, and Padula (2006)—identifies substitution in the
context of reforms that reduced pension wealth, Chetty et al. (2014) examine a

setting that increased pension wealth. Similarly, Feng, He, and Sato (2011)

8 When using ten separate dummies for each of the year-of-birth cohorts
affected by the reform interacted with Post-reform, and controlling for year
dummies and year-of-birth cohort dummies, we obtain somewhat smaller
effects: § =—-0.175 (standard error = 0.11) for the saving rate and 6 = 0.131
(standard error = 0.10) for log expenditure.

° For example, using comparable cross-country data from the Survey of
Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), Alessie, Angelini, and
van Santen (2013) study public pensions and saving in different regions of
Europe. However, contrary to both Chetty et al. (2014) and evidence from the
Italian pension reforms (Attanasio and Brugiavini 2003; Bottazzi, Jappelli, and
Padula 2006), they find that substitution is largest in Northern European
countries and smallest in Southern (and Eastern) European countries.
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study the effects of introducing a pension system and find a low degree of
substitution. Hence, although standard expected utility theory predicts that the
saving response should be symmetrical with respect to increases and decreases
in pension wealth, the response of private saving may in fact depend on the
direction of change in pension wealth.©

Differences between Chetty et al. (2014) and other studies could also result
from differences in the degree of awareness of the respective reforms. As with
the Italian reform, the debate about Poland’s 1999 pension reform was highly
visible in the media, which could be reflected in a relatively large observed
response. Finally, whereas Chetty et al. use a regression-discontinuity design
to identify the effect of mandated saving for individuals close to the
discontinuity, we use variation resulting from a broad-based reform to identify

the degree of substitution across an entire population.

C. Analysis of subsamples

Previous research on financial literacy has found that households may not
fully understand the details of how public pension systems work (Lusardi and
Mitchell 2014). One might speculate that better-educated individuals are better
informed about pension systems in general, are more likely to be “active”
savers (Chetty et al. 2014), or are financially more able to adjust their savings.
If so, we would expect a larger degree of substitution for better-educated
households. For example, using three Italian reforms (in 1992, 1995, and
1997), Bottazzi, Jappelli, and Padula (2006) find the degree of substitution to
be about 0.8 among individuals who are well informed about the pension
system. Gale (1998) also finds substitution close to 0.7 for highly-educated

households in the United States (compared with 0.5 in the full sample).

10 This asymmetry could be understood in the context of prospect theory,
which highlights the importance of reference points and holds that individuals
react more strongly to losses than to corresponding gains.
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The accumulated value of assets other than pension wealth might also
influence the sensitivity to changes in pension wealth. In theory, we would
expect households that have accumulated a buffer stock to be less sensitive to
pension wealth changes than those without assets. Since the BBGD does not
collect information on financial assets, we split the sample by house-
ownership status, treating house ownership as an indicator for housing wealth.

Table 4 presents IV estimates for different subsamples: in the top panel,
we split households by the head’s level of education, while in the bottom panel
we split households by house-ownership status. For households where the
head has at least tertiary (that is, university) education, the point estimates
suggest complete substitution. For households with less-educated heads, the
estimated substitution is less than one-third.

[Table 4 about here]

We find little difference between the substitution estimates of households
that own and do not own a house. This finding is puzzling because it suggests
that Polish households ignore their housing wealth when making decisions
about saving. A possible explanation is that Polish households treat their
housing assets as a key element of their future bequest. For example, there is
very little evidence of household downsizing in Poland as individuals age and
become widowed. In such a scenario, housing represents a very illiquid asset,
limiting the extent to which the household would be willing to substitute
between discretionary saving, pension wealth, and housing wealth.

Another reason for the lack of difference by house ownership, might be a
limited ability to borrow against housing equity (e.g., in the form of home
equity loans). Angelini, Brugiavini, and Weber (2011) find a clear negative
correlation between measures of mortgage market development, such as loan-
to-value ratios, and the share of elderly homeowners who report difficulties
making ends meet (an indicator of financial distress). Using data from the
2006-07 wave of the SHARE survey, they show that in Poland about 70
percent of elderly homeowners reported financial distress, the highest value in
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their sample of thirteen European countries. At the same time, the authors
report that between 2003 and 2006, the typical loan-to-value ratio in Poland
was about 50 percent, the second lowest value in their sample. Hence,
although elderly homeowners in Poland at this time were likely to own their
homes outright, they were also likely to report a high degree of financial
distress, and this financial distress appears to be correlated with a low level of
development of the market for home equity. Although we do not have direct
evidence, we speculate that low levels of development of the mortgage market
can be viewed as a proxy for the absence of financial instruments allowing

homeowners to borrow against housing equity.

D. Robustness analysis

In this section, we conduct four robustness checks by changing the definitions
of the analysis sample, one robustness check where we alter the computation
of pension wealth, and a robustness check where we change the assumptions
regarding the Q-factor.

Redefining the analysis sample

The main estimation sample consists of 8,854 households in the comparison
group and 28,550 households in the treated group (see Table 2), so we begin
our sensitivity analysis by examining the role of this imbalance by randomly
selecting 8,854 households from the treated group. The IV estimates are given
in Panel A of Table 5, and the degree of substitution estimated is similar in
magnitude and precision to the main results in Panel C of Table 3.

[Table 5 about here]

In Panel B of Table 5, we restrict the analysis sample to cohorts whose
birth year is closer to 1949, in order to limit potential unobserved
heterogeneity between the comparison and treated groups. We select
household heads born between 1944 and 1948 for the comparison group and
household heads born between 1949 and 1953 for the treated group. The
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estimates in this sample are close to the main estimates in Table 3—about —
0.39 for the saving rate and 0.23 for log expenditure.

The BBGD expenditure categories were redefined starting in 1998, so in
Panel C of Table 5 we re-estimate the model after excluding the data from the
1997 survey. By using this smaller sample, the point estimates are somewhat
smaller in absolute terms than in the main specification—about —0.22 for the
saving rate and about 0.29 for log expenditure.!!

In the main estimates, we include households headed by men up to age 65
and women up to age 60. However, these age limits are close to typical
retirement ages and could include households that are already transitioning to
retirement. To exclude such households, Panel D restricts the analysis sample
to households headed by men up to age 60 and women up to age 55. The main

results are robust to this restriction as well.

Different assumptions about pension wealth calculation

In Panel E of Table 5, we recalculate pension wealth by assuming retirement
occurs at 55 for men and 50 for women, instead of 65 for men and 60 for
women as with the main estimates. The resulting point estimates are larger in
absolute value—about —0.43 for the saving rate and 0.50 for log expenditure.
This higher degree of substitution makes sense, as the calculation shortens the
contribution period of the cohorts affected by the reform.*2

11 We also re-estimated the model excluding observations for
October—December 1998 as well as the year 1997. Recall that the reform bill
was passed in October 1998, so a sizable share of pre-reform observations are
observed in the last months of 1998. If these households had reacted to the
reform before January 1999, we would expect to see a slightly lower degree of
substitution. For this sample, we obtain 8 = —0.24 (standard error = 0.11) for
the saving rate and 6 = 0.29 (standard error = 0.11) for log expenditure.

12 \We also re-estimated the model with female spouse’s lifetime earnings
estimated using OLS rather than a selection model. The estimates are similar,
although larger than the baseline estimates in Table 3, Panel C.
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Sensitivity to different values of the subjective discount factor

Section 111.B showed that the estimated substitution effects depend on whether
the value of pension wealth is adjusted by the Q-factor. This factor in turn
depends on the choice of the subjective discount factor, 5. Typically, S has
been set between 0.96 and 0.98, but there is no clear consensus as to what
value it should take.'® In this subsection, we check the sensitivity of the
substitution estimates to different assumptions about 5.

Table 6 maps selected values of f to the values of the Q-factor and to the
estimates of substitution using the saving rate as the outcome. For each value
of A listed in Column (1), Column (2) shows the corresponding mean value of
Q in our sample, its minimum value, and its maximum value. Column (3)
shows the resulting 1V estimate of substitution from the regression that uses
the same specification as our main estimates (Table 3, Panel C) as a function
of 8 (and, hence, a function of Q).

[Table 6 about here]

Table 6 shows that for the selected range of £, the Q-factor decreases as the
subjective discount factor f increases, so that, holding other factors equal,
large values of Q (low values of ), imply smaller estimates of substitution
than do small values of Q (high values of ). For example, for $ equal to 0.90,
the substitution estimate is about —0.08, while for f equal to 0.999, the
estimate is about —0.42. In the range of the most popular choices of g used in
the literature—between 0.96 and 0.98—we obtain substitution estimates in a
relatively narrow range—between about —0.20 and —0.29. Still, the sensitivity
of estimates to the choice of the discount factor is an important result to note.

13 Aguila (2011) assumes it to be 0.90, Gale (1998) assumes it to equal 0.96,
Alessie, Angelini, and van Santen (2013) set it to 0.97, and Attanasio and
Brugiavini (2003), Attanasio and Rohwedder (2003), Bottazzi, Jappelli, and
Padula (2006), and Feng, He, and Sato (2011) assume it to be 0.98; see also
Table 7.
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V. Discussion and conclusion

We have studied the large change in expected pension wealth induced by
Poland’s 1999 pension reform to estimate the effect of public pensions on
private household saving. Implementation of the reform created quasi-
experimental variation in pension wealth suitable for investigating whether
households increase private saving in response to reduced generosity of a
public pension plan.

The difference-in-differences estimates displayed in Figure 3 show the
reform increased household saving and decreased expenditure. The main 1V
estimates in Panel C of Table 3 suggest that, overall, public pensions increase
private saving by about 0.3 PLN for each 1.0 PLN decrease of pension wealth.
This is a sizable degree of substitution, although it is far from complete.
Combined with the conclusions of Lindner and Morawski (2012) that the
reform had little effect on labor supply, the estimates suggest that, when faced
with a reduction in future pension benefits, older households in Poland choose
to adjust their saving rather than their labor supply.

We find that for highly-educated households—those we expect to be
informed about the reform or who are financially better able to adjust—
substitution between private saving and pension wealth is close to complete.
We speculate that the more modest response among lower-educated
households could be due to liquidity constraints, incomplete information, or
uncertainty about how enduring the 1999 reform would be. The relatively
passive behavior of less-educated households echoes findings in the literature
on financial literacy, which suggests that by remaining passive, these
households risk being inadequately prepared for retirement (Lusardi and
Mitchell 2014). This, in turn may suggest a need for improved financial
literacy, especially among groups at risk of insufficient retirement resources.

The main estimate of the degree of substitution of about 0.3 is at the lower
end of the range of existing estimates. Table 7 summarizes recent studies

using methods similar to ours, lists the data and sample definitions applied,
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and, whenever possible, documents the variation in the degree of substitution
by age. Among the studies that split the analysis by age, substitution tends to
be higher for people aged roughly 40 to 55 years, an age interval similar to the
one examined in this paper. (See, for example, Attanasio and Rohwedder
(2003), where the degree of substitution equals about 0.65 for ages 43—-53, and
Feng, He, and Sato (2011), where it equals about 0.38 for ages 46—59.) In
comparison, the estimated degree of substitution from the Polish reform is
relatively small and closest to the estimate for 46—55-year-olds reported by
Attanasio and Brugiavini (2003), about 0.24. Hence, despite using similar
methods and imposing similar age restrictions for their samples, these papers
report varying degrees of substitution. A systematic study of the reasons for
these differences across countries and pension reforms would be highly useful.

[Table 7 about here]

Finally, the robustness checks in Table 6 show that the estimates of the
degree of substitution depend to some extent on assumptions about the
subjective discount rate. For example, our main estimate of the degree of
substitution of about 0.3 assumes a discount rate of 2 percent. Assuming
instead a higher discount rate (4 percent) yields a degree of substitution closer
to 0.2. This difference could be large enough to carry implications for policy.
In order for researchers to make recommendations about the impact of public
pensions on saving, we need to know more about the values of subjective
discount rates and their distribution in the population. On the whole, we prefer
to err on the side of caution and interpret our main estimate of the degree of

substitution as an upper bound.
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Table 7: Estimates of the degree of substitution between public pension wealth and private saving, selected studies of
pension reforms using methods similar to this paper

Study

Source of variation in
pension wealth

Sample and data

Degree of substitution between
public pension wealth and private
saving

Attanasio and Brugiavini 2003

Attanasio and Rohwedder 2003

Bottazzi, Jappelli, and Padula 2006

Aguila 2011

Feng, He, and Sato 2011

Pension reform in
Italy

Series of pension
reforms in the UK

Series of pension
reforms in Italy

Pension reform in
Mexico

Pension reform in
China

Employed or retired household heads in the
Italian Survey of Household Income and
Wealth (SHIW) in 1989, 1991, 1993, and
1995, aged 20—65. Subjective discount factor
set to 0.98

Exclude households headed by someone self-
employed or retired from the UK Family
Expenditure Survey in 1974—87. Subjective
discount factor set to 0.98

Employed or self-employed household heads
in the Italian SHIW in 1989-2002, aged
20-50. Subjective discount factor set to 0.98
Households headed by a person covered by
Social Security in the Mexican National
Income and Expenditure Survey in years
1992, 1994, 1996, and 1998. Subjective
discount factor set to 0.90

Employed, urban households in the 1995 and
1999 China Household Income Project, aged
25-59. Subjective discount factor set to 0.98

0.10 for 20—35-year-olds;

0.75 for 36—45-year-olds;

0.24 for 46—55-year-olds;

< 0.10 for 56—65-year-olds.
Overall substitution between 0.04
and 0.33. (Table 5, column (3) and
Table 4)

0 for 20—31-year-olds;

0.55 for 32—42-year-olds;

0.65 for 43—53-year-olds;

0.75 for 54—64-year-olds.

No estimate for overall substitution
reported. (Table 5, first column)
0.65 overall substitution (Table 9,
fourth column)

0.55-0.60 overall substitution
(p.18)

0 for 25—39-year-olds;

0.38 for 40—59-year-olds.
Overall substitution about 0.20
(Table 9)

Notes: The degree of substitution refers to the absolute value of the proportional increase (or decrease) in private saving in response to a decrease (or
increase) in public pension wealth. Reported estimates from the papers cited.

41















e PW(i): pension wealth of individual i;

e ret.age: retirement age, set at 65 for men and 60 for women;

e : real growth rate of pension benefit;

e r:real interest rate;

e max.age: maximum attainable age, set at 100 years (the end of the life table);

. | ()- the probability that someone aged age(i) will be alive atage =
ret.age, . .., max.age;

e benefit(i): pension benefit of individual i, computed as described above.

Assumptions for computing pension wealth. When calculating pension wealth,
we adjust the future stream of pension benefits using separate male and female
survival probabilities from the 1999 Polish life tables from GUS. The maximum
age is also taken from the life tables and is set to 100 years for everyone. If a
spouse receives retirement or disability benefits, we use those to compute pension
wealth. We use a 3 percent real interest rate to compute the present value of the
sum of expected benefits.

We compute pension benefits separately for the household head and the
spouse and then take their sum. For female household heads, we scale the pension
wealth by 30 percent to account for expected survivor’s pension benefits. The
actuarially-adjusted sum of future pension benefits of the household head and the
spouse is discounted back to the current age of the household head. In all of the
regressions, pension wealth is divided by predicted (fitted) current gross
household earnings, obtained from the predicted values using the estimation

described in section A.2.



Table A.1: Between-cohort variation in the post-reform pension system

Cohorts: Born before December 31,  Born between January 1, 1949 and December 31, 1968 Born on or after January 1,
1948 (transitory cohorts) 1969
Benefit formula: Pre-reform formula Post-reform formula with some exceptions Post-reform formula

Exceptions to the benefit formula?  No

Early retirement provisions? Yes

Separate rules for the first five cohorts of women (born
1949-53)2

The 1949 cohort receives part of the benefit according to
the old pension system formula (80 percent) and the rest
according to the new formula (20 percent).

The 1950 cohort receives a 70/30 percent mix.

The 1951 cohort receives a 55/45 percent mix.

The 1952 cohort receives a 35/65 percent mix.

The 1953 cohort receives a 20/80 percent mix.

Yes, conditional on age and contribution requirement
being fulfilled before December 31, 2007

No

No early retirement
provisions. In the post-
reform system, men retire
at 65 and women at 60

@ From Chton, Gora, and Rutkowski (1999, 21).



Online Appendix B: Sample selection and some results
for the data pooled for the years 1995-2003

The principal sample selection criteria are the same as for the main sample
(described in Online Appendix A). Since for the years 1995 and 1996 we do not
have information on occupation, selection criteria with respect to this variable
cannot be applied. Thus, points 4, 5, and 6 from the list of sample restrictions
given in Section A.1 do not apply. The final sample consists of 53,635

observations, with about 4,215-8,595 observations in each year of data.
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Figure B.1: Estimated effect of the 1999 pension reform on saving rate and log
expenditure, by year
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Note: Authors’ calculations using the BBGD, 1995-2003. The universe consists of BBGD for the
years 1995—2003 for households whose head was born between 1939 and 1958. The sample also
omits households whose head works in agriculture (forestry, fishery, and farming), mining, or the
education sector. The figure shows point estimates from a multiyear difference-in-differences
regression of the outcome variable on a “treated” dummy (if born 1949-58), eight year dummies,
treated-by-year interaction terms, and controls. The controls consist of a cubic polynomial in age,
a gender dummy, number of persons in the household, number of children, marital status,
education dummies, and industry dummies. Each panel presents the treated-by-year interaction
point estimate over time. The omitted categories are year 1998 (the year before the reform) and the
comparison group born 1939-48. The regression uses robust standard errors clustered by year of
birth and the figure presents 95 percent confidence intervals (whiskers). The dashed vertical line
indicates the first year of the reform.
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Figure B.2: Mean saving rate, by year and group
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Note: Authors’ calculations using the BBGD, 1995-2003. Saving rate is defined as available
household income minus total household expenditure, divided by available household income. The
dashed line indicates the “comparison group,” born 1939-48, and the solid line indicates the

“treated group,” born 1949-58. The dashed vertical line indicates the first year of the reform.
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