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Introduction
There’s little argument that Illinois politicians are to blame for the state’s massive pension crisis.1
However, how politicians caused the crisis has long been misunderstood. Critics on both sides of the
aisle typically accuse politicians – and by extension, taxpayers – of shortchanging pensions.
But a Wirepoints analysis reveals that too little money into pensions hasn’t been the issue. Instead, it’s
the dramatic growth in pension benefits promised by politicians that’s been bankrupting Illinois.2
Wirepoints analyzed Illinois pension and economic data stretching back to 1987 and also compared
pension plans across the country from 2003-2015, using data from the Illinois Department of Insurance
and Pew Charitable Trusts.3,4
Wirepoints found that pension benefits have grown exponentially over the past 30 years.
Promised pension benefits in 2016 were 1,061 percent higher than they were three decades ago.5 As the
below graphic shows, no other measure of Illinois’ economy comes even remotely close to matching the
growth in promised benefits.
Those benefits are overwhelming the state’s economy and taxpayers’ ability to pay for them.
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Total pension benefits have grown at an annually compounded rate of 8.8 percent over the past three
decades. Compared to 1987, benefits have grown 1,061 percent.
That growth is six times more than total state general revenue growth (236 percent) over the same time
period; eight times more than median household income growth (127 percent); and nearly ten times
more than inflation (111 percent).
In fact, Illinois’ pension benefits grew faster than in every other state in the nation except New Jersey
and New Hampshire between 2003 and 2015, according to Wirepoints’ analysis of Pew data.
By any measure, the pension promises made by Illinois politicians have been extreme and
unsustainable.
Wirepoints’ findings also dispel the claim that too little money in the pension plans caused the current
crisis – state pension assets, buoyed by taxpayer contributions, have also grown exponentially since
1987.
Pension assets are seven times higher in 2016 than they were 30 years ago. They’ve grown five times
more than household incomes over the entire period and nearly six times more than inflation.
And in the 2003-2015 period, Illinois assets grew the seventh-fastest of any state in the nation.
Illinois, and by extension, its taxpayers, have made more than their fair share of contributions to state
pensions. Illinoisans have so far contributed $24 billion more to pensions than what Governor Jim
Edgar’s 1996 contribution schedule – the “Edgar ramp” – originally asked for.
Illinois’ out-of-control pension crisis wasn’t inevitable. In fact, if state pension benefits had simply grown
at the more moderate pace of its neighbors since 2003, the state’s unfunded pension liability would be
$40 billion to $85 billion lower today.
And if pension benefits had grown at the rate of 5.4 percent from 1987 on – still a rapid growth rate –
Illinois pensions would be fully funded today. There would be no crisis.
Wirepoints’ analysis shows the common narrative surrounding Illinois’ pension crisis – that pensions
have suffered from underfunding – is false. The problem is, and always has been, the enormous growth
in benefits that politicians have promised to workers.
Politicians should stop guilting Illinois residents into thinking that the only way to fix pensions is through
tax hikes and bigger pension contributions.
Instead, lawmakers should pull every lever they can to get the state’s excessive growth in pension
benefits under control.
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Report findings
By any measure, the growth in pension benefits accumulated by government workers and retirees in
Illinois has been overwhelming. It’s been the cause of Illinois’ pension crisis.
●

Since 1987, total state pension benefits owed to workers have grown multiple times faster than any
other measure of the economy. Total benefits have grown at an annually compounded rate of 8.8 percent over
the past three decades. Compared to 1987, pension benefits are up 1,061 percent, which is:
○ 6 times more than total state general revenue growth (236 percent) over the same time period;
○ 8.4 times more than median household income growth (127 percent); and
○ 9.5 times faster than inflation (111 percent).
In 1987, households were on the hook for $4,300 in promised pension benefits. That amount swelled to over $43,000
per household by 2016.

●

Illinois had the third-highest pension benefit growth in the nation, higher than all its peer states.
Between 2003 and 2015, the Illinois legislature allowed benefits to grow at a 7.5 percent annual pace, according to
Pew Charitable Trusts. That’s higher than all of Illinois’ neighbors and the nation’s ten largest states. The 50-state
average was 5.5 percent per year.
In contrast, Wisconsin’s accrued benefits grew just 3 percent annually over that time period. Indiana’s grew 5 percent
annually. The slowest growth of the ten-largest states in the U.S. was in Michigan, which grew just 3.3 percent a year.

A lack of money has not been the cause of the pension crisis. Illinois’ pension assets have grown at a
rapid pace, far outstripping the growth of other Illinois economic indicators and pension assets in
other states.
●

Since 1987, state pension assets have grown multiple times faster than any other measure of the
economy. Total assets have grown at an annually compounded rate of 7.2 percent over the past three decades.
Compared to 1987, total pension assets are up 644 percent. That total asset growth is:
○ 2.7 times more than total state revenue growth (236 percent) over the same time period;
○ 5.1 times more than median household income growth (127 percent); and
○ 5.8 times faster than inflation (111 percent).

●

Illinois had the seventh-highest pension asset growth in the nation, higher than all its peer states.
Between 2003 and 2015, Illinois’ pension assets grew at a 5.9 percent annual pace, according to Pew Charitable
Trusts. That’s higher than all of Illinois’ neighbors and the nation’s ten-largest states. The 50-state average was 3.7
percent per year.
In contrast, Indiana’s assets grew 4.4 percent annually and Wisconsin’s grew 2.9 percent. Other peer states, including
Michigan, Kentucky, and Pennsylvania all experienced asset growth of less than 1 percent a year over the same
period.

Fast-growing pension assets simply haven’t been able to keep up with the pace of benefit growth in
Illinois. With a lower rate of benefit growth, Illinois would not have a pension crisis.
●

Taxpayers have paid more than their fair share to pensions. Increasingly burdensome contributions have
helped assets grow rapidly since 1987. Illinoisans have put $24 billion more into pensions than the original 1996 Edgar
ramp required. As a result, pension costs now consume more than a quarter of the state’s general budget.

●

Illinois’ pension crisis would be far smaller if benefits had grown at a more reasonable pace. Wirepoints’
analysis shows that if Illinois benefits had simply grown at a more moderate pace since 2003, the state’s pension
shortfall would be $40 to $85 billion lower today. And if pension benefits had grown 5.4 percent annually since 1987,
the state pension systems would be fully funded today.
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Pension benefits have grown multiple times faster than the economy
The growth in pension benefits accumulated by Illinois government workers and retirees over the past
three decades has been unsustainable.
Promised state pension benefits have grown at an average pace of 8.8 percent annually since 1987. In
total, that’s a 1,061 percent increase – far greater than any major measure of the state’s economy over
the same period.
Total pension benefits equaled $208 billion in 2016. That’s up from just $18 billion in 1987, the earliest
year for which the Illinois Department of Insurance provides Illinois pension data.6
In 1987, Illinois households were on the hook for $4,300 in promised pension benefits. By 2016 that
amount had swelled to over $43,000 per household.

All of the state’s five pension systems – the Teachers’ Retirement System (TRS), State Employees
Retirement System (SERS), State Universities Retirement System (SURS), Judges Retirement System (JRS)
and General Assembly Retirement System (GARS) – have experienced a massive growth in benefits
(accrued liabilities) since 1987 (see appendix for details).
TRS pension benefits, which make up more than half of the state’s total accrued liabilities, grew almost
1,100 percent between 1987 and 2016. SURS benefits on average grew 8.1 percent annually, or nearly
870 percent in total.
And SERS experienced the largest increase of any of the funds – over 1,250 percent over the past three
decades.
That outsized growth in pensions becomes more apparent when it’s compared to major measures of the
state’s economy.
Since 1987, pension benefits have grown 6 times more than state revenues, 8.4 times more than
household incomes and 9.5 times more than inflation.
6

No business or government can remain solvent with such rapidly growing obligations, especially when
that growth overwhelms any ability to pay for it.

Another way to measure the rise of pension benefits is to compare them to the state’s financial
resources. Liabilities that grow significantly compared to revenues will usually spell trouble over time.
In 1987, total pension benefits owed to workers were already 1.6 times more than the state’s general
fund revenues. By 2016, benefits grew to nearly seven times more than general fund revenues.7

With pension benefits outpacing every measure of Illinoisans’ ability to pay for them, it’s no wonder
Illinois is in crisis, its taxpayers are fatigued and core government services are being slashed.
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Illinois had the third-highest pension benefit growth in the nation
The growth in Illinois’ state pension benefits hasn’t just been overwhelming when compared to the
state’s economy. Illinois’ pension benefits have also grown rapidly in comparison to other pension
systems in states across the country.
In fact, Illinois pension
benefits grew the thirdfastest in the nation
between 2003 and 2015.
The state’s benefit growth
outpaced every one of its
neighbors and the nation’s
largest states, according to a
Wirepoints analysis of Pew
Charitable Trusts pension
data.8
Nationally, only New Jersey
and New Hampshire had
faster growing pension
benefits than Illinois.
In all, Illinois pension
benefits grew 7.5 percent
annually between 2003 and
2015. The 50-state average
was 5.5 percent per year
over the same period.
In contrast, Illinois’
neighboring states had much
slower pension-benefit
growth.
Wisconsin’s accrued benefits
grew 3 percent annually
between 2003 and 2015.
Michigan’s, 3.3 percent.
Missouri’s, 4.5 percent.
Kentucky, which is suffering
a massive pension crisis of its
own, was the only nearby
state with pension growth
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similar to Illinois. Its benefits grew 7.4 percent annually between 2003 and 2015.
Illinois’ annual pension growth rate was also far greater than that in the nation’s largest states.
California’s annual growth rate was the closest to Illinois at 6.6 percent. Florida’s pensions grew 5.6
percent. New York’s, 5 percent. Texas’s, 4.9 percent.
The slowest pension growth of the ten-largest states was in Michigan, which grew at just 3.3 percent
annually.

Remarkably, Illinois’ pension benefits grew even faster prior to 2003, the first year of Pew’s dataset.
From 1987 to 2003, pension benefits in Illinois grew at an uncontrollable 10.1 percent a year.
Illinois pension benefit growth has been extreme no matter the time period.
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What an 8.8 percent annual growth rate means
It’s important to understand the tremendous impact that differences in growth rates – for example, the
difference between a 5 percent and 9 percent – can have over a 30-year period. That variance can make
the difference between a crisis and a stable situation. That’s certainly been the case when it comes to
Illinois pensions.
To understand how incredibly fast the state’s pension benefits growth rate is, consider what that 8.8
annual growth rate would do to something more tangible, say household incomes, over a 30-year
period.9
In 1987, the median household income in Illinois was $27,084.10
By 2016, the median household income had grown to $61,386. That translates to an average growth
rate of 2.9 percent a year.
But if household incomes had grown at the same rate as state pension benefits they would have grown
to $314,000 by 2016.

This case helps illustrate the problem the state faces with pension benefits. Pensions have grown at an
unsustainable pace for a long period of time – way faster than taxpayer incomes. That’s what has
dragged Illinois into crisis.
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Pension assets have grown multiple times faster than the economy
Contrary to most assumptions, Illinois’ pension assets – buoyed by taxpayer contributions – have grown
rapidly over the past three decades. Just like pension benefits, assets have grown far faster than any
major measure of the state’s economy.
The state’s pension assets have grown 7.2 percent annually since 1987, increasing from just $11 billion
in 1987 to nearly $82 billion today (see appendix for details).11

The largest three of the state’s five pension systems have, on average, experienced asset growth of 7
percent or more since 1987 (see appendix for details).
TRS, which makes up more than half of the state’s asset total, experienced the largest increase.
On average, teachers’ assets grew 7.3 percent annually, or 675 percent in total between 1987 and
2016.
That asset growth has
been far greater compared
to any major measure of
the state’s economy.
Over the past three
decades, pension assets
have grown by over 644
percent.
In contrast, state general
revenues grew just 176
percent, state median
household incomes grew
127 percent and inflation
only grew 111 percent.
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The only thing that’s grown more rapidly than pension assets has been the pension benefits the state
promised to workers.
Another way to measure the growth of pension assets is to compare them to the state’s financial
resources. Over time, pension assets have grown as a percentage of the state’s revenues despite the
worsening of the pension crisis.
In 1987, total pension assets equaled the state’s general fund revenues. By 2016, assets had grown to be
2.7 times the size of revenues.12

In sum, Illinois’ pension asset growth has been stellar relative to its economy. Unfortunately, pension
benefits have been growing even faster.
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Illinois had the seventh-highest pension asset growth in the nation
If Illinois’ pension crisis was due to a lack of money, one would expect Illinois’ pension assets to have
grown poorly when compared to other states. But state-by-state pension data collected by Pew
Charitable Trusts shows that’s not the case.13
Illinois’ pension assets grew
5.9 percent a year between
2003 and 2015, the seventhfastest in the nation. The 50state average was a much
lower 3.7 percent.
Illinois’ rapid asset growth
has also outpaced all of its
neighbors.
Iowa’s assets grew 4.8
percent annually between
2003 and 2015, Indiana’s
grew 4.4 percent and
Michigan’s grew just 0.6
percent.
Kentucky, another state
suffering from a massive
pension crisis, saw its assets
grow a scant 0.1 percent
annually since 2003.
Illinois’ asset growth was
also unmatched by the other
highly populated states in
the nation.
Of the top 10 biggest states,
California’s asset growth was
the closest to Illinois at 5.2
percent. New York’s grew
4.9 percent. Texas, just 2.9
percent.
Several of Illinois’ peer
states had terrible returns
over the 12-year period.
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Michigan and Kentucky’s assets didn’t even grow one percent a year. And Pennsylvania actually
experienced negative asset growth.

Illinois’ pension assets experienced even faster growth in the years before Pew’s analysis. Between 1987
and 2003, assets grew 9 percent annually.
That remarkably fast growth was only outpaced by benefits, which grew at an uncontrollable 10.1
percent a year in the same period.
Clearly, the real problem is that Illinois’ pension assets simply haven’t been able to keep pace with
state’s overwhelming pension benefit growth.
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Taxpayers have paid more than their fair share into pensions
Illinois’ high pension asset growth has been largely paid for by taxpayer contributions into the pension
plans.
Most notable is the amount of funding put in by taxpayers since the implementation of the 1996 Edgar
ramp – the pension funding plan introduced by Gov. Jim Edgar.14
The original ramp called for taxpayers to pay $52 billion into the pension systems from 1996 through
2017.15
But taxpayers have ended up contributing far more than that. Between 1996 and 2017, taxpayers put
$75 billion into the pension funds, or $24 billion more than the original ramp called for. In 2017 alone,
taxpayers will contribute nearly $4 billion more than the ramp required (see appendix for details).

It’s those taxpayer contributions, in particular those from 2003 onward, that helped pension assets grow
5.9 percent a year during the 2003-2015 period – the seventh-fastest growth in the nation.
However, that growth in assets has come at a cost. Illinois’ contributions to the pension funds have
become so large that they now consume more than a quarter of the state’s annual budget. That’s left
less funding available for other vital programs and social services.16
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Illinois wouldn’t have a crisis today if benefits had grown at a more
reasonable pace
In 2003, Illinois’ pension shortfall – its unfunded liability – reached $43 billion.17
Lawmakers had a choice. They could enact real pension reform to get the crisis under control, or simply
kick the can down the road.
Unfortunately, politicians chose the kick and authorized a $10 billion pension bond. With no reforms in
place, Illinois’ accrued pension benefits grew the third fastest in the nation over the next 12 years.
That benefit growth fueled an ever-bigger hole in the pension fund. As a result, the state’s pension
shortfall tripled, growing to $130 billion by 2016.
Illinois’ $130 billion pension shortfall would look dramatically different today if Illinois politicians had
reformed pensions and slowed the growth in benefits more than a decade ago.
Wirepoints calculated what the state’s unfunded liabilities would have been if the state’s pension
benefit growth matched the slower rates of Illinois’ neighboring states in the 2003-2015 period.
Not surprisingly, the state’s pension debt drops significantly under those scenarios.
If lawmakers had passed reforms that limited benefit growth to Indiana’s rate of 5 percent, Illinois’
pension shortfall would be $79 billion today.
And if politicians had reformed pensions to match Wisconsin’s growth rate of 3 percent, Illinois’ shortfall
would total just $45 billion.
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The point is, Illinois’ out-of-control pension crisis was not inevitable.
In fact, if politicians had slowed the growth of pension benefits to 5.4 percent annually beginning in
1987, Illinois’ pensions would be 100 percent funded today.

A 5.4 percent growth rate would still have been rapid when compared to Illinois’ economy and
taxpayers’ ability to pay. But any moderation in pension benefit growth would have significantly reduced
the severity of the crisis, if not ended it entirely.
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The generous pension rules that drive benefit growth
Illinois’ dramatic pension benefit growth has been driven by two key factors: sweetened pension rules
and failed actuarial assumptions.
First, Illinois’ already-generous pension benefits were repeatedly sweetened over the past 30 years.
Since 1987, politicians have grown pension obligations through perks that:18
● Add compounding to a retiree’s 3 percent cost-of-living adjustment. That doubles a retiree’s
annual pension benefits after 25 years.19
● Significantly increased the pension benefit formulas for the Teachers’ Retirement System, or
TRS, and the State Employees’ Retirement System, or SERS.
● Provided lucrative early retirement options.
● Allow workers to boost their service credit by up to two years using accumulated unpaid sick
leave.20
● Grant automatic salary bumps to workers who earn masters and other graduate degrees.
● Allow spiking of end-of-career salaries.
Those benefits have resulted in the following:21,22
● 60 percent of current state pensioners began drawing pensions in their 50s, many with full
benefits.
● The average state pensioner who worked 30 years or more receives $66,800 in annual pension
benefits and will collect over $2 million in total benefits over the course of his or her retirement.
● That average career pensioner will see his or her pension payments double to more than
$130,000 in retirement.
● Career pensioners will get back their direct employee contributions after just two years in
retirement.
On top of the sweeteners, failed actuarial assumptions continue to reveal to taxpayers the true costs of
pension benefits. Changes in mortality, investment rates and benefits have all led to unexpected jumps
in the cost of total pension benefits promised to workers. In 2016 alone, assumption changes
contributed to a $17 billion jump in promised benefits.23
State workers have done nothing wrong in receiving these pension benefits. They’ve benefitted from
lucrative contracts negotiated by their unions and granted by politicians who didn’t care about the costs
to taxpayers.
However, it’s clear that such benefits are not affordable. Politicians have made promises they can’t keep
and that Illinois taxpayers can’t afford to fund.
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Tier 2 is not a solution to the state’s pension crisis
Some lawmakers and others may claim the state’s adoption of the Tier 2 benefit structure for new
workers will “fix” the future growth in pension benefits. All new workers hired after Jan 1, 2011 are part
of Tier 2 and will receive pension benefits that are far less generous than their Tier 1 counterparts.
But Tier 2 doesn’t solve the state’s accrued benefit problem for several reasons.
First, Tier 2 doesn’t change the fact that Illinois is still struggling to pay for the Tier 1 benefits it owes.
The Commission on Government Forecasting and Accountability estimates pension costs will continue to
consume more than a quarter of Illinois’ general budget for the next 25 years – even with the reduced
costs of Tier 2 in effect.24
Worse, the related chart only depicts the “rosy” scenario. If assumptions are changed or another
recession hits, pension costs could grow to consume even more of the budget.

Second, Tier 2 could be dismantled sometime in the future. TRS officials have argued that the courts
should overturn the benefit structure because it discriminates against new workers.25
Tier 2 members of TRS provide a net subsidy to the state pension plans. New teachers contribute 9
percent of their annual salary to their pension fund. But the benefits they accrue are only worth 7
percent of their salary annually. That 2 percent loss is in effect a tax on Tier 2 members. It’s that “tax”
that’s helping fund Tier 1 pensions.26
A rollback of Tier 2 would significantly increase the state’s pension obligations.
Even if Tier 2 isn’t overturned, the IRS might force the state to increase Tier 2 benefits in line with the
agency’s minimum retirement requirements. Or politicians may be pressured to increase benefits as Tier
2 members become a larger share of the state’s workforce.
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If any of that happens, the subsidy provided by Tier 2 members would end and the pension funds’ owed
benefits would jump dramatically.
Third, the subsidies provided by Tier 2 may not be enough to compensate for other drivers of accrued
pension benefits. Tier 2 does nothing to slow the benefit growth that may occur due to the fund’s
actuarial and other assumption changes.
Take what happened after Tier 2 was passed. In 2011, total pension benefits were projected to grow to
$189 billion in 2017. But benefits actually ended up much higher than that. In 2017 they exceed $214
billion, $25 billion more than projected.27
Those who argue for inaction on pensions – to allow the effects of Tier 2 to play out – risk sending the
pension funds into further insolvency. Illinois has to act now to bring the size of its accrued pension
benefits under control.
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Conclusion
Illinois pension benefit growth must be reined in if the state is to avoid insolvency and a further exodus
of its tax base. Illinois has lost population four years in a row and is one of the nation’s leaders in
outmigration.28
But with the General Assembly handcuffed by an inflexible constitutional clause and recalcitrant unions,
lawmakers must employ a new set of tactics.
Pension benefits themselves are untouchable, but lawmakers can freeze salaries, 29 cut the subjects of
collective bargaining,30 reduce headcounts,31 in order to reduce future payouts.
Illinois’ government unions will then have a choice. They can either negotiate with lawmakers to restore
those cuts in consideration for a reduction in pension benefits, or they can live with the changes.
However, those changes alone won’t end the crisis. Irresponsible increases in benefits leave no choice
but to cut benefits further, which will require either a constitutional amendment32 or a negotiated
federal bankruptcy law. 33 And to stop accruing future pension benefits, lawmakers must create 401(k)style plans34 for new workers going forward.
Illinoisans shouldn’t be guilted into paying more into pensions through higher taxes. It's time to end the
narrative that forces ordinary Illinoisans to shoulder the entire burden of fixing the pension crisis.
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