
 

 

First Mortality Tables for Public Sector 
Retirement Plans Published 
The Retirement Plans Experience Committee (RPEC) of the Society of Actuaries 
(SOA) recently published final Pub-2010 Public Retirement Plans Mortality 
Tables. The tables represent the first mortality study based exclusively upon 
experience from public sector plans.1 

Background on Mortality 
Participant mortality is a key assumption in the valuation of pension plan 
liabilities. As part of the actuarial valuation, the plan’s actuary must project the 
expected life expectancy of every member of the plan. This is accomplished 
using a mortality table, which specifies the probability of death at each age. 

Because pension plans typically pay benefits for life, any improvements in 
mortality have resulted in corresponding increases in liabilities. 

How the SOA Derived the New Mortality Tables 
The SOA used mortality experience data collected from public pension systems 
in the United States for 11 job categories to construct the Pub-2010 Public 
Retirement Plans mortality tables. 

The objectives of the study were to: 

• Develop mortality tables based exclusively on public-sector pension 
plan experience. 

• Provide new insights into the composition of gender-specific pension mortality 
by factors such as salary/benefit amount and health status (i.e., healthy 
or disabled), as well as job category. 

Thirty-five public pension systems submitted information for 78 plans. The 
mortality experience collected comes from calendar years 2008–2013. The final 
dataset includes approximately 10 million participants and 580,000 actual deaths 
of participants in public pension systems across the United States. Contributors 
were asked to identify plan members by job category so the SOA could study 
potential variations in mortality among categories.  

 

                                                           
1 The final tables, which were published in late January 2019, can be accessed from the SOA website. 
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What the SOA Found 
From the 11 job category codes submitted, the SOA found clear differences among 
three broad job classifications: general employees, safety employees and teachers.2 
Moreover, SOA conducted a separate study that compares the post-retirement mortality 
assumptions currently in use by state-based and large-city public pension plans in the 
United States.3 

A summary of the key findings follows: 

• Mortality assumptions currently in use by large public pension plans varied 
widely among plans and generally reflected the same three job categories as these 
recently published Pub-2010 Mortality Tables. In addition to job category, a plan’s 
current choice of mortality assumptions is influenced by geography, socioeconomic 
conditions and plan-specific mortality experience. Many plans are making 
adjustments to mortality tables they are using. Some of the adjustments to those 
base tables and/or projections scales result in considerably different annuity factors. 
Valuation reports typically state that such adjustments were made to reflect plan-
specific experience studies. 

• Mortality projection is an important part of setting a mortality assumption. It also 
varies significantly among plans. While 58 percent of plans use generational 
projection,4 about 37 percent of plans use static projection5 and 5 percent of plans 
do not project mortality improvements beyond measurement dates. 

• Job category is a significant explanatory variable for retiree mortality. The 
interactions among age and job category indicated statistically significant 
differences in mortality patterns among teachers, public safety employees and 
general employees. 

• Overall, teachers had lower mortality (longer life expectancy) than other job 
classifications by a significant margin at most ages. This is generally reflected in 
the tables currently in use by public sector plans. 

• Mortality assumptions in current use for male public safety employees have 
tended to result in lower mortality (longer life expectancy) than assumptions used 
for general employees. In contrast, assumptions for female public safety employees 
tend to result in higher mortality (shorter life expectancy) than those in use for 
general employees. 

The Final Pub-2010 Public Retirement Plans Mortality Tables 
For each of the three job categories, the SOA developed gender-specific tables 
for ages 18 to 120. There are tables based on the total dataset of each job category. 

The Final Pub-2010 Public Retirement Plans Mortality Tables have lower mortality 
(longer life expectancy) for all job categories and ages than the comparable averages 
under current assumptions. 

                                                           
2 The SOA created the three groups by collapsing some of the 11 groups studied based on similar mortality 

characteristics. For example, retired policemen exhibited mortality close enough to retired firefighters and 
retired corrections officers to warrant one table rather than three. 

3 The results of the study were published in August 2018 as U.S. Public Pension Plan Mortality Assumptions 
Compared to Pub-2010 Mortality Tables. That report can be accessed from the SOA website. 

4 A generational projection reflects the effects of mortality improvement over the entire projection period. 
For example, a 60-year-old in 2030 would have a longer life expectancy than a 60-year-old in 2020. 

5 A static projection reflects the effects of mortality improvement over a specified period. For example, 
mortality at each age in all future years would be based on improvement until a fixed date (e.g., 2025), 
and remain at those levels. 

https://www.soa.org/research-reports/2018/public-pension-mortality/
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Additionally, the new tables for public safety employees produce higher mortality for 
both genders than for general employees. That is a change from the experience noted 
above under current assumptions that result in male public safety employees having 
lower mortality and female public safety employees having higher mortality relative to 
assumptions for general employees. 

The SOA decided not to publish a “combined” public plans table that reflected all of the 
study data. 

How the SOA Suggests the Tables Be Used 
According to the SOA, the Pub-2010 tables should be considered as part of the 
relevant “assumption universe” for the measurement of public plan obligations 
under Actuarial Standard of Practice No. 35, Selection of Demographic and Other 
Noneconomic Assumptions for Measuring Pension Obligations (ASOP 35). Actuaries 
are encouraged to use the Pub-2010 tables when developing the ASOP 35 assumption 
universe for mortality. 

The individual characteristics and recent experience of a covered group should 
continue to be key considerations. 

Impact on Plan Sponsors 
Many plans that currently use an unadjusted non-Pub-2010 table are likely to 
experience liability increases when they adopt the new Pub-2010 tables. 

However, a plan with significant credible experience that has a mortality assumption 
based on an adjusted table may not see much increase in liability. For example, a 
large teacher plan that uses an assumption based on its own experience would likely 
have mortality rates comparable to those in the applicable new table. 

How Segal Can Help 
Segal can assist public sector retirement plans to evaluate the risks presented by 
changes in mortality and to quantify the effects of mortality improvement. We can 
also evaluate whether your plan’s current mortality assumptions adequately reflect 
its actual and expected experience. 

Questions? 
For more information about this topic, please contact Segal’s Public Sector 
Retirement Practice. 

Update is Segal Consulting’s electronic newsletter summarizing compliance news. Update is for 
informational purposes only and should not be construed as legal advice. It is not intended to provide 
guidance on current laws or pending legislation. On all issues involving the interpretation or application of 
laws and regulations, plan sponsors should rely on their attorneys for legal advice. 
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