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This study used the 2017 National Financial Well-Being Survey to investigate the relationship between cognitive 
ability and seeking financial advice. Three aspects of cognitive ability were examined: memory, objective 
numeracy, and subjective numeracy. The results showed that in general, the three were not associated with 
seeking financial advice. However, after decomposing the sources of the advice, we found that among financial 
advice-seekers, memory and objective numeracy were positively associated with seeking financial advice from 
family. When adding the interactions between cognitive ability factors and age, older individuals with good 
memories were less likely to seek advice from family, while older individuals with higher objective numeracy 
were less likely to use social networks to seek financial advice. The study’s findings suggest future development 
in policies and practices to benefit those with low cognitive abilities to seek better financial advice using multiple 
advice sources.
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In recent decades, individuals and households have expe-
rienced growing challenges related to financial deci-
sions and managing investments. Navigating financial 

paths requires sufficient resources such as cognitive ability, 
financial knowledge and skills, and social support. There is 
also a growing concern about financial illiteracy (Lusardi 
& Mitchell, 2011), for which seeking external help and 
advice, especially for those with inadequate financial lit-
eracy or cognitive ability, plays a significant role. Although 
people seek advice from various sources to resolve personal 
and financial concerns (Grable & Joo, 2003), the literature 
suggests that professional financial advice can substitute 
for a lack of financial knowledge, confidence, or capacity 
(Collins, 2012). Furthermore, personal and social networks, 
including friends, family members, and coworkers are also 
recognized as significant financial advice sources (e.g., 
Chang, 2005; Kwon, 2004).

Previous research has found that although cognitive abil-
ity is crucial for financial management capability, a decline 
in cognitive ability can prevent people from seeking help, 

especially the elderly (Gamble et al., 2015). Since informa-
tion processing and transforming speeds begin to decline 
at age 20 (Murman, 2015), measurable cognitive decline 
may happen earlier than expected. Thus, combined with 
the increasing complexity and difficulty of accomplishing 
financial management tasks, there is a growing need for 
prudent financial advice for all ages. Although several stud-
ies have linked cognitive ability and help-seeking behav-
iors, often looking at older adults, the evidence of their 
association is thus far mixed (e.g., Gamble et al., 2015; 
Kim et al., 2019).

The purpose of this study is to investigate the relationship 
between cognitive ability and financial advice-seeking 
behavior and extend the population of interest beyond older 
generations. Specifically, the study examines (1) the rela-
tionship between cognitive ability (memory, subjective 
numeracy, and objective numeracy) and financial advice-
seeking behavior, and (2) the likelihood of advice-seekers 
using professionals, family members, or social networks as 
information sources.
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Literature Review and Hypotheses
Financial Advice and Seeking Help
Financial help-seeking behavior refers to a set of problem-
solving behaviors aimed at resolving financial concerns 
(Grable & Joo, 2003). Empirical research has categorized 
financial advice sources and identified several determi-
nants of financial advice-seeking from specific sources. 
For example, Kwon (2004) separated financial help and 
advice-seeking sources into personal (e.g., financial profes-
sionals, friends, and family) and non-personal (e.g., news 
and advertising). Friends and family were the most sig-
nificant sources for saving and investment-related help and 
advice. Other studies have confirmed the significant roles 
of personal contacts such as friends and family for financial 
advice and help-seeking when making investments (e.g., 
Abreu & Mendes, 2012; Shin et al., 2020). Chang (2005) 
showed that lower net worth households generally prefer 
personal networks for financial advice, while higher net 
worth households often seek savings and investment advice 
from professionals. Yeo and Lee (2019) asserted that social 
connections, including friends, co-workers, and commu-
nity-based organizations, can be categorized as social net-
works under the social capital perspective.

Using different datasets, previous studies have identi-
fied general patterns of financial advice-seeking behavior 
among U.S. individuals and households. For example, using 
the 2009 National Financial Capability Study (NFCS), 
Lachance and Tang (2012) investigated the relationship 
between trust and the financial advice-seeking of lower-
income consumers. Robb et al. (2012) used the same wave 
of NFCS to study the roles of financial knowledge, satisfac-
tion, confidence, and seeking professional financial advice. 
Fan (2021), also using the 2012 NFCS, suggested that using 
professional financial advice for savings and investment, 
insurance planning, and tax planning can be influenced sig-
nificantly by educational attainment, financial knowledge, 
financial confidence, and risk tolerance. Still, other studies 
have used the same set of questions for financial advice-
seeking (e.g., Collins, 2012; Kramer, 2016; Moreland, 
2018; Xiao & Porto, 2019), even though the NFCS discon-
tinued its survey questions on financial advice-seeking after 
the 2012 wave.

Elmerick et al. (2002) used the 1998 Survey of Consumer 
Finances (SCF) to show that roughly 21% of U.S. house-
holds used financial planners, although the number varied 

according to financial planning needs and the sociodemo-
graphic characteristics of households. The respondents 
were asked about their sources of information when making 
decisions about (a) credit or borrowing and (b) savings and 
investments, and the options were calling around, reading 
newspapers, reading mailed materials, using information 
from TV, radio, online service or advertising, or getting 
advice from friends, relatives, lawyers, accountants, bank-
ers, brokers, or financial planners. Hanna (2011) used the 
1998–2007 waves of the SCF and reported that consulting 
a financial planner increased from 21% in 1998 to 25% in 
2007 and that risk tolerance is significantly associated with 
using a financial planner, which also varied by race/ethnic-
ity and net worth. Lei and Yao (2016) used the 2013 SCF 
to study the relationship between using financial planners 
and household portfolio performance. Their study showed 
that roughly 26% of U.S. households reported having used 
financial planners and that their portfolios showed better 
performance. Recently, Shin et al. (2020), using pooled 
SCF data from 1998 to 2016, found that approximately 
29% of those with financial assets hired financial planners. 
Those who did so reported having more diversified invest-
ment portfolios.

The studies using NFCS and SCF were either unable to reflect 
recent trends (due to the removal of variables in NFCS after 
2012) or focused narrowly on the use of financial planners 
(e.g., Hanna, 2011; Lei & Yao, 2016). Therefore, the studies 
do not fully reflect advice-seeking from other professionals 
such as financial advisors and counselors. The present study 
used a relatively new dataset with unique variables, which 
provide a wider range of financial professionals as advice 
providers, together with other financial advice sources such 
as personal and social networks.

For possible determinants of financial advice-seeking, 
recent studies show a strong association between financial 
knowledge and financial advice-seeking behaviors (e.g., 
Collins, 2012; Fan, 2017; Finke et al., 2011; Kramer, 2016; 
Perry & Morris, 2005; Robb et al., 2012). Moreover, among 
college students, financial mental stress is also significantly 
associated with financial help-seeking (Lim et al., 2014). 
Indeed, education, risk tolerance, and financial confidence 
associate negatively with financial advice-seeking behav-
ior, whereas net worth, age, and trust in financial experts 
associate positively with seeking professional financial help 
(Kramer, 2016).
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The literature also provides evidence for socio-demographic 
variables relating to financial advice-seeking behavior. 
Specifically, men are more likely than women to work with 
financial planners (McClune, 2010), and women are more 
comfortable than men seeking advice and help from friends 
and family (Loibl & Hira, 2007). However, the relation-
ship between age and financial advice-seeking behavior is 
mixed. Some studies report that older people are more likely 
than younger people to work with financial professionals 
(Bluethgen et al., 2008; Burke & Hung, 2015; Finke et al., 
2011; Grable & Joo, 1999), although other researchers have 
concluded that younger people are more likely to seek pro-
fessional advice (McClune, 2010). Education and income 
are associated positively with the likelihood of seeking 
financial advice from professionals (Burke & Hung, 2015; 
Cheng et al., 2019; Collins, 2012; Hanna, 2011).

Cognitive Abilities
Cognitive ability is the “ability to perform the mental 
processes required in a variety of tasks” (Mazzonna & 
Peracchi, 2018, p. 3). However, the literature suggests dif-
ferent and sometimes inconsistent categorizations of cogni-
tive ability. For example, there are subdomains of cognitive 
ability such as orientation, memory, executive function, 
and language (Christelis et al., 2010), verbal versus non-
verbal abilities related to reasoning, memory, and concen-
tration (Richards et al., 2004), and crystallized intelligence 
and fluid intelligence (Li et al., 2015). Additionally, several 
studies measure cognitive ability with widely used scales 
that include self-reported memory, word recall tests (includ-
ing immediate and delayed recalls), mental status tests (the 
Serial Sevens test, backward counting, data and object nam-
ing, president/vice president naming, etc.), and vocabulary 
questions. Such scales have been used in national datasets 
(e.g., Health and Retirement Study) and empirical research 
(e.g., Fisher et al., 2017; Ofstedal et al., 2005).

The literature, however, consistently shows (a) that cogni-
tive ability is a multi-faceted concept encompassing differ-
ent mental skills such as memory and numeracy, (b) that 
the skills are intercorrelated and some age-related, such as 
memory and information processing speed (e.g., Li et al., 
2015), and (c) that lower cognitive abilities may negatively 
affect quality of life. In this study, we focus on memory 
and numerical ability (measured by objective and subjec-
tive numeracy) because they are known to have significant 
relationships with financial decisions and behaviors.

For responsible financial decision-making, numeracy is 
certainly a significant cognitive ability (Banks & Oldfield, 
2007; Lusardi, 2008; Lusardi & Mitchell, 2007). The litera-
ture suggests that numerical ability associates significantly 
with borrowing, saving, and tax decisions (Huhmann & 
McQuitty, 2009), as well as wealth accumulation, risk per-
ception, and time preference (Estrada-Mejia et al., 2016). 
Numeracy and other dimensions of cognitive function can 
predict retirement savings and investment portfolios (Banks 
& Oldfield, 2007) and correlates strongly with declines in 
other cognitive abilities such as episodic memory loss and 
visuospatial ability (Gamble et al., 2015). Lusardi (2012) 
reported that women, the elderly, and the less educated were 
more likely to have low financial numeracy.

According to the literature, memory is yet another dimen-
sion of cognitive function (e.g., Christelis et al., 2010; Li 
et al., 2015; Richards et al., 2004). Along with processing 
speed, memory is often affected by age (e.g., Mazzonna 
& Peracchi, 2018; Salthouse, 1996). Indeed, Spaniol and 
Bayen (2005) found that the age effect of memory encod-
ing substantially influences the ability to make sound 
judgments. Memory loss and a general decline in cogni-
tion strongly associate with lower financial literacy and 
self-confidence and impaired financial decision-making 
(Gamble et al., 2015).

Cognitive Ability and Financial Advice-Seeking
Regarding the relationship between cognitive ability and 
financial advice-seeking, the evidence is mixed. In a study 
of the elderly in the United States, Kim et al. (2019) found 
positive relationships between cognitive ability, financial 
literacy, and help-seeking behavior from financial profes-
sionals, although other researchers found no significant 
relationship (e.g., Kramer, 2016). Still, there is little doubt 
that cognitive ability plays a crucial role in complex finan-
cial planning decisions such as investment and portfolio 
choices, and that there should be a significant demand for 
professional financial advice as a result. However, accord-
ing to Murman (2015) and others, cognitive impairment 
may begin at much younger ages. For this reason, further 
research is needed to understand whether cognitive abil-
ity and the need for financial advice are related across age 
groups.

Interestingly, Gamble et al. (2015) found that although 
those who experienced cognitive decline showed a higher 
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inclination to seek financial help either from family or out-
side sources such as financial professionals, advice-seeking 
behavior itself might not be observed among these individ-
uals. One possible explanation provided by Gamble et al. 
(2015) is that cognitive decline, while predicting a decline 
in financial literacy and numeracy, did not significantly 
affect financial confidence. This, in turn, did not motivate 
such people to seek external help.

Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses
Despite the significance of cognitive ability to the rela-
tionship between financial decision-making and financial 
behavior, little is known about whether it can significantly 
predict financial advice-seeking behavior. This study’s con-
ceptual model is based on the financial help-seeking frame-
work of Grable and Joo (1999, 2001) and the literature on 
financial advice-seeking and cognitive ability. Moreover, 
it uses findings for help-seeking behavior investigated by 
Suchman (1966) and provides a decision-making process 
for how people seek financial help. Financial help-seek-
ing behavior, in any case, is preceded by certain financial 
behaviors whose evaluation, outcomes, and causes need 
to be understood. Following the decision to seek assis-
tance, people decide whether to seek professional or non-
professional help. For Grable and Joo (1999), the former 
includes financial planners, counselors, insurance agents, 
and stockbrokers, and the latter are usually family, friends, 
and colleagues.

Grounded in this help-seeking decision process framework, 
we examine the roles of cognitive ability factors in determin-
ing financial advice-seeking behavior. The three cognitive 
ability factors examined in this study are memory, subjec-
tive numeracy, and objective numeracy. We examine three 
sources of financial advice providers: professional, family, 
and social networks. While previous studies categorized 
sources of financial advice into dichotomous categories 
such as professional and non-professional (e.g., Grable & 
Joo, 1999) or personal and non-personal (e.g., Kwon, 2004), 
the current study further examines more detailed sources of 
financial advice. The professional source category includes 
professional advisors, planners, or counselors/coaches, the 
family source category includes parents, spouses/partners, 
or extended family, and the social network source category 
includes employers, friends/co-workers, community or 
faith-based organizations, or the government. The hypoth-
eses are as follows:

 H1: Cognitive ability is positively associated with 
financial advice-seeking behavior.
 H1a: Memory is positively associated with financial 
advice-seeking behavior.
 H1b: Objective numeracy is positively associated with 
financial advice-seeking behavior.
 H1c: Subjective numeracy is positively associated 
with financial advice-seeking behavior.

Methods
Data
The present study used the 2017 National Financial Well-
Being Survey (NFWBS) developed and organized by the 
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, whose purpose 
is to educate and empower financial consumers. NFWBS 
collected information about financial behavior, skills, and 
attitudes, status, and experience of U.S. adults and their 
households. While the main sample of the NFWBS is repre-
sentative of the U.S. population as a whole, it is also overs-
ampled for those aged 62 and older, yielding a sample size 
of 6,394 (CFPB, 2017). The analytical sample was reduced 
to 6,095 after dropping observations with missing values in 
the variables used in this study.

Variables
Dependent Variables. First, the dependent variable was 
financial advice-seeking behavior, which was measured 
by asking respondents whether they sought advice about 
money matters from any of nine sources: (1) parent, (2) 
spouse/partner, (3) extended family, (4) employer, (5) 
friend/co-worker, (6) community or faith-based organi-
zation, (7) financial institution, (8) professional advisor, 
planner, or counselor/coach, and/or (9) the government. 
Respondents were permitted to select multiple sources. The 
variable was coded as a binary variable of “1” if the respon-
dent had sought advice from at least one source and “0” if 
they had sought no financial advice.

Among those who answered “yes” to at least one of the 
above sources, three binary variables were created to study 
further the financial advice source selections: (a) seeking 
financial advice from professionals was coded as “1” if the 
respondents selected a financial institution or a professional 
advisor, planner, or counselor/coach for financial advice 
and “0” otherwise; (b) seeking financial advice from family 
was coded as “1” if respondents reported seeking advice 
from a parent, spouse/partner, or extended family and “0” 
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otherwise; (c) seeking advice from a social network was 
coded as “1” if the respondent chose an employer, friend/
co-worker, community or faith-based organization, or the 
government for financial advice and “0” otherwise, follow-
ing the categorization of social networks/connections by 
Yeo and Lee (2019).

Independent Variables. The present study’s key independent 
variables were the three dimensions of cognitive ability: 
memory, objective numeracy, and subjective numeracy. 
Respondents reported whether they had experienced 
memory loss or confusion in the past 12 months. Memory 
was coded as “1” if the respondents reported having no 
memory loss or confusion and “0” otherwise. This is a 
single self-assessed item measuring memory. Objective 
numeracy was measured by totaling the correct responses to 
two questions. Each question was coded as “1” if answered 
correctly and “0” otherwise. The measures of objective 
numeracy ranged from 0 to 2. For subjective numeracy, 
respondents self-evaluated how good they were at working 
with percentages, with response options ranging from 1 = 
not good at all to 6 = extremely good.

The study also included a series of control variables related 
to the needs/behaviors of financial advice-seeking such as 
financial knowledge, mental distress, self-control, own-
ership of different types of financial assets, and knowing 
where and when to find money advice if needed. Financial 
knowledge was measured both objectively and subjec-
tively. Objective financial knowledge was measured using 
the three-item financial knowledge scale of Lusardi and 
Mitchell (2007). Respondents assessed their overall finan-
cial knowledge with response options ranging from 1 = very  
low to 7 = very high. Mental  distress was measured by the 
degree to which the respondent agreed with the follow-
ing statement: “I have a lot of stress in my life,” where  
1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree. Self-control 
was measured using three items—impulsiveness, the ability 
to resist temptation, and the ability to work toward long-
term goals—in a way consistent with previous research 
(Abt Associates, 2018). Each item ranged from 1 to 4 
(impulsiveness was reverse-coded) and was averaged, with 
a higher value indicating higher self-control. Three binary 
variables were created based on whether the respondents 
had a retirement account (such as 401k or IRA), pension, or 
non-retirement investments such as stocks, bonds, or mutual 
funds. Two continuous variables were created for knowing 

where and when to seek financial advice. Specifically, 
respondents were asked whether they agreed with the state-
ment “I know when I need advice about my money,” with 
response options ranging from 1 = never to 5 = always, and 
“I know where to find the advice I need to make decisions 
involving money,” with response options ranging from 1 = 
not at all to 5 = completely.

Finally, the study included sociodemographic variables. Age 
had four categories: under 35 (reference category), equal to 
or greater than 35 but less than 55, equal to or greater than 
55 but less than 70, and 70 or above. Female and not hav-
ing a bachelor’s degree were used as reference categories 
for gender and education levels, respectively. Race/ethnic-
ity had four categories: White (reference category), Black 
(or African American), Hispanic, and Other. Those who 
were married or cohabiting were considered couples (non-
couples were used as the reference category) for marital/
relationship status. Working status was categorized as self-
employed, working for others, not working, and retired, 
and working for others was used as the reference category. 
Household annual income levels included less than $50,000 
(reference category), equal to or greater than $50,000 but 
less than $100,000, equal to or greater than $100,000 but 
less than $150,000, and $150,000 or above. Homeowner and 
urban residency were measured by whether the respondents 
owned a house and whether they lived in a Metropolitan 
Statistical Area (MSA). Health status had five categories: 
poor, fair, good, very good, and excellent, with poor health 
as a reference category.

Analyses
To examine the relationship between cognitive ability and 
financial advice-seeking behavior, the study’s first logis-
tic regression model tested whether the respondents (full 
sample) had sought advice from any of the nine sources 
listed in the survey. For those who sought financial advice, 
we conducted a second set of logistic regression models to 
see how cognitive ability and other vital factors are associ-
ated with three sources of financial advice: professionals, 
family members, and social networks. Additionally, based 
on the literature on the relationship between age and cog-
nitive decline (e.g., Li et al., 2015; Mazzonna & Peracchi, 
2018; Salthouse, 1996; Spaniol & Bayen; 2005), we cre-
ated interaction terms between the three cognitive ability 
variables and age categories to examine if the association 
between cognitive ability and financial advice-seeking 
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TABLE 1.  Descriptive Results (Total Sample: N = 6,095)

Total sample Those who seek advice Those who do not seek advice
Percentage/Mean Percentage/Mean Percentage/Mean

Seeking financial advice
Yes 81.06% – –

Yes, from professionals 33.02% 40.74% –
Yes, from family members 62.79% 77.45% –
Yes, from social networks 30.30% 37.38% –

Cognitive ability
Memory 89.40% 89.39% 89.46%
Objective numeracy (0–2) 1.43 1.44 1.37
Subjective numeracy (1–6) 4.22 4.24 4.14

Financial knowledge
Objective financial knowledge (0–3) 2.45 2.47 2.38
Subjective financial knowledge (1–7) 4.61 4.63 4.52

Mental distress (1–5) 3.23 3.23 3.19
Self-control (1–4) 2.97 2.98 2.93
Have retirement account 53.30% 55.19% 45.23%
Have pension 27.07% 27.09% 27.00%
Have investment 26.67% 28.86% 17.30%
Know where to find money advice (1–5) 3.61 3.67 3.36
Know when money advice needed (1–5) 3.47 3.53 3.20
Age

Age < 35 30.76% 32.56% 23.05%
35 ≤ age < 55 33.06% 32.38% 35.95%
55 ≤ age < 70 22.92% 21.98% 26.96%
70 ≤ age 13.26% 13.08% 14.05%

Male 48.50% 47.28% 53.73%
Bachelor’s degree or above 31.20% 33.06% 23.24%
Race

White 65.11% 64.60% 67.28%
Black 11.44% 11.64% 10.58%
Hispanic 15.33% 15.99% 12.48%
Other 8.13% 7.77% 9.66%
Marital status: Couple 62.17% 64.14% 53.76%

Working status
Self-employed 6.76% 6.55% 7.63%
Work for others 50.77% 51.52% 47.55%
Not working 21.74% 21.77% 21.63%
Retired 20.73% 20.16% 23.19%

Household income
Income < $50k 38.16% 35.97% 47.55%
$50k ≤ Income < $100k 30.42% 30.68% 29.33%
$100k ≤ Income < $150k 16.11% 16.90% 12.73%
$150k ≤ Income 15.30% 16.45% 10.40%
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differed by age. Following the recommendation of the 
NFWBS User’s Guide (CFPB, 2017), all analyses were 
weighted.

Results
Descriptive Results
From the total sample, approximately four out of five 
respondents (81%) had sought financial advice from at 
least one of the sources examined in this study. More than 
60% sought financial advice from family, about 33% from 
professionals, and about 30% from social networks. Most 
respondents (89%) reported having good memory, and 
their objective and subjective numeracy scores were 1.43 
(range: 0–2) and 4.22 (range: 1–6), respectively. All three 
measurements of cognitive ability positively correlated. 
The correlation coefficients were weak between memory 
and objective numeracy (0.05) and between memory and 
subjective numeracy (0.07), but were moderate between 
objective numeracy and subjective numeracy (0.30). 
A majority of the sample was White (65%) and coupled 
(62%). The detailed descriptive results are presented in 
Table 1.

The sources for financial advice had different patterns 
across age groups. The proportions of those who sought 
financial advice from professionals were higher among 
older age groups, but the proportions of those who sought 
financial advice from family members or social networks 
were higher among younger age groups. Moreover, all three 
aspects of cognitive ability showed patterns of decrease 
with age. The proportion of those who had good memory 
decreased, as did objective and subjective numeracy as age 
increased. These results are available from the authors upon 
request.

Multivariate Analyses Results
Who Sought Financial Advice? As shown in Table 2, in 
the base model without interaction terms between age and 
cognitive ability, memory, and objective numeracy were 
not statistically significant for explaining general advice-
seeking behavior. Subjective numeracy was negatively 
associated with advice-seeking, but only at the marginally 
significant level (p<.10). While objective financial knowl-
edge was associated positively with financial advice-seek-
ing behavior (p<.10), subjective financial knowledge was 
associated negatively with financial advice-seeking behav-
ior. Those who had non-retirement investments were more 
likely to seek financial advice. Additionally, knowing where 
and when to seek financial advice was positively related to 
seeking it.

Most demographic characteristics were associated sig-
nificantly with financial advice-seeking behavior except 
for working status, household income, and homeowner-
ship. Compared to those younger than 35, the older demo-
graphic reported lower odds of seeking financial advice in 
general. Men were less likely than women to seek advice, 
but men and women with college degrees were more likely 
than those without college degrees to seek advice (p<.10). 
Furthermore, Black and Hispanic respondents were more 
likely than White respondents to seek financial advice, and 
couples and metropolitan residents were more likely than 
singles and urban dwellers to seek advice. Health status 
was also a reliable indicator of advice-seeking behavior. 
Compared to those who reported poor health, those in good, 
very good, or excellent health were more likely to seek 
financial advice. In the interaction model, the age catego-
ries failed to show any significant moderating role between 
cognitive ability and financial advice-seeking.

TABLE 1.  Descriptive Results (Total Sample: N = 6,095) (Continued)
Total sample Those who seek advice Those who do not seek advice

Homeowner 58.97% 59.80% 55.45%
Urban residency 86.55% 87.37% 83.02%
Health
Poor 2.62% 2.23% 4.30%
Fair 12.72% 11.84% 16.49%
Good 33.95% 33.59% 35.50%
Very good 39.66% 40.65% 35.42%
Excellent 11.05% 11.69% 8.29%

Note. Weighted.
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TABLE 2. Logistic Regression Results on Financial Advice-Seeking Behavior (Total Sample: N = 6,095)
Base model Interaction model

Coef. SE Odds ratio Coef. SE Odds ratio
Cognitive ability

Memory –0.212 0.133 0.809 –0.291 0.338 0.748
Objective numeracy 0.042 0.065 1.043 –0.012 0.146 0.988
Subjective numeracy –0.059+ 0.035 0.942 –0.016 0.070 0.984

Financial knowledge
Objective financial knowledge 0.107+ 0.060 1.113 0.118+ 0.061 1.125
Subjective financial knowledge –0.092* 0.044 0.912 –0.093* 0.044 0.911

Mental distress 0.054 0.043 1.056 0.052 0.043 1.053
Self-control –0.098 0.091 0.906 –0.101 0.091 0.904
Having retirement account 0.159 0.098 1.172 0.161 0.098 1.174
Having pension –0.104 0.096 0.901 –0.103 0.095 0.902
Having investment 0.488*** 0.103 1.629 0.487*** 0.104 1.627
Know where to seek advice 0.222*** 0.048 1.248 0.224*** 0.048 1.251
Know when advice is needed 0.215*** 0.048 1.239 0.213*** 0.047 1.238
Socio-demographic variables

Age (ref: <35)
35 ≤ age < 55 –0.588*** 0.124 0.555 –0.168 0.417 0.846
55 ≤ age < 70 –0.642*** 0.144 0.526 –0.768+ 0.420 0.464
70 ≤ age –0.409* 0.194 0.664 –0.267 0.474 0.766

Gender (ref: female)
Male –0.228** 0.083 0.796 –0.229** 0.083 0.795

Education (ref: <college degree)
Bachelor’s degree or above 0.182+ 0.096 1.200 0.183+ 0.096 1.201

Race/ethnicity (ref: White)
Black 0.461** 0.137 1.586 0.455** 0.138 1.576
Hispanic 0.591*** 0.136 1.806 0.583*** 0.137 1.791
Other –0.146 0.161 0.864 –0.147 0.161 0.863

Marital status (ref: non-couple)
Couple 0.420*** 0.090 1.522 0.421*** 0.090 1.524

Working status (ref: work for others)
Self employed –0.142 0.175 0.868 –0.145 0.175 0.865
Not working 0.170 0.118 1.185 0.155 0.118 1.168
Retired 0.006 0.139 1.006 –0.002 0.140 0.998

Household income (ref: <$50k)
$50k ≤ income < $100k 0.074 0.103 1.077 0.073 0.103 1.075
$100k ≤ income < $150k 0.169 0.130 1.184 0.168 0.131 1.183
$150k ≤ income 0.176 0.155 1.193 0.190 0.156 1.210
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From Whom Do Individuals Seek Financial Advice?
Tables 3 and 4 report the logistic regression results of finan-
cial advice sources among advice seekers, using the base 
models and models with interaction terms between the three 
aspects of cognitive ability and age categories. As shown in 
Table 3, the roles of cognitive ability variables varied across 
the categories of financial advice providers. First, memory 
showed a positive association with seeking financial advice 
from family members. Moreover, those with higher objec-
tive numeracy were more likely to seek financial advice 
from professionals (p <.10) and family.

Objective financial knowledge was associated significantly 
and positively with seeking financial advice from profes-
sionals and family, but not from social networks. Mental 
distress was associated positively with seeking financial 
advice from professionals and social networks, but there 
was a negative association with seeking advice from fam-
ily. Interestingly, the associations between the ownership of 
the three types of financial products and financial advice-
seeking differed across advice sources. Specifically, those 

with retirement accounts or non-retirement investments 
were more likely to seek advice from professionals, but less 
likely to seek it from family. For seeking advice from social 
networks, the results were mixed: owning a retirement 
account was positively associated with social networks, but 
owning non-retirement investments was negatively associ-
ated with them. Unsurprisingly, knowing when and where 
to seek financial advice was positively associated with 
seeking professional advice.

In Table 3, sociodemographic variables showed different 
relationships across the three financial advice providers. 
Older respondents were more likely to seek advice from 
professionals, but less likely to seek financial advice from 
family or social networks. Male respondents were less 
likely than female respondents to seek advice from family. 
Those with a bachelor’s degree or higher were more likely 
to seek advice from professionals, but less likely to seek 
it from family compared to those without college degrees. 
Compared to White respondents, Black respondents were 
more likely to seek financial advice from professionals and 

Note. Weighted. ME = memory, ON = objective numeracy, SN = subjective numeracy.
+p < .1,*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

TABLE 2.  Logistic Regression Results on Financial Advice-Seeking Behavior (Total Sample: N = 6,095) 
(Continued)

Base model Interaction model
Homeowner 0.092 0.104 1.096 0.090 0.105 1.094
Metropolitan 0.227* 0.113 1.255 0.226* 0.113 1.254
Health status (ref: poor)

Fair 0.295 0.244 1.343 0.309 0.242 1.362
Good 0.463+ 0.238 1.589 0.475* 0.236 1.607
Very good 0.537* 0.241 1.711 0.551* 0.240 1.734
Excellent 0.677* 0.268 1.968 0.688* 0.268 1.989

Interaction terms
ME*35 ≤ age < 55 0.016 0.398 0.985
ME*55 ≤ age < 70 –0.023 0.405 1.023
ME*70 ≤ age 0.415 0.425 0.661
ON*35 ≤ age < 55 –0.001 0.178 0.999
ON*55 ≤ age < 70 0.162 0.179 1.176
ON*70 ≤ age 0.056 0.199 1.058
SN*35 ≤ age < 55 –0.101 0.085 0.904
SN*55 ≤ age < 70 –0.027 0.087 0.974
SN*70 ≤ age –0.040 0.099 0.961

Constant –0.268 0.451 0.765 -0.303 0.565 0.739
Pseudo R square 0.066 0.067
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social networks. Couples were more likely to seek financial 
advice from family, but less likely to seek it from profes-
sionals or social networks. Compared to those who were 
employed, non-working individuals were less likely to seek 
financial advice from professionals or social networks, but 
more likely to do so from family. The employed were more 
likely to seek advice from social networks compared to 
other working people, such as the self-employed. Income 
was also positively associated with seeking financial advice 
from family, but negatively associated with seeking advice 
from social networks.

After including the interactions of age and cognitive ability 
factors in the models shown in Table 4, objective numer-
acy became positively associated with seeking advice 
from social networks, and subjective numeracy became 
positively associated with seeking advice from profession-
als. Memory and objective numeracy maintained positive 
associations with seeking financial advice from family. 
Compared to those younger than 35, other older age groups 
showed a higher likelihood of seeking financial advice from 
professionals and a lower likelihood of seeking advice from 
family. The associations between cognitive ability measures 
and financial advice-seeking behavior were moderated by 
age. The interaction results indicated that compared to those 
younger than 35, older age groups (35–55 and older than 
70) with higher subjective numeracy were less likely to 
seek financial advice from financial professionals (p <.10). 
Furthermore, those older than 35 with good memory were 
less likely to seek financial advice from family. Finally, 
those older than 35 with higher objective numeracy were 
less likely to use social networks as financial advice sources.

Discussion, Limitations, and Implications
Discussion
This study supports previous studies that found cognitive 
ability to be a significant determinant of financial decision-
making and behavior (e.g., Agarwal & Mazumder, 2013; 
Dohmen et al., 2010). More importantly, it provides an 
expanded understanding of the relationship between cog-
nitive ability and financial advice-seeking behavior by 
examining three dimensions of cognitive ability and decom-
posing the sources of financial advice into professionals, 
family, and social networks. Inconsistent findings in the 
previous literature (e.g., Kim et al., 2019; Kramer, 2016) 
concerning the relationship between cognitive ability and 
financial advice-seeking called for a better understanding of 

financial decision-making and behavior. Even among those 
studies that found a significant relationship between cogni-
tive ability and financial advice-seeking, the direction of the 
association was mixed (see Gamble et al., 2015; Kim et al., 
2019; Kramer, 2016). For example, while Kim et al. (2019) 
found that having higher cognitive ability was associated 
with seeking financial advice from professionals, Gamble 
et al. (2015) found that a decline in cognitive ability was 
associated with seeking help with financial decisions out-
side the household.

When we consider financial advice-seeking behavior from 
the sources in general, Hypothesis 1, which proposed the 
relationships between the three aspects of cognitive ability 
and financial advice-seeking, was not generally supported 
by the results. The base and interaction models of general 
financial advice-seeking behavior indicated objective and 
subjective financial knowledge having opposite associa-
tions with financial advice-seeking. This echoed the litera-
ture in that although objective knowledge may promote 
advice-seeking (e.g., Collins, 2012), subjective knowledge 
is negatively associated with hiring professional advisors 
(Finke et al., 2011). While it was not the present study’s 
focus, investigating the inconsistent influences of objective 
and subjective financial knowledge on financial behavior 
might be a productive area for future research.

The study contributes to the literature by identifying three 
major sources of financial advice and comparing prefer-
ences for these sources by advice-seekers. While most pre-
vious studies using NFCS and SCF (e.g., Collins, 2012; 
Hanna, 2011; Robb et al., 2012) focused on financial plan-
ners and/or advisors as the main source of advice-seeking, 
this study used the unique variables in NFWBS to expand 
our understanding of the financial advice-seeking sources 
by incorporating other sources such as family, employers, 
and friends/co-workers, community-based organizations, 
and governments. In particular, the results in both the base 
and interaction models show that the relationship between 
cognitive ability and seeking financial advice differs with 
sources of advice.

Our examination of the three dimensions of cognitive abil-
ity shows that among advice-seekers, those with good 
memory are more likely to approach family for financial 
advice, and those with higher objective numeracy are more 
likely to seek it from financial professionals and family 
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members. These findings add to the literature that stressed 
the importance of family as a source of information for 
financial decisions (Abreu & Mendes, 2012; Kwon, 2004) 
by suggesting that certain aspects of cognitive ability might 
indicate the need for financial advice from family. One rea-
son for this might be that those with high cognitive abil-
ity can better process complex information and complete 
financial tasks (Korniotis & Kumar, 2010; Okonkwo et al., 
2006) and tend to choose family members as cost-efficient 
advice sources.

The study found a positive relationship between objec-
tive numeracy (but not subjective numeracy) and seeking 
financial advice from family members and professionals 
(marginally significant) of advice-seekers. After controlling 
interactions between age and cognitive ability, subjective 
numeracy showed a positive relationship with seeking advice 
from professionals, especially among younger respondents. 
Moreover, in the interaction model, a positive relation-
ship was presented between objective financial knowledge 
and seeking financial advice from professionals and fam-
ily members, which is consistent with findings of previous 
studies (Collins, 2012; Robb et al., 2012).

Limitations
One limitation of the present study is that it measured only 
three aspects of cognitive ability: memory, objective numer-
acy, and subjective numeracy. Other aspects of cognitive 
function such as IQ (see Chatterjee & Zahirovic-Herbert, 
2010) and its relationship to financial advice-seeking and 
source preference might be explored in future research. A 
further limitation is that the present study examined only 
cross-sectional relationships between cognitive ability and 
financial advice-seeking. Therefore, it is difficult to say with 
confidence that the relationship is causal. Future research 
should explore changes in cognitive ability over time and 
its relationship with financial advice-seeking and the deci-
sion-making process using longitudinal data. Finally, sub-
domains of financial advice such as savings and investment 
planning, tax planning, credit and borrowing advice, etc., 
can be further examined because families and individuals 
may prefer different sources of financial advice depending 
on their specific financial concerns.

Implications
The findings of this study provide implications for policy-
makers and financial advice and service providers. First, 

this study indicates that individuals who are more numer-
ate and financially literate are more likely to identify finan-
cial professionals as optimal sources for financial advice, 
whereas those with low numeracy and financial knowledge 
may avoid using financial professionals such as finan-
cial advisors, planners, or counselors for financial advice. 
Recent studies show that financial advice from profes-
sionals is beneficial to individuals in both subjective (i.e., 
satisfaction) and objective (i.e., credit outcome) outcomes 
(Despard et al., in press; Ryan & Cude, 2021). For these 
reasons, policies should be developed to help those who are 
less financially knowledgeable and numerate to identify and 
adopt the best sources for financial advice, since numeracy 
is a significant dimension of cognitive function and asso-
ciates significantly with financial behavior (e.g., Banks & 
Oldfield, 2007; Huhmann & McQuitty, 2009; Lusardi & 
Mitchell, 2007).

Financial practitioners also need to expand their services 
using technology and virtual service, providing platforms 
for accessible and transparent financial advice and ser-
vices to those with low cognitive ability. Since financial 
knowledge plays a critical role in financial behavior (e.g., 
Deenanath et al., 2019; Hilgert et al., 2003; Huston, 2010), 
long-term policies and practices should focus on promot-
ing financial numeracy and literacy while providing finan-
cial advice through multiple sources. Furthermore, policies 
should also focus on providing reachable, affordable, and 
customized employer-, government-, or community-based 
financial advice, counseling, and intervention services to 
larger populations such as younger generations, those with 
poor mental health, those living in non-metropolitan areas, 
and other underserved populations.
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