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Abstract: This paper describes why it is important for

financial service advisors to understand how client

stress impacts the client-financial advisor relation-

ship. A key finding is that few clients are able to accu-

rately evaluate their level of financial stress. It was

determined that less than one out of five prospective

clients are able to identify their stress level accurately.

This means that only about 20% of prospective clients

are cognitively receptive to receiving and implement-

ing financial recommendations.
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Introduction

here is one sure way to create unease among a
group of Americans—mention the words
stressor or stress and the average person’s anx-

iety will increase. This happens because people strongly
believe that their lives are filled with strain, and the
thought that more pressure might be added causes anx-
iety. Sometimes people confuse the terms “stressor” and
“stress.” Although the words are associated with feeling
anxious and are similar in meaning, their technical def-
initions are quite precise. A stressor is an external envi-
ronmental stimulus that results in mental worry.1 Stress,
on the other hand, refers to a person’s emotional
response to a stressor. Keyes, Hatzenbuehler, and Hasin2

noted that exposure to stress is a common daily experi-
ence. Some stressors are minor, while others can be clas-
sified as chronic (e.g., unemployment and financial
hardship).3 Those who study stress estimate that Amer-
icans experience 50 to 200 minor stressors per day,4

with 40% of Americans facing a moderate to chronic
interpersonal, work, school, home, health, or environ-
mental stressor on a daily basis.5 While stress is often
associated with negative outcomes, some stress can be
positive. Eustress creates an encouraging psychological
and physiological mental state. Examples of eustress
include external pressure to study as a means to passing
an examination or successfully meeting a sales goal to
obtain a financial bonus. 

Although some degree of eustress is present in the
daily lives of people, the majority of stressors experi-
enced by Americans do not lead to positive outcomes.
Stressors have a tendency to cause negative worry.6
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Harmful stress is commonly referred to as “distress.”
Daily examples include receiving a parking ticket, deal-
ing with rude or inconsiderate clients, feeling out of
control in relation to market events, experiencing a death
in the family, or facing a loss in income or asset value.
Distress creates cognitive, emotional, and physiological
changes in the body, and as the name implies, distress is
associated with both negative short- and long-term psy-
chological and physical changes in nearly all people. 

Although financial service advisors are generally
quick to acknowledge that a client’s stress level likely
impacts the client-advisor relationship, until recently
there has been little scientific evidence to support this
notion. Studies have explored the issue of trust in the
client-financial advisor relationship,7 but few studies
have explicitly evaluated the role stress plays in shaping
these relationships.8 Further, there have been limited
clinical studies conducted to determine how accurate
clients are in describing their level of stress as measured
by physiological responses. The purpose of this paper is
to provide evidence of the harmful effects stress pro-
duces in the financial planning process and to describe
the subjective and objective stress levels of clients. Specif-
ically, this paper describes how well clients are able to
evaluate their stress level after meeting with a financial
service advisor. Evidence from this paper serves as a basis
for further discussions within the profession that deal
with strategic ways to help manage stress in the client-
financial advisor relationship. 

The Brain and Stress

It is important to consider how the brain processes
stressors as a way to understand how individuals respond
to stress. It is useful to think of the brain as consisting of
three levels. The lowest level of the brain9 connects the
spinal cord to the brain stem. This part of the brain is
responsible for involuntary functions of the body, such as
breathing and the heartbeat, as well as changes in physi-
ological state brought on by a stressor.10 The midlevel sec-
tion of the brain11 is responsible for regulation of emo-
tions, such as pain and pleasure. Finally, the third and
highest level of the brain12 is responsible for cognitions.
This portion of the brain uses logic, memory, and intu-
ition to determine if a stressor should be acted upon.13

Understanding brain functions has important impli-
cations for financial service advisors. Clients who are
experiencing stress, unless the stress is managed appropri-
ately, may respond to stressors produced in the client-
financial advisor relationship based on analyses occurring
in the lowest level of the brain. This helps explain why
some individuals resist the opportunity to work with a
financial advisor—they perceive the possibility of meet-
ing with an advisor as a high stress event and react in a
“fight or flight” mode. Measuring an individual’s physi-
ological state (the method of stress evaluation used in this
study) provides an initial indication of how the brain is
reacting to a stressor.

Stress, Myopia, and the 

Client-Financial Advisor Relationship

As nearly any financial services professional can
attest, clients who exhibit signs of stress—fatigue, irri-
tability, anxiety, poor concentration, etc.—rarely make
financially prudent decisions. One primary reason is
that as stress increases, the body overproduces cortisol,
which is strongly associated with negative effects such as
shortsightedness, poor attitude, and depression.14 Corti-
sol levels tend to rise as individuals age. Given the demo-
graphic profile of clients who are actively interested in the
financial planning process, issues surrounding the con-
cepts of stress and cortisol become immediately evident.
For instance, the increased level of cortisol in older adults
has been linked to increased anxiety, poorer memory
recall, and even Alzheimer’s disease.15 The overproduc-
tion of cortisol and elevated levels of stress tend to block
higher order thinking by focusing decisions in the low-
est level of the brain, resulting in a myopic outlook for
stressed individuals. Stress theories suggest that worrying
about the past is just as damaging to one’s physiological
state as worrying about the future, so living in the pres-
ent, while planning for the future, is an ideal way to
manage stress.16 Unfortunately, this is easier said than
done for most people. Even among those who consider
themselves to be long-term oriented, a short-term deci-
sion perspective dominates when a person is faced with
high stress. That is, the fight or flight process of decision
making dominates thought and action processes. 

Clients bring varying levels of stress with them when
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engaging the services of a financial advisor. Some stress
is caused by stressors totally outside the control of the
advisor (e.g., death in client’s family, inheritance received
by client, speeding ticket received prior to the meeting).
Other stressors are not only within the control of advi-
sors, but may actually be prompted by the advisor and
his/her staff. Consider the initial client meeting. Few
prospective clients awake early in anticipation of meeting
a financial advisor for the first time. Questions and con-
cerns related to finding the “right fit,” fees, paperwork,
and answering an advisor’s probing queries increase the
level of stress experienced by prospective clients prior to
meetings. When combined, these make visiting a finan-
cial service professional on par with seeing a dentist for
the first time—something that is necessary but not
enthusiastically anticipated. Once a client enters the
advisor’s workplace, the office environment may also
contribute to financial stress. Grable and Britt,17 for
example, noted that the use of paper versus electronic
client intake forms can change client perceptions. It is
possible that other aspects of a financial advisor’s environ-
mental work area may likewise influence attitudinal,
behavioral, and stress responses among clients.

Imagine the emotional state of a prospective client.
They may be hesitant to reveal too much of their per-
sonal and financial history to a relative stranger (i.e., the
financial advisor). They may also be concerned about the
costs associated with the planning process and the risks
involved with implementing recommendations. They
may similarly be too hot or too cold, uncomfortable, or
they may unconsciously feel separated from the advisor
by way of desks, computers, or other equipment. At a
minimum, this type of client will tend to be, at least ini-
tially, somewhat defensive in their responses to ques-
tions. If their stress level is elevated, their defensiveness
may be exhibited by a myopic perspective and answers
that lack depth. Viewing the world myopically decreases
the likelihood of thinking long term and implementing
financial advisor recommendations. 

It follows that the client-financial advisor relation-
ship can be strengthened and more effective if financial
service advisors understand not only how stress can jeop-
ardize the client-financial advisor relationship, but also
how well clients are able to estimate their stress level. This

latter point is important. Clients who are unable to accu-
rately gauge and manage their stress may behave in ways
that run counter to their long-term financial well-being.
Advisors need baseline measures of stress estimation bias
to appreciate why some clients may act counter to their
best interest. 

Measuring Stress

When evaluating client stress, one of two approaches
can be used. Within a research setting, subjective meas-
urements of stress require participants to evaluate and
report their own stress level. For example, clients can be
asked to indicate a numeric value for stress on a question-
naire or by responding to questions asked verbally.
Objective measurements of stress do not rely on self-
reports. Rather, objective evaluations use a client’s phys-
iological response to a stressor as a direct stress measure-
ment. While subjective measurements of stress are quick
and convenient, clients may unintentionally misjudge or
intentionally misreport their stress level. Objective meas-
urements of stress, while often more difficult and costly
to use, tend to be more accurate because participants are
generally unable to falsify their physiological response to
stress. It is an interesting side note that little is known
about the accuracy of client stress evaluation within the
financial services domain.18

Bioassessment: An Objective Measure of Stress
Bioassessment involves the use of physiological feed-

back to assess the psychological state of being of individ-
uals. Bioassessment data can be gathered in a number of
ways, including the measurement of changes in heart
rate, sweat production, or skin temperature. As stressors
increase, the body’s natural fight or flight response creates
almost instantaneous changes in heart rate and temper-
ature. The use of a skin temperature measurement is
one tool that can be used both in a clinical setting and in
office environments. As an individual’s stress level
increases, his/her skin temperature, which is typically
assessed on one or more fingers, decreases. This is a nat-
ural body response involving the redirecting of blood
from the extremities to the vital organs.19 In effect, this
lowering of skin temperature is the brain’s most basic
method of improving the odds of successful fight or
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flight. From a research perspective, changes in skin tem-
perature provide a very useful indicator of when and
where a particular stimulus increases or decreases stress.20

It is somewhat obvious that a client’s level of stress
plays a role in shaping the client-financial advisor rela-
tionship. Clients who exhibit high stress act differently
(e.g., greater fatigue, more frequent and intense
headaches, poor attention, poor problem-solving skills,
greater irritability) than those with low stress.21 This is
true regardless of where stressors are introduced into the
client’s life. Of course, it behooves financial service advi-
sors to take steps to manage stressors within the office
environment, but it is also important to understand how
accurate clients are when evaluating their own stress
level. This type of information may help answer a long-
asked question within the profession, namely, why some
clients are willing to implement financial advisor recom-
mendations willingly while others fight the notion of
plan implementation. 

Methods

A quasi-experimental method22 was used to gather
data to evaluate the ability of clients to estimate their stress
level after an initial client-financial advisor meeting. Sim-
ilar to Arena and Hobbs23 and Wild, Clark, Ehlers, and
McManus,24 36 individuals were recruited to participate in
the study during summer 2011. Complete data were avail-
able for 33 participants. Participants were recruited through
flyers posted in a professional office building housing a
diverse variety of professions, including the financial plan-
ning office used to meet with the participants from this
study. The flyer asked individuals to meet with a trained
financial advisor for a brief interview. Participants who
completed the interview process received $15 cash. Partic-
ipants in the study had not previously met the advisor, nor
were they prompted before the meeting regarding the types
of data gathering questions to be asked. 

Upon arrival at the office, participants were asked to
complete a client intake and consent form. Each participant
was escorted to a private office where a research assistant set
up the physiological assessment device, which involved
connecting a skin temperature sensor to the participant’s
right forefinger.25 This measure of physiological response
was used to proxy the objective stress of participants. 

The research assistant then introduced the financial
advisor and exited the room. The advisor questions were
prescripted and included queries related to financial
goals, past financial behavior, and financial aspirations.
At the end of the meeting, participants were asked to
complete a postinterview assessment. The following
seven questions related to participants’ subjective stress
levels were included in the questionnaire: 
1. I feel anxious about my financial situation.
2. I have difficulty sleeping because of my financial

situation.
3. I have difficulty concentrating on my school/or work

because of my financial situation
4. I am irritable because of my financial situation.
5. I have difficulty controlling worrying about my

financial situation.
6. My muscles feel tense because of worries about my

financial situation.
7. I feel fatigued because I worry about my financial

situation. 
Participants were prompted to answer each query on

a seven-point scale, where 1 = Never and 7 = Always. A
principal component factor analysis was used to verify that
the items loaded as one factor, which they did with high
reliability (a = .90). Based on the analysis, the seven items
were summed to create a subjective financial stress measure.

Subjective financial stress scores were then regressed
on each participant’s objectively measured stress score,
which was captured at the point of the advisor’s summary
narrative during the client-financial advisor meeting.
The choice to use skin temperature readings taken at the
end of the session was made for several reasons. First, the
measurement allowed the participants ample time to
adjust to the room, advisor, and questioning procedure.
Second, the assessment tended to be the most stable
across participants, and third, the measurement occurred
very close in time to each participant’s completion of the
postmeeting survey. 

The ability of clients to assess their stress level was
tested using a differential prediction methodology.
Unstandardized predicted stress scores from the regres-
sion were saved for each participant. In effect, the pre-
dicted scores indicated what a person’s subjective stress
level evaluation should have been given their objective
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stress level. Residual values were estimated by subtracting
predicted stress scores from each participant’s subjec-
tively measured score. This differential prediction tech-
nique provides a unique insight into a person’s ability to
accurately evaluate their level of stress. A negative resid-
ual indicates an underestimation of financial stress, while
a positive residual score suggests an overestimation of
stress. Estimation accuracy occurs on occasions where the
residual score is 0 or close to 0.

Findings

As shown in Figure 1, participants in the study did
a poor job of evaluating their financial stress level. The
median residual stress score was –1.03, with a standard
deviation of 8.27. Scores ranged from a low of –11.15 to
a high of 23.36. Only 18% of participants were able to
gauge their stress level accurately, as measured by a resid-
ual stress score less than 1.0 or greater than –1.0. 

A key finding from this study is that few participants
were able to accurately evaluate their level of financial
stress. This finding is premised, of course, on the assump-
tion that objectively measured stress is more accurate
and reliable than subjective measures. What is surprising
is the number of participants who were unable to cor-
rectly evaluate their stress level. Scores greater than 10.0
or less than –10.0 suggest significant incapacity to assess
financial stress accurately. Further, the results indicate

that less than one out of five prospective clients were able
to identify their real stress level. Worse still, nearly 50%
of participants in the study were in what some might call
“stress denial.” That is, they underestimated their level of
financial stress, some to a large extent. As suggested ear-
lier in this paper, it is these types of clients who are most
likely to cause financial service advisors difficulties
because the client may seem to be in a low stress state
when, in fact, he/she is objectively more stressed. The
result is a person who may be in a fight or flight mode of
thinking. On the other hand, about 30% of participants
may be stress hypochondriacs. In other words, they
believe their financial stress is greater than it is when
measured objectively. Even though their assessment is not
accurate, they may also fall into a fight or flight mode of
thinking based on their subjective judgment. This leaves
just fewer than 20% of participants who were in a cog-
nitive and receptive state to receive and implement finan-
cial recommendations. 

Discussion

Since the inception of the financial advisory profes-
sion and going back to the formative days of insurance
sales, financial service advisors have wondered why some
prospective clients seem to be more receptive to the plan-
ning process than others. Factors such as cash flow, net
worth, age, and general socioeconomic characteristics, in
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addition to social norms, play important roles in answer-
ing this question. The function of client stress is now
beginning to be recognized as another key factor shaping
planning behavior. Individuals who are in a high stress
state act differently, both cognitively and physiologically,
than those exhibiting a normal stress level. In this study,
roughly 80% of research participants were predicted to
be unable to accurately evaluate their financial stress
level. This leaves, at the most, one out of two individu-
als receptive to the idea of meeting with a financial serv-
ice advisor and only one out of five who are emotionally
and cognitively ready to implement recommendations. 

Financial service advisors can use this information as
a point of practice management discussion. Advisors
who are interested in possibly increasing the number of
clients served and helping prospective and current clients
implement recommendations may find that taking steps
to manage client stress is a worthwhile investment of
time and resources. As mentioned earlier in the paper,
numerous stressors are beyond the management control
of an advisor; however, many stressors are controllable.
Focusing on ways to make the advisor office environ-
ment more inviting and less stressful is an obvious way to
help manage client stress. For example, Ulrich, Simons,
Losito, Fiorito, Miles, and Zelson26 noted that after
experiencing a stressor, a person’s heart rate declines
upon exposure to a natural outdoor environment, and
increases upon exposure to an urban outdoor environ-
ment. Similarly, Lohr, Pearson-Mims, and Goodwin27

found that the presence of plants in a windowless setting
resulted in a slower rise in participants’ blood pressure
during a stressful task, as compared to participants in a
windowless setting without plants. This suggests that
the liberal use of plants and flowers within an office may
be an effective tool for reducing client stress.

Research suggests that listening to music can affect
physiological stress levels. Although the specific type of
music is highly dependent on cultural preferences,28

research results suggest that listening to classical musical
has greater stress-reducing ability when compared to lis-
tening to heavy metal or sitting in silence.29 This is con-
sistent with meta-analysis results reported by Pelletier30

who found that slower, nonlyrical music with low-pitched
string instruments that does not drastically change in

volume is most effective in reducing stress, especially
when the music is listened to on a regular basis.

The effects of man-made aspects of the environment
on stress levels have also been studied. Research suggests
that the presence of fractal art during a stressful task may
result in decreased stress levels.31 Kuller, Mikelides, and
Janssens32 studied the effects of wall color in an indoor set-
ting on participants’ brain activity and heart rate response
while completing various tasks. It is generally acknowl-
edged that the use of neutral colors and browns will induce
calmness, blues will improve mood, while reds, yellows,
and greens tend to increase arousal and stress. As these
environmental stress-reduction strategies indicate, there are
a multitude of choices and combinations that can be
incorporated into an office environment.33

To summarize, the impact of client stress can create
a negative emotional state that limits a client’s willingness
to engage fully with a financial service advisor. While
providing a comprehensive list of specific stress-man-
agement strategies is beyond the scope of this paper, it is
hoped that the information provided in this discussion
will help promote dialog within the profession about
the important role client stress plays in shaping the
client-financial advisor relationship. Further clinical stud-
ies are needed to test stress-management strategies, tools,
and techniques. In the meantime, there is no need for
financial service advisors to become overly anxious about
stress, as long as the notion that stress really does matter
is incorporated into the planning process. ■
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