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This article presents findings from a study that examined the factors that influence who is more
likely to seek and use help with their retirement questions and concerns from professional advi-
sors or others, including friends, colleagues, and publications. A model of retirement help-seek-
ing behavior is presented. Logistic regression results using data from the 1998 Retirement Con-
fidence Survey (N = 711) showed that among preretirees, women versus men, those who (a) had
higher incomes, (b) exhibited better financial behaviors, (c) had positive and proactive attitudes
toward retirement, and (d) had a higher level of financial risk-tolerance were more likely to seek
and use help from financial professionals when making retirement investment decisions.

The looming retirement crisis that awaits baby boomers and those in
younger age cohorts has been widely reported in both the academic
and trade press. The increasing number of retirees, the aging of baby
boomers, an insecure Social Security system, and the transfer of
investment risk from employers to employees are all factors that are
prompting “a growing fraction of the U.S. population . . . to contem-
plate its future in retirement with alarm” (Mitchell, Gordon, &
Twinney, 1997, p. 1). As suggested by Mitchell et al., this increased
level of reporting on retirement planning issues is also triggering a
renewed focus on and evaluation of Americans’ level of preparedness
for retirement. Furthermore, recent reports from the National Endow-
ment for Financial Education (1999) show that today’s retirees are dif-
ferent from traditional retirees and that the responsibility for
retirement security will continue to shift away from organizations to
individuals, which may lead to increased financial stress and a weak-
ening of financial well-being during retirement in the years to come.
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Although it is increasingly apparent that alarm about retirement
issues continues to motivate some Americans to make serious finan-
cial decisions and implement financial strategies today to accumulate
income-generating wealth during retirement, it is equally true that
most Americans tend to be just as unprepared for retirement as in the
past (Topkis, 1999). There is a general consensus among family and
consumer sciences professionals that Americans need and want more
information about (a) retirement; (b) retirement alternatives, both
financial and otherwise; and (c) strategies to meet their retirement
standard of living objectives. However, little is known about where
individuals turn to obtain such information or what characteristics
differentiate individuals who seek and use professional retirement-
planning assistance from those who do not.

This article is an attempt to address these issues by presenting find-
ings from a study that examined who is more likely to seek and use
retirement-planning help from a professional rather than from an
informal source (e.g., the media, friend, colleague, etc.). Specifically,
this study used empirical data from the 1998 Retirement Confidence
Survey to examine whether individuals with different demographic
characteristics, financial behaviors, attitudes toward retirement, and
risk tolerance were more likely to seek and use help from financial
professionals when making retirement investment decisions.

RESEARCH JUSTIFICATION

Some individuals turn to retirement planning professionals
(including financial counselors and planners) for help, whereas oth-
ers are more likely to seek and use help from friends, family, or work
colleagues. Other sources of help include media sources (e.g., televi-
sion, newspapers, and magazines) and nonretirement experts such as
attorneys and tax professionals; however, a large group of individuals
tend to choose a different option, namely, to forego any help. As
Topkis (1999) pointed out, some people just do not save enough or
know enough about retirement, and they have no intention or desire
to know any more.

If it is acknowledged that retirement-planning services offered by
professionals can improve consumers’ retirement knowledge, atti-
tudes, and behaviors more effectively than other sources of help
(Brenner, 1998), and that these improvements can lead to enhanced
consumer well-being (Bae & Sandager, 1997; Hira & Mugenda, 1999;



Joo, Grable / SEEKING, USING RETIREMENT PLANNING HELP 39

Mason, 1993; Taylor-Carter, Cook, & Weinberg, 1997), then it follows
that understanding which factors influence a person’s decision to
seek and use help with their retirement planning is important. It is for
this reason that help-seeking research is an important line of inquiry
within the family and consumer sciences profession.

In addition to improving the knowledge of financial counselors,
planners, and consumer advocates, help-seeking research can also
add to the family and consumer sciences literature by indicating why
some individuals are more successful in meeting their financial objec-
tives than others. The outcome of help-seeking research can lead to
the development of important tools that can be used when working
with clients both in diagnosing problems and in developing prescrip-
tive measures to remove barriers to help seeking. Although the field
of help-seeking research is not new, the adaptation of existing models
in sociology, medicine, and psychiatric care to the field of personal
finance and retirement planning is relatively new (Grable & Joo,
1999). As with any new research endeavor, it is not uncommon for
practitioners and researchers to ask why this new line of academic
inquiry should be given precedence and attention. Help-seeking
research related to personal finance and retirement planning can be
used to better understand why people save, invest, spend, borrow,
make other financial decisions, or take other financial directions by
linking knowledge, attitudes, demographic and socioeconomic foun-
dations, and psychometric factors into an explanation of help-seeking
behaviors.

RELATED LITERATURE

Help-seeking behavior research follows a line of academic inquiry
first proposed by Katona (1951, 1980) who theorized the potential
positive outcomes of identifying individual and group similarities
and differences in economic situations using both traditional eco-
nomic and psychographic assessment tools. The testing of an individ-
ual’s decision to seek and use help for a retirement-planning issue or
event stems directly from this original line of inquiry, and as such,
retirement planning help-seeking behavior is operationally defined
as anaction by an individual to seek and use assistance from a second-
ary source for dealing with retirement and personal finance
challenges.
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A methodological assumption found throughout the literature
suggests that help-seeking behavior includes both seeking and using
help (Kaskutas, Weisner, & Caetano, 1996; Phillips & Murrell, 1994;
Reidy & Von Korff, 1991; Smith, 1992; Varney, Rohsenow, Dey, Zwick,
& Monti, 1995). The literature suggests that behavioral change is
unlikely to occur if an individual solely seeks feedback or information
(Lee, 1997). Lee concluded that “help-seeking behaviors are
proactive” (p. 337), and that help seekers proactively define their
problems, search for an individual to help them, and use or imple-
ment help provided. This is in sharp contrast to the assumption that
help seekers are passive agents. Lee’s (1997) conclusions can also be
used to help differentiate help seekers from information seekers. An
information seeker is one who simply looks for information, whereas
help seeking requires “a help seeker to initiate an interaction with the
potential helper” (p. 338) with the intent to use the help provided.

According to Lown and Cook (1990), few studies have examined
help-seeking behavior for financial problems, and fewer have
addressed the issue of retirement-planning help-seeking behavior. A
partial explanation for this lack of research interest in help-seeking
behavior was given by Kerkmann (1998), who stated that there is little
consensus about what motivates or determines someone’s decision to
seek advice, putadvice into practice, or how to make other changes in
financial habits.

Furthermore, the factors and personal characteristics of those who
seek and use professional retirement-planning help compared with
those who do not have yet to be fully identified within the domain of
personal and family finance. Currently, more is known about those
who seek and use help for nonpersonal finance related problems (e.g.,
substance abuse, weight loss, and marital distress) than is known
about those who seek and use help with their personal finances. How-
ever, the need to know about personal finance and retirement
help-seeking behavior is important because the issue traverses a mul-
titude of disciplines. For example, there may or may not be similari-
ties or differences between help-seekers across professional domains.
Furthermore, there may be relationships between and among
help-seeking behaviors for seemingly nonpersonal finance problems
and financial behaviors (Hira & Mugenda, 1999). Until more is known
about personal finance and retirement help-seeking behaviors, these
relationships will remain a mystery.
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New Directions in Help-Seeking Research

Researchers interested in understanding personal finance
help-seeking behaviors have made great strides in attempting to
move beyond simple explanations of help seeking that have, in the
past, been based almost entirely on demographic and socioeconomic
indicators (e.g., age and income). It is possible, as Doyle (1999) has
suggested, that explanations of behavior in relation to money and
financial situations include more factors than those traditionally asso-
ciated with economic thinking. In other words, to truly understand
human behavior when seeking help for retirement questions and con-
cerns, it may be necessary to include attitudinal as well as demo-
graphic and socioeconomic measures into empirical tests of behavior.

The above conclusion emerges in part from research endeavors
conduced primarily outside the family and consumer sciences profes-
sion. For example, even though help-seeking behavior research
within the domain of personal finance is limited, much is already
known about the care-seeking and use behavior of patients with men-
tal disorders (Rhi, Ha, & Kim, 1995) and those who seek and use help
for depression, alcoholism, gambling addiction, weight disorders,
drug addiction, AIDS, cancer, diabetes, delinquency, emotional dis-
tress, and forms of chronic disability (e.g., Corney, 1990; Good &
Wood, 1995; Phillips & Murrell, 1994; Preston, 1996; Riessman &
Carroll, 1995; Wood, Cochran, & Pfefferbaum, 1995). Findings from
these nonpersonal finance help-seeking studies suggest that individ-
ual demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, psychological,
and related behaviors tend to have the most direct influence on
help-seeking behavior (Auslander & Litwin, 1990; Kaskutas et al.,
1996; Nickerson, Helms, & Terrell, 1994; Phillips & Murrell, 1994;
Preston, 1996; Rhi et al., 1995; Shek, 1992).

Demographic and socioeconomic factors. Demographic and socioeco-
nomic factors have a long history of use by professionals and
researchers as determinants of help-seeking behavior. For example,
both research and empirical evaluation suggests that older adults
tend to be more reluctant to seek and use help than younger individu-
als (Auslander & Litwin, 1990; Esters, Cooker, & Ittenbach, 1998; Gall,
Kratzer, Jones, & DeCooke, 1990; Kaskutas et al., 1996; Phillips &
Murrell, 1994). Other similar factors have also been found to influence
help-seeking behavior. Clausen (1980) and Banerjee and Suparna
(1998) found that the most consistent factors affecting help-seeking
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behavior included income and education, with those individuals and
families having more income and higher levels of education tending
to seek and use help more quickly and maintaining help longer. Long-
shore, Grills, and Anglin (1997) concluded that factors such as gender,
education, marital status, ethnic background, and problem-related
behaviors also tend to influence help-seeking behaviors.

Attitudinal factors. Gall et al. (1990) and others (e.g., Lee, 1997;
Newman & Schwager, 1993; Ryan & Pintrich, 1997) have suggested
that a person’s feeling regarding their social competence, compared
with a self-selected peer group, can also influence help-seeking
behavior. Lee (1997) observed the following: “Individuals do not seek
and use help, even when help is needed and available, because
help-seeking implies incompetence and dependence, and therefore is
related to powerlessness” (p. 336). Other factors have also been found
to affect help-seeking behavior. Cepeda-Benito and Short (1998)
found that specific behaviors and distress could be used to predict the
likelihood of seeking and using help.

Personal Finance Help-Seeking Behavior

Although literature concerning help-seeking behavior within the
domain of personal finance generally, and retirement planning specif-
ically, is limited, it is reasonable to assume that personal financial
behaviors and problems can be understood using the same type of
factors used within the psychological, physiological, and sociological
professions (Grable & Joo, 1999; Kerkmann, 1998). Thus, it follows
that a set of demographic factors might influence help-seeking behav-
ior as it relates to retirement planning. For example, Carole (1997)
reported that a person’s gender, age, and ethnic background may
have an impact on personal finance help-seeking behavior. Carole
noted that older persons tend not to seek and use help in financial
matters and that men and non-Whites are less likely to seek and use
help. Other factors, such as a person’s socioeconomic characteristics
(e.g., income and education), attitudes, and financial behaviors may
also influence help-seeking decisions and behaviors. For instance,
Grable and Joo (1999) found that financial stress and financial behav-
iors are related to personal finance help-seeking behaviors.
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PERSONAL FINANCE HELP-SEEKING:
A CONCEPTUAL UNDERSTANDING

Suchman (1966) was among the first theorists to develop a concep-
tualization of help-seeking behaviors for sociopsychological behav-
iors. Since his original theoretical conceptualization, much psycho-
logical, sociological, and physiological research has been based on his
work. Grable and Joo (1999) adapted Suchman’s help-seeking process
as a conceptual tool for understanding personal finance help-seeking
behavior. They concluded that the conceptual framework could be
successfully used to explain and predict financial help-seeking
behavior.

The research conducted for this article was based on the conceptual
framework presented by Grable and Joo (1999). The framework was
modified to explain and predict retirement help seeking and use
behavior specifically (Figure 1). A description of the framework is
presented below.

During Stage 1 of the help-seeking process (Figure 1), a person
exhibits one or a series of retirement planning behaviors. During
Stage 2 of the process, a person evaluates financial behaviors in terms
of consequences resulting from behaviors in Stage 1. Generally, a per-
son will evaluate his or her behaviors by asking whether abehavior or
a set of behaviors was positive or negative. For example, assume a
person was saving some money for retirement (Stage 1), but on evalu-
ation determined that the amount of saving was insufficient to meet
standard-of-living objectives (Stage 2). The consequences of not sav-
ing enough could be a lowered level of living in retirement or contin-
ued employment in later years. During Stage 3, causes of financial-
behavior-related consequences are identified. Potential causes, using
the above example, include lack of knowledge concerning retirement
savings or investment strategies, inappropriate investment decision
making, overspending, a reduction in income, loss of job, or a health
problem. Itis important to note that Stages 2 and 3 are often subjective
and qualitative processes.

Stage 4, the decision to seek and use help, is a critical decision point
within the process. At this stage, individuals will decide whether to
seek and use help. This particular stage of the framework can be
explained through theories related to the economics of information.
According to Stigler (1961), consumers seek and use information
based on the evaluation of costs and benefits. Individuals will make
decisions to seek and use help based on various cost and benefit
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework of personal finance help-seeking behavior.

factors. For example, a person’s decision to seek and use help (or not
to seek and use help) will be influenced by (a) cost factors, such as
associated fees, time consumption, and extra effort to consult with
information sources; (b) benefit factors, such as positive outcomes,
utility or satisfaction, increased retirement level of living, and so on;
and (c) other factors, including predisposing characteristics such as
demographic and psychographic characteristics, financial stressors,
knowledge, and attitudes. There will always be individuals who
decide not to seek and use help. These individuals may exhibit desir-
able or undesirable financial behaviors; however, the choice not to
seek and use help will result in some type of outcome (i.e., positive or
negative impact on attitudes and behaviors) in the same manner as a
person who does seek and use help. At this point, any adjustments to
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future financial behaviors will be made through subjective feedback.
For those persons who have significant, serious, or longstanding
financial-behavior-related problems, the choice to seek and use help
may be positive, although, as practitioners and researchers already
know, the choice to seek and use help may just as likely be negative
(Hoyt, Conger, Valde, & Weihs, 1997; Smith, 1992).

Stage5, for those who choose to seek and use help, requires a choice
between and among help providers. The most common help provid-
ers include retirement-planning professionals and nonprofessionals,
such as friends, colleagues, and family. Some individuals may choose
more than one help provider. The choice of who to use as a source of
help may be influenced by demographic characteristics, socioeco-
nomic characteristics, and other sociocultural characteristics of an
individual.

This article reports the empirical test of Stage 5 of the help-seeking
process. Specifically, the empirical research question was to examine,
using demographic, socioeconomic, and other behavioral and
psychographic characteristics, who sought and used help from pro-
fessionals with their retirement investment decisions from those who
did not utilize help from professionals. Those who did not utilize help
from professionals included the following two groups: those who
sought and used help from other sources and those who did not seek
or use any help. Due to methodological constraints, as discussed later
in this article, a comparison was made only between (a) professional-
help seekers and (b) other help seekers.

The testing of Stage 5 of the process is important both for practitio-
ners and researchers. Behavioral and attitudinal change theory pro-
vides an insight into the importance of such tests. The literature
related to financial attitude and behavioral change consistently
shows significantand positive outcomes for those who rely on the ser-
vices provided by retirement professionals (DeVaney, Gorham,
Bechman, & Haldeman, 1995). By providing education, training, and
support to their clients, retirement planning practitioners assist their
clients make marked improvements in the types of financial behav-
iors exhibited both preretirement and postretirement. Hershey,
Walsh, Brougham, Carter, and Farrell (1998) found that professional
advisors and educators who provide client training increase the
knowledge of their constituencies and improve the retirement-
planning behaviors of preretirees. As such, findings from this and
other studies related to tests of Stage 5 may lead to strategies and
approaches for use in better understanding the characteristics of



46 FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES RESEARCH JOURNAL

those who seek professional retirement help from those who seek
help from others.

The final stage in the process involves implied subjective feedback
to modify and adjust future behaviors. A choice to continue retirement-
planning assistance will also occur at this stage of the process. The
shared expected outcome for both the help seeker and the retirement-
planning provider is an increase in economic, social, and emotional
well-being related to preretirement and postretirement. The remain-
der of this article will focus on a discussion of the methodology, find-
ings, and implications related to Stage 5 of the help-seeking process.

METHOD

Data

The eighth annual Retirement Confidence Survey (RCS) was used
as the data source in this study. The 1998 RCS was sponsored by the
Employee Benefit Research Institute, the American Savings Educa-
tion Council, and Mathew Greenwald and Associates. The RCSis “an
annual survey that gauges the views and attitudes of working and
retired Americans regarding retirement, their preparations for retire-
ment, their confidence with regard to various aspects of retirement,
and related issues” (Yakoboski & Dickemper, 1997, p. 3).

The 1998 RCS randomly surveyed 1,500 individuals (1,142 work-
ers, 358 retirees) ages 25 and older in March 1998 through 22-minute
phone interviews. Random digit dialing was used to obtain a repre-
sentative cross section of the U.S. population. Among the 1,500
respondents, this study was limited to include only the 1,142 worker
respondents in the sample. This limitation was imposed because the
research question in this study involved help seeking in relation to
planning for retirement rather than planning while retired. This
worker respondent sample was further limited to include only those
respondents who (a) provided complete information and (b) indi-
cated making some type of recent retirement investment decision.
This limitation was imposed because the 1998 RCS asked help-
seeking questions only to those who indicated making a recent retire-
ment investment decision. To maintain methodological consistency,
the sample was further limited to those who sought and used retire-
ment help. Those respondents who did not seek or use help (N = 6)
were removed from this analysis. These sample limitations resulted
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in a useable sample size of 711 subjects, and as such, it is important to
note that findings from this study apply only to preretirees.

Analysis

Logistic regression analysis was used to identify the related factors
of those who sought help from financial professionals. A two-stage
method was used for the assessment of multiple correlation between
the independent variables. First, variables were examined using a
correlation matrix. This initial correlation diagnoses revealed that no
collinearity constraints were present in the data. The second stage of
the analysis involved using each independent variable as a depend-
ent variable, while using the remaining variables as independent
variables, in successive multiple regression equations. Separate con-
dition indices and eigenvalues were created using procedures in the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) to test for multi-
collinearity among the variables. Using these procedures, as outlined
by Hair, Anderson, Tatham, and Black (1995), no multicollinearity
problems were identified.

Dependent variable. The criterion for help seeking was based on a
sequence of questions in the 1998 RCS. Respondents were first asked
to indicate if they had made a retirement investment decision within
the past year. Those who answered affirmatively were then asked
about their sources of help with their retirement investment deci-
sions. Respondents who answered that they used “the advice of a
financial professional” were coded as 1; respondents who did not
indicate seeking and using help from financial professionals were
coded as 0. It was possible that those who sought help from financial
professionals also used other sources. For the purposes of this article,
any respondent who indicated using a professional, regardless of
other choices specified (e.g., family, friends, the media, software pack-
ages, and the Internet), was coded as 1. Among the 711 respondents
used in this analysis, 402 respondents sought help from financial pro-
fessionals, whereas 309 respondents did not.

Independent wvariables. Demographic variables (i.e., age, gender,
marital status, ethnic/racial background, and number of financial
dependents), socioeconomic variables (i.e., income, education, and
employment classification), financial behaviors, retirement attitudes,
and risk tolerance were used as independent variables. Actual age



48 FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES RESEARCH JOURNAL

and the number of financial dependents were used. Gender, marital
status, ethnic/racial background, employment classification, and
income were dummy coded. Respondents were coded 1 if they were
male, married, or White/Caucasian. Ethnic and racial background
was incorporated as an independent variable in this research based
on previous studies on general help seeking, which have often found
behavioral differences between White /Caucasian groups and others
(e.g., Carole, 1997; Longshore et al., 1997). Therefore, the White /Cau-
casian group, which represented the largest proportion of respon-
dents, was coded as 1, with others as 0. This recoding, based on sam-
plesize, was imposed to increase the robustness of the model and ease
of result interpretation.

The use of employment classifications as variables in tests of finan-
cial attitudes and behaviors has a long history in the social sciences.
According to Roszkowski, Shelbecker, and Leimberg (1993), other
things being equal, different employment classifications can be used
to help differentiate between certain behaviors and attitudes. For
example, there is evidence to suggest that self-employed individuals
and those employed in the private sector (i.e., for-profit employees)
behave differently in relation to financial decisions compared with
those employed in the nonprofit sector. Quattlebaum (1988)
explained this phenomenon in terms of “symptoms of timidity” (p. 68).
He concluded that nonaggressive individuals tend to choose occupa-
tions with relatively small economic and political risks. Based on this
empirical evidence, the following two dummy variables were created
to measure employment classification: the first classification included
those who worked in a governmental, nonprofit organization, or
education/academic institution, whereas the second classification
included those who were self-employed. The for-profit corporate and
other group was the omitted category.

The 1998 RCS measured annual income using the following seven
categories: (a) less than $15,000; (b) $15,000 to $24,999; (c) $25,000 to
$34,999; (d) $35,000 to $49,999; (e) $50,000 to $74,999; (f) $75,000 to
$99,999; and (g) $100,000 or more. Based on the sample distribution
and the low number of respondents in some cells, the following three
dummy variables for income were created: one for less than $35,000;
one for $35,000 to $49,999; and one for $50,000 to $74,999. The highest
income group was omitted because it was assumed that those who
have higher incomes are more likely to use financial professionals
(Grable & Joo, 1999). The 1998 RCS measured education using the fol-
lowing six categories: (a) some high school or less, (b) high school
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graduate, (c) some college/trade or business school, (d) college grad-
uate, (e) postgraduate work, and (f) graduate degree. Education was
recoded to reflect years of education and considered a continuous
variable to reduce possible collinearity problems with income. This
recoding ranged from a 10 for (some high school or less) to 19 for a (grad-
uate degree).

Twelve questions were used to measure personal finance and
retirement-planning attitudes and behaviors in the 1998 RCS. The 12
questions were as follows: (a) I am disciplined at saving; (b) I pay off
my credit cards at the end of every month; (c) Just when I think I have
ahandle on my finances, something always happens that sets me back
from my financial goals; (d) I always research and plan for a big pur-
chase; (e) I feel it is pointless to plan for retirement because it is too far
away to know what I will need; (f) I think preparing for retirement
takes too much time and effort; (g) If I just save some money each
month, [ will be fine in my retirement; (h) Iam willing to take substan-
tial financial risk for substantial gain; (i) I am not willing to take any
financial risks, no matter what the gain; (j) I am more of a saver than
investor; (k) I think anyone can have a comfortable retirement, if they
just plan and save; and (l) I frequently spend money when I do not
plan to buy anything.

Each question was measured using a 4-point Likert-type scale,
from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very well). Because the 12 items measured vari-
ous concepts of retirement attitudes and behaviors, a factor analysis
using varimax rotation was used to extract distinct constructs among
the items. Using this method, three factors were identified (see Table 1).
The three factors were named (a) financial behaviors, (b) retirement
attitudes, and (c) financial risk tolerance. Due to low factor loadings,
two items (items k and 1) were deleted in the final analysis. As shown
in Table 1, higher scores on the financial behavior factor suggested
better financial behaviors. On the other hand, lower scores on the
retirement attitude factor suggested more positive and proactive atti-
tudes toward retirement. Lower scores on the risk-tolerance factor
suggested higher levels of financial risk tolerance.

For the purpose of this research, factor scores (i.e., composite mea-
sures for each factor representing each subject) were used in the
regression analysis. These scores “represent the degree to which each
individual scores high on the group of items that load high on a fac-
tor” (Hair et al., 1995, p. 390). A factor score indicates the strength of
agreement a respondent shares with a particular characteristic repre-
sented by a factor. Factor scores, rather than a summated scale, were
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TABLE 1: Factor Analysis for the Measurement of Personal Finance and
Retirement-Planning Behavior and Attitude Concepts

Factor Loadings
Financial Retirement Risk
Item Statement Behaviors Attitudes Tolerance
Factor 1: Financial behaviors
A | am disciplined at saving. 770 2.822E-02 -1.338E-02
B | pay off my credit cards at the end
of every month. .739 4.691E-02 1.010E-02
C Just when | think | have a handle
on my finances, something always
happens that sets me back from
my financial goals. —.643 165 137
D | always research and plan for a
big purchase. .501 —4.889E-02 122
Factor 2: Retirement attitudes
E |feelitis pointless to plan for
retirement because it is too far
away to know what | will need. -112 737 8.593E-02
F | think preparing for retirement
takes too much time and effort. -179 .706 -5.969E-02
G If | just save some money each
month, | will be fine in my retirement.  .144 .592 179
Factor 3: Risk tolerance
H | am willing to take substantial
financial risk for substantial gain. .155 147 -.761
| 1 am not willing to take any financial
risks, no matter what the gain. 4.653E-02 135 .718
J | am more of a saver than investor. 128 .285 .539

NOTE: Extraction method = principal component analysis. Rotation method = varimax
with Kaiser Normalization.

chosen for use in the analysis because it was determined that the
orthogonality of the data should be maintained. Factor scores were
obtained using a regression procedure.

FINDINGS

Characteristics of the Sample

The mean age of the sample in the final analysis was 44 years old.
More than one half of the respondents were female (54%). The
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majority of the respondents were White/Caucasian (86.2%), with
7.3% of respondents being African American/Black. The average
number of financial dependents was 1.25. The majority of respon-
dents (69.5%) were married. The majority of the respondents (77.1%)
also had household income above $35,000. More than one half of the
respondents (62%) were employed by a for-profit corporation or
other institution, whereas more than a quarter (27.3%) worked at a
governmental, nonprofit organization or educational/academic
institution. About one tenth of respondents (10.7%) were
self-employed. More than one half of respondents (59.2%) had less
than a college degree. Fewer than one half of the respondents held a
job title of executive, professional, management, academic, or educa-
tional. A summary of the descriptive characteristics of the final sam-
ple, along with the entire 1,142 sample of worker respondents, is pre-
sented in Table 2.

Factors Associated With Seeking
Professional Help

Logistic regression results are presented in Table 3. Among the
demographic characteristics, only gender was a significant variable.
Women were more likely to seek and use professional help than men
when making retirement-planning and investment decisions. The
odds ratios column in Table 3 shows that the odds for men seeking
help from financial professionals are .565 times as high as for women,
other things being equal. In other words, men are about half as likely
as women to seek and use help from financial professionals, other
things being equal.

The following demographic characteristics were not significant
determinants of help-seeking behavior: age, marital status, the num-
ber of financial dependents, and ethnic/racial background. These
findings suggest that those who sought and used help from retirement-
planning professionals when they made retirement investment deci-
sions were not significantly different from those who did not seek and
use help from financial professionals in terms of their age, marital sta-
tus, number of financial dependents, and ethnic/racial background.

Among the socioeconomic factors, income had a significant rela-
tionship with help-seeking behavior. Compared with the highest
income group, those who had an income of less than $35,000 were less
likely to seek and use help from retirement professionals when mak-
ing investment decisions regarding retirement savings. However,
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TABLE 2: Demographic Characteristics of the Final Sample of 1,142 Worker Re-

spondents
Test Sample (N = 711) Worker Sample (N = 1,142)
Characteristic Mean  Median % Mean  Median %
Age (continuous) 44 44 43 42
20to 29 8.6 111
30 to 39 28.5 29.6
40 to 49 321 31.0
50 to 59 231 21.4
Older than 60 7.7 6.9
Gender
Male 46.0 495
Female 54.0 50.5
Ethnicity
White/Caucasian 86.2 82.2
African American/Black 7.3 9.8
Other group 6.5 9.0
Number of financial
dependents 1.25 1 1.45 1
(Continuous) 42.4 38.6
0 20.8 19.5
1 20.9 215
2 9.4 10.3
3 6.5 10.1
More than 3
Marital status
Married 69.5 64.1
Other 30.5 35.9
Income (category)
Less than $35,000 24.8 36.2
$35,000 to $49,999 24.9 225
$50,000 to $74,999 28.4 23.8
More than $75,000 23.8 17.5
Employment classification
Governmental/nonprofit
organization, or education/
academic institution 27.3 25.5
Self-employed 10.7 12.2
For-profit organization 62.0 62.3
Education
Some high school or less 3.1 6.1
High school graduate 26.1 30.4
Some college/trade or
business school 30.0 30.6
College graduate 25.9 21.6
Postgraduate work 4.2 3.6
Graduate degree 10.6 7.6

(continued)
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TABLE 2: Continued

Test Sample (N = 711) Worker Sample (N = 1,142)

Characteristic Mean Median % Mean Median %

Job title
Executive, professional,
management, academic,

or educational 46.9 40.0
Other 53.1 60.0
Financial behavior 9.32E-03 8.42E-02 9.32E-03 8.42E-02
Retirement attitudes —2.78E-04 -.14 —2.78E-04 —.14
Risk tolerance —3.05E-04 4.06E-03 —3.05E-04 4.06E-03
Professional help-seeker
(dependent variable) 56.5

those who had incomes between $35,000 to $49,000 and $50,000 to
$74,999 were not statistically different from the highest income group.
Odds ratios show that the lower income group (i.e., those who had an
income of less than $35,000) were less than half as likely as the highest
income group to seek and use help from retirement professionals,
other things being equal. There were no influences based on respon-
dents” employment classification or educational attainment.

The three behavioral and attitudinal factors used in this analysis
were significantly related to help-seeking behavior. Those who exhib-
ited more positive personal finance behaviors were more likely to
seek and use help from retirement professionals. Help-seeking
behavior was also related to a person’s retirement attitude and risk
tolerance. Those who had a positive and proactive attitude toward
retirement were more likely to seek and use help from a professional
when making a retirement investment decision, and those who were
more risk tolerant were also more likely to seek and use help from
retirement planning professionals.

The logistic regression results in Table 3 can be used to predict the
probability of seeking help from a retirement planning professional.
Using the coefficients associated with each independent variable, a
probability estimate can be calculated.' For example, assuming that
all other variables are held at the mean level of the sample, a married
White/Caucasian woman who was employed at a for-profit organi-
zation, who also had a household income of less than $35,000, an
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TABLE 3: Logistic Regression Results on Professional Retirement Planning
Help-Seeking Behavior

95.0% C.I.

Odds for Odds Ratios
Variable Ratios Significance (lower) (upper)
Age 1.016 104 997 1.035
Gender (male = 1; female = 0) .565 .004 .384 .830
Marital status (married = 1; otherwise 0) 1.170 478 .759 1.803
White/Caucasian 779 .355 .459 1.322
Financial dependents .993 912 .869 1.134
Income less than $35,000 491 .024 .265 911
Income $35,000 to $49,999 731 274 417 1.281
Income $50,000 to $74,999° 1.017 .948 610 1.697
Government/nonprofit workers 911 .684 .581 1.428
Self-employed 1.289 .457 .660 2517
Education 971 .539 .883 1.067
Financial behavior 1.242 .032 1.018 1.514
Retirement attitudes 722 .001 592 .882
Risk tolerance 797 .017 .883 1.067
Constant 2.013 473
Model chi-square 49.15 .000
Number of cases included in the analysis 531 b
Percentage of cases classified correctly 78.3

a. Income higher than $75,000 was omitted group.

b. Certain respondent data (n = 180) was either missing or unusable and thus elimi-
nated. A comparison of sample characteristics between and among the 180 nonusable
respondents, the 531 regression sample, and the 711 total research sample showed
that the nonusable respondents resembled nonprofessional help-seekers in terms of
the income characteristics. No other systematic differences were identified.

average risk tolerance level, an average attitude toward retirement,
and an average level of financial behaviors had a 54% probability of
seeking help from a retirement planning professional. If the same per-
son had income more than $75,000, the predicted probability of seek-
ing help from a professional when making a retirement investment
decision would increase to 70%. On the other hand, for a White /Cau-
casian man employed at a for-profit institution who had an income of
less than $35,000, and an average attitude toward retirement, average
risk tolerance, and the average financial behaviors, the predicted
probability of seeking professional retirement planning help would
be 40%.
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Summary

This study examined the factors associated with retirement-planning
help-seeking behavior. A specific effort was made to investigate
whether one factor or a set of factors could be used to distinguish
between who was more or less likely to seek and use help from a pro-
fessional rather than from another source (e.g., family, friends, col-
leagues, the media, etc.) when making retirement-planning decisions.
Results from a logistic regression were used to conclude that gender,
income, financial behaviors, retirement attitude, and risk tolerance
were significantly related with professional retirement help-seeking
behavior. It was found that women versus men, those who (a) had
higher incomes, (b) exhibited better financial behaviors, (c) had a pos-
itive and proactive attitude toward retirement, and (d) had a higher
level of risk tolerance were more likely to seek and use help from
financial professionals when making retirement investment
decisions.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The findings presented in this article suggest that the general con-
sensus concerning the type of person who is or is not more likely to
seek and use professional retirement planning help may need to be
re-examined and adjusted. The logistic regression analysis showed
that White/Caucasian married men are not necessarily more likely to
seek and use professional retirement guidance as might be expected.
It was found, instead, when all other demographic, socioeconomic,
and attitudinal factors were accounted for, that women were more
likely to seek and use help from a professional. This finding con-
firmed Carole’s (1997) conclusion that men are more likely than
women to rely on their own knowledge and intuition, or seek and use
help from a friend, colleague, or other source, rather than turning to a
professional for help.

Why might women be more likely than men, holding all other fac-
tors constant, to seek and use professional help? One suggestion may
be that men tend to be more confident than women when it comes to
making financial decisions. Barber and Odean (1999) found that men
are more prone to overconfidence than women, and that as a result,
men tend to avoid professional assistance when making investment
decisions. Unfortunately, Barber and Odean also reported that
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because men are overconfident, on average, they overtrade their
investment accounts and thus they tend to underperform women in
terms of actual investment performance.

These findings have implications for retirement-planning profes-
sionals and family and consumer-science educators. Because men are
more likely than women to rely on their own retirement planning or to
turn to others besides retirement-planning professionals (Rowland,
1999), this market segment could be targeted for expansion by retirement-
planning professionals and those who provide retirement education.
Often, men will not seek and use help with personal finance problems
because they feel they will be stigmatized by peers and colleagues
(Lee, 1997). Practitioners can use this knowledge to focus planning
and education efforts toward reducing fears of stigmatization and
thus enhance the marketing of services to groups that traditionally
would not seek and use professional retirement-planning assistance.

It was also determined that those who seek and use help from pro-
fessionals tend to be those with higher incomes, better financial
behaviors, more positive and proactive attitudes, and a higher risk
tolerance. The positive relationship between income and professional
help-seeking behaviors confirms the typical postulation that working
with professionals can be thought of as a high-cost activity, and that it
often requires discretionary cash flow derived from a high income to
afford the services of a retirement planning professional. This may
also explain, in an indirect way, why those individuals who exhibit
better financial behaviors or have strong attitudes, including
increased levels of financial risk tolerance, are more likely to seek and
use help from professionals. Seeking and using the help from an out-
side expert requires a certain degree of confidence in one’s ability to
choose between and among service providers, and the willingness to
be perceived by peers and colleagues as less competent (i.e., social
risk) in managing one’s personal financial affairs. These positive-
attitude risk takers may not succumb to perceived negative percep-
tions in the way others do, which allows them to take advantage of
professional services; and, as if in a circular path, this help-seeking
behavior may lead to increased levels of income, better attitudes, and
greater risk tolerance. In other words, positive financial behaviors,
proactive retirement attitudes, and increased financial risk tolerance
could be both (a) factors and (b) outcomes of retirement planning
based on professional help (i.e., circular causality). Additional
research is warranted to explore these potential relationships.



Joo, Grable / SEEKING, USING RETIREMENT PLANNING HELP 57

Knowing the profile of the person most likely to seek and use pro-
fessional help can be used by practitioners when targeting their ser-
vices to the retirement-planning and education market. The fact that
about one half (57%) of preretirees with investment programs actu-
ally seek and use help from professionals also implies that a large per-
centage of the population does not. If it is true that professionals are in
the best position to improve a person’s retirement preparedness,
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors, this lack of help-seeking behav-
ior among a portion of the population raises a concern because many
people may be inadvertently missing out on professional help that
can be used to increase their income-generating wealth during
retirement.

This offers a unique opportunity for retirement counselors, plan-
ners, and educators who are willing and able to work with lower
income, more timid, or less risk tolerant individuals. Because some
retirement-planning practitioners may be reluctant to work with cli-
entele with low incomes or those who also exhibit poor personal
financial behaviors and attitudes, an opportunity exists for retirement
educators to fill a gap in the retirement-planning marketplace. Retire-
ment educators can improve the retirement preparedness of those
who are less likely to seek and use help by focusing educational pro-
grams and courses toward lower income individuals whose behav-
iors and attitudes toward retirement may be less than desirable.

Findings from this research also have potential implications for
policy makers. The findings presented here can be used to help pro-
vide additional insights into how behaviors and attitudes both affect
and can be affected by a person’s willingness to seek and use help
with financial problems. Research findings from this and additional
studies may lead to a new understanding of how well-being can be
improved through targeted retirement counseling, planning, and
training programs. Furthermore, findings can also be used as the
basis for the development of communication strategies to reduce or
eliminate barriers to seeking professional help. This may lead to a pol-
icy recommendation to provide educational subsidies to enhance
practitioners” outreach efforts with underrepresented retirement-
planning groups, or in an increased voluntary effort to perform pro
bono work to increase the acceptance and use of professional services
among underutilized groups.

Retirement preparedness is one of the most discussed topics
among family and consumer sciences professionals today. This article



58 FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES RESEARCH JOURNAL

adds to the body of knowledge on this topic by presenting research
findings showing who is more likely seek and use retirement-
planning help from a professional rather than from other sources
(including family, friend, media, etc.). This article presented a per-
sonal finance help-seeking framework and data analyses results from
the 1998 Retirement Confidence Survey. It is hoped that the frame-
work and results presented in this article will lead to a heightened dis-
cussion of help-seeking behaviors.

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS

Several inherent limitations exist in the RCS data that must be
acknowledged. First, the criterion for defining help seeking was
based on a sequence of questions. Only respondents who indicated
making a retirement decision within the past year were given the
option of answering help-seeking and use questions. Furthermore,
the sample size was too small to differentiate between and among dis-
tinct help-seeking groups. For example, future research should
attempt to classify individuals into pure help-seeking cohorts based
on (a) professional help only, (b) nonprofessional help only, (c) no help
only, and (d) a combination of help. In this way, future research can
more definitely determine patterns of help-seeking behavior.

Limitations also exist in terms of obtaining a rank ordering of help
providers. In other words, using the RCS data, there is no way to dis-
tinguish the perceived usefulness of one provider compared with
another. This limitation severely limits outcome assessments related
to help-seeking behavior. The manner in which questions were asked
also limits a researcher’s ability to categorize help providers into pro-
fessional and nonprofessional categories. For example, one may
argue that an educator is in fact a professional help provider; how-
ever, the data is unclear as to whether an educator is classified as a
professional. Also, it should be acknowledged that nonsampling
error may exist in the data.

The issue of help seeking versus help using is also somewhat
ambiguous in the data. The fact that the criterion for defining
help-seeking behavior was based on a sequence of questions that
walked a respondent through help-provider alternatives and ulti-
mately to a question regarding the use of help-provider recommen-
dations suggests that Lee’s (1997) definition of help seeking applies to
the data. However, one can argue that the act of seeking help is
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distinct from using help. It would be beneficial in later data sets to be
able to separate the help-seeking variable into two distinct
steps—seeking and using.

Finally, readers are encouraged to remember that the findings from
this research apply only to preretires. The help-seeking characteristics
of those who are already in retirement may be completely different
from those who are not yet in retirement. Also, readers are encour-
aged to note that help seeking is a dynamic process. In many cases,
financial practitioners actively seek clients at the same time that cli-
ents seek professional help.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Understanding the characteristics of those who seek and use pro-
fessional retirement help is useful in (a) improving services for those
already preinclined to seek and use help, (b) increasing awareness of
the benefits of professional retirement planning for those least inher-
ently inclined to seek and use help, and (c) improving the level of
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of individuals in hopes of
enhancing help-seeking choices. Further research on this topic area
may ultimately help alleviate the alarm that many individuals feel as
they think about retirement. More research is needed, and encour-
aged, to enhance the family and consumer sciences profession’s
knowledge of what determines a person’s decision to seek and use
help with their personal finances. Such understanding will ultimately
improve the effectiveness of services offered by retirement-planning
professionals.

From a practice management perspective, future help-seeking
research can be used to assist financial planners, counselors, and con-
sumer scientists better understand the demographic, socioeconomic,
and psychological attributes of clients, both current and potential, as a
step toward conducting business and building relationships.
Research can also be used to determine if and what kind of outcomes
differ between and among individuals who seek and use help from
those who do not, and to determine if a particular source of help plays
a factor in financial outcomes.

From a multidisciplinary perspective, future research can be used
to assist marriage counselors and family financial counselors deter-
mine the similarities and differences between and among individuals
who seek and use help and those who do not, in efforts to design
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dynamic diagnoses and proactive outcome recommendations. On a
societal level, this type of research can be used to “help provide
insights for improving cross-cultural communication with regard to
money and property, and deeper understanding about the meaning
of wealth and poverty across and within cultures and subcultures to
inform policy decisions” (Doyle, 1999, p. 210).

Help-seeking research can also be used as the basis for the develop-
ment of communication strategies to reduce or eliminate barriers to
seeking professional help. As Doyle (1999) points out, “if government
agencies, banks, insurance companies, and investment houses are
serious about encouraging people to rely less on social security retire-
ment benefits, they will need to send more refined messages to differ-
ent market segments” (p. 216). Help-seeking research is a tool that can
be employed to help understand these different market segments and
thus allow targeted savings and investment advice.

NOTE

1. The following equation was used to calculate the predicted probability. For cate-
gorical variables, the value of one category, instead of the mean, was used.

en' constant + b, *mean (x, )+ ..+ by *mean (x, )
Prob (y = 1) = .l+c.1'mmmm + b, *mean (x, )+ ...+ b, *mean (x; )
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