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This study develops a conceptual framework to investigate the relationship between households’ information
search behavior and financial management outcomes. Consumers’ information search behavior is examined
from both internal and external perspectives. The internal information sources include human capital and
psychological and attitudinal factors, whereas the external information sources comprise financial professionals
from different financial service areas. Financial management behaviors examined in this study consist of
consumers’ savings and credit-using behavior. This study uses the 2012 National Financial Capability Study and
structural equation modeling methodology. The results suggest that (a) both internal and external information
sources used by consumers are significantly associated with savings and credit-using behavior, and (b) seeking
external financial advice from professionals mediates the relationship between consumers’ internal sources and
financial management outcomes. The findings of this study provide practical implications for financial
professionals when counseling and communicating with clients and challenge policymakers to develop pathways
that can enhance the quality and accessibility of internal and external information sources for clients, including

customized financial education programs and affordable professional financial services.
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esearch on consumers’ saving and borrowing

behaviors has a long tradition across a num-

ber of disciplines, including financial planning,
behavioral finance, economics, and psychology. The most
recent economic recession and subsequent recovery in the
past decade has created policy- and research-related chal-
lenges around navigating ways to improve financial capa-
bility and financial outcomes of households worldwide.
The increasing sophistication of savings, investments, and
credit-related products available in the market also requires
consumers to selectively look for and comprehend infor-
mation obtained from different sources in order to solve
everyday financial matters to meet their immediate and
long-term financial goals. Retirement planning, investment
management, and estate and tax planning have become the
most important motivations for people to actively seek more
information and advice (Grable & Joo, 2003). There are
growing appeals for greater research on consumers’ infor-
mation search processes and their financial management

behaviors. Although a considerable body of literature exists
on the value of financial advice in terms of fostering positive
financial behaviors, attitude, confidence, and well-being
(Goetz, Cude, Nielsen, Chatterjee, & Mimura, 2011; Grable
& Joo, 1999, 2001, 2003; Joo & Grable, 2001; Loibl & Hira,
2007; Xiao & Porto, 2016), especially as the baby boomers
reach retirement age and the millennials approach their
wealth formation life stage, little has been studied about
the effects of both internal and external sources that indi-
viduals use to access financial information and how those
choices could affect financial behavior. Furthermore, there
is limited research investigating factors that influence indi-
viduals’ information source preferences and help-seeking
behavior when dealing with financial issues.

Previous studies have shown that financial professionals are
important information sources and offer valuable services
to consumers (Grable & Joo, 2003; Loibl & Hira, 2007;
Robb, Babiarz, & Woodyard, 2012), such as in reducing
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overall wealth volatility (Grable & Chatterjee, 2014), help-
ing clients better manage their debt (Xiao, Sorhaindo, &
Garman, 2006), helping clients increase their wealth, pre-
venting financial losses, and smoothing lifetime consump-
tion levels (Hanna & Lindamood, 2010). Researchers have
also examined factors that lead to the demand for financial
advice such as self-efficacy, financial stressors, financial
education, and demographic characteristics (Joo & Grable,
2001; Letkiewicz, Robinson, Domian, & Uborceva, 2015;
Lim, Heckman, Letkiewicz, & Montalto, 2014). The lit-
erature also suggests that individuals rely more on finan-
cial professionals than on other information sources such
as friends, relatives, media, employers, and so on, when it
comes to financial concerns (Grable & Joo, 2003; Loibl &
Hira, 2007; Robb et al., 2012). Moreover, long-term engage-
ment with financial planning professionals can improve
consumers’ financial situation and various aspects of well-
being, along with higher levels of financial regulatory
understanding and experience (Newton, Corones, Irving, &
Thomas, 2015).

However, studies on the influence of seeking financial
advice on financial behavior should not be disconnected
from the effect of individuals’ and households’ internal
characteristics such as financial literacy and financial atti-
tudes, which are underlying and important determinants
of financial advice-seeking behavior (Grable & Joo, 2003;
Loibl & Hira, 2007; Robb et al., 2012; Xiao & Porto,
2019) and financial management behavior (Asaad, 2015;
Parker, Bruin, Yoong, & Willis, 2011; Tang & Baker, 2016).
The purpose of this study is to examine savings and credit
card-using behavior and their associations with consumer
information search sources, including internally retrievable
information sources (knowledge possessed, confidence lev-
els, and risk tolerance) and external financial advice-seeking
behavior. A conceptual framework of financial information
search and financial management practice based on Grable
and Joo’s (1999) financial help-seeking model and Beales,
Mazis, Salop, and Staelin’s (1981) information source cat-
egorization model is developed in this study. Specifically,
the savings and credit-using behavior examined in this study
include retirement saving, educational funding, and credit
card usage.

The extant research on financial advice-seeking behav-
ior is mainly adapted from the financial help-seeking
model developed by Grable and Joo (1999), which depicts

consumers’ help-seeking decision-making in stages and
confirms the benefits and values that financial profession-
als can provide in meeting consumers’ specific financial
goals and objectives. However, previous studies have over-
looked the types and sources of financial advice that con-
sumers seek and the characteristics of consumers who utilize
such sources. Specifically, consumers’ own financial and
nonfinancial situations, future needs, and previous financial
experience may contribute to their desire to search for finan-
cial advice and their financial behavior. Therefore, there is
room for further study of the connection between obtaining
financial advice from professionals and consumer financial
behaviors, which adds significant improvements to current
financial advice-seeking models.

The findings of this study add to the literature on consumers’
information search behaviors and their financial practices
and habits. Financial service providers and professionals
can use the findings in this study to identify consumers’
significant characteristics that may influence their financial
behavior such as consumers’ financial knowledge, financial
confidence, and preference for seeking financial informa-
tion and services. Moreover, this study also sheds light on
the value of financial professionals and the financial service
areas in which consumers seek advice. It can be an opportu-
nity for policymakers and financial educators to emphasize
the importance of consumers’ internally retrievable sources,
such as knowledge and skills gained from education and
financial literacy, in shaping positive financial capability
and behavior.

Literature Review and Conceptual Framework

Financial help-seeking is defined as the process by which
consumers seek assistance to solve financial planning issues
or concerns (Grable & Joo, 1999, 2003). The current study
examines financial service providers such as financial advi-
sors and financial planners for investment, saving, tax, and
insurance purposes who act as external information sources
and play significant roles in consumers’ information search-
ing and decision-making processes. Financial advisors who
manage portfolios for individual investors are more likely to
be hired by wealthier, older, and more financially sophisti-
cated individuals, and who also tend to be self-employed and
female (Hackethal, Haliassons, & Jappelli, 2012). Poten-
tial costs associated with hiring financial experts include
commissions and fees, whereas the expected benefits lie
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in improvements in financial decision-making, for exam-
ple, higher net portfolio returns and more appropriate use of
risk management and protection products (Finke, Huston, &
Winchester, 2011). Wealthier and financially sophisticated
households were also found to be more likely to use com-
prehensive financial planning services. However, the extant
literature has suggested that financial services should extend
more to lower-income households that have limited access
to financial services.

As a result of information overload, consumers may rely
more on information intermediaries such as financial advi-
sors, insurance agents, attorneys, and other third-party
experts to improve the efficiency of their financial decision-
making processes. Previous studies have shown that finan-
cial services such as credit counseling can reduce debt and
improve clients’ overall financial well-being (Bapat, 2019;
Kim, Garman, & Sorhaindo, 2003; Staten, Ellichausen, &
Lundquist, 2002). Financial advice can also add value in
terms of reducing wealth volatility over time, promoting
responsible borrowing behavior, and improving financial
confidence, literacy, and wellness (Fan & Chatterjee, 2017
Grable & Chatterjee, 2014; Grable & Joo, 2001, 2003; Hira
& Mugenda, 1999; Moreland, 2018). Furthermore, those
who possessed higher education and higher income were
more likely to seek advice from financial professionals
(Collins, 2012; Hanna, 2011).

Certain internally retrievable information such as knowl-
edge gained through education, financial knowledge, and
numeracy skills are imperative in consumers’ financial
decision-making process (Bernheim, 1995, 1998; Lusardi,
2008; Lusardi & Mitchell, 2007a; Nicolini, Cude, & Chat-
terjee, 2013). Additionally, Lusardi (2008) showed that
financial literacy varies across different education levels.
In particular, consumers with higher financial literacy and
higher educational attainment were more likely to engage in
positive and responsible financial behaviors (Fan & Chat-
terjee, 2017; Perry & Morris, 2005). Financial knowledge
has been found to have significant relationships with finan-
cial behaviors (Hung, Parker, & Yoong, 2009; Lusardi
& Mitchell, 2007b; Remund, 2010). Financial knowl-
edge related to cash flow, credit management, savings,
and investment also has a significant influence on con-
sumers’ financial behavior, and a lack of financial knowl-
edge may result in financial behavioral mistakes (Courchane
& Zorn, 2005; Hilgert, Hogarth, & Beverly, 2003).

Some consumer-related characteristics, such as risk toler-
ance and financial confidence, also influence consumers’
behavior. There is mixed evidence regarding the relation-
ship between risk tolerance and financial advice seeking.
Lee and Cho (2005) found that consumers who are more
risk-averse tend to rely on information intermediaries such
as financial advisors, whereas other researchers have found
that risk tolerance was positively associated with the like-
lihood of seeking financial help, meaning that risk aver-
sion reduces the likelihood of seeking financial advice
(Hanna, 2011; Joo & Grable, 2001). Furthermore, the liter-
ature showed that financial confidence is significantly asso-
ciated with investment and retirement planning behaviors
and credit card behaviors (Allgood & Walstad, 2013; Asaad,
2015; Atlas, Lu, Micu, & Porto, 2019; Parker et al., 2011).
For example, confidence in financial literacy was negatively
associated with costly credit card practices (Allgood & Wal-
stad, 2013) and positively associated with responsible credit
card comparison and credit monitoring behavior and retire-
ment preparedness (e.g., Asaad, 2015).

Conceptual Framework

Previous studies have applied the medical help-seeking
model developed by Suchman (1966) in the areas of
financial decision-making (Goetz et al., 2011; Grable &
Joo, 1999, 2001, 2003; Joo & Grable, 2001). Grable and
Joo (1999) developed a financial help-seeking framework
applying Suchman’s (1966) medical help-seeking process to
depict and predict individuals’ mindset regarding financial
help-seeking behavior. Furthermore, Beales et al. (1981)
posited that information search sources are composed of
internal and external components. Internal information
search refers to consumers’ retrieval of memory, knowl-
edge from previous searches, experience with products,
and information passively acquired through daily activities,
whereas external information search sources include con-
sulting with experts and professionals, friends and family,
sellers, and the media.

In this study, the framework of consumer savings and
credit-using behavior was developed based on the afore-
mentioned theoretical foundations and key findings from
the previous literature (see Figure 1). This framework is
grounded in previous studies and connects concepts such
as consumer savings and credit-using behavior, information
search, and advice-seeking behavior into one single model.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of consumer
information search and savings and borrowing
behavior.

Adapted from Grable and Joo (1999) and Beales et al.
(1981).

In particular, as stated in the Grable and Joo’s (1999) finan-
cial help-seeking process, the decision to seek information
and information alternative comparison stage affects the
actual behavioral outcome stage. Moreover, the actual help-
seeking behavior can be determined by financial knowl-
edge, financial risk tolerance, educational attainment, and
other socioeconomic factors along with financial stressors
and homeownership.

Consumers may use both internal and external sources dur-
ing their information search stage. The current study focuses
on internally retrievable information, including knowledge
gained from education, objective financial knowledge, and
risk tolerance. This study also adds financial confidence as
a psychological component of the internal search sources.
This study uses Beales et al.’s (1981) categorization of infor-
mation sources and focused on the role of financial advice-
seeking as an external information source, along with other
internally retrievable information sources (e.g., knowledge,
experience, risk attitudes) in consumers’ savings and credit-
using behavior. The internal information search sources in
this study included variables that have been associated with
financial decision-making in the previous literature, includ-
ing consumers’ possessed knowledge gained from formal
education, objective financial knowledge, financial confi-
dence, and financial risk tolerance (Fan & Chatterjee, 2017,
Montford & Goldsmith, 2016; Robb et al., 2012; Wang &
Xiao, 2009). As suggested in the literature, financial practi-
tioners can serve as important financial information sources

(e.g., Fan, 2017; Huang, Lassu, & Chan, 2018). The external
sources in the current study included seeking advice from
three types of financial professionals: savings and invest-
ment services providers, insurance planning providers, and
tax planning experts. The outcome variable in this study was
savings and credit-using behavior. The detailed measures of
internal and external search sources and the financial out-
come behavioral variables are discussed in the "Methods”
section and are presented in Figure 2.

Hypotheses
H1: Internal information sources such as financial
knowledge, educational attainment, financial
confidence, and financial risk tolerance are
positively associated with savings and credit-using
behavior.
H2: Seeking financial advice from financial
professionals mediates the relationship between
internal information sources and savings and
credit-using behavior.

Methods

Data

This study uses the 2012 state-by-state National Finan-
cial Capability Study (NFCS), a U.S.-based national sur-
vey of adults 18 years of age or older that includes
detailed information on people’s financial attitudes and
behaviors. The dataset was funded by the Financial Indus-
try Regulatory Authority’s (FINRA) Investor Education
Foundation with the objective of collecting nationwide
information on consumers’ financial attitudes, capability,
well-being, and decision-making. The dataset consists of
25,509 U.S. adults aged 18 and older. Respondents were
randomly selected using nonprobability quota sampling
methods. Since the savings for retirement and education
and credit-using behaviors are the key financial manage-
ment behaviors of interest, the sample used in the structural
equation modeling (SEM) analysis was restricted to those
who had financially dependent children and had credit card
accounts at the time of the survey. The total resulting sample
used in the statistical analysis had 6,018 observations after
accounting for missing values. The differences between the
full sample and restricted subsample will be discussed in the
Results section.
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Figure 2. Path diagram of proposed SEM model of this study.

Measures

Internal Information Sources. Educational attainment was
measured as separate binary variables “equal or lower than
high school,” “some college,” and “college and beyond.”
Objective financial knowledge was a 0 to 5 scale measure
based on the total number of respondents’ correct answers
to the five questions regarding fundamental understand-
ings of personal finance, including inflation, compounding,
bonds, stocks, and mutual funds. Financial confidence was
measured on a 1 to 7 scale where 1 = strongly disagree
and 7 = strongly agree with the statement “I am good at
dealing with day-to-day financial matters, such as check-
ing accounts, credit and debit cards, and tracking expenses.”
Finally, financial risk tolerance was measured using a 1—
10 scale question where 1 = lowest risk-tolerant and 10 =
highest-risk tolerant.

External Information Sources. Consumers’ financial
advice-seeking from financial professionals was a latent
variable in the SEM model and was measured by three finan-
cial service areas: (a) savings or investments services, (b)
insurance planning services, and (c) tax planning services.
Participants were asked whether they have sought advice
from financial professionals regarding these areas in the past
5 years. Three binary variables were created for these three
financial services, where 1 = Yes and 0 = otherwise.

Savings and Credit-Using Behavior. Retirement prepara-
tion, education savings, credit comparison, and responsible
credit card use were the four observed variables measur-
ing the latent savings and credit-using behavior variable.

Separate binary variables were created for whether the par-
ticipant (a) calculated for retirement needs (for nonretired
households, the survey question was “Have you ever tried to
figure out how much you need to save for retirement?” and
for retired households, they were asked differently “Before
you retired, did you try to figure out how much you needed
to save for retirement?”), (b) set aside money for children’s
college education (this question was only given to respon-
dents with financially dependent children), (c) collected
information about different credit cards in order to compare
before applying for a most recent credit card, and (d) always
paid credit card balance in full in the past 12 months, with
1 = Yes and 0 = No. Only those who reported having finan-
cially dependent children were asked the question of saving
for education; those who reported having as least one credit
card were asked about their credit card repayment behavior.

Data Analysis

SEM was used as the main statistical analysis method in
this study to identify the proposed relationships and has
been widely used in psychology, behavioral finance, and
sociology, among other areas (Hershberger, 2003; Hox &
Bechger, 2007; MacCallum & Austin, 2000). Two types
of models were examined using SEM techniques: a mea-
surement model and a structural model. These two anal-
ysis methods were combined by Hauser and Goldberger
(1971) and have been widely used in many disciplines such
as econometrics, psychometrics, and other social science
subjects. The measurement model identifies the relation-
ships between a latent variable (unobserved construct) and
observed variables, and the structural model estimates the
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relationships among latent variables. The latent variables
are not examined directly in the dataset but can be inferred
by two or more observed or directly examined variables
that share commonalities. Each observed indicator has its
own measurement error. The relationship between the latent
variable and its observed variables is determined based on
the existence of covariance between the observed variables.
SEM techniques and maximum likelihood estimations were
used for the analyses. The software used was Stata/SE ver-
sion 15.

The proposed relationships are shown in Figure 2. First, the
internal information search source was composed of human
capital and psychological factors. These variables were:
(a) educational attainment, (b) objective financial knowl-
edge, (c) financial confidence, and (d) risk tolerance. The
second latent variable, financial advice-seeking behavior,
which was also the mediator in the model, was inferenced by
three observed variables, consisting of three external infor-
mation search sources: (a) savings or investments services,
(b) insurance planning services, and (c) tax planning ser-
vices. Lastly, the outcome latent variable of savings and
credit-using behavior was measured by four observed finan-
cial behaviors, including (a) retirement preparation, (b) edu-
cation savings, (c) credit comparison, and (d) responsible
credit card usage. An additional multigroup SEM analysis
was run as a robustness check for the model to compare the
proposed relationships by age and income groups.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

The descriptive statistics for the restricted subsample used
in this study are shown in Table 1. Internal information
sources included educational attainment, objective financial
knowledge, financial confidence, and risk tolerance. Of all
of the subsamples, 44.98% had college degrees and above.
The average objective financial knowledge was 3.25 (on a
0-5 scale). The average financial confidence was 5.85 (on
a 1-7 scale), and average risk tolerance was 5.40 (a 1-10
scale). The external information sources included the three
areas of financial services: 37.50% had asked for advice
from a financial professional for savings and investments,
42.94% asked for professional advice on insurance plan-
ning, and 26.12% on tax planning. For the four financial
behaviors of savings and credit-using, 51.58% of respon-
dents had calculated their retirement needs, 42.02% had
saved for education purposes, 36.38% had compared credit

TABLE 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Restricted

Subsample of this Study (N = 6,018)

Variable Proportion/Mean
Internal search sources
Educational attainment
High school and lower 23.18%
Some college 31.84%
College degree and beyond 44.98%
Objective financial knowledge (0-5) 3.25
Financial confidence (1-7) 5.85
Financial risk tolerance (1-10) 5.40
External search sources
Savings and investments 37.50%
Insurance planning 42.94%
Tax planning 26.12%
Savings and credit using behavior
Retirement preparation 51.58%
Education savings 42.02%
Credit comparison 38.68%
Pay credit in full 41.26%
Sociodemographic characteristics
Age
1824 4.59%
25-34 21.95%
35-55 30.06%
45-54 26.45%
55-64 12.40%
65+ 4.55%
Gender
Male 44.62%
Female 55.38%
Race
White (non-Hispanic) 69.13%
Non-White 30.87%
Income
Less than $15,000 3.26%
At least $15,000 but less than $25,000 6.02%
At least $25,000 but less than $35,000 8.94%
At least $35,000 but less than $50,000 13.79%
At least $50,000 but less than $75,000 23.70%

At least $75,000 but less than $100,000 17.02%
At least $100,000 but less than $150,00016.68%

$150,000 or more

10.60%
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cards before the application process, and 41.26% had paid
off their credit cards in full. Table 1 also shows the subsam-
ple’s demographic and socioeconomic characteristics such
as age, gender, race/ethnicity, income, and marital status.
Income and age were used in the multigroup SEM analysis.
The other sociodemographic factors, although not directly
used in the SEM analysis, provide background information
for the restricted sample. Compared to the full sample in
2012 NFCS, the restricted sample used in this study held
relatively higher educational attainment, was clustered to
ages 25 to 55, and reported higher likelihood of using exter-
nal search sources and showing better savings and credit-
using behavior (The descriptive statistics of the full sample
0f 2012 NFCS are available from the author upon requests).
The correlation between internal and external information
sources was .286; the correlation between internal sources
and savings and credit-using behavior was .358; and the cor-
relation between external sources and savings and credit-
using behavior was .391.

Structural Equation Modeling Results

The standardized estimates for each proposed relationship
(path) in the model are presented in Figure 3. The SEM
model was established with the purpose of examining the
relationships between consumers’ internal retrieval of infor-
mation and external applications of professional advice
providers and their savings and credit-using behavioral out-
comes. The model goodness of fit indices of this study
showed that the SEM model had statistical significance
(RMSEA = 0.056, CFI = 0.906, SRMR = 0.04; Hu &
Bentler, 1999; MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996).
The standardized estimates of the path coefficients (fac-
tor loadings) are illustrated in Figure 3. Risk tolerance
and educational attainment were the two strong positive
predictors of the underlying latent internal search sources
variable, with factor loadings of 0.472 and 0.4721, while
objective financial knowledge and financial confidence had
relatively lower associations with the latent variable. Sav-
ings and investments service (0.757), insurance planning
(0.595), and tax planning (0.603) had large positive loadings
on the latent external search sources variable. Lastly, retire-
ment preparation and education savings showed higher fac-
tor loadings on the savings and credit-using behavior latent
variables than the credit comparison and paying credit card
in fully observed items. A description of the SEM path esti-
mations is provided in the following paragraphs.

As previously stated, SEM examined two models. The mea-
surement model specified the relationship of the latent to the
observed variables. First, educational attainment, objective
financial knowledge, financial confidence, and financial
risk tolerance significantly measured the first latent vari-
able of internal search sources. All four elements showed
significant and positive factor loadings. Second, the three
advice-seeking areas of savings and investments, insurance
planning, and tax planning had significant factor load-
ings measuring the external search sources latent construct.
Finally, the latent construct of savings and credit-using
behaviors was measured by four observed financial behav-
iors: retirement preparedness, education funding, credit
comparison, and credit usage, with each of them showing
significant factor loading.

The second model examined by SEM procedures was the
structural model that depicts the relationships among the
three latent variables. The direct, indirect, and total effects
of the proposed relationships are shown in Table 2. Specifi-
cally, retrieving internal search sources was positively asso-
ciated with external advice-seeking behavior and directly
promoted savings and credit-using behavior. The external
financial advice from professionals was positively asso-
ciated with savings and credit-using behavior. Moreover,
retrieving internal information sources also showed a sig-
nificant and indirect effect on savings and credit-using
behavior through the mediation of external financial advice-
seeking behavior.

Additional SEM analyses were conducted to examine
income and age effects on the path coefficients of the pro-
posed relationships. The multigroup SEM analysis showed
that the significance of factor loadings among the three
latent constructs were robust across age and income
groups (Detailed results are available from the author upon
requests). Specifically, an income group comparison was
conducted to test the structural model, followed by an age
group comparison. Without controlling for age, the direct
association between internal sources and external sources
was stronger among the lower income group (<$75,000; n
= 3,352), whereas the direct association between internal
sources and saving and credit-using behavior was stronger
2,660).
Moreover, the indirect effect from internal sources on sav-

among the higher income group (>$75,000; n =

ing and credit-using behavior through external sources was
more powerful among the lower income group (std path coef
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Figure 3. Path diagram and standardized estimates for the proposed SEM model.

TABLE 2. Standardized Estimates for the Proposed SEM Model

Structural Relations Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect
Coef. Std. Err. Sig. Coef. Sig. Coef. Sig.
Internal information sources-> savings and credit using behaviors 0.755 0.037 ™ 0.188 ™ 0.943 ™
Internal information sources-> external information sources 0.542 0.021 ™ No path 0.542 ™
External information sources-> savings and credit using behaviors 0.347 0.034 ™ No path 0347 ™

Note. Chi-square (df’) = 808.158(417), p <.001; RMSEA = 0.056; CFI = 0.906; SRMR = 0.04.

*p <.001.

=0.25, p <.001) compared to the higher income group (std
path coef =0.17, p < .001).

When only controlling for age, although the relationships
among the latent constructs were consistently significant,
there were some differences in the path coefficients between
the younger and older age groups. For example, the direct
relationship between internal and external search sources
was stronger among the younger group (<age 44; n = 3,406;
std path coef = 0.56, p < .001) than the older group (> age
45; n=2,612; std path coef = 0.48, p < .001). Additionally,
the internal search sources showed a stronger indirect effect
on savings and credit-using behavior among the younger
group (std path coef = 0.21, p < .001) than among the older
group (std path coef = 0.19, p < .001).

The last multigroup SEM analysis was conducted with
both age and income taken into account. After the sam-
ple was first divided into younger and older groups, each
group was further divided into lower income versus higher
income groups to control for age and income effects. The
results showed the following nuances. First, among the

younger group, the indirect effect of internal search sources
on savings and credit-using behavior was higher for the
lower-income younger adults (n = 2,064; std path coef
= 0.25, p < .001) than for their higher-income peers (n
= 1,342; std path coef = 0.17, p < .001). The lower-
income younger group had a higher indirect effect of inter-
nal sources on savings and credit-using behavior. Among
the older group, the income comparison revealed a sim-
ilar pattern between the lower-income group (n = 1,288)
and the higher-income group (n = 1,324). Among the four
groups, younger-lower income, younger-higher income,
older-lower income, and older-higher income, the direct
relationship and the direct associations between external
sources on savings and credit-using behavior were very con-
sistent across groups. However, the strength of the direct
associations between internal sources and external sources
were highest among the younger lower income group (std
coef = 0.60, p < .001), followed by the older- and lower-
income group (std coef = 0.48, p < .001), the older higher-
income group (std coef = 0.34, p < .001), and then the
younger higher-income group (std coef = 0.34, p < .001).
The strength of the four groups’ indirect relationships
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between the internal sources and savings and credit-using
behavior through the mediating external sources was that the
younger lower-income group showed the highest strength
(std coef = 0.25, p < .001), followed by the older lower-
income group (std coef = 0.21, p < .001), the younger
higher-income group (std coef = 0.17, p < .001), and the
older higher-income group (std coef = 0.16, p <.001).

Discussion, Limitations, and Implications
Discussion

The goal of this study was to examine the potential explain-
ing power of two types of information search sources
that consumers often use when dealing with day-to-day
financial issues. Using a restricted sample of 2012 NFCS,
Hypothesis 1 was supported by the results. Consistent with
findings from previous studies (Kim & Hanna, 2015; Lee
& Cho, 2005; Lim et al., 2014), consumers’ human capital
and psychological characteristics, including education, pos-
sessed financial knowledge, financial confidence, and risk
tolerance were positively associated with savings and credit-
using behavior. In other words, the findings of this study
showed that getting higher education, having more finan-
cial knowledge, being more financially confident, and hav-
ing a higher financial risk tolerance are associated with more
responsible household savings and credit-using behavior.
The SEM results also supported Hypothesis 2. The results
showed that seeking advice from financial professionals sig-
nificantly mediated the relationship between internal search
sources and certain positive financial behaviors. Specifi-
cally, those who had higher educational attainment, finan-
cial knowledge, financial confidence, and risk tolerance
were more likely to seek financial advice and, in turn,
these internally possessed characteristics and the reliance on
external sources were positively associated with responsi-
ble financial behaviors. These findings are consistent with
the findings from previous studies that found associations
between risk tolerance, financial confidence, and finan-
cial advice-seeking behavior (e.g., Chatterjee & Zahirovic-
Herbert, 2010; Grable & Joo, 2001).

The empirical findings from this study contribute to the
literature by providing evidence for an overarching concep-
tual framework that links consumers’ financial information-
searching, advice-seeking, and savings and credit-using
behavior. Findings from this study also contribute to
the financial decision-making and information-searching
literature by highlighting the significance of consumers’

internally possessed characteristics, such as human cap-
ital and financial perspectives, while also underscoring
the value of financial advisors and planners in terms of
encouraging positive financial behaviors among consumers.
According to the information search models developed
by Beales et al. (1981), consumers’ prior financial expe-
rience and attitudes may have a positive influence on
processing new information. However, more experienced
consumers may decide to rely on their own capabilities
rather than search for more information from external
sources. Therefore, this study highlights the importance of
internal information sources such as financial knowledge
and educational attainment. It is also possible that for some
consumers, financial needs and financial constraints usu-
ally come simultaneously; therefore, if external sources are
not attainable, they can still apply internal knowledge and
related skills to resolve financial issues related to savings,
investment, and other financial planning areas.

This study also reaffirmed the importance of financial
practitioners as significant external financial information
providers. First, the results confirmed the value of exter-
nal information sources (i.e., financial practitioners) that
provide investment, savings, insurance, and tax services
to consumers. Previous studies have shown that financial
practitioners had a positive influence on consumers’ finan-
cial behaviors (e.g., Grable & Joo, 2001, 2003; Kim et al.,
2003); however, the efforts made internally by consumers
were not included in these models. This study found that
consumers’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes can directly
promote positive financial behaviors. These findings are
consistent with those related to the association between
knowledge, skills, attitude, and financial behavior from the
previous literature (Huston, 2012; Lusardi, 2008; Lusardi
& Mitchell, 2007a). Moreover, the significant mediating
effect of the external financial advice providers showed
that when consumers encounter financial problems and con-
cerns, those who actively search internally and externally
are significantly associated with having better financial
behaviors than those who have fewer sources of internal and
external information.

Limitations

This study used a restricted sample of those who had finan-
cially dependent children and have credit card accounts
at the time of the survey. Therefore, the findings from
this study are inferred to the subsample and may not be
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representative of the full sample or the population. Regard-
ing other limitations of the study, it could be argued that the
information search and decision-making process was par-
tially explored because, according to Suchman (1966) and
Grable and Joo (1999), individuals would be aware of a
specific need before searching for information. Due to a
lack of observable information on households’ awareness
in the dataset, this study used a restricted sample of those
with financially dependent children and credit cards because
these two restrictions could imply a need for educational
saving and credit-searching and may trigger the internal and
external information-gathering process in order to perform
better financially. Moreover, more research is needed to
further examine debt and credit counseling services as an
external information source to provide more implications
for financial counselors and a deeper understanding of con-
sumers in need of debt and credit management counseling
services.

Another limitation involves the interpretations of the latent
variables in this study. To avoid potential confusion, the
construction of the SEM model and the latent variables in
this study were closely based on previous literature and
the conceptual framework. Furthermore, the significance
of the observed measuring variables in the model was dis-
cussed along with the discussion of the latent constructs.
The use of SEM has some embedded limitations, includ-
ing the factor loadings, relationships between latent con-
structs, and the model’s goodness-of-fit being sensitive to
the sampling methodology. Although a significant percent-
age of the population did not participate in the desirable
financial behaviors examined in this study (e.g., the ratio of
respondents who did not have a retirement account to those
who had a retirement account was 0.93, and the ratio of
respondents who did not compare information when apply-
ing for the most recent credit cards to those who did the
comparison was 1.58), financial education and seeking the
services of a financial advisor were positively associated
with desirable savings and credit-using behaviors. It is a lim-
itation of this study that it could not conclusively determine
whether those who either did not plan well for their retire-
ment or manage their credit cards well would change their
behavior upon receiving better financial education or greater
access to professional financial advice. However, previous
studies suggested that professional financial advice and
counseling do help in improving financial behaviors among
financially burdened individuals (e.g., Disney, Gathergood,

& Weber, 2015; Ellichausen, Lundquist, & Staten, 2007;
Kim et al., 2003), Similarly, Sherraden (2017) found that the
increase of financial education and other resources can help
low-income Individual Development Account (IDA) partic-
ipants increase their savings. Therefore, from a policy and
research perspective, it is worth exploring in future studies
whether increasing financial education and access to profes-
sional advice can improve the financial management behav-
ior of the more financially challenged households across
time.

Implications

One of the primary goals of financial counseling and
advice should be to foster the positive financial behav-
ioral habits of consumers so they can behave independently,
responsively, and successfully to resolve their own finan-
cial concerns. Helping the consumer gain knowledge and
increasing their financial literacy are vital in terms of pro-
moting positive financial behavior and financial wellness.
Furthermore, the findings also showed that other internal
sources, including financial confidence and risk toler-
ance, were positively associated with seeking advice from
financial planners and behaving better financially. Finan-
cial risk tolerance is a widely used tool among financial
planners for providing investment advice to their clients pri-
marily because measuring a client’s risk tolerance before
providing investment advice is required by the Investment
Advisers Act of 1940 (Loomis Jr., 1959). However, since
this study also found that financial knowledge and con-
fidence were positively associated with financial advice-
seeking and desired savings and credit-using behavior, there
is an opportunity for financial advisors and planners to
explore and implement client communication strategies into
their best practices that help build consumers’ knowledge
and confidence, and that can be useful for better manage-
ment of their personal financial issues.

The findings of this study also urge policymakers at both the
state and federal levels to make financial professional ser-
vices more accessible and affordable to consumers. While
the goals of increasing financial literacy and financial capa-
bility are important at the federal level, increasing access
to high-quality financial education also requires implemen-
tation at the state level. Moreover, when debating a policy
for creating greater access to professional financial advice,
more can be done at both the federal and state levels. Due to
the limited nature of internal search sources, those who have
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low financial literacy and with lower educational attain-
ment may need more external financial advice to avoid
destructive financial behaviors. Moreover, it is necessary to
enhance the current financial education programs because
human capital is such an important internal financial infor-
mation source. Consumers with greater stocks of fundamen-
tal financial knowledge and skills are better equipped to
cope with financial shocks and can eventually reach finan-
cial wellness.

The findings from the additional multigroup comparison
should be of interest to financial advisors and planners
when working with clients with different income and age
characteristics. This study found that lower-income house-
holds with greater internal resources were more likely
to seek external help from financial professionals, and
in turn, the mediating role of external help sources was
stronger for these lower-income households, compared to
wealthier households. On the other hand, with the help
of financial professionals, wealthier households may more
effectively apply internally retrievable sources, including
financial knowledge, education gained from school, finan-
cial confidence, and risk tolerance to guide their credit
and saving behavior compared to lower-income households.
This study further revealed a strong relationship between
internal and external sources among the younger generation
with lower income. Therefore, those who have more inter-
nal financial information sources at their younger ages but
with some financial constraints may need the external help
the most. Furthermore, the significant mediating effect of
external help on credit use and saving behavior was also
found among this group of individuals, implying the effec-
tiveness of financial planners and counselors in promot-
ing financial behaviors of the younger clients with lower
economic resources. This finding is also consistent with
findings from Lim et al.’s (2014) study, which found that
minority households with greater levels of financial stress,
but greater financial confidence were significantly more
likely to seek help from professional financial planners and
counselors.
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