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Abstract
Although young adults are interested in finance, their financial competence, especially about the topic of retirement, is 
fairly thin. With a large sample of members of Generation Z (ages 18–25, n = 1,311), I explored whether young adults talk 
about retirement with others; and the correlates between talking about retirement and retirement preparation. Participants 
reported whether they have spoken about retirement with nine sources: parents, siblings, other family members (non-parent; 
non-sibling), friends, significant others, co-workers, financial advisors, people on internet forums, and “other sources.” All 
participants reported to have discussed retirement with at least one source, with parents being the most common. Young 
adults’ attitudes towards retirement preparation were largely positive. For example, participants acknowledged the importance 
of learning about retirement and experienced more positive than negative affect when thinking about retirement. Behavioral 
measures of retirement preparation did not yield any effects, showing a potential gap between young adults’ retirement prepa-
ration attitudes and behavior. Multiple regression analyses revealed that the effect of retirement conversations on retirement 
preparation varied by source. I tie the findings into past research and discuss practical implications.

Keywords  Behavioral economics · Personal financing · Financial management · Retirement · Decision-making · Young 
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1  Kraft (2020) proposed that effects that are less than g = 0.20 can 
be considered “large” in educational intervention contexts. Specifi-
cally, Kraft suggested that “large” effects are at or above g = 0.20, 
“medium” effects are between g = 0.05 and g = 0.20, and “small” 
effects are between g = 0 and g = 0.05. The overall median effect 
size of financial education intervention that Kaiser et al. (2020) meta   
-analysis was g = 0.098. This effect size would be considered negli-
gible by the “typical” standards (Cumming, 2012) and “medium” by 
Kraft’s standards.

Personal finance can be daunting for young and old alike. 
With different laws and terms spread across various finan-
cial domains, learning about and keeping track of one’s 
finances can be an anxiety-inducing ordeal (Archuleta et al., 
2013; Shapiro & Burchell, 2012). Finance can be especially 
intimidating for young adults who are either nearing or are 
experiencing the transition into the workforce, as many have 
likely had little to no exposure to any formal financial educa-
tion in their past (e.g., Brown et al., 2016; Kaiser & Menk-
hoff, 2019; McCormick, 2009; Sherraden et al., 2011). As 
a result, young adults may develop a poor understanding of 
finance (Beck & Garris, 2019).

Despite poor understanding, young adults appear to 
acknowledge its importance and show interest in learn-
ing about finance (Beck & Garris, 2019). Still, sources of 
financial education for young adults appear to be thin. In 
fact, finance is required in high school curricula in only 21 
states as of 2020, although this number is growing (Council 

for Economic Education, 2020). Intuition may lead one to 
believe that simple financial education can prepare young 
adults to be cognizant consumers. Research on the effects 
of financial education, however, has demonstrated that inter-
ventions aimed to improve financial literacy produce small 
to negligible effects1 (Kaiser & Menkhoff, 2019; Kaiser 
et al., 2020; Kraft, 2020). Correlations between financial 
education and healthy financial practices, even if small, 
succumb to the “chicken or the egg” problem: are the edu-
cated better at finance, or are those who are practicing good 
finance educating themselves more (Hastings et al., 2013)?

The thin availability and efficacy of formal financial 
education may lead young adults to seek different sources 
of information. Perhaps one of the most common of such 
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alternative sources is parents. In fact, parents’ financial 
socialization may present a stronger effect on financial prac-
tices of young adults than do school classes (e.g., LeBaron 
et al., 2019, 2020; Shim et al., 2009, 2010). For example, 
Shim et al. (2009) saw that among first-year college stu-
dents, parental teaching yielded a much larger positive effect 
(r = 0.43) on healthy financial practices (e.g., keeping budg-
ets) than did high school financial education (r = 0.13).

With the advent of the internet age, it has never been 
easier for people of any age to interact with the economy. 
Financial socialization may be occurring earlier in life. For 
example, the prevalence of online shopping has attracted 
young consumers, many of whom may have had no finan-
cial socialization in the past, to spend their money with a 
mere click of a button (e.g., Thaichon, 2017). With spending 
occurring earlier in life, young adults may benefit from sav-
ing socialization, especially in a domain with which many 
adults struggle: retirement preparation.

Retirement Preparation

For some time, scholars and practitioners have been sound-
ing the alarm because Americans are not amassing enough 
funds through their career to gain financial independence 
and successfully retire (e.g., Benartzi & Thaler, 2007, 2013; 
Morrissey, 2019; Thaler & Benartzi, 2004). This is detri-
mental not only to adults’ financial health, but it also has 
potential to trickle into their children’s retirement prepara-
tion practices (or, lack thereof; Gudmunson & Danes, 2011; 
Hancock et al., 2012).

There are many challenges in the path towards retirement 
preparation. Indeed, creating and sticking to a plan is no 
easy feat, even for a seemingly easy activity like grocery 
shopping (Gilbert et al., 2002). Retirement planning is dif-
ficult enough for adults who are nearing it (Petkoska & Earl, 
2009). Research has suggested that two particular hurdles 
can inhibit planning for retirement. Even if one may want to 
save, procrastination or inertia in saving can leave a retire-
ment account sparse (Wiener & Doescher, 2008). For young 
adults, planning for retirement decades in advance is an even 
bigger venture.

Recent qualitative research suggested that young adults 
have mixed feelings about retirement. Using a sample of 
members of the Millennial and Generation Z cohorts, Ander-
son and Gettings (2020) asked their participants to draw 
and to write about their idea of what is retirement and old 
age. They saw that their participants tended to have negative 
associations with aging (e.g., physical signs of aging) yet 
positive associations with retirement (e.g., leisure). Ander-
son and Gettings suggested that young adults’ mixed feelings 
about retirement may indicate a shift in definition across 
generations: “…newer forms of retirement that boomers are 

constructing and enacting (e.g., where work still plays a cen-
tral role) have yet to influence the anticipatory expectations 
of younger generational cohorts” (p. 13). Interestingly, old 
age itself can affect retirement preparation for young adults. 
Hershfield et al. (2011) found that young adults’ retirement 
preparation attitudes increased after viewing a photo of 
themselves rendered to appear aged.

The Current Research

Young adults’ picture of retirement may be positive, yet 
also appear blurry (Anderson & Gettings, 2020). Young 
adults’ motivation to learn about retirement may lead them 
to seek multiple sources for information. Yet, scholars and 
practitioners know very little about the newest generation’s 
approach to retirement.

The purpose of this work was to explore whether young 
adults are actively discussing retirement with various 
sources in their social network and how such discussions are 
associated with retirement preparation (both attitudinal and 
behavioral). Additionally, this study serves to compare the 
relative effects of formal financial education (measured by 
the number of financial classes one has taken) and financial 
socialization. I identified two indices of financial socializa-
tion: the frequency of discussing retirement (i.e., how often 
one talks about the topic) and the diversity of retirement 
sources (i.e., with how many people one has discussed retire-
ment). Using these two indices affords an examination of 
the relative contribution of both the quality (diversity of 
sources) and the quantity (general frequency of discussions) 
of financial socialization on retirement preparation.

The data analyzed in this research were collected as part 
of a larger study on the financial attitudes and behaviors of 
American members of Generation Z, which I defined to be 
persons born between 1995 and 2010. This study specifically 
included those aged 18 and over: the youngest eligible par-
ticipants were thus born in 2002).2 Participants completed 
a set of questions pertaining to the following topics: retire-
ment, debt, investing, financial technology use, home own-
ership, and financial knowledge. This study focuses on the 
questions about the topic of retirement.

Hypotheses and Research Question

Although this research is largely exploratory in nature, it is 
possible to propose several hypotheses based on prior litera-
ture (Shim et al., 2009, 2010):

2  To note, the definition of “Generation Z” fluctuates from source to 
source (Wiedmer 2015). The operationalization used in this research 
aims to be a compromise across definitions.
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Hypothesis 1

Using parents as a source of talking about retirement is posi-
tively associated with retirement preparation.

Hypothesis 2

Using co-workers as a source of talking about retirement is 
positively associated with retirement preparation.

Research Question

What associations with retirement preparation do various 
sources of conversation about retirement have?

Method

Recruitment

Participants were recruited from nationally-balanced panel 
suppliers via Alchemer (known as Survey Gizmo at the 
time of the study) throughout the month of April, 2020. 
Alchemer is an online survey hosting platform that partners 
with panel companies across the United States to collect 
data for researchers based on pre-determined sample cri-
teria. I constrained the participants to be adult members of 
Generation Z—the age range was thus 18 (youngest possible 
participants) to 25 (oldest members of Generation Z per the 
definition used in this study). Participants received $3 USD 
for completing this survey in its entirety. The survey took 
approximately 10 min to complete.

Participants

A total of 1311 young adults partook in this study 
(Mage = 21.44, SDage = 2.34, Medianage = 21). The sample 
consisted of 468 men, 643 women, and 20 persons who 
reported to identify as another gender or who preferred not 
to disclose this information (these persons were excluded 
from any analysis of gender).3

Procedure

Persons volunteering to partake in this study began by enter-
ing their age. This question served as an eligibility check, as 
any persons who did not report to be between the ages of 18 
and 25 were automatically disqualified from participating 
this study. Indices of retirement preparation included antici-
pated retirement age, importance of retirement knowledge, 

and emotions experienced when thinking about retirement. 
Questions on retirement preparation appeared first in the 
survey for all participants in this study.

Measures

See Appendix 1 for the full list of measures and their met-
rics. Participants answered a set of questions about retire-
ment preparation, such as: perceived likelihood of retire-
ment, anticipated retirement age, and perceived importance 
of learning about retirement. I assessed the sources of retire-
ment conversations using the question “With whom have 
you discussed planning for retirement?” The nine sources 
were: parents, siblings, other family members, friends, sig-
nificant others, co-workers, financial advisors, people on 
internet discussion forums, and “other sources.” Participants 
had the option to select as many sources as they wished. 
Each source was coded 0 = Have not spoken to source about 
retirement and 1 = Have spoken to source about retirement. 
I computed the index of source diversity by counting the 
number of sources each participant selected—thus, the count 
can range from zero (discussed with no sources) to nine (dis-
cussed with all sources). The frequency of discussing retire-
ment was measured using a single item, with higher scores 
reflecting greater frequency of discussing this topic.

Data Preparation

Although I did not drop any cases from the analyses, I 
marked a small set of responses on two questions as missing 
due to potential response inaccuracy. These questions were 
self-reported anticipated retirement age and the number of 
financial classes one has taken. The criteria were:

(1)	 Those who reported an anticipated retirement age 
younger age 45 (n = 50) or older than 93 (n = 4).

(2)	 Those who reported taking more than 124 financial 
classes (n = 29).

Behavioral Indices of Retirement Focus/Preparation

Participants also engaged in two tasks that served as behav-
ioral proxies of retirement preparation.

The first task was ranking 12 workplace benefits in order 
of importance. The benefits included in the list were: medi-
cal insurance, dental insurance, vision insurance, retirement 
benefits, life insurance, commuter benefits, paid vacation 
policy, health savings accounts, disability insurance, child-
care assistance, paid parental leave, and flexible working 

3  Age and gender were the only demographic collected variables.
4  Among the 28 omitted cases, the range of classes one reported to 
have taken was 20–12,369,549,494.
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hours. This measure assumes that persons who are focusing 
on retirement preparation would find such workplace ben-
efits to be more important than benefits distant from retire-
ment as such benefits allow them to achieve their preparation 
goals. Negative correlations with this variable reflect greater 
preparation for retirement, as lower values are higher ranks 
(i.e., the lowest possible value [one] is the highest possible 
rank).

The second task was based on Hershfield et al. (2011) 
investigation of the effect of viewing photos of oneself ren-
dered to appear aged on retirement savings. In this task, par-
ticipants imagined receiving an unexpected $1,000 and were 
given five options of how to use that money: buy something 
for themselves, buy something for another person, put the 
money into a retirement fund, put the money in a savings 
account, use it to pay off debt. The more one allots for retire-
ment, the more retirement preparation they are exhibiting.

Table 1 contains the descriptive statistics for each vari-
able analyzed in this study.

Results

Analytic Overview

Because of the large sample, effects negligible in size can 
yield seemingly “large” statistical significance. To avoid 
Type 1 error, I interpret a correlation as “significant” if 
it meets or exceeds the conventional criterion of a small 

effect before rounding5 (r = 0.10; Cohen, 1992). I applied 
the same criterion in regression analyses based on standard-
ized slopes (i.e., β ≥ 0.10 are “significant”) and the omega-
squared statistic in ANOVA tests (i.e., ω2 = 0.016). Similarly, 
I conclude that a between-groups effect is “significant” if it 
meets or exceeds the conventional criterion of a small effect 
(i.e., d = 0.20; Cohen, 1992). Because d can overestimate the 
size of the effect, however, I used Hedges’s g: a less biased 
derivative of d (and is thus interpreted identically to it; Cum-
ming, 2012). Due to multiple comparisons in the tests below, 
the criterion for statistical significance was p < 0.001. Any 
effect of source reflects a difference between participants 
who have (vs. have not) spoken about retirement with each 
source (e.g., parents).

Correlations Between Outcome Variables

See Table 2 for correlations between the variables analyzed 
in this study. I began by analyzing age and gender. Only two 
correlations emerged, both with age. Specifically, age was 
associated negatively with perceived likelihood of retiring 
(i.e., older participants reported smaller likelihoods than did 
younger participants) and positively with frequency of talk-
ing about retirement (i.e., older participants reported talking 
about retirement more so than did younger participants).

Table 1   Descriptive statistics of the variables examined in this study

The sample size for anticipated retirement age was smaller (n = 977) because persons who reported a zero chance of retirement did not see this 
question

Variable Mean SD Median Minimum Maximum

Frequency of talking about retirement 2.12 1.73 2 0 6
Importance of learning about retirement 3.76 1.88 4 0 6
Likelihood of retiring 0.60 0.33 0.6 0 1
Anticipated retirement age 65.02 7.34 65 45 93
Perceived retirement knowledge compared to peers 2.78 1.67 3 0 6
Successful retirement compared to parents 0.24 1.14 0 − 2 2
Successful retirement compared to grandparents 0.17 1.29 0 − 2 2
Perceived retirement deposit rate of full-time workers 6.04% 3.13% 5% 0% 11 + %
Anticipated retirement contribution rate in full-time job 6.17% 3.22% 5% 0% 11 + %
Rank of workplace retirement benefits 5.76 3.27 5 1 12
Money allocated for retirement $169.50 $204.26 $100 $0 $1000
Positive affect 2.04 0.97 2 0 4
Negative affect 1.78 0.98 1.75 0 4
Number of finance classes taken 0.81 1.55 0 0 12
Total retirement conversation sources 1.93 1.35 1 1 9

5  Thus, correlations between .095 and .099 are not interpreted as sta-
tistically significant despite being rounded up to .10.
6  The ω2 is interpreted similarly to the R2 statistic. A ω2 of .01 cor-
responds to r = .10.
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The frequency of talking about retirement yielded sizea-
ble correlations with perceived importance of learning about 
retirement, perceived retirement knowledge compared to 
peers, anticipated retirement contribution in a full-time job, 
and positive emotions about retirement. The only variable 
with which the frequency of talking about retirement was 
unassociated was money allocated towards retirement in the 
allocation task. In other words, talking about retirement was 
generally positively associated with retirement preparation.

Does Employment Status Predict Retirement Preparation?

I conducted a set of one-way ANOVAs on the indices of 
retirement preparation in which the independent variable 
was employment status (unemployed vs. employed part time 
vs. employed full time). Employment status yielded three 
effects (see Fig. 1).

The first effect was for the frequency of talking about 
retirement, F (2, 1128) = 37.45, ω2 = 0.06, p < 0.0001. Par-
ticipants who were unemployed reported talking less about 
retirement compared to participants who were employed part 
time (g = 0.43) or full time (g = 0.60; both ps < 0.0001), who 
did not largely differ from one another (g = 0.18, p = 0.0419).

The second effect was for perceived knowledge of retire-
ment compared to peers, F (2, 1128) = 21.08, ω2 = 0.03, 
p < 0.0001. Post-hoc tests revealed one difference: par-
ticipants employed full-time reported perceiving greater 
knowledge of retirement relative to their peers compared 
to unemployed participants (g = 0.46, p < 0.0001). Par-
ticipants employed part time did not reach statistical sig-
nificance in their differences with unemployed participants 

(g = 0.23, p = 0.0042) and those working full-time (g = 0.25, 
p = 0.0043).

Lastly, employment status was associated with positive 
affect when thinking about retirement, F (2, 1128) = 18.02, 
ω2 = 0.03, p < 0.0001. Post hoc tests showed one difference: 
participants employed full time showed greater positive 
affect than did participants who were unemployed (g = 0.42, 
p < 0.0001). Participants employed part time did not dem-
onstrate statistically-significant differences with participants 
who are unemployed (g = 0.20, p = 0.0149) or employed full 
time (g = 0.25, p = 0.0057).

With Which Sources Have Participants Spoken About 
Retirement?

Parents were the most common source of our sample’s retire-
ment discussions (50.66%). This was followed by friends 
(31.56%), significant others (28.74%), siblings (21.75%), 
“other sources” (18.04%), other family members (16.53%), 
co-workers (11.14%), financial advisors (10.08%), and inter-
net forums (4.60%). Because relatively few people in the 
sample talked about retirement with other family members, 
co-workers, financial advisors, internet forums, and other 
sources, any results of tests examining these sources should 
be interpreted with caution.

Age was positively correlated with speaking with a sig-
nificant other about retirement (r = 0.12, p < 0.0001). Gender 
was related only to discussing retirement with a significant 
other: women (33.14%) were somewhat more likely to talk 
to a significant other than were men (23.29%), χ2 (1) = 12.73, 
V = 0.11, p = 0.0004.

Fig. 1   Statistically-significant 
differences between employ-
ment status groups. Error bars 
represent standard error of the 
mean, displayed at the bottom 
of each bar

YOUNG ADULTS’ RETIREMENT CONVERSATION 
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Preparing for Retirement: Whom to Talk To?

Table 3 contains correlation coefficients between talking to 
each source about retirement and the indices of retirement 
preparation. The sources that yielded the largest number 
of positive correlations were parents (partially supporting 
Hypothesis 1), significant others, and financial advisors. 
Seeking conversation about retirement in internet forums 
was unrelated to any variables analyzed in this study. 
Interestingly, the data suggested that speaking with “other 
sources” was negatively related to retirement preparation. 

I extended these correlational analyses by estimating 
effect sizes for between-group differences (talked to vs. not 
talked to each source) in the variables that yielded correla-
tions at or above r = 0.10 (see Table 4). Across all sources 
besides “other sources,” sizable differences in the frequency 
of talking about retirement emerged, with the biggest dif-
ferences emerging for the sources of a financial advisor and 
co-workers. Talking to parents, significant others, financial 
advisors, and co-workers was associated with greater retire-
ment knowledge compared to peers (demonstrating some 
support for Hypotheses 1 and 2). Only talking to parents was 
associated with retirement likelihood: those who have dis-
cussed retirement with their parents believed that they had a 
higher chance of successfully retiring than those who did not 
discuss retirement with their parents. Talking about retire-
ment with significant others and with financial advisors was 

associated with positive emotions about retirement. Talking 
to “other sources,” however, yielded opposite effects: talking 
to these sources was associated with decreased frequency 
of talking about retirement, importance of learning about 
retirement, less retirement knowledge relative to peers, and 
less positive affect about retirement.

Multiple Regression Analyses of Conversation 
Sources

To delve deeper into the effect of source on retirement prep-
aration, I ran a set of multiple regressions. In these tests, 
I included all sources of conversation about retirement as 
well as the number of financial classes one has taken. These 
tests also had two covariates: the frequency of talking about 
retirement (with the exception of the regression in which 
this was the dependent variable) and the number of finan-
cial classes one has taken. This allowed me to examine any 
relative contribution of talking about retirement and formal 
education on retirement preparation. Because the frequency 
of talking about retirement was correlated with both age 
and employment status, I included them as covariates in this 
regression test. For the same reason, the analysis of per-
ceived retirement knowledge compared to peers included 
employment status as a covariate. Statistically significant 
effects of source emerged for four variables (see Table 5).

Table 4   Effects of talking to particular sources on retirement preparation

Source Dependent variable Spoken to source Not spoken to source g

Parents Frequency of talking about retirement 2.43 (1.68) 1.81 (1.73) 0.36
Importance of learning about retirement 4.07 (1.73) 3.43 (1.98) 0.34
Likelihood of retiring 63.60% (32.65%) 56.67% (32.92%) − 0.21
Perceived retirement knowledge compared to peers 2.95 (1.57) 2.60 (1.75) − 0.21

Significant other Frequency of talking about retirement 2.56 (1.76) 1.95 (1.69) 0.35
Importance of learning about retirement 4.08 (1.77) 3.63 (1.91) 0.25
Perceived retirement knowledge compared to peers 3.30 (1.57) 2.57 (1.66) 0.45
Positive affect 2.26 (0.98) 1.96 (0.95) 0.32

Financial advisor Frequency of talking about retirement 3.09 (1.75) 2.02 (1.70) 0.62
Importance of learning about retirement 4.43 (1.70) 3.68 (1.88) 0.42
Perceived retirement knowledge compared to peers 3.60 (1.60) 2.68 (1.65) 0.56
Positive affect 2.50 (0.92) 1.99 (0.06) 0.53

Siblings Frequency of talking about retirement 2.85 (1.75) 1.92 (1.67) 0.54
Other family members Frequency of talking about retirement 2.79 (1.72) 1.99 (1.70) 0.46
Friends Frequency of talking about retirement 1.99 (1.77) 2.42 (1.61) 0.25
Co-workers Frequency of talking about retirement 3.02 (1.59) 2.01 (1.72) 0.62

Perceived retirement knowledge compared to peers 3.32 (1.54) 2.71 (1.67) 0.38
“Other sources” Frequency of talking about retirement 1.02 (1.41) 2.37 (1.70) 0.86

Importance of learning about retirement 3.14 (2.03) 3.89 (1.82) 0.39
Perceived retirement knowledge compared to peers 2.07 (1.75) 2.93 (1.61) 0.51
Positive affect 1.66 (0.95) 2.13 (0.95) 0.50
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Table 5   Multiple regression analyses of the unique contributions of sources on retirement preparation

Outcome Predictor b SE β p

Frequency of talking about 
retirement

Parents 0.14 0.11 0.04 .1989
Siblings 0.56 0.12 0.13  < .0001
Other family 0.20 0.14 0.04 .14
Friends − 0.05 0.11 − 0.01 .6243
Significant others 0.23 0.11 0.06 .0363
Financial advisors 0.42 0.17 0.07 .0113
Internet forums 0.39 0.23 0.05 .0871
Co-workers 0.45 0.16 0.08 .0066
“Other sources” − 0.88 0.14 − 0.20  < .0001
Number of financial classes taken 0.14 0.03 0.13  < .0001
Age 0.04 0.02 0.06 .0462
Employment (unemployed vs. part time) 0.49 0.11 0.13  < .0001
Employment (unemployed vs. full time) 0.66 0.12 0.17  < .0001

Importance of learning 
about retirement

Parents 0.48 0.11 0.13  < .0001
Siblings − 0.43 0.13 − 0.09 .0012
Other family − 0.16 0.15 − 0.03 .2819
Friends 0.16 0.12 0.04 .1834
Significant others 0.23 0.12 0.06 .047
Financial advisors 0.23 0.18 0.04 .1915
Internet forums − 0.09 0.25 − 0.01 .717
Co-workers − 0.16 0.18 − 0.03 .3692
“Other sources” 0.08 0.15 0.02 .5834
Number of financial classes taken − 0.04 0.03 − 0.03 .2441
Frequency of talking about retirement 0.47 0.03 0.44  < .0001

Outcome Predictor b SE β p

Perceived retirement 
knowledge compared to 
peers

Parents 0.10 0.10 0.03 .278
Siblings − 0.15 0.11 − 0.04 .184
Other family − 0.08 0.12 − 0.02 .527
Friends 0.08 0.10 0.02 .413
Significant others 0.42 0.10 0.12  < .0001
Financial advisors 0.24 0.15 0.04 .111
Internet forums − 0.02 0.21 − 0.002 .933
Co-workers − 0.05 0.15 − 0.01 .746
“Other Sources” − 0.03 0.13 − 0.01 .831
Number of financial classes taken 0.03 0.03 0.03 .242
Frequency of talking about Retirement 0.47 0.03 0.49  < .0001
Employment (unemployed; part time) − 0.01 0.10 − 0.002 .942
Employment (unemployed vs. full time) 0.17 0.11 0.04 .126

Ranking of workplace 
retirement benefits

Parents − 0.11 0.22 − 0.02 .6225
Siblings − 0.33 0.26 − 0.04 .2075
Other family 0.12 0.28 0.01 .6757
Friends − 0.18 0.23 − 0.03 .4229
Significant others − 0.01 0.23 − 0.002 .9522
Financial advisors − 0.46 0.34 − 0.04 .1778
Internet forums 0.33 0.48 0.02 .4856
Co-workers 1.15 0.34 0.11 .0008
“Other sources” 0.17 0.30 0.02 .5646
Number of financial classes taken 0.05 0.07 0.02 .4684
Frequency of talking about retirement − 0.20 0.06 − 0.11 .0012
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Frequency of Talking About Retirement

Siblings and financial classes were sources of talking about 
retirement when controlling for all other variables. Talking 
to “other sources,” however, was negatively related to the 
frequency of retirement conversations.

Importance of Learning About Retirement

Talking to parents was the only positive correlate of per-
ceived importance of learning about retirement, when con-
trolling for talking about retirement with the rest of the 
sources. The frequency of talking about retirement also 
served as a positive predictor, suggesting that talking about 
the topic in general promotes its importance.

Perceived Retirement Knowledge Compared to Peers

Participants who had discussed retirement with their sig-
nificant other were more likely to believe that their knowl-
edge of retirement was greater than that of their peers. The 
frequency of talking about retirement was also a positive 
predictor of this variable.

Ranking of Retirement Benefits

Discussing retirement with co-workers was related to higher 
rankings of workplace retirement benefits. In other words, 
the more that participants spoke about retirement to their 
co-workers, the more important they felt are employer retire-
ment benefits. Rankings of workplace retirement benefits 
were also positively correlated with the frequency of talking 
about retirement.

Quantity vs. Frequency of Retirement Conversations

In another set of analyses, I regressed the indices of retire-
ment preparation on the frequency of talking about retire-
ment, the diversity of sources one has to talk about it, and 
the number of financial classes one has taken. The purpose 
of these tests was to parse the relative influence of formal 
financial education from “informal” discussion within one’s 
social network; and whether the diversity of conversation 
sources differs from the frequency of discussing retirement 
in shaping retirement preparation.

Several relations emerged, all for the frequency of talk-
ing about retirement. Specifically, the frequency of talking 
about retirement positively predicted: anticipated retire-
ment age (β = 0.12); importance of learning about retire-
ment (β = 0.44); knowledge of retirement compared to 
peers (β = 0.51);7 retirement success compared to parents 
(β = 0.16) and grandparents (β = 0.15); ranking of workplace 
retirement benefits (β = -0.11); and both positive (β = 0.43) 
and negative (β = 0.16) emotions about retirement; all 
ps < 0.0001. No effects emerged for financial classes taken 
and the number of sources with whom one has discussed 
retirement.

Discussion

Nearly half of Americans may not be adequately prepared 
for retirement (Munnell et al., 2018). This is a problem not 
just for persons nearing or entering retirement, but for young 
adults who are just beginning to build their financial life. 
As past research shows, young adults do find retirement and 
finance to be interesting and show motivation to learn more 
about it (Beck & Garris, 2019). In this study, I explored 
whether young adults go to various sources for informa-
tion on retirement, and whether these sources differentially 
related to retirement planning.

The results of this research echo young adults’ interest 
in finance (Beck & Garris, 2019). They generally acknowl-
edged the importance of knowledge about retirement and 
even felt that they may know more than their peers do about 
the subject. The sample also had a fairly positive outlook 
on retirement. Participants experienced more positive than 
negative emotions; and believed that they will be at least 
as successful at retirement, if not more, compared to their 
parents and grandparents. Exploratory tests also showed 
that employed young adults (especially those employed full 
time) tended to display somewhat more retirement prepara-
tion compared their unemployed counterparts. This may not 
be surprising as retirement preparation often begins at the 
workplace with a retirement benefits plan.

Sources of Retirement Conversations

Just like a portfolio, diversification in sources of conver-
sation about retirement yields benefits. Participants with 
more sources of retirement tended to display more retire-
ment preparation. A greater number of retirement conversa-
tion sources was positively associated with variables such 
as importance of learning about retirement, knowledge of 

7  Including employment status as a covariate in this regression 
yielded no main effects (βs < 0.05) and did not change the overall 
results (the β for frequency of talking about retirement was 0.50 in 
this regression).
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retirement relative to peers, and positive emotions about 
retirement. This finding suggests that different sources may 
offer unique insights into retirement preparation, suggesting 
that young adults can benefit from talking about retirement 
with numerous others in unique ways. Indeed, examinations 
of each source separately revealed support for this notion.

Parents were the most common source of retirement 
conversations in the sample. Participants who talked to 
parents generally felt that retirement is more important to 
learn about, anticipated a higher likelihood of retiring, and 
believed that they knew somewhat more about retirement 
relative to their peers. Out of all the potential sources, par-
ents are likely the one with whom young adults interact the 
most. In fact, during the time of this study (April, 2020), 
approximately 51% of Americans ages 18–29 were living 
with at least one parent (Fry et al., 2020).8 Young adults 
curious about retirement may be proactively seeking advice 
from their parents—seeking information from this source 
is especially simple if they are cohabitating. On the other 
hand, parents themselves vary in their desire to talk about 
retirement with their children (e.g., LeBaron et al., 2019). 
Perhaps the parents who are preparing for retirement them-
selves proactively seek to discuss the retirement process with 
their children.

Still, parents were not the only predictor of the frequency 
of talking about retirement. Participants also discussed 
retirement with their close social network; particularly 
friends and significant others. Conversations with close oth-
ers can span a library’s worth of topics. Yet, it appears that 
young adults are choosing to discuss retirement specifically. 
In other words, young adults want to actively discuss retire-
ment and appear to do so with multiple sources.

The null relation between internet forums and the fre-
quency of talking about retirement is interesting. Generation 
Z is tech-centered, growing up after the internet became a 
household staple. These findings suggest that although the 
internet is ripe with knowledge waiting to be discovered, it 
may not currently be a significant source of retirement infor-
mation for young adults. Rather, it appears that young adults 
prefer discussing retirement with people whom they know. 
Why discussing retirement via internet forums is unrelated 
to retirement preparation is an empirical question. Although 
a speculation, young adults may prefer using the internet for 
other ventures (e.g., shopping, streaming services), espe-
cially during the COVID-19 pandemic, rather than seeking 
financial information (Vogels, 2020).

Unlike the rest of the sources analyzed in this research, 
talking to “other sources” about retirement yielded nega-
tive relations with retirement preparation. It is challenging 

to surmise why such negative correlations emerged for this 
source given that source diversity has generally yielded a 
positive effect in this research. Indeed, the conceptualiza-
tion of “other” can differ person to person. Future research 
should identify which of such sources of information could 
yield detrimental effects.

Two sets of multiple regression analyses expanded this 
story. The first set of tests served to examine whether any 
particular source of retirement conversations predicts retire-
ment preparation above and beyond other sources, poten-
tially identifying the most effective source. Findings from 
these tests suggested that no source stood out as an espe-
cially-strong predictor. Rather, the effect of source of retire-
ment conversations varied across both the source itself and 
the index of retirement preparation. Parents served as one of 
the most impactful sources. For example, parents were the 
sole predictor of the perceived importance of retirement. Just 
like with any other financial topic, financial socialization 
for retirement may begin at home. Indeed, parents tend to 
be the first financial educators to children, and the lessons 
they teach appear to transcend into adulthood (Webley & 
Nyhus, 2006). Perhaps parents who speak to their children 
about retirement provide a “head start,” thereby showing the 
importance of proper retirement preparation earlier in life.

Only siblings and financial classes remained predictors 
of the frequency of talking about retirement. Indeed, retire-
ment appears in financial curricula (e.g., Washington State 
Department of Financial Institutions, 2020), thereby inher-
ently increasing the frequency of discussions about it. Why 
discussing retirement with siblings predicted the frequency 
of talking about retirement is more difficult to explain. A 
potential explanation is that people tend to seek practical 
advice more so than emotional support from their siblings 
(Voorpostel & van der Lippe, 2007). Further research is 
needed to examine these associations in more detail.

Third, the source that appeared to boost one’s perceived 
knowledge of retirement relative to their peers was discuss-
ing it with one’s significant other. One hallmark of close 
relationships is need support, which includes supporting 
the need for competence (La Guardia and Patrick, 2008). 
Perhaps close relationships can extend towards boosting 
confidence in one’s financial skills (whether the increased 
confidence will beget competence, however, is an empirical 
question).

The final set of effects was on positive emotions about 
retirement, which only speaking to financial advisors and 
taking financial classes predicted positively. Financial 
advisors and financial classes share some overlap, as both 
serve to provide objective financial information and provide 
some decision-making guidance. Perhaps kindled by young 
adults’ desire to learn about finance, this guidance can evoke 
even more positive emotions with retirement than they may 
already experience (Beck & Garris, 2019).

8  I did not assess housing status—I had no data on whether the par-
ticipants lived with a parent at the time of the study.
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A second set of tests examined relative contributions of 
the frequency of talking about retirement, the number of 
sources one has to talk about retirement, and the number of 
financial classes one has taken on retirement preparation. 
Across all variables, only the frequency of talking about 
retirement predicted retirement preparation. This finding 
highlights the importance of continuous conversation about 
the topic. Perhaps those who engage in constant conversa-
tion on the topic, even if it is only with a few sources, receive 
positive validation and reinforcement on retirement plan-
ning, especially if their close social network is supportive 
of their goals (Rusbult et al., 2009). Interestingly, frequency 
of talking about retirement was correlated positively to both 
positive and negative emotions about retirement. This find-
ing reflects prior research showing young adults’ mixed 
feelings towards retirement (Anderson & Gettings, 2020). 
Young adults may see the concept of achieving retirement 
through a positive lens while seeing the concept of reaching 
retirement negatively given its association with aging.

Behavioral Measures

The two behavioral measures used in this study (ranking of 
workplace benefits and money allocated to retirement in the 
allocation task) yielded correlations with several indices of 
retirement preparation. First, people who rank workplace 
retirement benefits higher also tend to anticipate higher 
chances of retiring, acknowledge the importance of learning 
about retirement, talk about retirement often, perceive know-
ing about retirement more than their peers do, anticipate 
contributing more to their retirement fund in a hypothetical 
first job, and experience positive emotions when thinking 
about retirement. Second, the amount of money one allo-
cated towards retirement was related to two variables: the 
frequency of talking about retirement positive emotions 
when thinking about retirement. These correlations further 
demonstrate the importance of simply discussing retirement 
on retirement preparation, both attitudinal and behavioral.

Interestingly, no retirement conversation source was asso-
ciated with the two behavioral measures. In other words, 
although talking about retirement to certain sources (e.g., 
parents) may bolster young adults’ retirement preparation atti-
tudes, their behavioral preparation is still at the starting line. 
This attitude-behavior discrepancy may reflect the intention-
action gap: a disconnect between planning (which appears 
to be relatively high in this sample) and acting (Sheeran & 
Webb, 2016), which is seen fairly often in retirement prepa-
ration (Krijnen et al., 2018). People may plan on saving for 
retirement, yet they do not actually do so. This is perhaps why 
auto-enrollment retirement plans (i.e., plans that automatically 
enroll employees into a retirement fund) have shown to be 
successful in increasing savings (Benartzi & Thaler, 2007): 
the action is already done for them independent of intention. 

Alternatively, perhaps young adults, despite showing inter-
est in learning about it, have little experience in the behavio-
ral processes of retirement preparation. It is possible that as 
they enter the workforce and begin retirement planning, their 
behaviors may change as well. In other words, the principles of 
cognitive dissonance theory (Harmon-Jones & Harmon-Jones, 
2007) may be at play. Cognitive dissonance is the unpleasant 
experience due to a “misalignment” between one’s attitudes 
and behaviors. To alleviate this discomfort, people can change 
either their attitude or their behavior. Per this idea, develop-
ing positive attitudes about retirement without implementing 
parallel action could lead to dissonance that one can alleviate 
by engaging in preparatory behaviors, perhaps even beginning 
to save.

Financial Classes

Prior work has shown that formal financial education, such 
as high school classes, may not be preparing young adults 
for financial health as much as many may think (e.g., Shim 
et al., 2010). I was able to explore whether the number of 
financial classes one has taken (which serves as a proxy for 
financial education) can capture unique variance in retire-
ment preparation independent of other sources. The results 
showed that formal education was largely unrelated to any 
index of retirement preparation, further suggesting that the 
home could prepare one better than can the classroom. In 
fact, the frequency of talking about retirement was the only 
variable to predict both behavioral indices of retirement 
preparation (along with positive emotions towards retire-
ment). The implication of this finding is that retirement 
preparation begins with talking. It appears that the conver-
sations that young adults have about retirement are largely 
constrained to their close social network, especially with 
parents.

These results also echo the advantages of seeking help 
from financial advisors. In fact, the financial advisor was the 
only source outside of one’s social network to play a posi-
tive role in retirement preparation. Thus, young adults could 
benefit from using financial advisors to start their financial 
journey.

Strengths and Limitations

Strengths

There are a number of strengths of this research. First, 
this was the first study (to my knowledge) to explore the 
sources of conversations that young adults have available 
to discuss retirement. Second, the sample provided ample 
power to detect effects. Due to this, I was conservative 
in interpreting effects as “significant” with the goal of 
reducing Type I errors. Third, the sample was drawn to be 
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nationally-balanced and may be a more precise reflection of 
young adults’ attitudes and behaviors compared to a con-
venience college student or online sample.

Limitations

This study has several important limitations to both its sam-
ple and its design.

Limitations to  the  Sampling Strategy  Despite being bal-
anced, the sample may still not precisely reflect the atti-
tudes and behaviors of young adults given the significant 
diversity of their generation (Pew, 2018). Still, the differ-
ence in “representativeness” between balanced and “true” 
random samples (e.g., random digit dialing) is generally 
small (Goel et al., 2015). Another limitation to this sample 
was the age restriction. Many members of Generation Z are 
younger than 18 and yet are participating in the economy—
the results of this work may thus not accurately reflect the 
financial attitudes and practices of the younger members 
of this generation. The financial incentive to participate in 
the survey ($3) may have also contributed to selection bias. 
Past research has linked monetary compensation with data 
and showed that said compensation is a common motiva-
tion for partaking in paid online surveys (e.g., Litman et al., 
2015). Given that this study focused on finances, there may 
have been underlying financial motivation for participants 
to complete this study. It is thus possible that this research 
missed responses from a particular demographic: financially 
well-off young adults. Indeed, those who are financially well 
off may be less apt to partake in research either because they 
are less likely to participate in paid research in general or 
because the financial incentive to participate was insuffi-
cient for them.

Limitations to the Design  First, the results of this study are 
correlational in nature and should not be interpreted causally. 
Future experimental work could encourage young adults to 
talk about retirement with parents (or to other sources) to 
explore causal links. Second, participants were able to select 
only nine potential sources of conservation about retirement, 
which omits a potentially larger pool of sources. As the 
results of this research show, “other” sources demonstrate 
negative effects on preparation, suggesting that sources not 
identified in this research have different effects compared 
to sources that were assessed. Thus, future research should 
identify further sources of conversation about retirement to 
better understand their relation.

Limitations Due to the Climate During Data Collection  The 
data collection unintentionally occurred during the SARS-
CoV-2 pandemic over two weeks in April of 2020 (this work 
was planned prior to the outbreak). This is likely the first 

major world event for members Generation Z.9 Data collec-
tion during this time, however, allows researchers to exam-
ine whether this unique historical event influenced young 
adults’ experiences in their entry into the finance and the 
working world. Of course, the results may not accurately 
represent young adults’ financial attitudes and behaviors 
during times of normalcy. Additionally, the negative eco-
nomic impact of the pandemic may have provided unique 
incentives for young adults to participate in paid online 
research as means of income supplementation.

Future Directions

A number of doors are waiting to be opened in future 
research. First, researchers would benefit from exploring 
whether sources of conversations about retirement, as well 
as attitudes and behaviors towards it, changes as the world 
recovers from COVID-19. Such work would provide insights 
into how global economic downturns impact young adults’ 
financial habits. Researchers would also benefit from exam-
ining whether the effect of discussing retirement with vari-
ous sources differs across age groups. For example, perhaps 
older adults would benefit less in talking to their parents 
than would younger adults. Another interesting direction is 
a longitudinal investigation to examine whether any boosts 
in retirement preparation from discussing the topic with vari-
ous sources are short- or long-term.

Conclusion

Planning for retirement is difficult for a number of reasons. 
Older adults may be realizing that they have not adequately 
prepared for retiring (Morrissey, 2019), whereas younger 
adults may not even think about retirement altogether (Her-
shfield et al., 2011). Of course, the earlier one starts finan-
cial socialization the better; and this financial socialization 
begins and continues with parents. After all, as the results 
of this research and those of prior studies suggest, finance 
classes can boost confidence, but talking about finance with 
parents can boost competence—though talking to siblings, 
friends, significant others, and especially a professional, is 
also beneficial.

9  With the exception of some of the oldest members of this genera-
tion, who have lived through and may even remember the events of 
9/11/2001.
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Appendix 1

Measures Used in this Study

Indices of Retirement Preparation

Likelihood of Retirement

“Using your best guess, what’s the likelihood that you’ll 
retire in the future?” The scale for this item was: 0%, 10%, 
20%, 30%, 40%, 50%, 60%, 70%, 80%, 90%, 100%.

Anticipated Retirement Age

“At what age do you think you’ll retire?” This item was 
open-ended.

Importance of Learning About Retirement

“How important is learning about retirement planning to 
you?” The scale for this item was: 0 = Unimportant; 6 = Very 
important.

Frequency of Talking About Retirement

“How often do you talk about retirement with others?” 
Scale: 0 = Never; 6 = Very often.

Perceived Knowledge of Retirement Compared to Peers

“How would you compare your knowledge of retirement 
preparation to other people your age?” The scale for this 
item was: 0 = I know much less than others do; 6 = I know 
much more than others do.

Beliefs About Full Time Workers’ Retirement Deposit Rate

“What percent of each paycheck do you think full-time 
workers save for retirement?” The scale for this item was: 
0%, 1%, 2%, 3%, 4%, 5%, 6%, 7%, 8%, 9%, 10%, 11 + %.

Anticipated Retirement Savings Rate at First Full‑Time Job

“Imagine you just started your first job. As a part of the on 
boarding process, your new company asks what percent of 
your paycheck you’d like to deposit into a retirement savings 
account. What percent would you choose?” The scale for 
this item was: 0%, 1%, 2%, 3%, 4%, 5%, 6%, 7%, 8%, 9%, 
10%, 11 + %.

Perceived Retirement Success Compared to Parents 
and Grandparents

“Compared to your parents’ [grandparents’] generation, how 
successful do you think you’ll be at maintaining a comfort-
able life during retirement?” The scale for these items was: 
− 2 = Much less successful; − 1 = A little less successful; 
0 = About as successful; 1 = A little more successful; 2 = Much 
more successful.

Emotions About Retirement

Positive emotions were: enthusiastic, determined, excited, and 
interested (composite index of positive affect was an average 
of these four items; ⍺ = 0.83). Negative emotions were: dis-
tressed, uncertain, scared, and nervous (composite index of 
negative affect was an average of these four items; ⍺ = 0.81). 
The scale for these items was: 0 = Not at all; 1 = A little; 
2 = Moderately; 3 = Quite a bit; 4 = Very much.

Other Measures

Financial Classes Taken

“How many financial planning classes have you taken in 
school so far? If you’ve never taken a class on this or on a 
similar topic, please enter a zero.” This item was open-ended.

Employment Status

“Are you currently employed?” The responses were coded: 
0 = Unemployed; 1 = Employed part time; 2 = Employed full 
time.
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