
	
 

Financial Dreams, Worries and Growing Appetite for Advice: 
Americans Rank Top Goals, Concerns and Difficulties  

Emergency	Fund	No.	1	Goal,	Health	Care	No.	1	Concern,	Pain	Point	Advice	Gaps	Widen	

November 8, 2017 (Rye, NY) – Building bigger emergency funds continues to grow in importance 
as the top goal, while health care has overtaken Social Security as the top consumer concern, 
with more Americans reporting health issues and thinking about how to save for health care, in 
two new research reports by Hearts & Wallets, the source for retail investor data and insights. 

Attitudes & Sentiment: Rise of Emergency Funds, Health Care and Struggle for Work-Life Balance 
analyzes consumer sentiment, key concerns, financial goals, investing experience and general 
investing/ savings attitudes by lifestage and asset class for U.S. consumer groups nationally. Pain 
Points & Action: Inspirations for Helping Younger Savers and Consumers in Phases of Retirement 
reveals the most pressing financial pain points that different groups of consumers face, the reasons 
they seek help, and the actions they have taken and plan to take. Hearts & Wallets subject matter 
experts with operating experience in retail finance, consumer packaged goods and technology 
development produce the reports from the latest fielding of the Hearts & Wallets Investor Quantitative™ 
Database (IQ™ Database). The IQ™ Database is recognized as the largest single dataset on U.S. 
retail consumer attitudes, behaviors and buying patterns with over 40,000 U.S. households. 

American Financial Dreams 
“Build up an emergency fund” is this year’s No. 1 financial goal, cited by 49% of consumers 
nationally. This is up 12 percentage points since 2013 when only 37% had this goal. Consumers 
with the least money place the most importance on building up an emergency fund. For 
households with under $100,000 in investible assets, the goal of “emergency fund” was their No. 
1 goal, up by 10 percentage points since 2015. The goal remains highly relevant for households 
with $100,000 to $500,000. Investment goals like “preserve capital” are No. 1 for wealthier 
consumers with $500,000 or more in investible assets. 

“For many households, an emergency fund represents a large part of their investible assets,” Laura 
Varas, CEO and founder of Hearts & Wallets, said. “These funds can be put to work to build wealth 
rather than sitting on the sidelines. Financial firms can introduce new ways manage emergency 
funds to help consumers build wealth without undue risk.”  

The goal of “take a vacation” is second at 39% of 12 goals tracked by Hearts & Wallets IQ™ 
Database. Vacations are high on the list for younger consumers, as the goal of a vacation is neck 
and neck with other goals. Younger people rank “build up an emergency fund” as the top goal 
with 64% and “take a vacation” as second with 60%.  
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In contrast, the goal of a vacation drops for older consumers. Consumers ages 53 to 64 are 
focused on the future work-life balance goal rather than immediate vacations. Their top goals are 
“work less when older” (47%) and “stop work/retire when older” (46%), and they are focused on 
investing to make that happen.  

“People who laugh about the desire to take a vacation instead of saving for retirement misses a 
key insight into what drives consumers,” Varas said. “Current versus future work-life balance is an 
important issue, and the need to refresh and reset should be acknowledged. Younger consumers 
need help aligning current work-life balance with the equally important goal of setting themselves 
up for success in the decades to come. The reality sets in for older consumers when they realize 
they need to prepare for the long vacation that comes when they stop working voluntarily or 
involuntarily. In effect, the whole conversation about retirement is actually work-life balance.” 

Focus on Health Care 
U.S. households rate “U.S. health care” the top concern, with a jump to 44% nationally, up from 
39% in 2016, mirroring the national debate swirling around health care and consumer concerns of 
rising health care costs. “Social Security” is the No. 2 concern at 39%, dropping from 40% in 2016.  
The other eight concerns are discussed in the report. In an interesting twist, more households are 
reporting that they, their spouse/partner, parent or in-law have experienced serious health issues 
or suffered from a serious chronic condition over the past four years. 

Health care is a top issue across consumer lifestages with important nuances from the youngest 
to the oldest. Purchase of health care, long-term care or life insurance is one of the top three 
actions either taken during the past 12 to 18 months or planned by Accumulators as well as Pre-
Retirees and Post-Retirees.  

“Consumers are really focused on the unpredictability of future health care costs,” Varas said. 
“Financial firms can help by including saving for future health care in advice and guidance, 
without preying inappropriately on this fear. Improving health savings account (HSA) solutions 
can also help firms help consumers prepare for future.” 

Life of Strife  
Personal finance is getting harder for Accumulators, especially younger ones, with widening gaps 
between the advice they need and have sought help with. Over the past five years, many pain 
points, which were already high, further increased by over 10 percentage points. Pre-Retirees 
also experienced a recent spike in difficulties. 

Younger consumers are seeking help more than ever with the tasks they find difficult. Households 
ages 21 to 39 are seeking help at a faster pace but not enough to keep up with the increases in 
difficulty. Advice gaps remain large because advice-seeking isn’t keeping pace with difficulties.  
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“Difficulty is one of many drivers of seeking help,” Varas said. “Two other factors are seeing value 
in paying for professional financial advice and life events. More insights can be found in mining 
the insights of the Hearts & Wallets dataset.”  

In addition to the above findings, the reports highlight phases of retirement, focusing on the very 
different needs of the newly retired versus consumers further into retirement. The reports also 
explore the role of the employer in saving for retirement and how consumers view advisors and 
money managers of their investments.  

 

 

Methodology 
The Attitudes & Sentiment: Rise of Emergency Funds, Health Care and Struggle for Work-Life Balance insight module 
report analyzes consumer sentiment, key concerns, financial goals, investing experience and general investing/ 
savings attitudes by lifestage and asset class for U.S. consumer groups nationally. Pain Points & Action: Inspirations 
for Helping Younger Savers and Consumers in Phases of Retirement reveals the most pressing financial pain points 
different groups of consumers face, the reasons they seek help, and the actions they have taken and plan to take. The 
reports are drawn from the Hearts & Wallets Investor Quantitative™ Database (IQ™ Database) of over 40,000 
households since 2010.  
 
About Hearts & Wallets 
Hearts & Wallets is a data and consulting firm focused on understanding the drivers behind retail investor decision 
making. Combining a consumer marketing framework with financial services operating experience, the company 
is a catalyst for consumer-driven innovation in retail investing and saving. Hearts & Wallets works with leading 
financial providers to improve the effectiveness of their marketing communications, solution design and service 
delivery. For more information visit www.heartsandwallets.com. 
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