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ABSTRACT

Financial surveys often include planning horizon questions to understand people’s financial decisions.

Response options vary, seemingly assuming no effects on reported planning horizons. However, our U.S.-wide
survey (N=5,175) revealed shorter reported planning horizons when response options were short-range (from
less than a week to longer than next year) rather than mid-range (from next month or less to longer than 10
years), or long-range (from next year or less to longer than 20 years). The mid-range condition elicited planning
horizons that were most similar to an open-ended condition thought to capture natural thinking, had better
predictive validity, and low respondent burden.
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A critical component of consumers’ financial decisions is their “time horizon,” defined as
“the number of months, years, or decades [needed] to invest to achieve [a] financial goal”
(investor.gov, 2025). Time horizons are commonly known as “planning horizons” in the
academic literature, where they have been found to positively correlate with decisions about
401(k) investments (Munnell et al., 2001), cryptocurrency (Bonaparte, 2022), household saving
(Fisher & Montalto, 2010), financial planner use (White & Heckman, 2016) and not paying
credit card interest (Kim & DeVaney, 2001; Rutherford & DeVaney, 2009). Holding risk and
time preferences constant, economic models recommend that individuals with longer financial
planning horizons hold more stock (Barberis, 2000; Bodie et al., 1992; Cocco et al., 2005;
Gomes et al., 2008). These recommendations may also provide guidance for the 60% of US
adults owning tax-preferred retirement accounts as of 2023 (Board of Governors of the Federal
Reserve System, 2024).

According to regulatory interpretation by the Securities and Exchange Commission
(SEC), time horizons are one factor that may be important for registered investment advisers to
consider when recommending investment strategies (Commission Interpretation Regarding
Standard of Conduct for Investment Advisers, 2019). Similarly, broker-dealers are legally
required to determine whether securities transactions or investment strategies are appropriate for
investors (Regulation Best Interest, 2019). Both types of professionals can gather time horizons
through “investment profiles,” which typically contain survey questions asking clients for
background information (Commission Interpretation Regarding Standard of Conduct for
Investment Advisers, 2019; Regulation Best Interest, 2019). Scoring rubrics on investment
profiles show that time horizons often affect the asset allocation that someone receives, with

longer reported time horizons correlating positively with the percent allocated to stocks rather



than bonds (Table 1). Time horizons are also assessed by “robo-advising services,” which
provide automated financial advice based on individuals’ responses (Arnott et al., 2023). These
services currently manage over $20 billion in assets (Investment Adviser Association, 2024) and
are a focus of active policy debates, including requests for information on the tools they use to

provide investment advice to clients (Request for Information S7-10-21, 2021).

The Potential Effect of Presented Response Options on Reported Planning Horizons

Despite the importance of planning horizons for understanding and informing financial
decisions, there appears to be no validated, standardized planning horizon question. Many
nationally representative surveys ask a variant of the following planning horizon question, with
their own range of response options: “In planning (your/your family’s) saving and spending,
which of the following time periods is most important to (you/your family)?”, including the
Survey of Consumer Finances (US) (SCF); Survey of Consumer Expectations (US) (SCE); the
English Longitudinal Survey of Ageing; the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in
Australia Survey (HILDA); and the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau’s Financial Well-

Being Survey (US). Specifically, SCF uses the response options “the next few months,” “the
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next year,” “the next few years,” “the next 5 to 10 years,” and “longer than 10 years,” whereas
HILDA starts with “the next week” and ends with “more than 10 years ahead” (Table 1). The
SCE’s shortest response option is the “next day.” Industry-designed investment profiles also
have varied response options. The shortest response option may be “immediately” (Morgan
Stanley, 2022) or “0-5 years” (B&R Financial Group, 2022), while the longest may be “10+
years” (B&R Financial Group, 2022) or “more than 20 years” (Northwestern Mutual Financial

Network, 2022). Table 1 shows examples of investment profile planning horizon questions and

how they align with recommended asset allocation.



Table 1: Example Planning Horizon Questions and Presented Response Options on Nationally
Representative Surveys and Investment Profiles

Source Question Response Options Recommended
Asset
Allocation
Nationally Representative Surveys
Survey of In planning or budgeting your | The next few months None
Consumer (family's) saving and spending, | The next year
Finances which of the following time The next few years
periods is most important to The next 5 to 10 years
you (and your family living Longer than 10 years
here)?
Survey of In deciding how much of their | Next day None
Consumer [family] income to spend, Next week
Expectations people are likely to think about | Next two weeks
different financial planning Next month
periods. In planning your Next few months
[family’s] spending, which of | Next year
the following time periods is Next few years
most important to you [and Next 5-10 years
your husband/wife/partner]? Longer than 10 years
The Household, | In planning your saving and The next week None
Income and spending, which of the The next few months
Labour following time periods is most | The next year
Dynamics in important to you? The next 2 to 4 years
Australia The next 5 to 10 years
Survey More than 10 years
ahead
Investment Profiles
B&R Financial | What is your time horizon for | 0-5 years 100% fixed
Group? this investment portfolio? income
5-10 years 100% fixed
income or 40%
equity/60%
fixed income
10+ years 40%
equity/60%
fixed income or
60%
equity/40%
fixed income
Merrill When is the earliest you Short term — 0 to 2 Stocks 60%,
anticipate needing all or a years Bonds 35%,
and Cash 5%




substantial portion of your Medium term — More Stocks 80%,
investment assets? than 2 but less than 5 Bonds 15%,
years and Cash 5%
Long term — 5 years or
more

Note. All asset allocations are conditional on other information elicited in the profile (e.g., risk
tolerance). There are no recommended asset allocations in these nationally representative
surveys.

aSee B&R Financial Group (2022). Recommended asset allocations are for a “risk tolerance”
score, calculated on the profile, of 13-24.

See Merrill (2022). Recommended asset allocations are for an investment profile score of 45-
54.

It is possible that the academics and practitioners who measure planning horizons vary
the presented response options because they assume doing so will not affect respondents’
reported planning horizons. Indeed, there are increasing calls to pay more attention to survey
methods and question design within economics and finance (e.g., Bruine de Bruin et al., 2012,
2017, 2022, 2025; D’Acunto & Weber, 2024; De Weerdt, Gibson, & Beegle, 2020; Stantcheva,
2023). Survey design research suggests that presented response options can change people’s
answers (Schwartz et al., 1985). For example, in a classic study, participants were asked how
much TV they watch (Schwarz et al., 1985). When the presented response options ranged from
“up to 2.5 hours” to “more than 4.5 hours,” 38% of participants reported watching more than 2.5
hours of TV. In contrast, when the presented response options were shorter, ranging from “up to
1/2 an hour” to “more than 2.5 hours,” only 16% reported watching more than 2.5 hours of TV.
If the presented response options similarly affect reported planning horizons, this could
potentially undermine research on financial decision making as well as advice provided to
investors.

If the presented response options affect reported planning horizons, they may also affect

the predictive validity of planning horizon questions. Understanding predictive validity is



important for researchers who aim to examine the relationships of people’s planning horizons
with other financial outcomes, and for financial professionals who may recommend specific
investment or money management strategies based on reported planning horizons (Pearson &
Lacombe, 2022). People have different financial planning horizons for different financial
outcomes, however (Bruine de Bruin, et al., 2025), so the set of response options with the highest
predictive validity may also vary across financial outcomes. It is possible that outcomes with
shorter planning horizons (such as avoiding financial hardship and owning an emergency fund)
have higher predictive validity when assessed using a planning horizon question with shorter
presented response options (Badji et al., 2023), whereas longer-run financial outcomes (such as
using a financial planner for saving and investments or retirement age) have higher predictive
validity when assessed using a planning horizon question with longer presented response options
(Khan et al., 2014; White & Heckman, 2016), consistent with literature on the discriminability of
response options (DeCastellarnau, 2018).

If presented response options affect reported planning horizons, then it is also important
to understand why such changes occur. In past research, response options have influenced
reported answers due to changing participants’ interpretation of the responses (Schwarz et al.,
1985). Specifically, the presented response options in the TV study affected the perceived social
norm for watching TV, with high-range response options leading to higher estimates of how
many hours other people watch TV as compared to low-range response options (Schwarz et al.,
1985). Similarly, it is possible that the presented response options for planning horizon
questions affect perceived norms and recommendations for what planning horizon people should

use.



Finally, to avoid effects of response options on reported responses, researchers
recommend using open-ended (fill-in-the-blank) questions, allowing participants to think about
their answer in a more natural way (Krosnick, 2018; Toepoel et al., 2009). Thus, comparisons to
open-ended responses can help clarify which set of closed-ended response options has the least
biasing effect on individuals’ thinking. Open-ended questions may be more difficult to answer
than closed-ended ones, however, and yield more missing responses (Griffith et al., 1999; Hurd
et al., 1998), a sign of increased respondent burden. Responses to open-ended questions may
also be difficult to classify (Schuman & Presser, 1996). This difficulty may be addressed
through self-coding, where participants classify their open-ended response into a closed-ended

category (Appelt et al., 2011; Glazier et al., 2021).

The Current Study

We evaluated the effects of varying presented response options on reported planning
horizons by randomly assigning participants from a nationally representative U.S. sample to one
of four conditions. These conditions displayed the same planning horizon question with short-
range, mid-range, or long-range response options, or an open-ended response mode. Our
research questions (RQs) were:

RQ1: Are reported planning horizons affected by whether response options are short-

range, mid-range, long-range, or open-ended?

RQ2: Do reported planning horizons have better predictive validity when response

options are short-range, mid-range, long-range, or open-ended?

RQ3: Are participants’ perceptions of the most common planning horizon, interpretations

of the planning horizon question, and evaluations of their reported planning horizon,



affected by whether response options are short-range, mid-range, long-range, or open-
ended?

RQ4: Are participants more likely to answer the planning horizon question or find the
question easier to answer when response options are short-range, mid-range, long-range,
or open-ended?

Materials and Methods

Sample and Exclusions

Participants came from NORC’s AmeriSpeak panel (https://amerispeak.norc.org/), a
probability-based panel designed to be representative of the U.S. population. AmeriSpeak
covers approximately 97% of the U.S. household population (NORC, 2022). We invited 15,000
panelists to the survey based on an expected response rate of 32% and a target sample size of
4,800. We got a higher response rate (39%), as 5,801 participants started the survey.

Of the 5,801 people who started the survey, three sets of individuals were excluded.
First, 91 dropped out before the planning horizon question. Second, 52 skipped the planning
horizon question. Third, an additional 375 skipped at least one of the outcome questions.
Ultimately, there were 5,175 participants for our analyses.

Of the 5,175 people who completed the survey, 21% were aged 65 or older, 47% were
male, and 36% of those aged 25+ had a bachelor’s degree or higher. The sample was 62% white,
14% black, 18% Hispanic, and 3% Asian or Pacific Islander; 3% selected multiple categories or
another race and ethnicity category. Median household income was $50,000-$74,999. This
breakdown largely matches the U.S. population (Table Al). Analyzed participants were more

likely than those who were excluded to hold at least a bachelor’s degree, be non-Hispanic white,



and have higher incomes when compared to people who were invited but not included; there

were no significant age or gender differences (Table Al).

Survey

Our survey was approved by the Institutional Review Board at NORC (#23-08-1415).
The median response time was 7 minutes. In line with other NORC-administered surveys,
participants were paid $3, or the equivalent of approximately $25 per hour. The survey
instrument appears in Online Appendix I.
Planning horizon question: four conditions

All participants saw the planning horizon question “In deciding how much of their
income to spend or save, people are likely to think about different financial planning periods. In
planning your saving and spending, [which of the following time periods/what time period] is
most important to you?” They were randomly assigned to one of four conditions, showing short-
range, mid-range, or long-range response options, or an open-ended response mode (Table 2).
Each of the three closed-ended conditions showed seven response options, which were designed
to allow us to distinguish planning horizons of a year or less versus longer than the next year. In
the open-ended condition, participants were asked to fill in a blank, followed by a question
asking them to self-code their response using the combined response options from all short-range
and long-range conditions. We used the self-coded, multiple-choice answer to determine
planning horizons. In all conditions, planning horizons were classified as a year or less (0)

versus greater than a year (1).



Table 2. Response options across experimental conditions.

Response  Short-range Mid-range Long-range Open-
Option Ended
1 Less than a week* The next month or The next year or -
less* less*
2 The next week* The next few The next 1-5 years  ---
months (longer
than the next
month but less than
a year)*
3 The next month* The next year* The next 5-10 years  ---
4 The next few months Longer than the next The next 10-15 -

(longer than the next year but less than the years
month but less thana  next 5 years

year)*
5 The next year* The next 5-10 years ~ The next 15-20 -
years
6 Longer than the next Longer than 10 years Longer than 20 -
year years

Notes: The short-, mid-, and long-range conditions also offered a seventh option to answer, “I
don’t do any financial planning.” The open-ended condition asked participants to classify their
open-ended response using one of the following categories: Less than a week*, The next
week*, The next month*, The next few months (longer than the next month but less than a
year)*, The next year*, Longer than the next year but less than the next 5 years, The next 5-10
years, The next 10-15 years, The next 15-20 years, More than 20 years, I don’t do any financial
planning.
* Bolded response options reflect a planning horizon of a year or less.
Financial outcomes

We assessed four financial outcomes. First, to measure financial hardship, we asked,
“Since January 2023, did any of the following happen to you because of a shortage of money?”
followed by seven items (e.g., Could not pay electricity, gas, or telephone bills on time).
Participants were coded as having financial hardship (1) if they gave an affirmative response to
any of the items; others received a 0.

Second, to measure emergency fund ownership, we asked, “Have you set aside

emergency or rainy day funds that would cover your expenses for 3 months, in case of sickness,



job loss, economic downturn, or other emergencies?” Possible response options were “Yes,”
“No,” and “Don’t know,” with “Yes” coded as 1 and the others 0.

Third, to assess financial planner use, we asked, “What sources of information do you use
to make decisions about saving and investments?”’ followed by a list: family member, friend,
lawyer, accountant, banker, broker, financial planner. We coded those who selected “financial
planner” as a 1, with non-selections coded as 0.

Fourth, to measure expected retirement age, we asked, “Do you expect to retire?”” with
response options of “Yes” and “No.” Those who answered affirmatively were then asked, “What
age do you expect to retire?” (open text box). Participants who had already retired were not
asked these two questions.

Perception of most common planning horizon

We asked, “What do you think most people will answer when they are asked [the
planning horizon question]?”” Response options followed the original experimental assignment.
Interpretation of the planning horizon question

We asked, “When answering the question ‘In planning your family’s saving and
spending, how much did you think about...”, followed by twelve topics, displayed in a random
order. As seen in an exploratory factor analysis with promax rotation (Table E1), topics
reflected short-term decisions (your spending, your expenses, your budget, emergencies you
might have to pay for, your savings, and inflation) and long-term decisions (your investments,
your financial goals, the stock market, your age, saving for retirement and when you expect to
retire). For the short-term and long-term decisions, we averaged the underlying items into an
overall score.

Evaluation of own planning horizon

10



We asked, “What do you think about the time period you use for planning your saving
and spending?” Response options (and coding) were: “I think it should be much longer” (2); “I
think it should be longer” (1); “I think it is just right” (0); “I think it should be shorter” (-1); “I
think it should be much shorter” (-2).
Evaluation of ease of responding

We asked, “How hard or easy was it for you to answer: In deciding how much of their
income to spend or save, people are likely to think about different financial planning periods. In
planning your saving and spending, [which of the following time periods/what time period] is
most important to you?”” Response options (and coding) were: Very hard (1), Somewhat hard (2),
Somewhat Easy (3), Very easy (4).
Demographics and other variables

AmeriSpeak provided demographic characteristics such as age, gender, and income.

Analysis Plan

Pre-registration, the survey, data, and code are available at https://researchbox.org/3483.

The pre-registered sample excludes participants who said, “I don’t do any financial planning,” an
additional 194 participants, for a sample size of 4,981. We deviate from our pre-registration and
code all “I don’t do any financial planning” responses as having a planning horizon of 0, thus
reflecting a planning horizon of a year or less (following Bruine de Bruin et al., 2025). All p-
values with this sample were corrected for multiple hypothesis testing using Westfall (1997).
Results are qualitatively similar when following the pre-registered sample that excludes these
participants (Online Appendix).

Are participants’ reported planning horizons affected by whether response options are short-

range, mid-range, long-range, or open-ended? (RQ1)
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We used a logistic regression to test whether the proportion of participants who reported
a planning horizon of longer than a year (vs. less) was affected by the randomly assigned
planning horizon response options. Specifically, predictor variables were indicator variables for
the mid-range condition (vs. not), long-range condition (vs. not) and the open-ended condition
(vs. not). We used the short-range condition as the reference group, because we expected the
short-range condition to have the greatest proportion of planning horizons less than a year
(Schwarz et al., 1985). In follow-up tests, we test which closed-ended condition is closest to the
open-ended, since the open-ended is expected to elicit the most natural responses (Krosnick,
2018; Toepoel et al., 2009).

Results for the pre-registered logistic model, a linear probability model version of the
pre-registered model, and another specification where the open-ended condition is the omitted
condition, with Westfall (1997) p-value adjustments for this last model, are in the Online
Appendix (Table B2). Overall conclusions are similar across all models.

Do reported planning horizons have better predictive validity when response options are short-
range, mid-range, long-range, or open-ended? (RQ2)

We conducted sixteen separate linear regressions, one per condition and outcome. Each
regression predicted a financial outcome from the condition specific response options, which
were included as indicator variables (Tables C1-C4). We then calculated the model R? from
each condition’s regression as a measure of predictive validity. The distribution of R? was
estimated by bootstrap sampling (Olkin & Finn, 1995). Our pre-registration mistakenly specifies
comparisons by likelihood-ratio tests, rather than estimating the difference in model R?.
Participants who have already retired or who did not expect to retire were not asked when they

expected to retire, reducing the sample size to 2,421 for this outcome. Our pre-registered
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analysis, which excludes participants who said, “I don’t do any financial planning” as a
predictor, is in the Online Appendix (Figure C1). The predictive validity analyses assume that
the planning horizon response options did not causally impact the financial outcomes being
predicted. We find no differences in average responses between experimental conditions for the
predictive validity financial outcomes when correcting for multiple hypothesis testing (Westfall,
1997; Table C9).

Are participants’ perceptions of the most common planning horizon, interpretations of the
planning horizon question, and evaluations of their reported planning horizon, affected by
whether response options are short-range, mid-range, long-range, or open-ended? (RQ3)

For estimates of the most common planning horizon, we used a logistic regression with
predictor variables being indicator variables for mid-range, long-range, and open-ended
conditions, using the short-range condition as the reference group (Schwarz et al., 1985). For
interpretations and evaluations of the planning horizon question, we conducted linear regressions
using the same predictors.

Are participants more likely to answer the planning horizon question or find the question easier
to answer when response options are short-range, mid-range, long-range, or open-ended? (RQ4)

We used a logistic regression to assess whether the likelihood of giving a missing
response varied between conditions and a linear regression to assess whether perceived ease of
answering varied between conditions. In both regressions, indicator variables for the closed-
ended experimental conditions were included as predictors, as we expected the open-ended
condition to have the highest respondent burden measured by missing responses and question
difficulty (Griffith et al., 1999; Hurd et al., 1998). The main text uses a post-hoc definition for

missingness, where only item non-response counts as missing. We include all participants in the
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missing response analysis who saw a planning horizon question, 5,710 participants, to test for
differences in non-response. Analysis of the pre-registered definition for missingness, skipping
the question or saying, “I don’t do any financial planning,” is in the Online Appendix (Figure
Gl).

Results
Are Participants’ Reported Planning Horizons Affected by Whether Response Options Are
Short-Range, Mid-Range, Long-Range, or Open-Ended? (RQ1)

The median planning horizon was “The next few months (longer than the next month but
less than a year)” for the short and mid-range conditions, “The next 1-5 years” for the long-range
condition and “The next year” for the open-ended condition. After converting responses to a
year or less versus over one year, we found that the short-range condition yielded the lowest
percent of participants indicating that their planning horizon was longer than a year (Figure 1).
Relative to the short-range condition, participants in the long-range condition had about 11.6
times the odds of giving planning horizons over one year (OR=11.6, p<0.001, 95% CI=[9.6,
13.9]), participants in the mid-range condition had about 2 times the odds (OR=2, p< 0.001, 95%
CI=[1.7, 2.4]) and those in the open-ended condition had 2.7 times the odds (OR=2.7, p< 0.001,
95% CI=[2.3, 3.3]) (Table 3). Thus, the share of participants giving a planning horizon over one
year deviated by 54 percentage points between the long-term and short-term conditions.

More importantly, of the three closed-ended conditions, the mid-range condition yielded
responses that were most similar to the open-ended condition. The difference in reported
planning horizons over a year for the mid-range versus open-ended was smaller than the
difference between short-range and open-ended (z = 7.44, p< 0.001) and the difference between

long-range and open-ended (z = -20.53, p< 0.001).
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Figure 1. Percent of participants reporting a planning horizon over a year, by condition.
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Table 3. Logistic regressions estimating effects of experimental conditions on reported planning
horizons.
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variables for remaining conditions. Coefficients are not exponentiated.
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Do Reported Planning Horizons have Better Predictive Validity When Response Options Are
Short-Range, Mid-Range, Long-Range, or Open-Ended? (RQ2)

The mid-range condition was as good or better than the other conditions at predicting the
four financial outcomes (Figure 2). First, the mid-range condition best predicted financial
hardship. It performed better than the short-range condition (95% bootstrapped CI=[0.2, 9.2]),
the long-range condition (95% bootstrapped CI=[1.3, 9.9]), and the open-ended condition (95%
bootstrapped CI=[2.7, 11.5]). Second, the mid-range condition most strongly predicted whether
participants had an emergency fund covering at least three months of expenses, performing better
than the short-range condition (95% bootstrapped CI=[1.4, 10.8]), the long-range condition (95%
bootstrapped CI=[2.9, 12.2]) and the open-ended condition (95% bootstrapped CI=[4.2, 13.3]).
Third, the mid-range condition did not differentially predict whether participants had a financial
planner (short-range vs. mid-range: 95% bootstrapped CI=[-2.9, 3.6]; long-range vs. mid-range:
95% bootstrapped CI=[-4.1, 2.9]; open-ended vs. mid-range: 95% bootstrapped CI=[-1.4, 4.7]).
Fourth, the mid-range condition did not differentially predict expected retirement age (short-
range vs. mid-range: 95% bootstrapped CI=[-3.4, 2.6]; long-range vs. mid-range: 95%

bootstrapped CI=[-2.1, 3.4]; open-ended vs. mid-range: 95% bootstrapped CI=[-3.1, 2.5]).
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Are Participants’ Perceptions of the Most Common Planning Horizon, Interpretations of the

Planning Horizon Question, and Evaluations of Their Reported Planning Horizon Affected by

Whether Response Options Are Short-Range, Mid-Range, Long-Range, or Open-Ended?

(RO3)

The percent of participants perceiving modal planning horizons longer than a year was

lowest in the short-range condition (mid-range vs. short-range: OR=3.2, p <0.001, 95% CI=[2.6,

3.8]; long-range vs. short-range : OR=21, p <0.001, 95% CI=[17.1, 25.6]; open-ended vs. short-

17




range: OR=4.5, p <0.001, 95% CI=[3.7, 5.4]; Figure 3). Of the closed-ended conditions, the

mid-range condition responses are most similar to the open-end responses (difference between

mid-range and open-ended vs difference between short-range and open-ended: z = 12, p<0.001;

difference between mid-range and open-ended versus difference between long-range and open-

ended: z=-21, p<0.001). Participants’ interpretations of the planning horizon question
(measured in terms of topics they thought about when answering) and their evaluations of
whether their own planning horizon was too long or too short show negligible differences
between conditions, with very small effect sizes (interpretations: all Cohen’s d <.10;

evaluations: all Cohen’s d <.11; Tables E2 and F1).

Figure 3. Percent of participants perceiving modal planning horizons over a year by condition.
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Are Participants More Likely to Answer the Planning Horizon Question or Find the Question
Easier to Answer When Response Options Are Short-Range, Mid-Range, Long-Range, or
Open-Ended? (RQ4)

The closed-ended conditions showed lower missing response rates and better ease of
responding, as compared to the open-ended condition (Figures 4-5). The missing response rate
was significantly lower in the three closed-ended conditions than in the open-ended condition
(short-range vs. open-ended: OR=0.02, p< 0.001, 95% CI=[0.003, 0.143]; mid-range vs. open-
ended: OR=0.02, p< 0.001, 95% CI=[0.003, 0.142]; long-range vs. open-ended: OR=0.04, p<
0.001, 95% CI=[0.01, 0.163]). Moreover, ease of responding was significantly better for the
three closed-ended conditions than for the open-ended condition (short-range vs. open-ended:
b=0.17,45,171) =5.11, p <0.001; mid-range vs. open-ended: b =0.13, #5,171)=3.73,p <
0.001; long-range vs. open-ended: b = 0.15, #5,171) =4.56, p <0.001; Figure 5). Average
perceptions of ease were slightly above the middle of the scale (M=2.6, SD=0.85).

Figure 4. Missing responses by condition.
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Figure 5. Ease of responding by condition.

Very easy |
4
g
5 Somewhat |
é easy (3)
&
S Somewhat | ¢ e ,};”?}”3“5‘
2 hard (2) BRI
m
Very hard | 8% (
] “

Short- Mid- Lo'ng— Oplen-
Range Range Range Ended
Condition

Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals of condition means.

Discussion

Planning horizons are essential for understanding and informing consumers’ financial
decisions. Given their importance, planning horizon questions appear on nationally
representative surveys and investment profiles. However, their widely varying response options
may affect responses and undermine these questions’ usefulness. We examined the effects of
presenting short-range, mid-range, long-range, or open-ended response options on outcomes
including reported planning horizons, predictive ability of responses for financial outcomes,
perceived modal planning horizons, and the rate of missing responses and perceived difficulty
associated with reporting a planning horizon. We report on four main findings.

First, response options substantially affected reported planning horizons. On average, the
mid-range response options appeared to align most closely to the open-ended response mode,

which elicits a more natural way of thinking (Toepoel et al., 2009). Between the long-term and
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short-term closed-ended conditions, the percent of participants reporting a planning horizon
longer than a year deviated 54 percentage points, or an odds ratio of 11.6. Such variation is
economically significant given that investment advice often partially depends on the planning
horizons clients report to financial professionals. As shown in Table 1, someone who perceives
a planning horizon of 4.5 versus 5.5 years could receive a recommendation for 100% fixed
income versus 40% equity and 60% fixed income, with consequences for both returns and
variability of returns (Ibbotson, 2010). Similarly, nationally representative survey data show that
over 20% of those purchasing investments each quarter did so because “a financial professional
bought it for me or recommended that I buy it,” and a similar share of sellers are doing so
because of financial professionals (Office of Investor Research, 2025) — professionals who are
likely informed by investment profiles.

Second, the mid-range response options performed as well or better than the other
conditions when predicting financial outcomes, giving them the best predictive validity. The
mid-range response options better predicted emergency fund ownership and experiences of
financial hardship. There were no differences between conditions for two other outcomes more
relevant for investing: having a financial planner and expected retirement age. Despite these
differences in predictive validity, planning horizons in all conditions were negatively correlated
with experiences of financial hardship, and positively correlated with having an emergency fund
or a financial planner (Appendix C). Although it may have seemed that the short-range response
mode should have improved predictive validity for experiences of financial hardship, we find no
evidence for this.

Third, the presented response options influenced what participants thought the most

common planning horizons would be, in a pattern that mimicked reported planning horizons.
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Specifically, participants thought that the modal response was shortest for the short-range
condition, followed by the mid-range condition and the long-range condition, with the open-
ended condition being most similar to the mid-range condition. In contrast, participants’
interpretation of which financial topics were related to the planning horizon question and their
evaluations of whether their own planning horizon was too long or short varied little across
conditions, with participants generally thinking about long- and short-range interpretations to the
same extent and thinking their planning horizons should be longer. These findings suggests that
thoughts about modal planning horizon may affect reported planning horizons more than the
interpretations and evaluations of the question.

Finally, the open-ended format posed more respondent burden than the closed-ended
questions, as measured by missing responses and subjective difficulty ratings. These patterns are
consistent with research showing increased difficulty with open-ended questions (Griffith et al.,
1999; Hurd et al., 1998). The closed-ended conditions were similar to each other in terms of
missing responses and difficulty ratings.

Limitations

This research is not without limitations. We explored relationships between planning
horizons and varied financial outcomes, but different outcomes may be relevant to other
researchers. Future research may explore different behaviors, including those measured through
administrative (rather than survey) data. Additionally, participants were only paid $3 to
complete the survey.

Implications for Finance and Investment Advice
Accurate information on planning horizons can play multiple roles in investment

decisions. In addition to directly affecting advice about asset allocation (Table 1), presenting
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information on investments over different horizons can affect investors’ preferences about
investment allocations (Siebenmorgen & Weber, 2004; Sundali & Guerrero, 2009). Planning
horizons may also affect investors’ experiences: if investors do not accurately report their
planning horizon, products that are linked to specific planning horizons (e.g., “target date” funds
that adjust asset allocation relative to a specific date) may be inappropriately chosen. Similarly,
incorrect planning horizons might also affect investors’ calculations about the value of products
that have fees associated with withdrawing money over a “surrender charge” period, which is
often a fixed number of years (see Carman, et al., 2023). Our research documents considerable
variation in response options across investment profiles and surveys and demonstrates that such
variation can significantly affect reported planning horizons. Together, these two facts raise
questions about the quality of financial advice that investors receive across these diverse
investment contexts.

In some cases, financial professionals’ discussions with their clients may substitute for
information gathered through investment profiles. With the growth of automated “robo-
advising,” however, where a financial professional may not personally speak to a client, the
wording of planning horizon questions on investment profiles becomes even more important.
Planning horizon responses given to robo-advisors could suggest the wrong allocations, as
allocations are often generated using deterministic formulas. Policymakers have recently
requested information to better understand the potential risks and benefits associated with robo-
advising, including how advisers account for inaccurate data and how advisers can “override”
algorithmically-generated advice (Request for Information S7-10-21, 2021). Our research helps

inform those requests.
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One interpretation of the large impacts of response options on planning horizons is
people are constructing their planning horizons at elicitation (Slovic, 1995). One option for
reducing preference construction would be to elicit financial goals, then derive a planning
horizon from those goals. To our knowledge, no robo-advisor currently follows this strategy, but
it seems possible given the current and expected improvements in large language models.
Furthermore, firms could build artificial intelligence chat bots that would follow a question-and-
answer script, mimicking questions that a financial professional uses to elicit a client’s goals and
associated planning horizon. Future research could explore building this technology and whether
it leads to more valid elicitation of information in investment profiles.

Ultimately, if a survey includes only one planning horizon question to predict a variety of
financial outcomes, as is often the case for space-constrained, nationally representative surveys,
we recommend using the set of mid-range response options. These options aligned most closely
to an open-ended response mode, had low rates of missing responses, and were the most
predictive of financial outcomes. If surveys can include multiple planning horizon questions
tailored to different financial contexts, the mid-range response options will likely be useful, but it

is possible that other options could perform better.

The authors declare that they have no competing interests. No funding was received.

24



References
Appelt, K. C., Hardisty, D. J., & Weber, E. U. (2011). Asymmetric discounting of gains and
losses: A query theory account. Journal of Risk and Uncertainty, 43, 107-126.
Arnott, A. C., Lucas, A., Culloton, D., Carter, D., Denis, G., Kathman, D., Templeton, E., Tran,
L. A., Gallagher, C. (2023, June 22). 2023 Robo-Advisor Landscape. Retrieved from

https://www.morningstar.com/lp/robo-advisor-landscape

B&R Financial Group. (2022). Investor Profile Questionnaire,

https://www.brfinancialgroup.com/files/57963/RiskProfile.pdf [Date accessed: 22 Aug

2022].

Badji, S., Black, N., & Johnston, D. W. (2023). Economic, health and behavioural consequences
of greater gambling availability. Economic Modelling, 123, 106285.

Barberis, N. (2000). Investing for the long run when returns are predictable. The Journal of
Finance, 55(1), 225-264.

Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System. (2024. Economic Well-Being of U.S.

Households in 2023. Available at: https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2024-

economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2023-retirement-investments.htm

Bodie, Z., Merton, R. C., & Samuelson, W. F. (1992). Labor supply flexibility and portfolio
choice in a life cycle model. Journal of Economic Dynamics and Control, 16(3-4), 427-
449.

Bonaparte, Y. (2022). Time horizon and cryptocurrency ownership: Is crypto not speculative?

Journal of International Financial Markets, Institutions and Money, 79, 1-23.

25


https://www.morningstar.com/lp/robo-advisor-landscape
https://www.brfinancialgroup.com/files/57963/RiskProfile.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2024-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2023-retirement-investments.htm
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2024-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2023-retirement-investments.htm

Bruine de Bruin, W., van der Klaauw, W., Topa, G., Downs, J. S., Fischhoff, B., & Armantier,
0. (2012). The effect of question wording on consumers’ reported inflation expectations.
Journal of Economic Psychology, 33(4), 749-757.

Bruine de Bruin, W., van der Klaauw, W., van Rooij, M., Teppa, F., & de Vos, K. (2017).
Measuring expectations of inflation: Effects of survey mode, wording, and opportunities
to revise. Journal of Economic Psychology, 59, 45-58.

Bruine de Bruin, W., Chin, A., Dominitz, J., Van der Klauuw, W. (2022). Household surveys
and probabilistic questions. In: Bachmann, R., Topa, G., Van der Klaauw, W. (Eds.), Van
der Klauuw, W. Household surveys and probabilistic questions. Handbook of Economic
Expectations 3—-32.

Bruine de Bruin, W., Chin, A., Zimmerman, D., & van der Klaauw, W. (2025). Everything in Its
Own Time: Planning Horizons Vary Across Financial Domains. Journal of Behavioral
Decision Making, 38(4), €70035.

Carman, K., Chin, A., Cook, J., Nash, S. B., Scholl, B., & Zimmerman, D. B. (2023). Investor
testing report on registered index-linked annuities. OIAD Working Paper 2023-01.
Cocco, J. F., Gomes, F. J., & Maenhout, P. J. (2005). Consumption and portfolio choice over the

life cycle. The Review of Financial Studies, 18(2), 491-533.

Commission Interpretation Regarding Standard of Conduct for Investment Advisers, 17 C.F.R.
Part 276. (2019). https://www.sec.gov/files/rules/interp/2019/ia-5248.pdf

D’Acunto, F., & Weber, M. (2024). Why survey-based subjective expectations are meaningful
and important. Annual Review of Economics, 16, 329-57.

DeCastellarnau, A. (2018). A classification of response scale characteristics that affect data

quality: a literature review. Quality & quantity, 52(4), 1523-1559.

26



De Weerdst, J., Gibson, J., & Beegle, K. (2020). What can we learn from experimenting with
survey methods?. Annual Review of Resource Economics, 12, 431-447.

Fisher, P. J., & Montalto, C. P. (2010). Effect of saving motives and horizon on saving
behaviors. Journal of Economic Psychology, 31, 92—105.

Glazier, R. A., Boydstun, A. E., & Feezell, J. T. (2021). Self-coding: A method to assess
semantic validity and bias when coding open-ended responses. Research & Politics, 8(3).

Gomes, F. J., Kotlikoff, L. J., & Viceira, L. M. (2008). Optimal life-cycle investing with flexible
labor supply: A welfare analysis of life-cycle funds. American Economic Review, 98(2),
297-303.

Griffith, L. E., Cook, D. J., Guyatt, G. H., & Charles, C. A. (1999). Comparison of open and
closed questionnaire formats in obtaining demographic information from Canadian
general internists. Journal of Clinical Epidemiology, 52(10), 997-1005.

Hlavac, Marek (2022). stargazer: Well-Formatted Regression and Summary Statistics Tables. R

package version 5.2.3. https://CRAN.R-project.org/package=stargazer

Hurd, M. D., McFadden, D., Chand, H., Gan, L., Merrill, A., & Roberts, M. (1998).
Consumption and savings balances of the elderly: experimental evidence on survey
response bias. In D. A. Wise (Ed.), Frontiers in the Economics of Aging (pp. 353-392).
University of Chicago Press.

Ibbotson, R. G. (2010). The importance of asset allocation. Financial Analysts Journal, 66(2):
18-20.

Investment Adviser Association. (2024). Investment Adviser Industry Snapshot 2024,

https://www.investmentadviser.org/wp-

content/uploads/2024/06/Snapshot2024 FINAL.pdf

27


https://cran.r-project.org/package=stargazer
https://www.investmentadviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Snapshot2024_FINAL.pdf
https://www.investmentadviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Snapshot2024_FINAL.pdf

Investor.gov. (2025, January 13). Time Horizon. https://www.investor.gov/introduction-

investing/investing-basics/glossary/time-horizon

Khan, M., Rutledge, M. S., & Wu, A. Y. (2014). How do subjective longevity expectations
influence retirement plans?. CRR WP, 1.

Kim, H., & Devaney, S. A. (2001). The determinants of outstanding balances among credit card
revolvers. Financial Counseling & Planning, 12, 67-77.

Krosnick, J.A. (2018). Improving question design to maximize reliability and validity. In:
Vannette, D. L., & Krosnick, J. A. (Eds). The Palgrave Handbook of Survey Research.
New York NY: Springer. (pp. 95-102).

Merrill. (2022). Identifying your Investor Profile,

https://olui2.fs.ml.com/Publish/Content/application/pdf/GWMOL/Investor-Profile-

Questionnaire.pdf [Date accessed: 17 Aug 2022].

Morgan Stanley. (2022). Investor Questionnaire,

https://advisor.morganstanley.com/corethia.oates/documents/field/c/co/corethia-v--e--

oates/Investor%20Questionnaire%20CRC%203335354.pdf [Date accessed: 17 Aug

2022].

Munnell, A. H., Sunden, A., & Taylor, C. (2001). What determines 401(k) participation and
contributions. Social Security Bulletin, 64, 64-75.

NORC (2022), Technical Overview of the AmeriSpeak Panel: NORC’s Probability-Based
Household Panel. Available at:

https://amerispeak.norc.org/content/dam/amerispeak/research/pdf/ AmeriSpeak%20Techn

ical%200verview%202019%2002%2018.pdf

Northwestern Mutual Financial Network. (2022). Personal Investor Profile,

28


https://www.investor.gov/introduction-investing/investing-basics/glossary/time-horizon
https://www.investor.gov/introduction-investing/investing-basics/glossary/time-horizon
https://olui2.fs.ml.com/Publish/Content/application/pdf/GWMOL/Investor-Profile-Questionnaire.pdf
https://olui2.fs.ml.com/Publish/Content/application/pdf/GWMOL/Investor-Profile-Questionnaire.pdf
https://advisor.morganstanley.com/corethia.oates/documents/field/c/co/corethia-v--e--oates/Investor%20Questionnaire%20CRC%203335354.pdf
https://advisor.morganstanley.com/corethia.oates/documents/field/c/co/corethia-v--e--oates/Investor%20Questionnaire%20CRC%203335354.pdf
https://amerispeak.norc.org/content/dam/amerispeak/research/pdf/AmeriSpeak%20Technical%20Overview%202019%2002%2018.pdf
https://amerispeak.norc.org/content/dam/amerispeak/research/pdf/AmeriSpeak%20Technical%20Overview%202019%2002%2018.pdf

http://jackweinstock.nmfn.com/files/40532/14-0351.pdf [Date accessed: 17 Aug 2022].

Office of Investor Research. (2025). Perspectives on Investing in the U.S.: Insights from
THRIVE, July 2024. Washington, DC.

Olkin, I., & Finn, J. D. (1995). Correlations redux. Psychological Bulletin, 118(1), 155.

Pearson, B. M., & Lacombe, D. (2022). Retirees, financial planning horizon, and retirement
satisfaction. Financial Planning Research Journal, 8(1), 26-39.

Regulation Best Interest, 17 C.F.R. Part 240. (2019).

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2019/07/12/2019-12164/regulation-best-

interest-the-broker-dealer-standard-of-conduct

Request for Information S7-10-21. (2021). Request for Information and Comments on Broker-
Dealer and Investment Adviser Digital Engagement Practices, Related Tools and
Methods, and Regulatory Considerations and Potential Approaches; Information and
Comments on Investment Adviser Use of Technology to Develop and Provide

Investment Advice. https://www.sec.gov/files/rules/other/2021/34-92766.pdf

Rutherford, L., & DeVaney, S. A. (2009). Utilizing the theory of planned behavior to understand

convenience use of credit cards. Journal of Financial Counseling & Planning, 20, 48-63.

Schuman, H., & Presser, S. (1996). Questions and Answers in Attitude Surveys: Experiments on

Question Form, Wording, and Context. Sage.
Schwartz, N., Hippler, H. J., Deutsch, B., & Strack, F. (1985). Response scales: Effects of
category range on reported behavior and comparative judgments. Public Opinion

Quarterly, 49, 388-395.

Siebenmorgen, N., & Weber, M. (2004). The influence of different investment horizons on risk

behavior. The Journal of Behavioral Finance, 5(2), 75-90.

29


http://jackweinstock.nmfn.com/files/40532/14-0351.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2019/07/12/2019-12164/regulation-best-interest-the-broker-dealer-standard-of-conduct
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2019/07/12/2019-12164/regulation-best-interest-the-broker-dealer-standard-of-conduct
https://www.sec.gov/files/rules/other/2021/34-92766.pdf

Slovic, P. (1995). The Construction of Preference. American Psychologist, 50(5), 364-371.

Stantcheva, S. (2023). How to run surveys: A guide to creating your own identifying variation
and revealing the invisible. Annual Review of Economics, 15(1), 205-234.

Sundali, J. A., & Guerrero, F. (2009). Managing a 401(k) account: An experiment on asset
allocation. The Journal of Behavioral Finance, 10(2), 108-124.

Toepoel, V., Vis, C., Das, M., & van Soest, A. (2009). Design of web questionnaires: An
information-processing perspective for the effect of response categories. Sociological
Methods & Research, 37, 371-392.

Westfall, P. H. (1997). Multiple testing of general contrasts using logical constraints and
correlations. Journal of the American Statistical Association, 92(437), 299-306.

White, K. J., & Heckman, S. J. (2016). Financial planner use among Black and Hispanic
households. Journal of Financial Planning, 29(9), 40-49. Retrieved June 21, 2023, from

https://www.financialplanningassociation.org/article/journal/SEP16-financial-planner-

use-among-black-and-hispanic-households

30


https://www.financialplanningassociation.org/article/journal/SEP16-financial-planner-use-among-black-and-hispanic-households
https://www.financialplanningassociation.org/article/journal/SEP16-financial-planner-use-among-black-and-hispanic-households

	Structure Bookmarks
	Materials and Methods 
	Results 
	Discussion 
	References 




