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his study sought to examine the

psychology of wealth through

a sample of financial planning
clients, to see if and what psychological
and behavioral factors predict high
levels of income. It is hoped that insights

Executive Summary

* Using a sample of financial
planning clients, this paper inves-
tigated the financial psychology
of high earners. For this study,
high income was defined as
individuals in the top 2.5 percent
of earners in the United States
($154,000 or greater), with the
comparison group reporting a
median income of $80,000.

* When compared to other high-
income financial planning clients,
significant financial psychological
differences were observed in the
highest earners.

* Membership in the high earn-
ing group was associated with
lower levels of money avoidance

gleaned from this study might be of
service to financial planners who work
with high-income clients, as well as those
planners who are concerned about pos-
sible behavioral threats to their clients’
financial health. In addition, financial
planners who work with individuals who
are aspiring to grow their income and net
worth might benefit from insight into
how financially successful individuals
think and behave differently.

The Impact of Personality Traits
Previous research has noted differences
between higher income and lower

income individuals on a number of
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and money worship scripts,
higher levels of money status
scripts, higher levels of financial
knowledge, more financial
enabling behaviors, and a greater
likelihood to attribute financial
success to a fundamental drive to
increase wealth.

* A deeper understanding of the
financial psychology of high-
income clients can help financial
planners better serve this market
niche, predict possible behavioral
risks to those with high incomes
and net worth, and help clients
aspiring to increase their income
and net worth through insights
gleaned from this population.

psychological variables. For example,
there is strong evidence of the predic-
tive effect of personality traits on
socioeconomic outcomes, including
job performance, health, and academic
achievement (Borghans, Duckworth,
Heckman, and Ter Weel 2008; Cham-
orro-Premuzic, and Furnham 2003).
This is true, in part, because some per-
sonality traits are more valued in certain
occupations, such as conscientiousness,
openness to experience, and emotional
stability. As such, occupational sorting
occurs based on personality (Mueller
and Plug 2006) as individuals choose
work and educational experiences
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based on qualities aligned with their
personalities (Roberts, Kuncel, Shiner,
Caspi, and Goldberg 2007). However, it
is important to note that much of this
previous research has been based on
income diverse samples. Such studies
have been unable to isolate factors that
might differentiate the ultra-successful
from the successful.

Personality traits have also been
found to be predictive of other impor-
tant life outcomes, such as mortality,
divorce, and success at work (Roberts
et al. 2007). It has been argued that
the power of personality traits equals
or exceeds the power of cognitive traits
(including intelligence) in predicting
schooling, occupational choice, income,
and physical health (Heckman, Stixrud,
and Urzua 2006).

Several specific personality traits have
been tied to higher incomes and better
economic outcomes. Conscientiousness,
for example, which is defined as the
tendency to be dependable, motivated,
and to act with self-discipline, is associ-
ated with higher income (Heckman
et al. 2006; Mueller and Plug 2006),
entrepreneurial intention and success
(Zhao, Seibert, and Lumpkin 2010), good
job performance (Almlund, Duckworth,
Heckman, and Kautz 2011), and
academic success (Chamorro-Permuzic
and Furnham 2003). Emotional stability,
including one’s ability to control impulses
and manage negative feelings, is also
associated with higher income (Mueller
and Plug 2006) and better job perfor-
mance (Almlund et al. 2011; Gelissen
and de Graaf 2006). Openness to a
variety of experiences, independence,
and creativity has also been found to be
associated with higher levels of income
(Mueller and Plug 2006).

Locus of control is another personal-
ity trait that has been linked to income.
Locus of control refers to the extent to
which someone sees their life outcomes
as being determined by their actions.
Individuals with an internal locus of
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control believe that their actions control
life outcomes, while individuals with an
external locus of control feel that their
life outcomes are unrelated to their
behaviors, unpredictable, under the
control of others, or the result of chance
or luck (Cohen, Rothbart, and Phillips
1976; Rotter 1975).

Research using diverse samples has
demonstrated that an internal locus of
control is associated with higher income
and wealth (Zagorsky 2007), higher
rates of reemployment after a job loss
(Gallo, Endrass, Bradley, Hell, and Kasl
2003), and better spending control
(Perry and Morris 2005). Having a
strong sense of control over one’s life
is linked to greater life satisfaction
(Johnson and Krueger 2006). Higher
self-esteem is also associated with
higher levels of wealth and income
(Zagorsky 2007).

Research has also linked money scripts
to income and net worth. Money scripts
are beliefs about money that are typically
unconscious, often trans—generational,
primarily developed in childhood, and a
key driver of financial behaviors (Klontz
and Klontz 2009). Four categories of
money scripts have been identified,
three of which are associated with lower
income, lower net worth, and a host of
self-destructive financial behaviors: (1)
money avoidance; (2) money worship;
and (3) money status (Klontz, Britt,
Mentzer, and Klontz 2011; Klontz
and Britt 2012). In contrast, money
vigilant scripts, which include themes
of frugality and anxiety about money,
have been shown to be associated with
higher income. These scripts appear to
be a protective factor against destructive
financial behaviors (Klontz et al. 2011;
Klontz and Britt 2012).

Personality and income can also be
influenced by childhood socioeconomic
status (SES), financial knowledge, and
education. Not surprisingly, SES in
childhood is one of the most important
contributors to adult financial success,

educational attainment, longevity,
and occupational success (Roberts
et al. 2007). Researchers have noted
that those who are raised in lower
socioeconomic environments tend to
be more impulsive, take more risks, and
are quicker to experience temptation
(Griskevicius et al. 2013). The opposite
was found to be true of those who grew
up in higher SES environments.

Education, occupational attainment,
and income are not as critical to happi-
ness as some may assume (De Fruyt, Van
Leeuwen, Bagby, Rolland, and Rouillon
2006); however, these variables are
associated with access to resources that
can improve quality of life, including
medical care, education, and social
connections. The higher incomes associ-
ated with educational and occupational
attainment may enable individuals to
maintain life satisfaction during difficult
times (Johnson and Krueger 2006).

The type of schooling children
receive also differs based on family
income. According to 2012 U.S. Census
Bureau data, 16 percent of families
with $75,000 or more in annual income
enroll their children exclusively in
private schools for kindergarten,
elementary, and high school, while only
5 percent of children from families with
lower incomes do so. Financial educa-
tion, in particular, has a significant
impact on financial outcomes (Perry and
Morris 2005). Those with more finan-
cial knowledge are more likely to engage
in recommended financial behaviors,
such as paying bills on time and having
emergency savings, and people may gain
financial knowledge as they accumulate
wealth, along with family experiences
and economic socialization contributing
to financial knowledge and behavior
(Hilgert, Hogarth, and Beverly 2003).

Income and assets are often said to be
objective assessments of environmental
circumstances, and therefore, indicative
of the potential to generate resources
that contribute to life satisfaction
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(Johnson and Krueger 2006). The
strongest predictor of financial satisfac-
tion is the level of material desires one
has, and his or her ability to afford them
(Johnson and Krueger). As such, psy-
chological perceptions about financial
matters may be more important to life
satisfaction than the actual financial

matters themselves.

Research Question

Although a variety of personality and
demographic factors have been found
to be associated with income, net
worth, financial satisfaction, and life
satisfaction, little is known about how
an individual’s financial psychology is
related to income. Based on the litera-
ture previously discussed, the following
research question was investigated:

Is there an association between an
individual’s financial psychological
characteristics and their likelihood of

being a high-income worker?

Methodology
Participants. The sample for this study
was comprised of individuals recruited
through several financial planning
firms. The firms agreed to either send
their clients an email inviting them to
participate in a web survey of financial
beliefs and behaviors, or in the case of
larger firms, send the email invitation
to their financial adviser associates,
encouraging them to email the survey
to their clients. A total of 351 complete
responses representing full-time work-
ers were received and used in this study.
Dependent variable. According to
the 2012 Current Population Survey,
the top 2.5 percent of individual earn-
ers in the United States had income of
$152,000 or higher. Inflated to 2013
numbers (the time period in which the
data for this study were collected), this
suggests that individuals with personal
incomes above $154,000 represented
the top 2.5 percent of all earners in
the United States. It is important to

note that this dollar figure represents
personal, as opposed to household,
income. Consequently, this cut-off is
lower than estimates used in similar
work that relates to household income.
Having achieved a high personal
income, as defined by having a personal
income at or above the $154,000
threshold, served as the dependent
variable in the analyses.

Independent variables: Money
scripts. The Klontz Money Script
Inventory—Revised (KMSI-R) was
used to assess money beliefs. In prior
research, the four KMSI subscales have
been shown to correlate with income,
net worth, revolving credit, and are
associated with a range of disordered
money behaviors (Klontz and Britt,
2012; Klontz et al. 2011).

The subscales include money
avoidance, which includes the tendency
to believe that money is bad and a
general dislike for “rich” people; money
worship, which is the belief that more
money will solve all of life’s problems
and bring happiness; and money status,
which is the tendency to link self-worth
to net worth. In contrast, the fourth
subscale, money vigilance, which is
associated with frugality and savings,
has been found to be a financial health
protective factor.

The KMSI-R retains 32 of the
original 51 KMSI items. Individual
scale items were coded on a six-point
Likert-type scale, where 1 = strongly
disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = disagree a
little; 4 = agree a little; 5 = agree; and
6 = strongly agree. Responses were
summed to form the overall scales.
Cronbach’s alphas for the current study
were: money avoidance = .84; money
worship = .69; money status = .75; and
money vigilance = .66.

Locus of control. Locus of control
was measured using the External Locus
of Control Scale (Perry and Morris
2005). Respondents were asked their

level of agreement on seven items using
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a five-point Likert-type scale, where

1 = almost never; 2 = seldom; 3 =
sometimes; 4 = often; and 5 = almost
always. Items included such state-
ments as: “How often do you feel...”

(1) “There is really no way I can solve
some of my problems;” (2) “I am being
pushed around in life;” and (3) “I have
little control over the things that happen
to me.” Two items were reversed scored,
with final scores ranging from 7 to 35,
with higher scale scores indicating

a tendency toward external locus of
control. Acceptable reliability was found
with a Cronbach’s alpha of .82.

Financial behaviors. Two scales of
the Klontz Money Behavior Inventory
(KMBI) (Klontz and Britt 2012; Klontz,
Britt, Archuleta, and Klontz 2012)
were used to assess money behaviors
of interest in higher net worth
populations. Specifically, the financial
enabling and workaholism subscales
were included. Conceptually, financial
enablers have trouble refusing financial
requests from friends and family
members and often feel taken advan-
tage of financially. Workaholics tend
to have higher income, but they feel
an irresistible urge to work and have
trouble enjoying time away from work.
According to Klontz et al. (2012),
the internal consistency coefficient
for both the financial enabling and
workaholism scales is .87. Individual
scale items were coded on a six-point
Likert-type scale, where 1 = strongly
disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = disagree a
little; 4 = agree a little; 5 = agree; and
6 = strongly agree. Cronbach’s alpha
for the financial enabling and worka-
holism scales in this study was .82 and
.77, respectively.

Wealth motivation. To investigate
the wealth motivations of respondents,
two questions were developed for this
study to measure the extent to which
participants agreed or disagreed with
the following statements: “Much of

my financial success has come about
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because of a commitment to follow my
passions,” and “Much of my financial
success has come about because of

a fundamental drive to increase my
wealth.” Responses were collected on
a six-point Likert-type scale, where 1

= strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 =
disagree a little; 4 = agree a little; 5 =
agree; and 6 = strongly agree.

Financial knowledge. With regard to
financial knowledge, respondents were
asked: “How would you rate your finan-
cial knowledge level compared to your
friends?” Responses were measured on
a 10-point scale, where 1 = lowest level
and 10 = highest level.

Demographic characteristics.
Socio-demographic characteristics of
interest included: gender, age, marital
status, education, and attendance
in public or private high school.
Additionally, self-reported subjective
socioeconomic status in childhood
was measured through the use of the
MacArthur Scale of subjective SES
(Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, and Ickovics
2000). On this 10-point scale, partici-
pants were asked to place themselves
on a ladder representing the socioeco-
nomic status of people in the United
States based on money, education, and
jobs, where 1 = the people who are
the worst off and 10 = the people who
are the best off. To measure subjec-
tive SES during childhood, the first
sentence of the question was changed
to: “Where on this ladder would you
place your family during your growing
up years?”

Statistical analysis. This research
sought to investigate the association
between an individual’s psychological
characteristics and their likelihood of
being a high-income earner. Conse-
quently, a binary logistic regression was
generated to estimate the likelihood of
being a high-income earner based upon
the aforementioned psychological con-
structs, controlling for socioeconomic

characteristics.
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Table 1:

Sample Demographic Characteristics

Total observations
Gender
male
female
Age
> 44
45-54
55-64
65 plus
Education
less than college graduate
college graduate
post-graduate degree
High school
public
private
Marital status
married
single

Table 2:

Childhood SES 5.61 1.79
$ Enabling 16.00 4.74
$ Avoidance 20.19 4.79
$ Worship 20.87 5.17
$ Status 12.75 3.94
$ Vigilance 32.90 4.67
Workaholism 29.24 8.76
Locus of control 11.47 3.76
Passion success 3.94 1.42
Wealth success 4.18 1.32
Financial knowledge 8.34 1.60

Notes: tp < .10, * p < .05, **p < .01

Results

Sample characteristics. An
overview of the sample demographic
characteristics is found in Table

1. Approximately 40 percent of
respondents were identified as
being high-income individuals.
Overall, respondents tended to have
significantly higher self-reported
income (mean of $203,334;

median of $120,000) than the U.S.
population average. The average and
median income for high-income
earners was found to be $382,628

351 39.89%
220 49.09%
131 24.43%
96 37.50%
98 40.82%
127 38.58%
30 50.00%
66 28.79%
160 46.25%
125 37.60%
299 38.30%
52 46.15%
244 48.36%
107 20.56%

Sample Means and t-Tests for the Psychological Variables

5.73 1.84 -0.61
14.85 5.18 2.11%
2291 6.70 —4.15%*
21.51 555 -1.09
12.21 3.67 1.31
3248 5.09 0.78
27.51 7.90 1.92+
12.76 4.24 —2.92%*
3.51 1.45 2.74**
3.50 141 4.54**
7.20 1.97 5.71%%

and $250,000, respectively. The
mean and median income for

the remainder of the sample was
$84,370 and $80,000, respectively.
The total sample was skewed toward
males (63 percent) and individuals
between the ages of 45 and 64 (64
percent). The majority of the sample
was Caucasian (94 percent), had

at least a college education (81
percent), and reported being married
(70 percent). The majority of the
sample had attended a public high
school (85 percent).
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Table 3:

Logistic Regression Results

Intercept
Gender
male
female
Age
>44
45-54
55-64
65 plus
Education

less than college graduate
college graduate
post-graduate
High school
public
private
Marital status
married
single
Childhood SES
$ Enabling
$ Avoidance
$ Worship
$ Status
$ Vigilance
Workaholism
Locus of control
Passion success
Wealth success
Financial knowledge
Max-rescaled R2
Concordance ratio

Notes: tp <.10, * p <.05, **p < .01

Descriptive statistics for the psycho-
logical variables are found in Table 2.

Logistic regression results. The
results of the logistic regression analysis
are found in Table 3. Overall, there is
significant evidence that an individual’s
psychology is associated with his or her
propensity to be in the top 2.5 percent of
earners. These differences were noted in
a sample of relatively high-income earn-
ers, as compared to the overall popula-
tion. Results, organized by psychological
construct, are discussed below.

Money scripts. Money avoidance
beliefs were negatively associated with
inclusion in the high-income group.
Specifically, a one unit increase in the

money avoidance scale was associated

-4.010%* 1.49 =
0.788** 0.3 2.199
-0.6271 0.35 0.534

0.03 0.33 1.03
0.76 0.5 2.138
0.986* 0.4 2.68
0.599 0.41 1.82
-0.575 0.37 0.563
1.110%* 0.3 3.034
0.013 0.08 1.013
0.062* 0.03 1.064

-0.090** 0.03 0914

-0.061* 0.03 0.941
0.094* 0.04 1.099
0.006 0.03 1.006
0.017 0.02 1.017
-0.043 0.04 0.958
0.017 0.1 1.017
0.210% 0.1 1.234
0.272%* 0.08 1313
0.365

81.20%

with an 8.6 percent decrease in the
odds of being in the high-income group,
holding all else equal. Similarly, money
worship scripts were negatively associ-
ated with the likelihood of being in the
high-income group. A one unit increase
on the money worship scale was associ-
ated with a 5.9 percent decrease in the
odds of being in this group. Significant
differences were also observed on the
money status subscale. A one unit
increase in the scale was associated with
a 9.9 percent increase in the odds of
belonging to the high-income group.
Financial behaviors. Financial
enabling was positively associated with
membership in the higher-income
group. With this variable, a one unit
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increase in the scale was associated
with a 6.4 percent increase in the odds
of being in this group, holding all else
equal. However, workaholism was not a
significant predictor of inclusion in the
top high-income group.

Locus of control. Both groups scored
in the direction of internal locus of
control, with high earners reporting
slightly higher levels of internal locus
of control. However, locus of control
was not significantly associated with
inclusion in the high-income group,
after controlling for other factors.

Wealth motivation. Although no
differences in the likelihood of being in
the high-income group were noted by
individuals that attributed their success to
following their passion, a trend approach-
ing statistical significance was observed
for those who reported a fundamental
drive to increase their wealth as their
motivating factor (p = .06). Specifically,
a one unit increase on this scale was
associated with a 23.4 percent increase
in the odds of being in the high-income
group, holding all else equal.

Financial knowledge. A strong
positive association was found between
self-reported financial knowledge and
the likelihood of being in the high-
income group. Specifically, results
indicated a 31.3 percent increase in the
odds of being in the high-income group
for every one unit increase in the scale.

Demographics. Several demographic
variables were associated with inclusion
in the high-income group. As may be
expected, education was associated with
high income. College graduates were
more likely to be members of the high-
income group, holding all else equal.
Although the income measure used was
personal income, being married was
also found to be positively associated
with income level. Similarly, age and
gender were found to be associated with
income. Females and those younger
than age 44 were less likely to be in the

high-income group. Lastly, attendance
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in public high school (versus private
school) was unrelated with income
status, as was self-reported childhood

socioeconomic status.

Discussion

This study sought to examine high-
income earners across a range of psy-
chological variables. For this study, high
income was defined as individuals in the
top 2.5 percent of earners in the United
States ($154,000 per year or greater).
These individuals were compared to a
group who reported a median income of
$80,000. Results suggest that psychol-
ogy factors may explain some of the gap
between income earners.

Findings indicate that high earners
may endorse different money beliefs
than lower earners. Specifically, an
increase in the money avoidance scripts
scale was found to be associated with
an 8.6 percent decrease in the odds that
an individual was in the high-income
group. As such, individuals endorsing
beliefs that money is a corrupting influ-
ence, that rich people are greedy or get
rich by taking advantage of others, that
there is virtue in living with less money,
or that they do not deserve money were
less likely to be high earners. This result
is supported by previous research.

The literature shows that individuals
with low money avoidance scripts are
less likely to sabotage their financial
success, less likely to overspend or
gamble compulsively, less likely to hoard
possessions, and less likely to have
trouble sticking to a budget (Klontz and
Britt 2012). Interestingly, an increase
in the money worship scripts scale was
found to be associated with a 5.9 percent
decrease in the odds of being in the
high-income group. As such, respondents
who were less likely to endorse beliefs
such as, “more money will make you
happier,” “money is power,” or “money
buys freedom,” were more likely to report
higher incomes. This suggests that there
may be a happy medium between being

FPAJournal.org

money avoidant and being a money
worshiper—two somewhat opposing
scripts—that is associated with attaining
higher incomes.

Money status scripts were strongly
associated with inclusion in the high-
income group, with a unit increase on
the scale being associated with a 9.9
percent increase in the odds of being the
high-income group. As such, individuals
endorsing the beliefs that self-worth
and net worth are intertwined, that
success is defined by how much money
they earn, and that money helps give
their life meaning were more likely to
have attained a high-income level. This
is interesting, as prior research with
a more diverse income sample linked
money status scripts to lower socio-
economic status in childhood, lower
income (Klontz et al. 2011), and greater
risk of disordered money behaviors,
including gambling disorder, hoarding
disorder, and financial enabling (Klontz
and Britt 2012). However, for members
of the high-income group, the belief
that one’s self-worth equals their net
worth may serve to fuel their income
aspirations. Similarly, attributing one’s
financial success to a fundamental
drive to increase one’s wealth was also
marginally associated with inclusion in
the high-income group.

With regard to workaholism, high
earners reported more symptoms than
the comparison group (mean scores of
29.24 and 27.51, respectively), although
these differences were not statistically
significant and no relationship was
found in the regression model. Previous
research has shown that workaholism
tends to be associated with higher
income, but also higher levels of
revolving credit (Klontz et al. 2012).
Although overindulgence in work can
be associated with pay increases, praise
from employers and colleagues, and job
promotions (Sussman 2012), workahol-
ics often isolate themselves from others,
report lower levels of relationship and

family life satisfaction, feel guilty when
they are not working, have difficulty
relaxing, have higher levels of worry and
distress, report more health problems,
and report lower levels of psychological
well-being (Chamberlain and Zhang
2009; Clark, Lelchook, and Taylor
2010; Oates 1971; Scott, Moore, and
Miceli 1997). As such, clients prone to
workaholism might benefit from their
adviser’s encouragement to maintain a
healthy work-life balance.

Exhibiting financial enabling behav-
iors was also associated with inclusion
in the high-income group, with a
one unit increase in the scale being
associated with a 6.4 percent increase
in the odds of being in the high-income
category. Klontz, Kahler, and Klontz
(2008) defined financial enabling as an
inability to refuse requests for money,
often from family or friends. Klontz
and Klontz (2009) referred to financial
enabling as “an irrational need to give
money to others, whether you can
afford it or not, and even when it is not
in the other’s long-term best interest”
(pp- 187-188). They hypothesized that
having more money than one’s family
and/or friends can push someone out
of their financial comfort zone, causing
fear of social exclusion, which can lead
to individuals giving money away out of
a sense of anxiety or guilt, rather than
using it to increase their net worth.

Klontz and Klontz (2009) also noted
that financial enabling is seen when par-
ents support adult children when they
should be able to support themselves,
often to the detriment of the parents’
financial health and the child’s self-effi-
cacy and motivation. Previous research
failed to find a connection between
financial enabling and income, but did
find financial enabling to be associated
with higher revolving credit and lower
net worth (Klontz et al. 2012). However,
the study by Klontz and his associates
was made up of a much more diverse

sample, with 50 percent of the sample
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reporting income under $60,000 and
more than 75 percent reporting income
under $100,000.

Regardless of the motivations behind
financial enabling behaviors in this high-
income sample, financial enabling can
put the financial health of high-income
individuals at risk. As such, financial
enabling ought to be an area of concern
and consideration for financial planners.
It should be noted that more research is
needed to determine if the presence of
financially enabling behaviors precedes
attainment of high income or is a result
of having achieved it.

Lastly, a strong association was
found between self-reported financial
knowledge and income level. Specifi-
cally, a one unit increase in self-reported
financial knowledge was associated with
a 31.3 percent increase in the odds of
being in the high-income group. It is
possible that higher financial knowledge
levels have allowed these individuals
to achieve greater income success,
although this may be better investigated
with an objective knowledge measure.
Conversely, the attainment of financial
success may have given these individuals
more financial learning opportunities
or inflated their self-perception of their
knowledge level.

Although there are limits to this
study—most notably the use of a
convenience sample of financial planning
clients—this paper provides a glance
into the psychological characteristics and
financial behaviors of high-income indi-
viduals who are not well understood but
frequently served by financial planners.
Future research could further explore the
nature of these personality characteristics
to see if each is consistently associated
with future inclusion in higher socioeco-
nomic groups, which is the goal for many
clients and planners alike.

When personality traits are identified
as having predictive value, interven-
tions such as cognitive-behavioral
strategies targeting beliefs, attitudes,

and behaviors that are keeping a person
from reaching his or her goals may be
warranted. When limiting financial
beliefs are identified, these beliefs can
be changed (Klontz and Britt 2012;
Klontz, Bivens, Klontz, Wada, and
Kahler 2008).

There is also evidence to support
the notion that psychological traits
can change over time (Borghans et al.
2008) and can be altered by therapeutic
interventions (De Fruyt et al. 2006). A
deeper understanding of the financial
psychology of high earners can help finan-
cial planners better serve this population
and better help individuals aspiring to

increase their income and net worth. ll
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