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Abstract
Using data from the 2018 National Financial Capability Study (NFCS), this study exam-
ined the relationships between poor financial behaviors, receiving government assistance, 
and financial satisfaction while accounting for adverse financial experiences. The logistic 
regression results showed that both poor financial behaviors and adverse financial ex-
periences increased the likelihood of receiving government assistance. The OLS results 
indicated that receiving government assistance significantly increased levels of financial 
satisfaction, whereas poor financial behaviors significantly decreased levels of financial 
satisfaction. While the magnitude of these associations for both receiving government 
assistance and poor financial behaviors was small, adverse financial experiences had a 
stronger influence on the levels of financial satisfaction. When we combined poor financial 
behaviors and receiving government assistance into a categorical variable, we gained addi-
tional insights into the connections between these constructs that warrants further research.

Keywords  Adverse Financial Experiences · Financial Behaviors · Financial 
Satisfaction · Government Assistance

1  Introduction

Government assistance was created with the goal of supporting those in financial need until 
they are able to maintain basic financial necessities. Through these government programs, 
many Americans have the opportunity to get back on their feet after unexpected hardships. 
Despite the importance of government assistance in aiding many individuals and families 
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through various financial hardships, receiving government assistance has also been shown 
to create some difficulties for individuals’ financial behaviors (Brüggen et al., 2017; Pirog 
et al., 2017). However, few studies have examined associations between financial behaviors 
and receiving government assistance, and how these two constructs together are associated 
with financial satisfaction.

There are over 70 different government assistance programs that provide money, food, 
housing, education, or other services for low-income households in the U.S. (Law, 2020). 
These government assistance programs are funded through a combination of local, state, 
and federal government spending. Among these programs, Medicaid and the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) are two of the largest sources of government assis-
tance (Hastings & Shapiro, 2018). Most government assistance eligibility is based on a 
government means-test, which determines where the household income lies relative to the 
federal poverty level based on household size. This guideline is often somewhere below 
150% of the current poverty level depending on the program (Assistant Secretary for Plan-
ning and Evaluation, 2020; Center for Medicare & Medicaid Services, 2022). These require-
ments may be adjusted based on whether the applicant has children, is pregnant, or has a 
disability. Some individuals may be completely ineligible depending on the program, such 
as college students or undocumented immigrants (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 
2022).

According to data collected in 2012 by the U.S. Census Bureau, 21.3% of all people in 
the U.S participated in some form of government assistance program (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2015). In 2019, 72.5 million Americans received Medicaid and 38 million individuals were 
enrolled in SNAP (Center for Medicare & Medicaid Services, 2022; Nchako & Cai, 2020). 
Those enrolled in SNAP are typically at or below 130% of the federal poverty level and 86% 
of SNAP benefits go to households with a child, elderly person, or person with disabilities 
(Hartline-Grafton, n.d.). The majority of families on government assistance participated 
in more than one means-test program. Of families receiving government assistance, about 
25% of families were Black and almost 30% were of Hispanic origin (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2018).

In previous studies, three significant drivers of increased enrollment in government assis-
tance have been identified. Economic downturns, natural disasters, and the recent opioid 
epidemic have all pushed more families to seek Medicaid and other government assistance 
(Counsel of Economic Advices, 1997; Gruber & Sommers, 2020). Government assistance 
functions on a fairly short-term basis, with most programs limiting participation to five 
years (60 months) or less (Butler, 2013). While program eligibility periods vary, no program 
is meant to be a constant sustaining resource (Rowe & Giannarelli, 2006). Government 
programs have standards in place to prevent long-term use of government assistance such 
as limiting the benefits of SNAP to three months within three years for certain demographic 
groups (Irving, 2015; U.S. Census Bureau, 2015).

2  Current Study

In this study, we seek to better understand the connections between financial behaviors, 
receiving government assistance, and financial satisfaction, while accounting for financial 
experiences during a standard economic period for the U.S. (i.e., not during a recession 
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or pandemic). Specifically, using data from 21,314 individuals from the 2018 National 
Financial Capability Study (NFCS), this study aims to address two primary research ques-
tions. First, we examine the associations between poor financial behaviors and receiving 
government assistance, when accounting for adverse financial experiences (RQ1). Second, 
we investigate how receiving government assistance, poor financial behaviors, and adverse 
financial experiences influence financial satisfaction (RQ2).

A unique contribution of this study includes creating a categorical variable that com-
bined whether participants received government assistance and whether they engaged in 
poor financial behaviors. Through creating this categorical variable, we were able to obtain 
additional insights into the two research questions in this study. The findings of this study 
provide information that financial practitioners and educators can use to help their clients 
improve their financial satisfaction. Further, the findings can provide insights for policy 
makers regarding the extent to which government assistance is related to financial behaviors 
and financial satisfaction.

3  Related Literature

3.1  Government Assistance and Financial Outcomes

It is evident that being on government assistance can help low-income families reduce 
unpaid medical bills, improve credit scores, increase available credit, and decrease exces-
sive credit spending (Brevoort et al., 2017; Miller et al., 2018). Both Brevoort et al., (2017) 
and Miller et al., (2018) found that Medicaid improved financial well-being by reduc-
ing medical bills. Beyond Medicaid, government assistance can help reduce the negative 
impacts of unexpected events in one’s financial life (e.g., income drop, loss of job, sickness 
of family members, etc.). However, receiving government assistance can also cause misin-
terpretations and frustration when individuals attempt to manage their finances (Marlowe et 
al., 1996). For example, while government assistance can help with groceries or utility bills, 
it does not provide financial resources beyond necessities. With limited control over their 
financial situation, individuals may become discouraged and lack the motivation to properly 
manage their finances (Brüggen et al., 2017).

Many government assistance programs also have income and asset thresholds. Because 
of these restrictions, families and individuals cannot save money or increase assets with-
out the risk of losing government benefits, and positive financial behaviors such as saving 
are negatively impacted (O’Brien, 2008; Pirog et al., 2017). Those receiving government 
assistance may lack access to proper financial education and management skills needed to 
improve financial satisfaction. Previous studies have shown that not being able to achieve 
one’s own financial expectations decreased one’s financial satisfaction (Brüggen et al., 
2017; Burcher et al., 2018).

3.2  Financial Behaviors, Financial Experiences, and Financial Satisfaction

The link between financial behaviors and financial satisfaction is an important topic of study 
in the personal finance field. Financial satisfaction (also referred to as financial well-being or 
financial health) can be defined as satisfaction with one’s current financial status and level of 
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debt or as having financial security and financial freedom of choice (Aboagye & Jung, 2018; 
Brüggen et al., 2017; Garcia-Mata & Zeron-Felix, 2022; Greenberg & Hershfield, 2019; 
Joo & Grable, 2004). Considering the financial diversity of individuals in terms of income, 
assets, debt management, financial security, and more, financial satisfaction is based on 
one’s perception of their financial situation (Greenberg & Hershfield, 2019). Financial sat-
isfaction is often achieved through healthy financial behaviors. Healthy financial behaviors 
include having an emergency fund, having a retirement fund, monitoring one’s credit, and 
debt management. On the other hand, unhealthy financial behaviors, such as spending more 
than one earns, overdrawn bank accounts, maintaining a credit card balance, or making late 
payments, have been shown to decrease individuals’ financial well-being and satisfaction 
(Xiao et al., 2014).

Financial knowledge has been closely linked to financial behavior in previous research 
(Coskuner, 2016; Perry & Morris, 2005; Robb & Woodyard, 2011; Xiao et al., 2014). Spe-
cifically, previous studies have found strong associations between financial knowledge and 
both short- and long-term financial behaviors (Delgadillo & Lee, 2021; Henager & Cude, 
2016). Previous research has also distinguished the impact of subjective financial knowl-
edge and objective financial knowledge on financial behaviors. Subjective financial knowl-
edge is commonly defined as confidence (Atlas et al., 2019). Objective financial knowledge 
is defined as the combination of financial competence, mathematical ability, and under-
standing of financial matters (Lind et al., 2020). Both subjective and objective financial 
knowledge can play an important role in financial behaviors and are both strong predictors 
of financial well-being and satisfaction (Lind et al., 2020).

Previous studies have explored the relationship between financial behaviors, financial 
satisfaction, and other moderating factors. Financial education, taught at home or in a for-
mal classroom, personal expectations of finances, and standard of living play key roles 
in individuals’ financial behaviors and overall financial well-being (Brüggen et al., 2017; 
Burcher et al., 2018). Factors such as overspending and having student loans or mortgage 
debt have been found to decrease financial satisfaction (Aboagye & Jung, 2018).

Another factor that can influence financial satisfaction is adverse financial experiences. 
An adverse financial experience is an event or situation that one does not currently have con-
trol over, such as a loss in income, inability to pay bills, or having too much debt (O’Neill 
et al., 2006; Stumm et al., 2013). Unlike financial behaviors, the individual has no power to 
stop the situation, but rather they must try to adjust financially during or after the adverse 
experience. Previous studies have found that unexpected financial experiences had a large 
impact on financial satisfaction during and after the 2007–2009 recession (Hunter & Heath, 
2017; Kim et al., 2017; Shin & Kim, 2018). Von Stumm et al. (2013) found that individuals’ 
financial behaviors were associated with adverse financial experiences, while Bisgaier and 
Rhodes (2011) connected adverse financial experiences to individuals’ financial satisfac-
tion. Based on these previous studies, financial behaviors and financial experiences should 
be investigated together in trying to understand individuals’ financial satisfaction.

3.3  Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses

Netemeyer et al. (2018) examined what factors influence financial well-being and satisfac-
tion. They found that expected future financial security (e.g., positive financial behaviors) 
and stress from current money management (e.g., late payments, lack of self-control, etc.) 
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were significant factors in predicting financial well-being. Specifically, expected future 
financial security had a positive impact on financial well-being, whereas current money 
management stress had a negative influence on financial well-being. Consistent with Nete-
meyer et al.’s (2018) conceptual framework, in the current study, we examined poor finan-
cial behaviors which could be an indicator of stress from current money management and a 
factor working against future financial security. We also argue that adverse financial experi-
ences are important factors that increase stress from current money management and work 
against future financial security. As individuals want to reduce stress from current money 
management, and as government assistance can be helpful in reducing such stress, we pro-
pose Hypothesis 1 (H1) that poor financial behaviors will increase the likelihood of receiv-
ing government assistance, when controlling for adverse financial experiences.

When looking at the role of receiving government assistance through this conceptual 
lens, there could be multiple interpretations. Perhaps the most straight forward interpreta-
tion is that those who are receiving government assistance may experience lower levels of 
stress from current money management which would lead to higher financial satisfaction. 
Garcia-Mata & Zeron-Felix (2022) explained that one component of financial satisfaction 
includes fulfilling one’s needs and wants; government assistance programs may help fulfill 
this requirement. Specifically, government assistance programs can improve one’s current 
financial state and lead to higher levels of financial satisfaction as they can help reduce vari-
ous financial burdens or stress such as unpaid medical bills, excessive credit spending, and 
can lead individuals to a better financial life (Brevoort et al., 2017; Miller et al., 2018). Thus, 
we propose Hypothesis 2a (H2a), that those who receive government assistance will be 
more likely to have higher financial satisfaction than those who do not receive government 
assistance, when controlling for poor financial behaviors and adverse financial experiences.

On the other hand, when applying Netemeyer et al.’s (2018) conceptual framework, it 
could also be proposed that receiving government assistance might lead to lower levels of 
financial satisfaction because individuals receiving government assistance could have little 
expectation of future financial security and they could be experiencing money management 
stress. Especially, as discussed previously, government assistance programs are temporary 
solutions that often limit saving and asset holdings which can impact long-term financial 
planning of participants (O’Brien, 2008; Pirog et al., 2017).

Given the potential influence of government assistance to both enhance and reduce finan-
cial satisfaction levels, depending on other factors, we aimed to investigate the associations 
of financial behaviors, receiving government assistance, and financial satisfaction in two 
different ways. Garcia-Mata & Zeron-Felix (2022) determined that while a main driver of 
financial satisfaction is to fulfill one’s needs and wants, some individuals may participate 
in irrational financial behaviors that also influence their financial satisfaction levels. Thus, 
we further investigated these associations by creating a categorical variable that combined 
poor financial behaviors and receiving government assistance to create four distinct groups. 
Using this categorical variable, we propose Hypothesis 2b (H2b) that there will be signifi-
cant differences between these groups; however, given that contradictory conclusions could 
be drawn from this theory, we refrained from hypothesizing which groups will report higher 
financial satisfaction in comparison to other groups.
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4  Methods

4.1  Data

This study employed data from the 2018 National Financial Capability Study (NFCS), col-
lected by the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority (FINRA) Investor Education Founda-
tion. NFCS data were collected through online surveys to over 25,000 American adults in 
2009, 2012, 2015, and 2018 (FINRA, 2022). A total of 27,091 individuals were recruited for 
the survey. In the multivariate analyses, the sample was weighted using data from the Amer-
ican Community Survey to be representative of the national population in terms of age, 
gender, race/ethnicity, education, and Census division. The largest component of the NFCS, 
the State-by-State Survey, was conducted across a large, diverse sample in order to provide 
comprehensive data on the financial capability of the U.S. population (FINRA, 2020).

4.2  Sample

In this study, if respondents reported either “prefer not to say” or “don’t know” on key vari-
ables (i.e., government assistance, financial behaviors, financial experiences, and financial 
satisfaction), they were excluded from the study sample. Retired individuals and those who 
were younger than 18 at the time of the survey were also excluded from the sample. Fol-
lowing this procedure, the final sample included 21,314 individuals. Approximately 18% 
of the study sample indicated that they were receiving government assistance at the time of 
the survey. The mean age of participants was 49 years, and there were slightly more female 
than male respondents in the study sample. Overall, a higher proportion of the sample were 
White, married, homeowners, had some college education, worked in the labor force, and 
reported an annual household income between $25,000-$49,999.

4.3  Variable Measures

In this study, our primary variables of interest were poor financial behaviors, receiving gov-
ernment assistance, and financial satisfaction. To test H1 and H2a, the likelihood of receiv-
ing government assistance (GA) and the level of financial satisfaction (FS) were included as 
dependent variables in our empirical analyses. For the GA variable, we used a question in 
the 2018 NFCS survey where the respondents were asked “Do you receive either Medicaid 
benefits or food stamps/SNAP (D40)?” In the multivariate analyses, the responses to this 
question were coded as 1 if they received any government assistance and as 0 if they did 
not. For the FS variable, we used the following question asking about satisfaction with one’s 
current personal financial state: “Overall, thinking of your assets, debts, and savings, how 
satisfied are you with your current personal financial condition (J1)?” The response to this 
question ranged from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 10 (very satisfied).

For the poor financial behaviors, an index variable was created by using five items: (1) 
Having more than 9 credit cards (1 = if yes, 0 = if otherwise); (2) Spending more than they 
earn (1 = if yes, 0 = if otherwise); (3) Not having an emergency fund (1 = if yes, 0 = if other-
wise); (4) Not having any IRAs or 401k accounts (1 = if yes, 0 = if otherwise); and (5) Using 
any of the Alternative Financial Services (e.g., auto title loan, payday loan, advance on tax 
refund, use of a pawn shop, and use of rent-to-own store) in the past 5 years (1 = if yes, 0 = if 
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otherwise). To create a continuous index variable for poor financial behaviors, we summed 
“1” (as indicator of such poor financial behaviors) for all five items.

Adverse financial experiences variable was included as an important explanatory vari-
able in both the GA and FS models. Specifically, an index variable was created for the 
adverse financial experiences by using five questions in the survey: (1) Experiencing unex-
pected large income drop in the past 12 months (1 = if yes, 0 = if otherwise); (2) Having 
difficulty in paying all bills in a typical month (1 = if responses are 1–2; 0 if otherwise; 3) 
Having too much debt right now (1 = if responses are 5–7, 0 if otherwise); 4) Having unpaid 
medical debt (1 = if yes, 0 if otherwise); and 5) Having been contacted by a debt collection 
agency in the past 12 months (1 = if yes, 0 if otherwise). We summed the five items to create 
a continuous index variable to measure adverse financial experiences.

Given the connections between financial knowledge and financial satisfaction (Lind et 
al., 2020), we included two types of financial knowledge in our empirical analyses: (1) sub-
jective financial knowledge and (2) objective financial knowledge. Subjective knowledge 
was measured through a question that asked, “How would you assess your overall financial 
knowledge” (1 = very low, to 7 = very high). This question can reflect individuals’ confi-
dence in personal finance. On the other hand, the objective financial knowledge represents 
individuals’ financial knowledge score that was created by summing six financial literacy 
questions (i.e., numeracy, inflation, bonds, mortgage, investment, and compound interest 
questions). Both of these financial knowledge variables were included as continuous vari-
ables in our empirical analyses.

As control variables, socio-economic measures were included in both Logistic and OLS 
regression models. Age, age squared, and number of children were included as continu-
ous variables, whereas gender, marital status, race/ethnicity, education, employment status, 
homeownership status, and household income were included as dummy categorical vari-
ables. The measurements of these categorical variables were as follows, with the refer-
ence group shown in parentheses: gender [females, (males)], marital status [never-married 
singles, divorced/widowed singles, (married)], race/ethnicity [Black, Hispanic, Asian/other, 
(White)], education [less than high school/high school graduate, some college, college 
graduates, (post-college)], employment status [working, (non-working)], and household 
income [(less than $25,000), $25,000-$49,999, $50,000-$74,999, $75,000-$99,999, more 
than $100,000].

To test H2b, we combined two variables - poor financial behaviors (PFB) and govern-
ment assistance (GA), resulting in four groups: 1) NoPFB*GA (those who do not report 
poor financial behaviors and receive government assistance; 2) NoPFB*NoGA (those 
who do not report poor financial behaviors and do not receive government assistance); 3) 
PFB*GA (those who report poor financial behaviors and receive government assistance); 
and 4) PFB*NoGA (those who report poor financial behaviors, but do not receive govern-
ment assistance; and 3and;). We used the PFB*NoGA group as a reference group to measure 
the connections between financial behaviors, receiving government assistance, and financial 
satisfaction.

4.4  Statistical Analyses

First, means, medians, and percentages of the variables included in the multivariate analyses 
were calculated (Table 1). Second, to examine whether poor financial behaviors increased 
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the likelihood of receiving government assistance, we conducted a logistic regression analy-
sis (Table 2). Lastly, to examine the role of government assistance in financial satisfaction 
as well as the influence of poor financial behaviors and adverse financial experiences on 
financial satisfaction, Ordinary Least Square (OLS) regression analyses were conducted 
(Table 3). In particular, two OLS regression analyses for financial satisfaction were per-
formed: FS Model 1 assessed the effect of receiving government assistance and engaging in 
poor financial behaviors on financial satisfaction, while FS Model 2 examined the difference 
in the levels of financial satisfaction through the four groups that were created by combining 
poor financial behaviors and receiving government assistance. Significance was assessed at 
the 95% confidence interval.

All analyses were completed in SAS 9.4 (SAS Institute, 2013). We tested for multicol-
linearity using the variance inflation factor (VIF); no multicollinearity issues were detected. 
We used the weight variable (wgt_n2) from the 2018 NFCS data in the regression analyses 
to make the results more representative of the current population in the U.S.

5  Results

5.1  Descriptive Results

Table 1 provides descriptive information related to the study’s key constructs, including 
receiving government assistance, poor financial behaviors, our combination of receiving 
government assistance and financial behaviors, adverse financial experiences, and financial 
satisfaction. Additionally, Table 1 provides socio-demographic characteristics of the study 
sample. The percentage of those receiving government assistance was 18.3%. The mean 
level of poor financial behaviors (range 0–5) was 1.9, meaning that on average, partici-
pants engaged in about two of five possible poor financial behaviors. The mean value for 
adverse financial experiences (range 0–5) was 1.6, meaning that on average, participants 
faced between one to two adverse financial experiences. The level of financial satisfaction 
was 5.8 (range 1–10), suggesting that the sample as a whole was only moderately satisfied 
with their current financial state.

Table 1 also shows the distribution of the four groups based on combinations of receiv-
ing government assistance and engaging in poor financial behaviors. Specifically, those who 
reported poor financial behaviors and received government assistance comprised 8.5% of 
the sample, while those who did not report poor financial behaviors but received govern-
ment assistance comprised 9.8% of the sample. These two groups show that among individ-
uals who receive government assistance, there is little difference in the percentage of those 
that engage or do not engage in poor financial behaviors. Those who reported poor financial 
behaviors but do not receive government assistance comprised 17.8% of the sample. The 
majority of the sample was comprised of those who did not report poor financial behaviors 
and did not receive government assistance (63.8%).

The mean level of subjective financial knowledge (5.2; range 1–7) was higher than the 
mean level of objective financial knowledge (4.4; range 1–7). As for the sociodemographic 
characteristics of the study, age ranged from 18 years to 97 years with a mean of 49 years. 
Approximately 35% of the sample had financially-dependent children. Regarding race/eth-
nicity, the majority of the sample was White (76.4%), followed by Black individuals (8.8%), 
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Table 1  Descriptive Characteristics of Study Sample (N = 21,314)
Mean (Median) Percentage

Key Variables:
Receiving government assistance (GA):
Yes receiving 18.3%
(No receiving) 81.7%
Poor financial behaviors (PFB) (on a scale of 0–5) 1.9 (2.0)
Combination of PFB and GA:
NoPFB*GA- No poor behavior and Yes government assistance 9.8%
NoPFB*NoGA – No poor behavior and No government assistance 63.8%
PFB*GA – Yes poor behavior and Yes government assistance 8.5%
(PFB*NoGA – Yes poor behavior and No government assistance) 17.8%
Adverse financial experiences (on a scale of 0–5) 1.6 (1.0)
Financial satisfaction (FS) (on a scale of 1–10) 5.8 (6.0)
Socio-Demographics/Other Variables:
Subjective financial knowledge (on a scale of 1–7) 5.2 (5.0)
Objective financial knowledge (on a scale of 1–7) 4.4 (4.0)
Age 49 (50)
Number of children 0.7(0.0)
Gender:
Females 54.5%
(Males) 45.5%
Marital status:
Never married 26.9%
Unmarried 17.8%
(Married) 55.3%
Race/Ethnicity:
Black 8.8%
Hispanic 7.8%
Asian/other 7.0%
(White) 76.4%
Education:
Less/high school 24.8%
Some college 37.3%
College graduate 23.2%
(Post college) 14.7%
Employment status:
Working 57.3%
(Not working) 42.7%
Homeownership status:
Homeowners 65.3%
(Renters) 34.7%
Household income:
(Less than $25,000) 18.3%
$25,000 -$49,999 24.8%
$50,000 -$74,999 20.3%
$75,000 -$99,999 15.1%
More than $100,000 21.5%
Note. Reference groups are presented in parentheses
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Hispanic individuals (7.8%) and Asian/Other individuals (7.0%). In this study, 62.1% of the 
sample did not have a college degree. Regarding marital status, only 55.3% of the sample 
was married. Despite having removed individuals who had retired, 57.3% of the sample 
reported that they were currently employed (in the labor force full-time, part-time, or self-
employed). The majority of the sample were homeowners (65.3%) and reported an annual 
household income between $25,000-$49,999 (24.8%).

6  Logit Results: Determinants of Receiving Government Assistance

In this study, we hypothesized that poor financial behaviors would increase the likelihood of 
receiving government assistance (H1). Table 2 shows that all else being equal, poor financial 
behaviors were small but statistically significant. Specifically, the odds ratio showed that 
those who reported poor financial behaviors were 5% more likely to receive government 
assistance. However, those who reported experiencing adverse financial hardships were 
55% more likely to receive government assistance.

Other predictors that increased the likelihood of receiving government assistance are 
also presented in Table 2. We saw that income levels drove the largest changes in likeli-
hood of receiving government assistance. Specifically, when compared to those who made 
less than $25,000, other income groups were between 68 and 87% less likely to receive 
government assistance. Employment status was also an important predictor, suggesting that 
being currently employed decreased the likelihood of receiving government assistance by 
54%. Interestingly, while subjective financial knowledge increased the likelihood of receiv-
ing government assistance (15% increase), objective financial knowledge scores decreased 
the likelihood (17% decrease). We saw some of the largest increases in the likelihood of 
receiving government assistance among those who were not married (53–72% increase), 
among Black individuals (48% increase compared to White individuals), and those who had 
dependent children (40%). We saw significant decreases among Hispanic and Asian/Other 
individuals (17% and 22%, respectively when compared to White individuals). When com-
pared to those with a post-college degree, groups without a college degree were between 21 
and 26% more likely to receive government assistance.

7  OLS Results: Determinants of Financial Satisfaction

We ran two OLS regression models to better understand the effects of receiving govern-
ment assistance and poor financial behaviors on financial satisfaction. Specifically, in FS 
Model 1, we included receiving government assistance as a dichotomous variable and poor 
financial behaviors as a continuous variable. In FS Model 2, we combined these two vari-
ables (receiving government assistance and poor financial behaviors) to create four distinct 
groups based. The OLS results are presented in Table 3. In both models, we found a similar 
pattern of significant predictors across all variables with the exception of the number of chil-
dren (which was no longer significant in this second model). Both FS models 1 and 2 had 
similar indices of fit (F = 742.12, p < .001, R2 = 0.44; F = 696.77, p < .001, R2 = 0.44).
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Variables Government Assistance (GA)
Model
Estimate Sig Odds 

Ratio
95% Wald 
Confidence 
Limits

Key Variables:
Poor financial behaviors 
(H1)

0.051 * 1.052 1.000 1.007

Adverse financial 
experiences

0.435 *** 1.545 1.501 1.591

Socio-Demographics/
Other Variables:
Subjective financial 
knowledge

0.143 *** 1.153 1.118 1.189

Objective financial 
knowledge

-0.189 *** 0.828 0.804 0.853

Age 0.069 *** 1.071 1.054 1.089
Age squared -0.001 *** 0.999 0.999 0.999
Children 0.337 *** 1.401 1.343 1.461
Gender: (Males)
Females -0.199 *** 0.820 0.751 0.895
Marital status: (Married)
Never married 0.425 *** 1.529 1.365 1.713
Unmarried 0.542 *** 1.719 1.519 1.944
Race/Ethnicity: (White)
Black 0.394 *** 1.483 1.317 1.669
Hispanic -0.181 ** 0.834 0.742 0.938
Asian/other -0.247 ** 0.781 0.654 0.933
Education: (Post college)
Less/high school 0.234 ** 1.263 1.047 1.525
Some college 0.187 * 1.205 1.006 1.444
College graduate -0.054 0.948 0.775 1.159
Employment status: (Not 
working)
Working -0.784 *** 0.457 0.415 0.503
Homeownership status: 
(Renters)
Homeowners -0.250 *** 0.779 0.709 0.856
Household income: (Less 
than $25,000)
$25,000 -$49,999 -1.127 *** 0.324 0.291 0.361
$50,000 -$74,999 -1.780 *** 0.169 0.146 0.195
$75,000 -$99,999 -1.502 *** 0.223 0.189 0.262
$100,000+ -2.043 *** 0.130 0.107 0.157
Intercept -2.987 *** n/a n/a n/a
-2 Log Likelihood 14533.935
χ2 6089.402***

Table 2  Logistic Regression 
Results: Determinants of Receiv-
ing Government Assistance (GA) 
(N = 21,314)

p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 Note. 
Weighted Results. Reference 
groups are presented in 
parentheses
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7.1  Hypothesis 2a

We hypothesized that those who receive government assistance are more likely to have 
higher financial satisfaction than those who do not receive government assistance (H2a). 

Table 3  OLS Regression Results: Determinants of Financial Satisfaction (FS) (N = 21,314)
Variables FS Model 1 FS Model 2

β b Sig β b Sig
Key Variables:
Receiving government assistance (H2a) 0.558 0.075 *** n/a n/a n/a
Poor financial behaviors -0.342 -0.116 *** n/a n/a n/a
Adverse financial experiences -0.603 -0.327 *** -0.632 -0.343 ***

Combination of PFB*GA: (PFB*NoGA) (H2b)
NoPFB*GA n/a n/a n/a 1.058 0.114 ***

NoPFB*NoGA n/a n/a n/a 0.330 0.056 ***

PFB*GA n/a n/a n/a 0.309 0.031 ***

Socio-Demographics/Other Variables:
Subjective financial knowledge 0.664 0.301 *** 0.669 0.304 ***

Objective financial knowledge -0.149 -0.083 *** -0.139 -0.077 ***

Age -0.113 -0.654 *** -0.114 -0.643 ***

Age squared 0.001 0.636 *** 0.001 0.637 ***

Children -0.035 -0.013 * -0.031 -0.011
Gender: (Males)
Females -0.336 -0.058 *** -0.331 -0.058 ***

Marital status: (Married)
Never married -0.122 -0.019 ** -0.130 -0.021 **

Unmarried -0.166 -0.022 *** -0.204 -0.027 ***

Race/Ethnicity: (White)
Black 0.401 0.044 *** 0.373 0.041 ***

Hispanic 0.026 0.002 0.007 0.001
Asian/other -0.168 -0.016 ** -0.161 -0.015 **

Education: (Post college)
Less/high school 0.107 0.017 * 0.047 0.007
Some college -0.058 0.010 -0.099 -0.017 *

College graduate -0.056 -0.008 -0.065 -0.009
Employment status: (Not working)
Working 0.055 0.009 0.049 0.007
Homeownership status: (Renters)
Homeowners 0.701 0.118 *** 0.739 0.124 ***

Household income: (Less than $25,000)
$25,000 -$49,999 0.498 0.075 *** 0.513 0.078 ***

$50,000 -$74,999 0.931 0.129 *** 0.954 0.132 ***

$75,000 -$99,999 1.425 0.176 *** 1.472 0.182 ***

$100,000+ 1.418 0.199 *** 1.474 0.207 ***

Intercept 6.919 0 *** 5.599 0 ***

F 742.12*** 696.77***

Adj-R2 0.44 0.44
p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 Note. Weighted Results. Reference groups are presented in parentheses. Variance 
Inflation Factor (VIF) was tested; no scores exceeded 10 suggesting no issues with multicollinearity

1 3

96



Financial Behaviors, Government Assistance, and Financial Satisfaction

Table  3 shows that all else being equal, receiving government assistance was positively 
associated with financial satisfaction, supporting Hypothesis 2a. We also saw that engaging 
in poor financial behaviors and adverse financial experiences were negatively associated 
with levels of financial satisfaction. In looking at the standardized beta values (b), receiving 
government assistance had a small impact (b = 0.075), engaging in poor financial behav-
iors had a small, though slightly larger impact (b = − 0.116) on financial satisfaction, while 
adverse financial experiences had the largest effect (b = − 0.327) on financial satisfaction 
among these key variables.

Other significant predictors are also presented in Table 3. While the effect of subjective 
financial knowledge was positive, the effect of objective financial knowledge was negative. 
These results suggest that while confidence in financial knowledge is important in increas-
ing financial satisfaction, objective financial knowledge may contribute to a more realistic 
assessment of one’s financial situation. However, in looking at the standardized beta coef-
ficients for these two variables, we highlight that subjective financial knowledge (b = 0.301) 
was much larger than objective financial knowledge (b = − 0.083).

Regarding socio-demographic characteristics, most variables were statistically signifi-
cant, including age, gender, children, marital status, race/ethnicity, homeownership, and 
household income. Identifying as female, having more dependent children, being unmar-
ried, were all negatively associated with financial satisfaction. Black individuals reported 
higher financial satisfaction than their White counterparts, while Asian/Other individuals 
reported lower financial satisfaction than White individuals. However, there was no sig-
nificant difference between Hispanic and White individuals in their financial satisfaction. 
According to housing tenure, homeowners reported higher financial satisfaction than rent-
ers. Looking at income, all four income groups reported significantly higher financial satis-
faction than those whose annual income was less than $25,000. Interestingly, there was no 
significant difference in financial satisfaction between those who were currently employed 
and those who were not currently working.

7.2  Hypothesis 2b

In this study, we aimed to understand whether there were differences between groups based 
on a combination of engaging in poor financial behaviors and receiving government assis-
tance. FS Model 2 in Table 3 shows that the coefficient associated with NoPFB*GA was 
statistically significant and positive, suggesting that those who were not engaged in poor 
financial behaviors but received government assistance had significantly higher financial 
satisfaction than the reference group, PFB*NoGA (those with poor financial behaviors and 
no government assistance). Table 3 also shows that the other two coefficients associated 
with the combination of poor financial behaviors and government assistance were statisti-
cally significant and positive. The findings suggest that both groups, NoPFB*NoGA (those 
with no poor financial behaviors and no government assistance) and PFB*GA (those with 
poor financial behaviors and receiving government assistance), had significantly higher 
financial satisfaction than PFB*NoGA (those with poor financial behaviors and no govern-
ment assistance).
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8  Discussion

Using nationally representative data, we explored connections between receiving govern-
ment assistance, engaging in poor financial behaviors, and financial satisfaction, while 
accounting for adverse financial experiences. In particular, we hypothesized that those who 
reported poor financial behaviors would be more likely to receive government assistance 
(H1). Our results supported this hypothesis as well as Netemeyer’s (2018) framework of 
financial well-being. However, despite the significance of the association, the magnitude 
was small and the OLS results suggested that adverse financial experiences were a better 
predictor of receiving government assistance than poor financial behaviors. This finding is 
in line with the goal of government assistance which is to provide temporary relief during 
difficult times (Butler, 2013).

Interestingly, we found that while high subjective financial knowledge increased the 
likelihood of receiving government assistance, high levels of objective financial knowl-
edge decreased the likelihood. This means that while individuals’ self-rating of perceived 
financial knowledge led to an increased likelihood of receiving government assistance, indi-
viduals’ actual financial knowledge (e.g., understanding numeracy, inflation, bonds, mort-
gages, investments, and compound interest in loans) reduced the likelihood of receiving 
government assistance. Previous research has found that high financial knowledge often 
leads people to make better financial decisions (Garcia-Mata & Zeron-Felix, 2022). How-
ever, approximately 11% of Americans are overconfident in their financial knowledge and 
capabilities (Porto & Xiao, 2016). This overconfidence in financial knowledge likely con-
tributes to our finding that higher subjective knowledge increased the likelihood of receiv-
ing government assistance. Together, these findings support the need for financial education 
programs to reach those who might perceive their financial knowledge as sufficient, but who 
are lacking in actual financial knowledge.

Previous studies have been inconsistent in determining whether government assistance 
can increase financial satisfaction and well-being (Brevoort et al., 2017; Brüggen et al., 
2017; Marlowe et al., 1996; Miller et al., 2018). Given these inconsistencies, we aimed to 
investigate the associations of poor financial behaviors, receiving government assistance, 
and financial satisfaction in two different ways. These analyses highlighted some unex-
pected findings. While the OLS regression model that treated receiving government assis-
tance and poor financial behaviors as two distinct variables (FS Model 1) provided the 
anticipated results, the OLS regression model that combined these variables into a categori-
cal variable (FS Model 2) suggested that there may be additional nuances in the association 
between these constructs that warrants further research. Specifically, FS Model 2 implied 
that even if individuals engaged in poor financial behaviors, if they also received govern-
ment assistance, they reported higher financial satisfaction than their counterparts. Addi-
tionally, individuals who did not engage in poor financial behaviors, regardless of whether 
they received government assistance, reported significantly higher levels of financial satis-
faction than our comparison group (i.e., those who engaged in poor financial behaviors and 
did not receive government assistance).

These results highlight that both reducing poor financial behaviors and receiving govern-
ment assistance, particularly following an adverse financial experience, can play an impor-
tant role in enhancing individuals’ financial satisfaction. In other words, it can be said that 
while government assistance can increase financial satisfaction, its influence on an indi-
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vidual’s financial satisfaction may be dependent on whether they practice poor or healthy 
financial behaviors. Studies have shown that stress from money management and financial 
satisfaction are closely related, with greater stress reducing one’s financial and even per-
sonal well-being (Bisgaier & Rhodes, 2011; Garcia-Mata & Zeron-Felix, 2022; Greenberg 
& Hershfield, 2019). Thus, our findings suggest that receiving government assistance can 
lead to an improved sense of financial satisfaction which could help alleviate stress and act 
as an emotional safety net for low-income families. This is contrary to previous findings 
which found that individuals receiving government assistance recognized that they were not 
in an ideal financial situation, and thus suggested that receiving the government assistance 
decreased their financial satisfaction (Marlowe et al., 1996).

Finally, we note that following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, financial distress 
and hardship increased the financial stress but decreased the financial satisfaction of many 
families and individuals in the U.S. (Kelley et al., 2022). Although we focus on data col-
lected before the onset of COVID-19, a better understanding of the connections between 
financial behaviors, adverse financial experiences, receiving government assistance, and 
financial satisfaction may still have important implications for mitigating the ongoing nega-
tive effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the financial satisfaction of Americans. Specifi-
cally, the economic ramifications of the pandemic led to record high inflation rates of 9.1% 
in June 2022 (Trading Economics, 2022) which may necessitate the need for both govern-
ment assistance and improved financial behaviors for some individuals.

8.1  Implications

In recent years, researchers have worked to define, study, and understand financial satisfac-
tion, and the various factors related to it. The findings of this study provide insight into 
both the theoretical and practical implications of poor financial behaviors and receiving 
government assistance on financial satisfaction. Netemeyer et al. (2018) discussed the role 
that expected future financial security and stress from current money management play 
in one’s financial satisfaction. Similarly, Garcia-Mata & Zeron-Felix (2022) proposed that 
financial satisfaction is related to the fulfillment of one’s needs and wants as well as their 
financial decisions. The current study found that poor financial behaviors could decrease 
one’s financial satisfaction while receiving government assistance. This assistance in turn 
satisfies one’s financial needs and reduces money stress, which could increase financial sat-
isfaction. Confirming the theoretical foundations of these relationships can provide greater 
support in the study of financial satisfaction as well as indicate a logical need for financial 
education and government assistance programs. However, while we acknowledge the utility 
of Netemeyer’s (2018) and Garcia-Mata and Zeron-Felix’s (2022) work in conceptualizing 
this study, we also highlight the need for theories focused specifically on understanding the 
role of government assistance in individuals’ finances. Such theories would be instrumental 
in guiding both research and policy in this area.

In terms of practical applications, the findings of this study can help financial practi-
tioners and educators involved in government assistance programs or those working with 
people in low-income communities. In particular, financial educators can help families and 
individuals to acknowledge their financial behaviors, adverse financial experiences, and 
how these experiences may influence their financial satisfaction. These professionals can 
support individuals and families on government assistance in recognizing financial behav-
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iors and situations that contribute to their need for government assistance and what steps 
they could take towards being financially independent.

Based on the findings of this study, government assistance can be important for individu-
als’ financial satisfaction. The findings of this study also indicate that poor financial behav-
iors decreased individuals’ financial satisfaction. Thus, financial practitioners can assist 
those with poor financial behaviors to find the motivation behind their financial behaviors, 
and help them create a plan to change. As these professionals help their clients better under-
stand “poor” or “healthy” financial behaviors and their financial outcomes, individuals can 
make more informed financial decisions.

The findings of this study also provide insights for government officials, policy makers, 
and social workers in that receiving government assistance is positively associated with 
financial satisfaction. Government assistance was created to provide temporary help to indi-
viduals in need (Law, 2020). However, when individuals were not engaging in poor finan-
cial behaviors, regardless of government assistance, financial satisfaction increased. Policy 
makers should apply this information by instituting more financial education and counsel-
ing courses for those receiving government assistance. The findings of this study highlight 
that poor financial behaviors play an important role in receiving government assistance and 
decreasing financial satisfaction. Government programs can work to ensure that individuals 
and families who are receiving government assistance also obtain important objective finan-
cial knowledge such as understanding numeracy and calculating interest rates, and financial 
management skills/strategies such as budgeting and the ability to set up an emergency fund 
(Fu, 2020). This financial education can improve individuals’ financial behaviors to prepare 
for long-term financial satisfaction that extends beyond government assistance.

8.2  Limitations and Future Study

There are some limitations in this study. First, the question we used for the government 
assistance variable only asked about whether the respondent received Medicaid or SNAP 
benefits. There are many different types of government assistance programs that individuals 
and families can participate in. Future research should investigate the impacts of a larger 
variety of government assistance programs on financial satisfaction. Additionally, the indi-
cators of poor financial behaviors and adverse financial experiences variables were limited 
and did not include all types of poor financial behaviors or adverse financial experiences. 
Thus, investigating additional measures related to financial behaviors and financial experi-
ences could provide more insight for practitioners and researchers.

Further, the cross-sectional nature of this study is an important limitation. Longitudinal 
research is needed to understand the long-term effects of receiving government assistance 
on financial satisfaction. In addition, this study only investigated financial satisfaction. 
The impact of poor financial behaviors and receiving government assistance should also 
be investigated in conjunction with objective measures of financial well-being in future 
research. We also note that our study focused only on individuals residing in the U.S.; how-
ever, there are significant differences in financial well-being and satisfaction based on geo-
graphical and cultural context (Fu, 2020). Thus, we recommend that these constructs are 
investigated among populations outside of the U.S. Finally, combining receiving govern-
ment assistance and poor financial behaviors into a categorical variable provided interesting 
insights. Therefore, we encourage future research to continue to thoughtfully combine other 
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variables in ways that can deepen our understanding of the connections between related 
constructs.

9  Conclusion

Government assistance has provided many Americans with the opportunity to get back on 
their feet after having an unexpected hardship, such as a loss in income or a medical emer-
gency. This study examined the connections between poor financial behaviors, receiving 
government assistance, and financial satisfaction while accounting for adverse financial 
experiences. While we identified a small association between poor financial behaviors and 
receiving government assistance, we found that experiencing adverse financial events was 
a much stronger predictor of receiving government assistance. Although previous research 
has found mixed results for whether receiving government assistance ultimately improves or 
decreases financial satisfaction, we found a positive association between receiving govern-
ment assistance and financial satisfaction, while both poor financial behaviors and adverse 
financial experiences decreased financial satisfaction.

While the data utilized for the current study was collected before COVID-19, the results 
are applicable in light of the pandemic. Specifically, COVID-19 has had salient effects on 
many individuals’ and families’ financial satisfaction, and government assistance has been 
crucial in helping many of them through these challenges. Given the increases in govern-
ment assistance programs, it is important that future research explores these associations 
during and following the COVID-19 pandemic.

We conclude that financial satisfaction can be impacted by an individual’s financial 
behaviors, adverse financial experiences, and receiving government assistance. Short-term 
financial management skills and long-term financial behaviors are a crucial part of build-
ing financial capability for most Americans. By determining how receiving government 
assistance is associated with both financial behaviors and financial satisfaction, we hope 
that financial educators and professionals can continue to aid those in difficult financial 
situations.
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