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Disclaimer

This research was funded by the FINRA Investor Education Foundation. The views 
expressed are those of the authors and should not be attributed to the FINRA 
Investor Education Foundation, FINRA, or any of its affiliated companies. 



Declining Financial Literacy (NFCS)



Increased “Don’t Know”s (NFCS)



Increased Smartphone Ownership



Mobile Responses and Financial Literacy



Who Answers Surveys on Smartphones?



Our Study

• Two approaches to isolate the effects of smartphones on measured financial 
knowledge:

– Use UAS to see if individuals do worse on FK questions when they use a 
smartphone vs. answer on another type of device

– Randomize device type: among people with both a smartphone and another 
device, randomize the type of device they use to answer a UAS survey 



Observational Analysis

• Over 2014 – 2021, 5,046 UAS respondents answered (4 of the Big 5) financial 
literacy questions at least twice 

• 30% used both a smartphone and another web-connected device 
(desktop/laptop/tablet)

• Of switchers, 76% used another device in an earlier year than their smartphone



Observational Results



Experiment

• 5,200 UAS participants that had a smartphone AND laptop/desktop/tablet 
randomized to complete survey on

– Smartphone
OR

– Laptop/desktop/tablet

• Forced compliance

• Randomized placement of the financial literacy questions



Main Results



Placement X Device



Mechanisms



Discussion
• Measured financial literacy is lower when responding on a smartphone

– Particularly when questions appear late in a survey

• Individuals who will only respond on a mobile have markedly lower financial literacy

• Device effects and sample expansion may account for up to 83% of measured decline 
since 2009

• Important to account for smartphone use/question placement in cross-country and 
longitudinal comparisons
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