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Abstract 

Based on temporal construal theory, the length of time a person has before they reach retirement 

age will influence how they react to different types of messages. This theory predicts younger 

workers prefer more abstract communications compared to older workers who should prefer 

more concrete information because retirement is a distant goal rather than a proximal one.  We 

also directly test how positive and negative message framing, goal timeframes, concreteness of 

the material presented and an individuals’ age influences an individual’s retirement savings 

intentions. This paper summarizes our preliminary findings. We test our hypotheses using survey 

responses gathered after participants view one of several different ads that vary by 

communication tactics but not by the savings-related information provided. Our initial results 

indicate that different communication techniques may be more effective with younger workers 

than older workers and vice versa. In addition, we also find the effectiveness of negative 

message framing increases when presented in a manner (either abstract or concrete) that is 

consistent with the way the individual views retirement. Finally, by reducing the goal time frame 

for younger workers, we find evidence that we may be able to encourage this age group to think 

more concretely about savings and express stronger intentions to save.  Our paper concludes with 

an outline of our future research plans. Our final results should be helpful when designing 

communications for targeted age groups. 

 



2 
 

I. Introduction 

Most young adults should know that the key to financial security in retirement is to plan 

and invest early in their working career. Despite this knowledge, individuals do not seem to be 

taking the necessary steps to ensure that they are financially prepared to retire from the 

workforce. We surmise that the length of time until retirement may affect the type of information 

a person will seek when making decisions regarding saving for retirement. This would suggest 

that, in order to convince younger workers to save for retirement, a different communication 

strategy than that used for older workers may be needed. This is because young workers may not 

be taking the necessary steps to meet their desired quality of life in retirement because it is a 

distant goal for them. Instead, they may focus more on the outcome of having saved enough for 

retirement rather than the specific steps required to attain such an outcome. Further, individuals 

nearing retirement may focus on the necessary steps required to retire, with little focus on the 

financial goals that they are required to obtain prior to leaving the workforce.   

To develop a framework to understand how individuals make retirement decisions and, 

subsequently, encourage them to save more for retirement, we explore the underlying 

psychological motivations of making savings decisions, relying on temporal construal theory. 

More specifically, we examine the type of communication methods that will encourage new 

labor entrants versus individuals nearing retirement to focus on and engage in the specific steps 

needed to adequately finance their distant versus proximal retirement. We examine the 

effectiveness of three communication tactics - abstract versus concrete saving guidelines, 

immediate versus distant goals, and negative versus positive frames. This paper seeks to assess 

the effectiveness of these communication techniques for the target populations using survey 

evidence gathered following a presentation of various ads created for this research that relay the 
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same savings-related information utilizing different communication tactics. The current version 

of the paper presents a preliminary analysis of the survey findings and draws from 

methodologies used in a variety of disciplines, including finance and marketing. The results from 

this research will be very helpful when designing communications meant to combat the saving 

issues exhibited by workers that are new to the workforce and workers nearing retirement.    

The next section provides an overview of research on temporal construal theory, how this 

literature informs the retirement savings decision, and our contribution to this area of research. 

Sections III, IV, and V describe our preliminary results for initial exploratory research and two 

studies. Finally Section VI presents our research conclusions and recommendations from this 

preliminary analysis, in addition to our future research plans.  

 

II. Construal Theory Research Overview 

For many individuals, the financial decisions related to retirement may lead to increased 

anxiety as retirement approaches, suggesting that different tactics may increase the ability of 

communications to improve financial decision making at various career stages. More 

specifically, temporal construal theory predicts that individuals farther away from an event prefer 

to think about the event in general terms rather than considering details of the event (Trope and 

Liberman 2003). At the moment, there is little research relating construal theory to 

communications for retirement planning. However, construal theory has been studied in a variety 

of other contexts including adoption of new products (Alexander, Lynch, and Wang 2008), 

product preference and task/job preference (Trope and Liberman 2000), social plans (Eyal et al. 

2004), and healthy eating (Eyal et al. 2004). To provide background, construal theory suggests 

that if an event is going to occur in the near future, people focus on the specific steps needed to 
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achieve the desired outcome (the feasibility of reaching the goal). If an event is going to occur in 

the distant future, people focus on the ultimate end state (the desirability of the goal) rather the 

steps needed to achieve a particular outcome.  Liberman and Trope’s (1998) study of Israeli 

students provides empirical evidence consistent with this theory (study 4). They asked students 

to provide their preferences for four possible assignment options for each of two writing 

assignment due dates. One of the writing assignments was due in approximately one week (near 

future), while the other assignment was due later in the semester (distant future). Two of the 

writing assignments that the students were asked to evaluate for each due date were difficult in 

that they had to be written in English, their non-native language. The other two assignments were 

easy in that they were to be written in their native Hebrew. Further, one of the English 

assignments and one of the Hebrew assignments pertained to topics that were relatively 

interesting, while the other English and Hebrew assignments were relatively boring. When the 

assignment was due the next week, students exhibited an increased preference for the boring, 

easier assignment because they were focusing on the process required to write the paper (i.e., 

feasibility). However, when the assignment was due at the end of the semester, students 

exhibited an increased preference for the more interesting, yet more difficult assignment because 

they were focusing on how much they liked the assignment (i.e., desirability) rather than the 

steps required to complete it.  

Applying this theory to retirement savings, we suggest that younger workers, for whom 

retirement is in the distant future, will focus more on the outcome of having saved enough for 

retirement rather than the specific steps required to attain such an outcome, while older workers, 

for whom retirement is in the near future, will focus on the specific steps required to retire. 

Consistent with this, we might expect a younger worker to think “I need to save for retirement,” 
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while an older worker might think “I need to increase my contribution to my 401(k) by $100.’ 

More specifically, we hypothesize that new labor force entrants think about retirement in a very 

simplistic manner, considering only the big picture without regard to the amount of money they 

should be saving now in order to achieve their desired, distant goal. In addition, Gilovich, Kerr 

and Medvec (1993) showed that individuals were more confident their performance of an event 

(i.e., student exam) if the event occurred in the distant future versus the near future. This 

suggests that people may also have relatively greater confidence in their abilities to financially 

prepare for their distant retirement than others who are nearer to retirement. If this is a false 

sense of confidence, it could have negative consequences on their future financial wellbeing. For 

example, if younger individuals overestimate how well they are saving for retirement, they might 

be less inclined to take the immediate steps necessary to ensure that they are financially prepared 

to retire in the future. In contrast, we expect individuals nearing retirement to prefer to focus on 

the steps, or the process, necessary to reach their retirement goals, as well as feel less confident 

with their own abilities.  

Given that the amount of time until retirement may affect the type of information that a 

person will seek out, a framework for understanding how distance from retirement affects the use 

of communication tactics is needed. Our proposed research seeks to fill this gap by examining 

which tactics are appropriate and effective in improving retirement decisions for individuals for 

whom retirement is in the distant future. To combat the saving issues exhibited by younger and 

older workers, we suggest developing educational material for each group that is presented in a 

manner similar to how they each are viewing the retirement decision. That is, we hypothesize 

that because individuals nearing retirement may think more about the complexities of retiring, 

more concrete information will better guide their decision making. However, because early 
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workforce entrants may think about retirement in a more simplistic manner, more abstract 

information will guide their decision making. We suggest that such consistency between their 

approach to the retirement decision and the communication frame will encourage each group to 

focus on and engage in the steps needed to adequately finance their retirement. Therefore, in this 

research we test how the concreteness of the ad influences savings intentions in both groups.  

Additionally, we test (in conjunction with the concreteness of the ad) two further methods 

of accomplishing this goal. One option that we examine in developing ad communications 

targeting younger and older workers is changing the timeframe of the savings goals presented. 

For instance, the savings goal may be presented in terms of the amount of money that one must 

save by retirement- a distant goal. However, we could also reduce the timeframe of the ultimate 

end state. That is, rather than providing individuals with the distant goal of what they need to 

have saved at their retirement age, we could provide them with more proximal goals (milestones) 

that will set them on the proper savings path for retirement. In other words, we could tell them 

how much they should save each month in order to make it most likely that they will reach their 

ultimate savings goal at retirement. Temporal construal theory implies that younger workers will 

focus more on retirement savings goals than older workers. We suggest that by making the 

savings goal more proximal, younger workers may also focus more on the concrete steps 

necessary to begin to actively save for retirement.  

The other option we examine in presenting retirement educational materials to younger 

and older workers is to make them aware of potential negative outcomes of poor financial 

decisions thereby encouraging them to make better retirement decisions (e.g., “If you do not save 

today, this could happen to you”), or presenting them with the potential positive benefits of 

effectively saving for retirement (e.g., “If you do save today, you could do this”). While the use 
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of negative framing (relative to positive framing) in communications with individuals has been 

shown to increase preventive health behaviors and also influence investment decisions (Agnew, 

Anderson, Gerlach and Szykman 2008), past research has shown that the effectiveness of 

negative messages is dependent on many factors (e.g., amount of negative information, feelings 

of accountability, etc.) (Keller and Block 1996; Passyn and Sujan 2006). Thus, it is unknown 

whether these tactics will alter the savings behavior of younger and older workers. Based on 

temporal construal theory, we predict that younger and older individuals will be more likely to 

express an interest in savings if they are presented information in a negative message frame only 

if the frame is consistent with their view of retirement (e.g., abstract vs. concrete). Our research 

will address this issue. 

In summary, our research seeks to develop a framework for designing communications 

that seek to persuade workers to engage in behaviors necessary for attaining savings goals 

appropriate for their career stages, thus, increasing the likelihood that the communications will 

be helpful at motivating individuals to be financially prepared for retirement. More specifically, 

this research employs quantitative techniques to better understand whether and to what extent 

certain tactics, such as framing of ad information (negative vs. positive), the presentation of 

detailed steps for saving for retirement (concrete vs. abstract), and the timeframe of savings goals 

(sooner vs. later) are appropriate and effective in improving retirement decisions for individuals 

for whom retirement is in the near versus distant future. The results of this research will be 

critical for designing communications that seek to persuade individuals at various stages of their 

careers to engage in behaviors appropriate for their stage that will increase their retirement 

preparedness. 

 



8 
 

III. Preliminary Findings  

The idea for this project is a result of findings from focus groups conducted during year 

one of the grant at the Center for Interdisciplinary Behavioral Finance Research (CIBFR) at the 

College of William and Mary. During that year, we ran several focus groups to assess the 

reactions of targeted populations to financial literacy products in development. In one set of 

focus groups, respondents who were over 58 years old and nearing retirement reviewed a 

document that presented broad topics for them to consider regarding financial retirement 

planning. They overwhelmingly indicated that the document was too general for their specific 

age group, but  that it would be very helpful and more appropriate for a younger demographic.  

Further, they indicated that, given their proximity to retirement, they would have preferred more 

specific guidelines for how to save so that they could take concrete steps to improve their 

chances for financial security in retirement. Their reaction to the communication was consistent 

with temporal construal theory. 

To better understand how different communication tactics impact saving behavior for 

early workforce entrants and individuals nearing retirement, we utilized pretesting procedures to 

develop a series of advertisements for the purposes of this research. We conducted two pretests 

to assist with the development of the negative versus positive ad framing (pretest 1) and the 

abstract versus concrete savings guideline descriptions (pretest 2). 

The goal of pretest 1 was to develop a negative and positive frame for the advertisement 

such that the two frames communicated the same information and only differed on the perceived 

negativity. To accomplish this task, we conducted a search of savings education materials to 

compile a series of consequences of failing to save and benefits of saving for retirement. Using 

the information we compiled, we developed a set of descriptions that conveyed mild, moderate, 
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and severe consequences of failing to save for retirement. These descriptions served as the 

negative frames for our pretest. In addition, we reworded these consequences in such a manner 

as to convey these outcomes as benefits of saving for retirement, which served as the positive 

frames for our pretest. Thus, each negative frame had a positive frame complement that 

conveyed the same information, allowing us to examine only differences in the communication 

technique. Figure 1 shows the various descriptions that we utilized.  

We asked eighty-nine respondents to review a subset of the descriptions and subsequently 

provide their opinions. Thirty-nine respondents represented early workforce entrants (mean age = 

27), while the other fifty respondents represented workers nearing retirement (mean age = 57). 

For each description that they viewed, the respondents were asked to complete a series of 

questions that assessed how much fear the description induced, how negative or positive they 

perceived the description to be, how personally relevant the consequences/benefits were to them, 

and their perceptions of the likelihood that the set of consequences/ benefits would occur. The 

goal of this pretest was to find one negative/positive frame pair such that the negative frame was 

perceived as more negative and/or fear-inducing than the positive frame, while not differing on 

personal relevance or outcome likelihood. Further, we wanted to find a frame pair for which the 

two age groups did not exhibit differences from each other. Based on our analysis of these 

results, the low negative and positive frames were chosen for the ads that we utilized in 

subsequent testing.     

The goal of pretest 2 was to develop an abstract and concrete version of the 

advertisement to be used for the main testing in studies 1 and 2. The abstract version consisted of 

a vague description of the actions required for retirement financial preparation, while the 

concrete version of the ad consisted of step-by-step guidelines for saving for retirement. 
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Consistent with pretest 1, our intent was to develop different versions of the ad that conveyed the 

same information via different communication techniques. Thirty-seven respondents were asked 

to view either the abstract ad or the concrete ad and subsequently provide their opinions. The 

objective of this pretest was to ensure that the two versions of the ad differed on their perceived 

concreteness, while not differing on any other factors, such as attitude towards the ad, imagery 

elicited by the ad, fear elicited by the ad, perceived distance of the savings goal conveyed in the 

ad, interest in the ad, believability, understandability, meaningfulness, originality, 

informativeness, argument strength, and personal relevance. Consistent with research on 

temporal construal theory, ad concreteness was measured using a two-item scale to assess the 

extent to which the ad emphasized process and the extent to which the ad was action-oriented, 

with higher concreteness associated with greater perceived belief in both statements. An analysis 

of the pretest findings revealed that the concrete version of the ad was perceived as more 

concrete than the abstract version of the ad, while the two versions did not differ on any of the 

other variables (see Table 1). Thus, these ads were utilized for subsequent testing. 

In sum, we conducted two pretests to generate a set of two-page ads that conveyed the 

consequences of failing to save versus the benefits of saving (pretest 1) and savings guidelines 

that were conveyed in an abstract versus concrete manner (pretest 2). Thus, we developed four 

versions of the ad – negative/abstract, positive/abstract, negative/concrete, and positive/concrete. 

The positive versions of the ad (both abstract and concrete) were utilized in study 1 and are 

exhibited in figure 2. The negative and positive versions of the abstract and concrete ads were 

utilized in study 2 and are exhibited in figure 3.  

 

IV. Study 1 Findings 
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 Study 1 utilized the positive ads generated from the initial pretests to investigate how 

distance to retirement impacts the effectiveness of abstract versus concrete advertisements 

containing savings goals that varied in their timeframe (short-term vs. long-term). Consistent 

with that objective, we surveyed approximately 750 individuals from a general online survey 

panel in two age groups – 18-34 (early workforce entrants) and 50-64 (late workers). All of the 

individuals recruited for this research were employed full-time and varied on demographics, such 

as race, education, and income. Respondents in each age group were randomly assigned to 

evaluate one of the four positively-framed versions of the ad developed in the pretest procedures: 

(1) abstract ad with long-term goals, (2) abstract ad with short-term goals, (3) concrete ad with 

long-term goals, and (4) concrete ad with short-term goals. Figure 2 shows all four versions of 

the ad. The two short-term goal versions of the ad were developed by calculating the amount of 

money necessary to save each month to obtain the savings amount by retirement that is 

represented in the long-term goal versions of the ad. As such, both the short-term and long-term 

versions of the ad conveyed the same savings goal information, while only varying the time-

frame of the savings objective. 

 To assess effectiveness of each version of the ad for each age group, respondents were 

asked to report the extent to which they believe the ad impacted their saving behavior on a 

seven-point scale (less likely to save for retirement/more likely to save for retirement) and the 

actual amount they intended to save in the future (represented as a percentage of their salary). 

We analyzed the survey data using an analysis of variance. Preliminary results for all of the 

measures are reported in Table 2. The analysis showed a main effect of age group such that early 

workforce entrants versus individuals that are later in their careers report that they are more 

likely to save for retirement after viewing one of the ads (M = 4.76 vs. 4.55, F(1,739) = 6.34), p 
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< .05) and intend to save a greater percentage of their salaries in the future (M = 15.60% vs. 

11.80%, F(1,705) = 12.32), p < .05). More importantly, the analysis revealed a significant three-

way interaction of age group, ad abstractness/concreteness, and savings goal timeframe 

(F(1,739) = 4.17; F(1,705) = 12.93; p’s < .05) for each of the target measures. We conducted 

planned contrasts to further examine the results. Consistent with temporal construal theory and 

our expectations, saving behavior of younger workers for whom retirement is in the distant 

future appear to be impacted by the timeframe of the goal communicated in the ad; however, 

older workers for whom retirement is in the near future do not appear to be affected by the 

savings goal timeframe. More specifically, when younger workers were exposed to the abstract 

ad, they were more likely to report that the ad would improve their savings behavior and increase 

the percentage of income that they would save for retirement if the ad communicated a long-term 

savings goal (e.g., amount needed by retirement) than if the ad communicated a short-term goal 

(e.g., amount needed each month) (MAd Impact = 4.95 vs. 4.60; MFuture Savings % = 17.81% vs. 9.45%). 

However, when younger workers were exposed to the concrete ad, they demonstrated an 

opposite pattern of results. That is, they were more likely to report that the ad would improve 

their savings behavior and increase the percentage of income that they would save for retirement 

if the ad communicated a short-term savings goal versus a long-term goal (MAd Impact = 4.98 vs. 

4.50; MFuture Savings % = 20.37% vs. 14.12%). Contrary to younger workers, older workers did not 

report any differences in savings behavior as result of exposure to short-term or long-term 

savings goals for the abstract and the concrete versions of the ad (MAbstract Ad Impact = 4.34 vs. 4.52; 

MConcrete Ad Impact = 4.66 vs. 4.68; MAbstract Future Savings % = 10.30% vs. 12.58%; MConcrete Future Savings % 

= 10.90% vs. 13.45%).  
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Overall, it appears that goal timeframe is a more important consideration when 

encouraging saving behavior for younger workers that are early entrants in the workforce than 

older workers that are nearing retirement. Whether they are exposed to an abstract or concrete 

advertisement, older workers report saving behavior that is consistent across short-term and 

long-term goals communicated in the ads. However, an examination of younger workers reveals 

that their saving behavior is heavily impacted by a combination of the concreteness of the ad to 

which they are exposed and the timeframe of the savings goal that is communicated in the ad, 

with more distant goals appearing more effective with abstract ads and more proximal goals 

appearing more effective with concrete ads. Thus, we find that, consistent with temporal 

construal theory (e.g., Trope and Liberman 2003) and our expectations of how individuals are 

viewing retirement, when retirement is distant versus in the near future, workers are more 

focused on savings goals.  

 

V. Study 2 Findings 

While study 1 explored the impact of changing the savings goal timeframe, study 2 

examines how distance to retirement impacts the effectiveness of negative versus positive 

frames, while simultaneously considering the abstractness/concreteness of the ad. Thus, in study 

2 we utilized both the positively-framed and negatively-framed ads generated from the initial 

pretests with long-term savings goals constant. Consistent with study 1, we surveyed 

approximately 750 individuals from a general online survey panel in two age groups (18-34 - 

early workforce entrants, 50-64 - late workers), and all of the individuals recruited for this 

research were employed full-time and varied on demographics, such as race, education, and 

income. The same study procedure and survey design were utilized as in study 1. That is, 
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respondents in each age group were randomly assigned to evaluate one of four versions of the ad: 

(1) abstract ad with positive frame, (2) abstract ad with negative frame, (3) concrete ad with 

positive frame, and (4) concrete ad with negative frame. All versions of the ad communicated 

long-term savings goals. Thus, the two positively-framed versions of the ad were the same 

positively-framed ads with long-term goals as those utilized in study 1. Figure 3 shows the two 

versions of the negatively-framed ads. 

 After viewing the ads, respondents were asked to report the extent to which they believe 

the ad impacted their saving behavior and the actual amount they intended to save in the future, 

which were measured in the same manner as in study 1. In addition, respondents in this study 

were asked to assess their intentions to follow the recommendations using a three-item, seven-

point scale: (1) likelihood of reaching retirement savings goal recommended in ad (very 

unlikely/very likely) (2) confidence in attaining retirement savings goal conveyed in ad (not at all 

confident/extremely confident) and (3) how well you think you save for retirement (very 

poorly/very well) (alpha = .94). Finally, they reported their commitment to attaining the goal 

conveyed in the ad using a one-item, seven-point scale (“I am strongly committed to pursuing the 

savings goal in the ad,” strongly disagree/strongly agree). These additional measures were 

included in study 2 to further examine savings behavior and to parallel past research that has 

examined framing effects and goal attainment (e.g., Block and Keller 1995; Hollenbeck et al. 

1989). 

 We analyzed the survey data using an analysis of variance. We found a fairly consistent 

pattern of results across all of the measures. As such, we only report the results for the future 

savings percentages; however, preliminary results for all of the measures are reported in Table 3. 

Consistent with study 1, the analysis revealed that, in general, early workforce entrants intend to 
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save a greater percentage of their salaries in the future than individuals that are later in their 

careers (M = 17.49% vs. 13.22%, F(1,724) = 14.41, p < .05). In addition, consistent with past 

research (Block and Keller 1995), the negatively-framed ad that conveys the consequences of 

failing to save for retirement prior to communicating savings guidelines appears to be more 

effective overall in encouraging saving behavior (17.10%) than the positively-framed ad that 

initially conveys the benefits of saving (13.62%). Importantly, the analysis revealed a significant 

three-way interaction between age group, ad abstractness/concreteness, and ad frame (F(1,724) = 

10.27, p < .05), suggesting that saving behavior can be enhanced for each age group by 

considering the ad framing (negative vs. positive) and concreteness of the saving guidelines 

(abstract vs. concrete). Planned contrasts were utilized to further examine the effects. The 

analysis showed that for younger workers, the negatively-framed ad resulted in a larger savings 

percentage than the positively-framed ad, only if the ad was abstract (M = 23.50% vs. 14.16%). 

The concrete version of the ad did not result in saving differences for the negative and positive 

frames (M = both 16.34%). For older workers nearing retirement, the negatively-framed ad 

resulted in a larger savings percentage than the positively-framed ad, only if the ad was concrete 

(M = 14.98% vs. 9.58%). The abstract version of the ad did not result in saving differences for 

the negative and positive frames (M = 13.87% vs. 14.14%).  

Thus, it appears that the effectiveness of an ad in encouraging savings behavior for early 

workforce entrants and those nearing retirement is dependent on the concreteness of the ad, as 

well as whether the ad is framed positively in terms of the benefits of saving or negatively in 

terms of the consequences of failing to save. Consistent with past research on framing effects 

(e.g., Block and Keller 1995), we find that a negatively-framed ad is most impactful on savings 

behavior for individuals, but this finding is qualified by the finding that not all negatively-framed 
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ads are equally impactful for younger and older workers, respectively. For younger workers, a 

negatively-framed ad appears to be more effective than a positively-framed ad at encouraging 

retirement saving behavior only if the ad presents abstract guidelines for saving. The ad framing 

does not appear to have an impact on younger workers if the ad communicates concrete 

guidelines. On the other hand, for older workers a negatively-framed ad appears to be more 

impactful on saving behavior than a positively-framed ad only if the ad presents concrete 

guidelines for saving, not if the ad communicates abstract guidelines. Based on the results for the 

future intended savings percentage, it appears that the most effective ad for encouraging saving 

behavior overall for younger workers is the abstract version of the negatively-framed ad that 

conveys consequences of not sufficiently saving for retirement, while for older workers that are 

nearing retirement the concrete version of the negatively-framed ad appears to be most effective. 

These findings are consistent with temporal construal theory (e.g., Trope and Liberman 2003). 

and our expectations of how individuals are viewing retirement. When retirement is distant, 

workers appear to be more easily persuaded by the communication techniques utilized in an 

abstract ad, but when retirement is proximal, workers appear to be more easily persuaded by 

communication techniques utilized in a concrete ad.  

 

VI. Conclusions 

This paper summarizes preliminary findings from a research project designed to better 

understand how distance from retirement impacts the effectiveness of various ad communication 

techniques, such as ad framing, ad concreteness, and savings goal distance. Subsequent studies 

and analyses for this research project will focus on developing a more comprehensive framework 

of the effectiveness of the communication techniques we investigated by exploring an additional 
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age group – mid-career workers. Further, we will examine underlying reasons for the 

effectiveness of certain techniques over others to better understand why age groups are 

differentially impacted by such techniques. Finally, we will explore how other demographic 

factors, such as income, education, financial literacy interact with these techniques to impact 

retirement savings behavior. 

The initial findings presented in this paper rely on results obtained from two pretests, as 

well as summary statistics gathered from two subsequent studies. These preliminary findings 

suggest that a person’s temporal distance to retirement influences how they think about savings, 

which suggests that we may need to communicate with younger workers differently than older 

workers. Both of the main studies are fairly consistent in that they show that the effectiveness of 

previously proven communication techniques (ad framing, changing goal timeframe) only appear 

to be effective at encouraging individuals to save for retirement if these techniques are used in 

conjunction with how individuals view their retirement. That is, temporal construal theory 

suggests that younger workers may view retirement in an abstract manner, such that they 

consider general information about their distant retirement (e.g., desirability, goals). However, 

older workers may view retirement in a concrete manner, such that they consider the details of 

their proximal retirement (e.g., feasibility, specific steps). Thus, exposing early workforce 

entrants to abstract ads that convey general savings guidelines, while providing individuals later 

in their careers with concrete ads that provide specific steps to saving for retirement appears to 

enhance the effectiveness of other techniques, such as the use of a negative frame. In addition, 

these findings suggest that by making the savings goal more proximal (in the form of a 

milestone), we may be able to encourage younger workers to think more concretely about saving 

for retirement, making an ad presented in a concrete format more effective for this age group.  
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Table 1: Pretest 2 Findings‡ 

Dependent Variable 
(N = 37) 

Abstract 
Advertisement 

Concrete 
Advertisement 

Scale 
Reliability 

Test Statistic 

Concreteness* 4.19 5.50 α = .84 F(1,35) = 6.41 

Attitude towards the ad 4.46 4.86 α = .92 F(1,35) < 1 

Ad imagery  4.56 4.54 α = .80 F(1,35) < 1  

Ad fear 4.33 4.43 α = .79 F(1,35) < 1 

Distance of ad goal 5.67 5.37 α = .83 F(1,35) < 1 

Interest 4.22 4.37 N/A F(1,35) < 1 

Believability 5.50 5.37 N/A F(1,35) < 1 

Understandability  5.22 5.11 N/A F(1,35) < 1 

Meaningfulness 5.11 5.16 N/A F(1,35) < 1 

Originality 4.00 3.95 N/A F(1,35) < 1 

Informativeness 5.72 5.53 N/A F(1,35) < 1 

Argument Strength 5.28 4.47 N/A F(1,35) = 3.06 

Personal Relevance 4.39 4.84 N/A F(1,35) < 1 

                                                 
‡ The objective of Pretest 2 was to ensure that the two versions of the ad differed on their perceived 
concreteness only, while not differing statistically on any of the other factors listed above. 
 
* Denotes significance at the .05 level 
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Table 2: Study 1 Findings 

Dependent Variable‡ 
(N = 747) 

Abstract Advertisement Concrete Advertisement 

 Proximal 
Goal 

Distant 
Goal 

Test 
Statistic 

Proximal   
Goal 

Distant 
Goal 

Test 
Statistic 

Early entrants (18-34)       

Ad impact on saving 4.60 4.95 t705 = -
3.98* 

4.98 4.50 t705 = 2.97* 

Future savings %  9.45% 17.81% t739 = -2.08* 20.37% 14.12% t739 = 2.85* 

       

Late workers (50-64)       

Ad impact on saving 4.34 4.52 t705 = -1.11 4.66 4.68 t705 = -1.2 

Future savings %  10.30% 12.56% t739 = -1.12  10.90% 13.45% t739 < 1 

                                                 
‡ An analysis of variance of each of the dependent measures reveals a significant three-way interaction (p < .05) between age group, 
ad concreteness, and savings goal timeframe. 
 
* Denotes significant contrast between proximal and distant goal timeframe at the .05 level. 
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Table 3: Study 2 Findings 
 
 

Dependent Variable‡ 
(N = 757) 

Abstract Advertisement Concrete Advertisement 

 Negative 
Frame 

Positive 
Frame 

Test 
Statistic 

Negative 
Frame 

Positive 
Frame 

Test 
Statistic 

Early entrants (18-34)       

Ad impact on saving 5.06 4.72 t749 = 2.13* 4.95 4.75 t749 = 1.26 

Future savings %  23.50% 14.16% t724 = 4.00* 16.34% 16.34% t724 < 1 

Behavioral intentions 4.62 4.12 t749 = 2.03* 4.48 4.43 t749 < 1 

Goal commitment 4.63 3.91 t749 = 3.03* 4.27 4.22 t749 < 1 

       

Late workers (50-64)       

Ad impact on saving 4.82 4.72 t749 < 1 5.05 4.43 t749 = 4.03* 

Future savings %  13.87% 14.14% t724 < 1  14.98% 9.58% t724 = 2.29* 

Behavioral intentions 3.34 3.50 t749 < 1 3.94 3.30 t749 = 2.61* 

Goal commitment 4.02 4.11 t749 < 1 4.47 3.74 t749 = 3.14* 

                                                 
‡ An analysis of variance of each of the dependent measures reveals a significant three-way interaction (p < .05) between age group, 
ad concreteness, and ad frame.  
 

* Denotes significant contrast between positive and negative frame at the .05 level. 
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Figure 1: Pretest 1 Consequences 
 
Positive Consequences 
 
Low 
 
Saving for retirement can lead to a retirement that is as enjoyable as you anticipate. You may be 
able to purchase luxury goods that you have always wanted, you may be able to retire when you 
planned, and you may be able to live in your home as long as you want. 
 
Moderate 
 
Saving for retirement can lead to a retirement that is as enjoyable as anticipated. You may be 
able to enjoy activities you planned for in retirement, you may have equivalent or increased 
purchasing power even as inflation rises, and you may have flexibility if your preferences or life 
circumstances change. 
 
High 

Saving for retirement can lead to a retirement that is as enjoyable as anticipated. You may not 
have to live paycheck to paycheck, you may not become a financial burden to your children, and 
you may not lose legal control over your decisions, such as who controls your money and where 
you live. 

 
 
Negative Consequences 
 
Low 
 
Failing to save for retirement can lead to a retirement that is not as enjoyable as anticipated. You 
may not be able to purchase luxury goods that you have always wanted, you may have to work at 
your current job longer than you have planned, and you may have to downsize your home. 
 
Moderate 
 
Failing to save for retirement can lead to a retirement that is not as enjoyable as anticipated. You 
may not be able to enjoy activities you planned for in retirement, you may have reduced 
purchasing power as inflation rises, and you may not have flexibility if your preferences or life 
circumstances change. 
 
High 
 
Failing to save for retirement can lead to a retirement that is not as enjoyable as anticipated. You 
may have to live paycheck to paycheck, you may become a financial burden to your children, 
and you may lose legal control over your decisions, such as who controls your money and where 
you live.
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Figure 2: Study 1 Advertisements 

 

Abstract Ad with Long-Term Savings Goal
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Concrete Ad with Long-Term Savings Goal 
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Abstract Ad with Short-Term Savings Goal  
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Concrete Ad with Short-Term Savings Goal 
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Figure 3: Study 2 Advertisements 

 

Concrete Ad with Negative Consequences 
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Abstract Ad with Negative Consequences 


