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I investigate the determinants and consequences of financial recordkeeping by US households. I
use publicly available data from the US Consumer Expenditure Survey to provide preliminary,
non-causal evidence on the correlates of household financial recordkeeping. I also provide
corroborating evidence using google trends data. Lastly, I propose a qualitative ethnographic study
aimed at producing a catalogue and theory of household financial recordkeeping practices.

I. INTRODUCTION
Accounting in household settings has not received much scholarly attention. This is
unfortunate, because accounting is known to affect economic activity in other settings, and
households represent a substantial portion of the US economy. Assets held by households
represent 72 trillion dollars, compared to only 48 trillion held by corporations. Household debt is
over 14 trillion dollars, compared to about 13 trillion of debt owed by corporations (Tufano 2009).
Both accounting and communications scholars have an interest in understanding how
households communicate about their finances to make decisions and hold themselves or others
accountable.

Communication about finances for the purpose of decision making and

accountability can take many forms, including talk, nonverbal cues, and written messages. All of
these forms of financial communication by have been studied by accounting scholars in corporate
settings, but none have been studied in the context of households. I provide first evidence on how

households use one specific type of written communication, financial records, to make decisions
and ensure accountability.
Financial records are one way that households process, accumulate, and summarize
financial information for accountability and decision making purposes.

To the extent that

financial records affect financial decision making, household financial record use is critical for a
fully developed theory of household finance, and thus for finance more generally. What's more,
the processing, accumulation, and summary of financial information for decision making purposes
is fundamentally an accounting topic. Thus, understanding household accounting is not only
necessary for an understanding of household finance, but it is also necessary for a complete
understanding of how accounting shapes the US economy.
A full understanding of household financial record use is an ambitious endeavor that is
beyond the scope of this paper. Just as our current empirical understanding of corporate financial
reporting has taken 50 years to develop since the publication of Ball and Brown (1968), our
understanding of household financial record use will take time to mature. A first step down this
path is to provide preliminary evidence, using publicly available data, on the determinants and
consequences of financial recordkeeping in households. Due to data limitations, such a study is
necessarily association based. I hope the associations documented here will motivate data
collection so that more detailed, causal research on household financial recordkeeping (and other
forms of household accounting) can be conducted in the future. Moreover, the associations are
interesting in themselves because they provide first insights into the role of accounting in an
economically significant and previously unexplored setting.
I use data from the US Consumer Expenditure Survey to document correlations between
financial record use and household outcomes and consumption patterns. The US Consumer

Expenditure Survey is conducted annually on a random sample of about 7,000 households. It
provides detailed information on household income and consumption patterns, as well as
demographic information about each household. Importantly for my study, the survey also
provides a data item, for each household, documenting how extensively that household consulted
financial records when responding to the survey. I use this data item as a measure of financial
record use, relying on the assumption that households which consult financial records when
responding to the survey are more likely to use and keep financial records than households whih
did not consult financial records when responding to the survey. I show that record use is
associated with measures of household complexity, budget constraint intensity, risk, and spending.
The rest of the paper proceeds as follows: section 2 contains background and literature
review, section 3 develops hypotheses, section 4 describes the Consumer Expenditure Reports
data, section 5 describes empirical tests and results using that data, section 6 describes
corroborating evidence using google trends data, section 7 details plans for a qualitative study of
household record keeping practice, and section 8 concludes.

II. BACKGROUND & LITERATURE REVIEW
This paper is motivated by the literatures on household finance and accounting choice in
the absence of regulation. I address each literature separately.

FINANCE STRAND
Finance and economics researchers have been studying household behavior for quite some
time. In fact, the word economics comes from the Greek οἰκονομία, which translates to
"management of the household" or "administration of the household." More recently, John

Campbell, in his Presidential Address to the American Financial Association, described household
finance as the study of "how households use financial instruments to attain their objectives" (2006).
The study of household finance is increasingly important, with households holding 72 trillion
dollars in assets and 14 trillion dollars of debt. Households face more financial decisions, and
more complex financial decisions, than they have in the past. Guiso and Sodini (2010) credit this
to "the privatization of pension systems, the liberalization of loan markets, and the recent credit
expansion experienced by many developed countries". To the extent that these trends continue in
developing countries, household finance will become increasingly important. I outline a few
strands of the household finance literature, in each case pointing out how an understanding of
household recordkeeping could contribute to that literature.
One strand of research has investigated the composition of household net worth, and
especially how it varies over age and wealth levels (Guiso and Sodini 2010). A common stylized
finding is that home equity makes up a large part of total assets for middle class households, but
is a relatively smaller portion of total assets for very poor and very wealthy households. Another
common stylized finding is that human capital makes up a very large part of total assets for many
households, especially poor and young households (Guiso and Sodini 2010). This is especially
interesting from an accounting perspective, because human capital is an intangible asset which is
both risky and difficult to measure. Human capital is risky because it depends on a person's health,
career opportunities, outside economic conditions, and so on. Human capital is difficult to measure
because there is no liquid market for it and there is no clear method to determine its cost of
development. As a result, human capital cannot be measured using a fair value or historical cost
perspective. Making matters more complex, young people, who have the largest human capital
stocks, cannot arbitrage away their human capital risk by insuring against it because their incomes

rarely qualify them for enough disability insurance to fully insure (perhaps because human capital
reliably measured).
Another strand of finance research has focused on measuring households' risk aversion.
Several papers have measured risk aversion by asking respondents how they feel about risk or how
they would choose between different lottery games (e.g. Ellsberg 1961). Other papers have
measured households' risk aversion using revealed preference by observing the riskiness of
households’ financial portfolios (e.g. Friend and Blume 1975). Measuring households' risk
aversion allows researchers to investigate the determinants and consequences of risk aversion.
Previously studied determinants of risk aversion include intelligence, education, demographic
characteristics, genetics, and past life experiences (e.g. Cesarini et al 2009; See Guiso and Sodini
section 3.2.2 for more examples). To the best of my knowledge, there is no existing research on
the relationship between risk aversion and financial record use in household settings. However,
there is reason to believe that risk aversion and financial record use would be closely linked.
To see why, consider the risk from a risky asset as composed of two components. The first
component arises because the value of the asset in the future is uncertain, even conditional on
perfect information about its value today. I will call this the predictive risk of the asset. The
second component arises when we don’t actually have perfect information about the asset’s value
today (i.e., we only have imperfect information about the asset’s value today). In this case, the
actual value of the asset today is certain and fixed, however, you don’t know the exact value
because you have imperfect information. I call this the measurement risk of the asset. This is risk
that arises not because an outcome is uncertain, but because the measurement of that outcome is
imprecise or uncertain1. The extent to which predictive and measurement risk are substitutes or
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For an easy example of measurement risk, consider you are at the grocery store with only your debit card and you can’t remember how much
you have in your checking account. You risk being declined if your groceries cost more than you have in checking. This is a measurement risk,

complements in households is an open question. This paper hypothesizes that financial records
are one way that households can lower their measurement risk.
Finance researchers have also studied households’ participation and outcomes in the stock
market. Much attention has been devoted to studying why households don’t participate in the
stock market, i.e. the non-participation puzzle (Haliassos and Bertaut 1995; see Guiso and Sodini
section 4.1). Many researchers have also studied household trading patterns. Households tend to
exhibit home bias, holding and trading mostly stocks of companies within their own countries or
regions (Coval and Moskowitz 1999).

Households typically trade 4-6 time per year (Alvarez,

Guiso, and Lippi 2012). When making individual trades, household portfolios are less profitable
than mutual funds after trading costs are included (Barber and Odean 2000). No papers have
studied whether financial record use has any relationship with household trading behavior. Do
financial records help households avoid making poor investing decisions? It is possible that
financial records serve as memory aids, allowing individuals to remember the consequences of
previous trades and make future trades accordingly (Basu et al. 2009).
Previous finance papers have focused on how the riskiness of human capital affects
household financial decisions (see Guiso and Sodini section 3.2.2 for a list of examples). There
has been considerably less thought on how the difficulty of measuring human capital affects
financial decisions. Given the substantial predictive and measurement risks that households bear
in the form of human capital, it seems likely that households use multiple strategies to manage
these risks. Do households use accounting or financial records to mitigate their human capital
risk? Either by reducing the measurement risk of their human capital, or by reducing their

because the amount of money in your checking account is certain and fixed, so your risk arises only because you don’t know the exact amount.
You could eliminate your risk by obtaining a more precise measurement of your current checking balance, perhaps by opening your mobile
banking app to confirm your account balance. Another example would be measuring your blood pressure. There is no predictive risk in a blood
pressure measurement, because your blood pressure at this point in time has already been realized. However, your blood pressure measurement
may be imprecise, so you may still feel some risk about your blood pressure even after you get a blood pressure reading.

measurement risk in other domains? For example, do households with more human capital
produce more precise estimates of their future salaries? Perhaps they create probability weighted
forecasts of their salaries under more different conditions (e.g. I will make x dollars if I go into
this field, or y dollars if I go into that field; x dollars if I stay in this city, or y dollars if I have to
move for family reasons, etc.) than households with less risky human capital. Or perhaps they use
more specific inputs when forecasting their income. For example, to estimate future income as an
assistant professor, one could use the average BLS income for all postgraduate instructors, the
average salary of all assistant professors in your field, or the average salary of assistant professors
in your field who graduated in the last year with similar publication records to you. Each option
produces a more precise estimate of human capital than the last. These increasingly precise
estimates reduce the measurement risk of human capital.
Households with large, risky human capital stocks might also test their human capital stock
for impairment more often. This would be consistent with undergraduates constantly fretting over
exam grades. Undergraduate’s net worth is composed almost entirely of human capital. Moreover,
their human capital has huge predictive risk, because there is more time for future events to impact
their human capital development. Perhaps the rational accounting choice for these students is to
reduce their measurement risk by frequently testing their human capital for impairment. Every
exam grade is a new signal about their human capital, and even if that signal only affects their
future income by a miniscule amount, the present value of that miniscule amount over their entire
career could be substantial. This leads to a series of interesting questions. For example, do
frequent impairment checks lower the probability of overspending, consumer debt accumulation,
or bankruptcy? Do people with more human capital stock test it for impairment more often? What
does an impairment test look like, in practice, for individual human capital? Do spouses test each

other’s human capital stock for impairment? More or less often than their own? Do households
with more human capital or with more predictive risk do impairment checks more often? Does
any of this occur in writing? If not, does it complement or substitute written financial records?
These are questions for accounting researchers, because they relate directly to the measurement of
asset values for decision making purposes.

ACCOUNTING STRAND
Accounting researchers have posited many roles accounting (both internal management
accounting and external financial reporting) can play. I briefly summarize a selection of these
roles and describe how they might function in a household setting.
The first role is the “summary” role of accounting. Financial records allow for the
organization and summary of data that may be too complex to interpret in raw form. The summary
function of accounting is present both in managerial accounting and external financial reporting.
Neither managers nor outsiders could comprehend thousands of pages of unorganized narrative
about firm operations, if it were available, and hence they demand financial documents which
summarize the firm’s operations.

The summary benefit of record keeping is likely to be

decreasing in the complexity of information.

Since households are less complex than

corporations/governments/NGOs, I expect the summary function of accounting to be relatively
unimportant for households, compared to corporations/governments/NGOs.
Financial records also function as an internal communication channel, i.e. the "internal
communication" function of accounting. Financial records allow the transmission of financial
information within an economic unit (e.g. management accounting reports transfer information

from employees to managers within a firm). This benefit of recordkeeping should be positively
correlated with the complexity/number of financial decision makers in the economic unit. This
benefit should be negatively correlated with the strength of other (non-record keeping) avenues of
information sharing within the economic unit. Given that households generally have at most 2
financial decision makers, and that these decision makers likely have very strong avenues of nonrecord keeping communication, the internal communication benefit of recordkeeping within
households should be small.
Financial records are also a means by which information is transferred from insiders to
outsiders (e.g. from firms to shareholders, lenders, etc.) to reduce information asymmetry. This
is the "financial reporting" role of accounting that we think about most frequently. In the
household case, relevant outsiders could be mortgage providers, employers, landlords, tax
authorities, universities, and private grade schools (for financial aid purposes). However, financial
records kept by households are not audited. Thus, it is unclear whether financial records allow
households to credibly communicate with outsiders.

Furthermore, records from different

households are unlikely to be comparable due to the high variability of recordkeeping methods
among households.
For these reasons, I expect that the benefit of financial recordkeeping for households is a
lower bound for the benefit of financial recordkeeping in general. Thus, “does accounting matter?”
is a less obvious question in households than in corporate settings. It is unclear whether we can
truly expect to reject the null of "household record keeping does not matter" using the data in the
Consumer Expenditure Reports.

III. HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT
The CES data provide quarterly information on a sample of households over a one year
period.

I provide predictions of how record use will correlate with certain household

characteristics. Many of my hypotheses are non-directional because households self-select into
record keeping, and the self-selection bias may offset the treatment effect of record keeping.

H1: Record use is not associated with income (expense) level.
On the one hand, higher income (expense) results in higher stakes financial decisions,
increasing the potential benefit of record keeping. On the other hand, higher income implies higher
opportunity cost of time spent on record keeping, and a lower cost for the marginal dollar of
misallocated funds.

H2: Record_use is not associated with variation in income (expense).
On the one hand, households with highly variable income (expense) may choose to keep
records so they can determine how much to save for the future, leading to a positive correlation.
On the other hand, households may have highly variable income (expense) precisely because they
do not track their income (expense) and attempt to smooth it.

H3: Record_use is not associated with sex.
On the one hand, there is a literature suggesting that women are more risk averse, and
record use could mitigate measurement risk (Croson and Gneezy 2009). On the other hand, if men
are more likely to be the financial decision makers in a household, record use will have higher
benefits for them.

H4: Record use is positively correlated with number of adults in the household.
Households with multiple adults are more likely to have multiple decision makers than
households with only one adult, increasing the internal communication benefit of record use.
Number of adults might also capture economic complexity, increasing both the summary and
internal communication benefit of record use.

H5: Record use is not associated with number of children.
On the one hand, children are time intensive, so children increase the opportunity cost of
time spent on record keeping. On the other hand, each additional child increases the size and
complexity of the household, increasing the summary benefit of record use.

H6: Record use is positively associated with education level.
Increased education increases the importance of human capital for a household's portfolio.
Human capital is subject to high risk, and especially to measurement risk, which could be mitigated
by record use.

Highly educated individuals might also engage in more complex financial

transactions, increasing the summary benefit of record use.

H7: Record use is negatively associated with average number of hours worked by adults in the
household.
If all adults in the household are working 40+ hour weeks, the opportunity cost of time
spent on recordkeeping is higher than for households where at least one adult has reduced labor
market participation.

H8: Record use is positively associated with home ownership.
Owning a home is a more complex, riskier, and high stakes economic activity than renting,
leading to increased benefits from record use.

IV. DATA
I use data from the 2000 consumer expenditure report. Each year, the BLS interviews
approximately 7,000 households about their consumption patterns. They interview each household
five times; they collect demographic data once, and quarterly consumption four times for each
household. I plan to extend my sample beyond the year 2000, but in this stage of research, limiting
to just 2000 is easiest because (1) the BLS changes variable names over time and (2) in 2003, the
BLS changed their interviewing process, and as result, it is harder to match record keeping data to
other data for samples after 2002. I choose the year 2000 because it is the most recent year before
2003 that is unlikely to be affected by September 11th. I define the following variables:

records is an integer, 1 to 6, where 1 (6) indicates that the respondent never (always) consulted a
records during the interview.
records_indicator is an indicator that equals 1 if the respondent ever consults a financial record
during the interview (i.e. records>1).
multiple_adult is an indicator that equals 1 if the household has more than one adult (i.e.
FAM_TYPE=1,2,3,4, or 5).
is_female is an indicator that equals 1 if the respondent is female (i.e. SEC_REF-1).

family_size indicates the size of the respondent’s immediate family (FAM_SIZE).

When

multiple_adult is included in a model, family_size should capture the number of children.
total_expenditures is total expenditures for the first quarter, including expenditures on food,
alcohol, personal care, reading, housing, apparel, transportation, health, entertainment,
education, tobacco, vacation homes, travel, cash contributions, insurance, pensions, and
other miscellaneous expenses. ((TOTEXPPQ+OWNVACP+TTOTALP)/10000.
income is household income from all sources over the past 12 months (FINCBTAX/10000).
some_college, bachelors_degree, and grad_degree are indicator variables for different levels of
educational attainment of the respondent (EDUC_REF>12 & EDUC_REF<15),
(EDUC_REF==15), and (EDUC_REF>15) respectively.
age is age of the respondent (AGE_REF).
hours_worked is number of hours a week worked by the respondent (INC_HRS1).
totalexpenditure_var is the standard deviation, over the year, of quarterly total expenditures for
a household (sd(totalexpenditures)).
income_var is the standard deviation, over the year, of quarterly total income for a household
(sd(totalexpenditures)) (NOTE: this could be a bad measure, because some types of income
are only measured once over the year, so we will not see the variance of these components).

V. METHODOLOGY & RESULTS
First, I regress records on all other variables (table 1). I use robust standard errors because
I expect variables to be measured with less error for households that consulted records. I only
include one observation per household, so clustering by household is not necessary.

Similarly, I run a logit model with my records dummy as the dependent variable (table 2).
I also run a linear probability model, with similar results. The predicted values from the lpm are
all positive, and fewer than one percent of the predicted values are above 1 (tables 3 and 4). The
maximum predicted value is 1.39.
I find that having more than one adult in a household is associated with a 10% increase in
the probability of record use, consistent with H4. Interestingly, family size has the opposite effect,
with each additional family member reducing the probability of record use by about 1%. Increased
number of adults likely means increased household complexity as well as increased likelihood of
joint decision making. Additional family size is capturing the effect of children, which likely
means increased household complexity, but also more binding time constraints. The opposite signs
on the coefficients for family size and number of adults could mean that joint decision making is
a stronger motive for record use than is household complexity, or that the time constraint imposed
by children over-rides the complexity motive for record use.
I find that income and expenditures are both positively correlated with record use. Every
10,000 in additional income increases the probability of record use by just under 1%. Every 10,000
in additional expenditures increases the probability of record use by just over 3%. The difference
in magnitude on these coefficients is because expenditure is included on a quarterly basis, whereas
income is included on an annual basis. The coefficients on these variables are similar in terms of
statistical and economic significance.
The education dummies load as expected, with more education leading to increased
probability of record use. A college degree is associated with an 8% increase in the probability of
record use over a high school graduate. This is consistent with H6. It is interesting that the age
coefficient is also positive, because human capital as a fraction of total wealth is decreasing in age.

This suggests that either (1) there is something about age, other than human capital, that is driving
the age coefficient or (2) there is something about educational attainment, other than human
capital, that is driving the education coefficients. It is possible that the education and age
coefficients are driven by older, educated individuals choosing more complex investments that
increase the summary benefits of record keeping. Another possibility is that older and more
educated individuals have more demands on their attention (perhaps they have intellectually
demanding careers, grandchildren, health problems etc.), increasing the summary benefits of
record keeping. This would be consistent with findings in by medical researchers that adults living
with dementia engage in increased note taking relative to adults without dementia.

VII. GOOGLE TRENDS
To provide additional evidence on the consequences and determinants of household
financial recordkeeping, I investigate what google search terms are correlated with searches terms
such as “how to make a budget” or “using a budgeting app.”
Consistent with theory, searches for “how to make a budget” is strongly correlated with
searches for “places to get married,” “wedding colors,” “wedding check list,” “prenatal yoga,” and
“1st birthday.” See figure 5. An increase in recordkeeping before marriage is consistent with (1)
increasing expense level due to wedding costs, (2) increasing future income and expense level due
to increased household size, (3) increasing household complexity due to increased household size,
(4) increasing prevalence of joint decision making, and (5) increasing variability of income
(expense)2. An increase in recordkeeping before or immediately after having a child is consistent
with (1) increased household complexity, and (2) increased household expense. Notably, new
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to the extent that spouses’ incomes (expenses) are not negatively correlated.

children induce recordkeeping despite the increased time constraints they impose on their parents,
in contrast to the correlations documented in the consumer expenditure survey data. Similar results
hold for the search “personal budget” (figure 6).
Other similar search terms, e.g. “monthly budget” are correlated with “obituary,” and
“funeral homes.” For example, see figure 7. Death of a close friend or family member represents
an increase in expense (related to the funeral), a decrease in income (if the deceased was an income
earner), an increase in income (in the case of a large life insurance policy or inheritance), or a
general increase in economic uncertainty. All of these consequences of death are consistent with
theoretical predictors of record keeping.
Lastly, some search terms, such as “budgeting app” are correlated with searches for other
organizational tools. For example, in figure 8, “budgeting app” is associated with searches for
“planning app,” “workout app,” and “Ikea storage.”

This is consistent with budgeting or

recordkeeping serving as an organizational tool in household settings.

VII. QUALITATIVE STUDY
The associations documented in this study use coarse, publicly available data to provide
preliminary evidence that financial recordkeeping is economically meaningful in households. This
provides motivation for study of household financial recordkeeping. In order to determine the
consequences of different types of financial recordkeeping, we must first create a catalogue of the
different financial recordkeeping practices that exist in the population. Having a catalogue of
financial recordkeeping practices will facilitate the development of theories for how recordkeeping
practices influence households’ outcomes and economic decision making.

Prior research indicates that people learn their financial management techniques primarily
from their parents, partly because financial matters are a taboo topic. This suggests that household
financial management practices are incredibly diverse. There is likely more diversity in financial
recordkeeping practice than in other forms of household financial management. This is because
high schools, employers, and community programs frequently financial training courses which
give relatively uniform advice. These programs could reduce diversity in general household
financial management techniques, but they are unlikely to reduce diversity in household financial
recordkeeping, because they rarely focus on recordkeeping. Furthermore, to the extent they do
give recordkeeping advice, the advice is likely diverse because there are no commonly accepted
best practices for household financial recordkeeping.
Given the predicted diversity of household recordkeeping practice and the dearth of
observational data on household recordkeeping, I propose a qualitative in-home ethnographic
study of household recordkeeping.

The study would consist of a one-on-one interview-

ethnographies with participants in their own homes, and would aim to produce both a catalogue
and grounded theory of household financial recordkeeping. Grounded theory is a research
approach that involves continuously developing theory as throughout data collection process.
This contrasts with traditional hypothesis-driven methods, where theories are developed before
collecting the data which is used to test that theory. Those hypothesis-driven studies are about
testing theory, whereas this grounded theory study is about developing theory.
The study consists of a one-on-one interview-ethnographies with participants in their own
homes. Conducting interview inside participants’ homes allows us to observe the recordkeeping
process in its natural environment and reduces the risk of overlooking records participants might
have left at home. Interviews last 1-2 hours each. Participants choose times convenient for them

in order to maximize participant comfort. Insuring participants’ comfort makes them more likely
to share potentially private information. We tell participants that we would like them to walk us
through any of their financial records they are willing to discuss (whether it be receipts, bills,
budgets, forecasts, paystubs, deeds, spreadsheets, regardless of whether they are in paper or
electronic form). We tell participants how we will protect their anonymity at the beginning of the
interview, while delicately emphasizing that a candid overview of their financial records is most
helpful to our research. When permitted, we audio record (but not video record) the interviews.
To protect participants’ privacy and foster candid disclosure, we do not keep copies or images of
any of their records. We take notes during the interview, and repeat back key phrases and
clarifying comments for the audio recorder. Immediately after the interview, we listen to the audio
records and write more detailed notes.
We require participants to be at least 25 years old because the recordkeeping practices of younger
people may still be in flux. We also require participants not to own or operate a personal business,
or live with somebody else who owns or operates a personal business. Recordkeeping practices
of people with personal business are likely influenced by their business recordkeeping practices,
and studying their business recordkeeping practices is beyond the scope of this study.
We collect our participant pool by posting paper advertisements in churches and cafes in
Austin, Texas, and by posting advertisements on craigslist. We also ask participants to recommend
friends or acquaintances who would be willing participate in the study (so called snowball
recruiting). We recognize that snowball recruiting could increase the homogeneity of our sample
if participants recommend people who are similar to them. However, this is not a problem for our
study because we expect financial recordkeeping practices (like sex practices and other taboo
topics) to differ even within tight friend groups.

In the tradition of inductive grounded theory research, we start with a goal of conducting
10 interviews, the transcripts of which we are coded into distinct themes by multiple independent
coders. We conduct additional interviews in batches of 5 until we reach theoretical saturation.
Theoretical saturation occurs when we’ve conducted enough interviews such that no new themes
emerge in the final batch of interviews. If we don’t reach theoretical saturation after 50 interviews,
we will discontinue interviews, and direct future work to use a more narrowly defined participant
pool3.
The results of this qualitative study will be useful to policy makers, social workers,
financial literacy educators, marketers, and financial planning companies, such as Mint and
Quicken. The results will also be of interest to researchers in accounting, marketing, household
finance, and communication. Policy makers, social workers, and financial literacy educators have
a vested interest in understanding how households make economic decisions. Understanding how
households organize their own financial information is a prerequisite for any such understanding.
Policy makers and social workers also have an interest in understanding what skills and best
practices lead to positive household economic outcomes.

VII. OHER FUTURE AVENUES OF STUDY
Moving forward, I would like to identify some variables in the consumer expenditure report
that measure financial decision making.

For example, I have access to information about

households’ mortgage types and mortgage rates. I suspect that record use is associated with lower
mortgage rates, holding mortgage type constant. It is unclear whether recordkeeping should have
any association with mortgage type.

3

50 interviews is a liberal number of interviews compared to other qualitative studies involving in-home interviews. 50 interviews amounts to
400 hours of interview labor for the researcher. More interviews than this would not be feasible to complete in the span of a single summer.

I also have access to information about consumer debt, car loans, and very limited data on
investment and retirement decisions.
Unfortunately, the data I currently have does not allow me to exploit any exogeneity to
distinguish the causes and consequences of financial record use. That said, I have a few ideas for
potential sources of exogenous variation:
(1) I may be able to get some patient history logs from the neurodegenerative diseases
department of the Mayo Clinic. Alzheimer’s disease reduces memory function, increasing the
summary benefit of records use. Patients cannot choose whether to develop Alzheimer’s, because
we do not fully understand the causes of the disease. What’s more, Alzheimer’s cannot be
diagnosed until after the patient dies, because the brain must be physically examined to make a
diagnosis. Researchers in neuroscience attempt to document behaviors, observable during a
patient’s life, that are associated with Alzheimer’s diagnoses post-mortem. One symptom that
researchers check for is habitual note taking. I could compare the prevalence of note taking, while
varying marital status and Alzheimer’s status. If Alzheimer’s increases note taking for married
people (but not singles), we have evidence for a communication role, and if Alzheimer’s increases
note taking for singles and married people equally, we have evidence for the summary role. This
test is imperfect, however, because the sample size would be small and general note taking may
not serve the same role as financial record keeping.
(2) I could use geographic variation to augment my CES data.

I can observe the

Metropolitan Statistical Area of respondents who live in the largest MSAs. If I can find some
legislative or natural events that shock the riskiness of human capital, the variability of expenses,
employment rate etc. in some MSA’s but not others, I could run a diff-in-diff. At the MSA level
I can also observe google trends, which might provide some additional interesting associations to

observe (e.g. google searches about anxiety vs about record keeping, searches about divorce vs
record keeping).

VIII. CONCLUSION
The associations documented here provide preliminary evidence, using the coarsest
possible data, that there is room for research on household accounting, and household financial
record use in particular. Understanding household accounting will not only provide insight into
household finance, but also allow us to see how individuals choose their optimal method of
recordkeeping in the absence of regulation, which could potentially provide insights into how
corporations would alter their accounting in the absence of regulation.

Table 1: Regression of records on all other variables

Table 2: Logit model

Table 3: Linear probability model

Table 4: Summary statistics for predicted values from linear probability model

Figure 5: searches correlated with “how to make a budget”

Figure 6: searches correlated with “personal budget”

Figure 7: searches correlated with “monthly budget”

Figure 8: searches correlated with “budgeting app”
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