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Executive Summary 

The scientific literature reveals that a significant portion of the population lacks knowledge 

regarding foundational financial concepts. As a result of this knowledge gap, many people end 

up making suboptimal personal finance decisions. A common example is the preference for 

regular savings accounts for long-term savings as opposed to saving through stock market 

investments. An easy and accessible option for stock market participation is index fund 

investing, which has historically yielded substantially higher returns than savings accounts. 

Despite this, a majority of the population still defers from stock market investments.  

In this master’s thesis we want to examine if insufficient knowledge is limiting people from 

saving in index funds. To test this possibility, we have conducted a survey-experiment. After 

collecting descriptive data about the participants, the sample was randomly assigned to a 

treatment group or a control group, to enable causal inference. The treatment group received 

thorough and empirically correct information about index fund functioning and historical 

performance, whereas the control group received only the most basic information regarding 

savings accounts and index funds. As outcome variables we then compared knowledge, 

attitudes, and hypothetical choices between index funds versus traditional savings accounts.  

Our primary results indicate that providing people with data-based information about index 

funds increases their knowledge about past returns, makes them more optimistic about future 

returns, makes them perceive index funds as less risky, increases their intent to place their own 

money in index funds rather than using a standard bank account, and also increases the 

likelihood of recommending index funds to others. These findings support limited knowledge 

as one potential factor that can explain why only a small proportion of the population chooses 

to place their personal savings in index funds. We found no support for a treatment effect on 

the perceived trustworthiness of the financial institutions. 

In our exploratory analysis we sought to examine if there were any meaningful differences 

between business students and non-business students. These findings indicate that it is easier 

to affect business students’ perceptions of index funds in a positive direction with information 

and leading them toward index funds as their preferred savings method. For non-business 

students, the information intervention did not yield a statistically significant impact on their 

choice intentions, despite a significant impact on their knowledge and assumptions about past 

and future returns.  
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Despite the positive and robust average effect of the information intervention, based on our 

primary hypotheses prior to collecting the data, the heterogeneity results from our follow-up 

analysis are more ambiguous. One interpretation is that having access to correct information at 

the moment of decision-making can make a positive difference, but still, that it is not the only 

factor affecting people’s personal finance decisions. Having a relevant educational background 

and pre-existing economic knowledge may be equally important as limiting factors, serving as 

potential boundary conditions that are necessary for the efficacy of straightforward 

informational interventions. 

When people make personal finance choices, there are most likely a large number of different 

psychological factors involved. The current study has provided causal evidence for the 

effectiveness of one driver of such choices, namely, to have easy and immediate access to 

correct information about index funds, based on a relatively large sample of Norwegian 

students. However, the current study was not able to identify a statistically significant 

information effect on choice intentions among students who lack pre-existing economic 

knowledge and possibly a set of related attitudes (i.e., non-business students). Therefore, it 

remains a question for future research to examine whether other types of interventions might 

be needed to help the majority of the student population to seriously consider index funds for 

their long-term personal savings, including those who do have pre-existing, in-depth economic 

knowledge from their educational background or professional experience. 
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1.  Introduction 

1.1 Introduction to Personal Savings 

The concept of personal saving is critical in today’s volatile economic climate. It is the practice 

of setting aside a portion of one’s income today, to secure future financial well-being 

(Halvorsen, 2011). Saving reflects the fundamental principle of living within one’s means and 

preparing for the future. The significance of personal saving is important for several reasons. 

First and foremost, it offers individuals financial security during unexpected hardships, like 

sudden job losses or unforeseen emergencies. It ensures a safety net, ensuring that individuals 

can maintain their standard of living without resorting to borrowing or incurring debt. Saving 

is also pivotal for planned future expenses, like buying a home, traveling, or ensuring a 

comfortable retirement. 

The methods and instruments of saving have evolved over the years. We have gone from 

traditional piggy banks and under-the-mattress cash reserves from yesteryear to individuals 

now having access to an array of financial products tailored to their specific savings needs. 

These range from simple savings accounts to more sophisticated investment avenues like 

stocks, bonds, and mutual funds. Yet, despite its evident importance, personal savings remains 

an often misunderstood concept. Factors such as financial literacy, economic conditions, and 

individual priorities play a significant role in shaping one’s saving behavior.  

Among the array of financial products, index funds have proven themselves as a solid option, 

providing exposure to the stock market, solid returns, and a high level of diversification 

(Heaton et al., 2017). Despite this, the majority of the Norwegian population choose other 

alternatives than index funds for their personal savings (VFF, 2023b), despite the lower 

historical returns of the alternatives (Forbrukerrådet, 2020). In this thesis, we will examine 

potential factors for why saving in index funds is not more popular. The thesis will focus on 

the influence of knowledge on individuals' attitudes towards saving in index funds and use a 

survey-experiment to examine if providing empirically correct information about index funds 

can have a positive effect on choice intentions towards personal saving in index funds. 
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1.2 Research Question 

The purpose of the study is to examine why individuals make the savings decisions they make, 

and if a lack of knowledge regarding index funds is deferring them from choosing this as their 

choice for savings. In accordance with the background reviewed above, we chose to explore 

the following research question in the master’s thesis: 

“Does a lack of knowledge prevent people from investing in index funds as their personal 

savings strategy?” 

This research question will be studied with a focus on the Norwegian population, where we 

have chosen to examine students in particular. Furthermore, despite other personal savings 

opportunities, the research question will primarily be examined through the lens of the 

comparison between saving in a savings account in a bank, which is surprisingly common 

(Melkild, 2022), and saving in index funds, which is surprisingly rare (Sættem, 2022). 

1.3 Hypotheses 

In this subchapter, we will present the hypotheses of the experiment. The hypotheses will be 

based on the presented research question, previous research, and relevant theory. The 

experiment will test six hypotheses divided into three categories. First, to examine if providing 

the information treatment has its intended effect, we have knowledge. Second, if providing 

information will influence the perceived riskiness and trust, thus examining their attitude.  

Third, which will contain our primary hypotheses, if providing information will influence their 

choice intentions. 

Knowledge 

• H1: Compared to participants in the control condition, a greater proportion of 

participants in the information condition will believe that index funds have provided 

the best returns in the past 20 years. 

• H2: Compared to participants in the control condition, a greater proportion of 

participants in the information condition will believe that index funds will provide the 

best returns in the next 20 years. 
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Attitude 

• H3: Compared to participants in the control condition, participants in the information 

condition will perceive index funds as less risky. 

• H4: Compared to participants in the control condition, participants in the information 

condition will perceive the standard financial management of index funds as more 

trustworthy. 

Choice Intention: Primary hypotheses 

• H5: Compared to participants in the control condition, participants in the information 

condition will be more likely to choose an index fund for their personal savings (rather 

than a standard savings account). 

• H6: Compared to participants in the control condition, participants in the information 

condition will be more likely to advise others to choose an index fund for their personal 

savings (rather than a standard savings account). 

1.4 Structure of Paper 

In Chapter 2, we will start by presenting a literature review. First, we will present some of the 

most common saving methods in Norway. We will shortly present relevant data and previous 

research regarding trust in institutions and what impacts trust in financial institutions, before a 

more in-depth presentation of index funds. Then, we will move on to the knowledge gap in 

investment choices and financial literacy, before finishing the literature review with some of 

the psychological factors that may impact individuals’ personal finance choices. The 

methodology of the thesis is presented in Chapter 3, where we present the methodological 

choices made, how we designed the survey-experiment, and an evaluation of the quality of the 

research. In Chapter 4, we present the findings of the research, before we in Chapter 5 present 

a discussion regarding the findings. In Chapter 6, we finish the thesis with our conclusion of 

the research question. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Savings and Investment Trends in Norway 

In Norway, the majority of individuals do not have substantial savings in traditional bank 

accounts, funds, and stocks. If we exclude the appreciation in housing value, an average 

Norwegian household saves around NOK 48,000 annually. This figure remains consistent 

across households where the primary income earner is aged between 30 and 60. Those in their 

20s save slightly less, as do those over 70 (Halvorsen, 2019). When deciding on a savings 

method for the future, individuals will weigh various factors. These include returns, risk, 

liquidity, and the level of management oversight required. While preferences vary among 

individuals, a primary motivation for saving is the anticipation that their money will increase 

in value over time.  

Over time, it has been shown that equity funds have given a higher return than a traditional 

savings account in a bank (Finansportalen, n.d.). Despite this, the majority of the population is 

not investing in the stock market. Slåen & Skibenes (2022) found that compared to Swedes, 

Norwegians save approximately the same amount, but Swedes prefer saving through the stock 

market while Norwegians prefer using a savings account. However, a recent survey shows that 

equity fund investments have been increasing in Norway as of 2023, with investment numbers 

reaching an all-time high in 2022 and 2023 (VFF, 2023a). The survey showed that 48% of the 

Norwegian population has investments in equity funds, a 2% rise from 2021. Notably, even 

those in lower income brackets are venturing into equity funds, with a significant 28% increase 

from 2021 to 2022 (VFF, 2022). It is also worth noticing that men save more than women when 

they have surplus funds, especially when they deem the conditions favorable for investing in 

mutual funds (VFF, 2022). However, this gap is starting to narrow. As of 2023, while 52% of 

men had investments in equity funds, women were not far behind at 46% (VFF, 2023a).  

The study shows that younger individuals outperform older generations when it comes to stock 

market participation. 53% of people between the ages of 18 and 30 and 54% of those between 

the ages of 30 and 39 invest in stock funds. In comparison, 45% of the population aged 40 to 

49, and 45% of the population over 50, have assets in stock funds. Additionally, the study 

shows that significantly more people under the age of 40 have increased their stock fund 

investments in comparison to people over the age of 50 (VFF, 2023a). 
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Norwegians had a total of NOK 295 534 451 000 invested in stock funds as of August 2023, 

with NOK 73 342 956 000 invested in index funds. As a result, the overall proportion invested 

in index funds is 24.82% of the total amount invested in stock funds (VFF, 2023b). The 

advantages of index funds will be elaborated on in Chapter 2.4. Given that a fraction of the 

capital is allocated to index funds, which again is done by a minority of the population, it 

underscores the need to investigate our research question: why do only a few choose to invest 

in index funds for their long-term personal savings despite so many independent financial 

professionals recommend them (Forbrukerrådet, 2020; Grønning, 2022; Hilmersen, 2023; 

Kvadsheim, 2023)? 

2.2 Saving Methods in Norway 

In comparison to other countries, the Norwegian people are good at saving money. According 

to Klarna Money Management Pulse, 85% of Norwegians save money (Hedin, 2023). This is 

greater than the global average of 81%. The methods of saving vary. In this section of the 

thesis, we will discuss the most popular saving techniques in Norway. 

2.2.1 Bank Account deposits 

The most common form of saving in Norway is deposits in a bank account (Norges bank, 

2020). While deposits in a current account are primarily for daily transactions, individuals may 

use them for long-term savings or as a buffer account as well. However, if the purpose of saving 

is long-term, a savings account should be a more fitting choice. The returns of using a savings 

account come from the interest achieved on their deposits, potential taxes and fees deducted. 

The return is primarily determined by the interest rate set by the bank, which depends on the 

bank’s strategy, macroeconomic factors, and the policy rate set by the central bank.  

Saving in a savings account bears almost no risk. However, Hveem et al. (2013) identify two 

primary risks associated with savings in an account. The first one is a deposit loss. In the event 

of the bank's bankruptcy, deposits may be lost. However, deposits of up to NOK 2 million per 

bank are insured by the Bankenes Sikringsfond (Bankenes Sikringsfond, 2023). Individuals are 

also exposed to interest rate fluctuations. Interest rates are primarily affected by 

macroeconomic factors and changes in Norges Bank’s policy rate. 
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BSU  

Boligsparing for Ungdom (BSU) is a specific type of savings account in a bank aimed at young 

adults. By saving in a BSU account, the deposits will be frozen in the account at the end of the 

year. To both open and save money in the account, the customer must be under the age of 34, 

and they can deposit a maximum of NOK 27,500 annually. To access the deposits, the customer 

must use them for real estate purposes, e.g., as a down payment for a mortgage (Skatteetaten, 

n.d.). Because banks offer a higher interest rate than other savings accounts, the account is 

popular among young people in Norway. Additionally, individuals who save in a BSU account 

get a tax deduction of 10% of the annual deposited amount. However, the advantages of the 

account are limited by a total deposit amount of NOK 300,000 (Skatteetaten, n.d.). 

2.2.2 Stocks & Stock Funds  

Stocks are ownership shares in a particular company, with each share representing a fractional 

ownership stake. Savers can invest their funds by purchasing stocks in the stock market and 

gaining a small ownership stake in the company. This investment can be made directly by 

purchasing firm stocks or indirectly through stock funds that invest in a variety of companies. 

However, investing in the stock market entails significant risks. Stock valuations are influenced 

by a variety of circumstances, which can result in large changes or even a complete loss of 

value, particularly in the event of a company's bankruptcy. 

A stock fund is a type of equity fund that primarily invests in stocks. VFF (n.d.) defines a fund 

as a stock fund if at least 80% of the assets are invested in stocks. Stock funds invest in a diverse 

range of stocks, lowering the risk of investing in just one company in the market. However, 

because the stock market fluctuates in value, there is still significant risk for short-term 

investors. Stock funds can also be classified according to their industry or geographical location 

and might also vary greatly in terms of how actively the funds are managed. Actively managed 

funds seek to outperform their respective markets. On the other hand, index funds seek to 

replicate a specific benchmark index. We will elaborate on index funds later in the thesis, which 

is typically the recommended type of long-term personal saving for non-experts 

(Forbrukerrådet, 2020; Grønning, 2022; Hilmersen, 2023; Kvadsheim, 2023). 
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2.2.3 Saving through Real Estate 

For a large part of the population, the biggest investment they will make in their lives is 

purchasing a home. As of 2022, 81.8% of the Norwegian population owns the home they live 

in (SSB, 2023a).  Saving is usually framed as a part of your disposable income not consumed. 

However, another framing is the change in net worth from one period to another (Halvorsen, 

2019). Homeowners must usually get a mortgage to buy their home. As they make down 

payments on this loan, their net worth increases. Furthermore, real estate tends to appreciate in 

value, thus increasing their net worth even more. However, there are several risks associated 

with saving through real estate. The real estate market may fluctuate in value, which may result 

in a loss by purchasing and selling real estate at the wrong times. Furthermore, interest rates 

may increase rapidly, making it difficult to handle a mortgage.  

2.3 Trust in Institutions 

Trust is often perceived as an essential part of a well-functioning society, not only between 

individuals, but also between individuals and their institutions (Segaard & Saglie, 2023).  

Together with its Scandinavian neighbors, Norway ranks high internationally regarding trust 

in its institutions. This trust in Scandinavian society between its population and institutions has 

been described as “Nordic Gold” for its positive effects (Holmberg & Rothstein, 2020). As an 

example, trust in its institutions was a central part of making people follow rules and 

regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic (DFØ, 2023).  

The public’s trust is also important for financial institutions. However, trust fluctuates over 

time, and different scenarios impact trust in various ways. Cruijsen et al. (2021) point out five 

main determinants of trust in financial institutions. First, the level of trust in financial 

institutions is influenced by the broader economic situation. It is procyclical, meaning it tends 

to increase when the economy does well and decreases during financial crises. Second, the 

practices of financial institutions impact the trust of the public. Institutions that act responsibly 

are trusted more. Third, individual attributes of the consumer influence their trust, but its impact 

varies depending on the situation. Fourth, there is a correlation between trust in a specific 

institution and generalized trust in the financial system and broader society. Finally, effective 

policies and proper oversight ensuring that financial institutions remain transparent and 

accountable may be highly influential in preventing a decline in their trust.  
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As an example, after the collapse of Silicon Valley Bank in early 2023, as well as other 

turbulences in the financial sector, only 10% of the American population reported a high level 

of trust in its financial institutions (AP-NORC, 2023). This was down from 22% in 2020. 

Nevertheless, according to the Edelman Trust Barometer, trust in the financial services sector 

is increasing, despite still being considered distrusted by the majority of developed countries 

in the survey (Edelman, 2022). However, the report does not include Norway or any other 

Nordic country.  

In relation to our research question, we aim to examine whether the absence of investments in 

index funds is connected to a lower level of trust in the financial institutions concerning index 

funds. As index fund investing entails that the institutions manage the capital and make trades 

for the customer, a certain level of trust may be necessary. 

2.4 Overview of Index Funds 

Among the many investment opportunities, index funds stand out for their simplicity, cost-

effectiveness, and historical performance. It was introduced in the 1970s and has since become 

a favored choice for many novice and seasoned investors (Culloton, 2011). An index fund is a 

type of mutual fund or exchange-traded fund, designed to mimic the performance of a specific 

market index. This could be a broad market index like the S&P 500, a sector-specific index, or 

even an international index. The primary goal of an index fund is not to outperform the market 

but to match its return, hence mirroring its highs and lows (Fernando et al., 2023). 

2.4.1 Features and Benefits of Index Funds 

Since index funds hold all or a representative sample of the stocks or bonds in their chosen 

index, they offer inherent diversification, which again is connected to lower risk. Additionally, 

Bessembinder (2018) found that since 1926, the net gain of the entire US stock market can be 

attributed to the top-performing 4% of publicly listed companies, while the rest of the stocks 

performed on par with Treasury bills. As a lack of diversification may result in the exclusion 

of a significant portion of the best-performing stocks, this may explain why poorly diversified 

portfolios often underperform compared to indices. Heaton et al. (2017) demonstrated this by 

devising a model that showed how the absence of diversification frequently results in 

underperformance relative to the overall markets. 
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Index funds typically offer the advantage of lower management fees in comparison to actively 

managed funds. This cost efficiency stems from their straightforward management approach, 

which aims to emulate the performance of the selected indices, rather than outperform them. 

In contrast, actively managed funds incur higher expenses due to the research and active trading 

required to seek superior returns, which in turn leads to increased fees for investors.  

Index funds also have low barriers of entry for new investors, as they are relatively easy to 

understand. Individual stock analysis, examining market trends, and financial reports may be 

challenging for potential investors who want to invest in the stock market. An index fund offers 

low barriers of entry if a potential investor wants to invest in the stock market without doing 

any individual stock picking themselves, at the same time as they may get the yield the market 

has to offer (Switzer, 2020). 

2.4.2 Comparing Returns 

Within the plethora of opportunities regarding investments, index funds have stood out for their 

low costs and solid returns. Forbrukerrådet (2020) examined the returns of index funds 

compared to actively traded funds over the past 20 years. They found that in comparison to 

index funds, actively managed funds resulted in 1.1 percentage points lower annual returns. As 

the losses compound over time, with a NOK 500,000 investment over a 20-year period, you 

could expect to lose a profit of NOK 371,400 by investing in actively managed funds compared 

to index funds.  

The disparity in returns worsens when you compare index funds to savings in a traditional 

savings account. According to SSB (n.d.), the average interest rate on deposits in Norwegian 

banks over the past 20 years has been 1.88%. Over a 20-year period, this will give a return of 

45.14%. However, in the last 20 years, the consumer price index has increased by 52.17% 

(SSB, 2023b). This means that the value of the returns, measured in real value instead of 

nominal value, has decreased by using a savings account.  

Despite the significant disparity in returns, the majority of people prefer to save their money in 

a traditional savings account. That is why we want to look at the possible causes of the lack of 

investment in index funds, which clearly provide superior returns. 
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2.5 Knowledge Gap in Investment Choices 

The landscape of investment opportunities is filled with a sea of different options, strategies, 

and approaches. However, despite all the resources available, a significant knowledge gap 

persists among many potential and current investors in the wider public. The knowledge gap 

in investment choices refers to the disparity in understanding and awareness of investment 

options and strategies among individuals.  

Knowledge gaps in investment choices are closely connected to the financial literacy of the 

population. Financial literacy can be defined as “the ability to understand and effectively use 

various financial skills, including personal financial management, budgeting, and investing” 

(Fernando, 2023). According to Lusardi & Mitchell (2011), financial literacy is widespread in 

both developed and rapidly changing markets. Levels of financial literacy vary among different 

groups of the population as well, and women are on average less financially literate than men 

(Allianz, 2017; Skårdal & Driveklepp, 2023), which may contribute to further inequalities in 

society. Recognizing this issue, organizations have engaged in financial education initiatives. 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) is one important 

participant, emphasizing the importance of financial education in improving financial literacy 

and developing informed financial decision-making. The OECD works with policymakers and 

public authorities to develop and implement national financial education policies and 

individual programs, offering new approaches to increasing financial literacy among the 

populations of partner countries (OECD, n.d.). 

2.5.1 Reasons for the Knowledge Gap 

There can be several factors contributing to the knowledge gap and differences in financial 

literacy. A lack of financial education is a core part of the knowledge gap, as financial literacy 

is not a core component of many educational curricula. As a result, many individuals graduate 

without a foundational understanding of personal finance. This was also pointed out by Skårdal 

& Driveklepp (2023), whose recommendation was an incorporation of financial literacy into 

the school curricula. According to Allianz (2017), people who understand financial and risk 

concepts make better financial judgments. They suggest that financial literacy has an impact 

on decision-making that is independent of other human characteristics such as education or 

age. 
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Furthermore, the complexity of the financial markets may seem daunting to many. With such 

a large selection of stocks, bonds, mutual funds, and other financial products, many may be 

intimidated from entering the sphere. Potential investors may also feel a sense of information 

overload. In today’s digital age, there is a wealth of information available. Hence, it can be 

challenging to distinguish credible sources from questionable ones, and the sheer volume of 

available data can be overwhelming. Other reasons may be psychological factors, as we will 

cover in Chapter 2.6.  

2.5.2 Gap in Risk Understanding 

Allianz (2017) show that it is risk-related concepts that most people find hardest to understand, 

especially concepts about diversifying risk. According to the findings of their survey, the 

frequency of right answers declines significantly across all nations when confronted with 

increasingly complicated risk questions. In most nations, less than half of the people correctly 

answer these types of questions, demonstrating that risk and return are the least understood 

concepts. Only 49% of the sample knew how to compute expected returns, and only 40% 

accurately assessed risk and return. A particularly large issue was that many respondents chose 

“don’t know” instead of providing an incorrect answer. Considering that precious studies 

suggest that responding with “don't know” reveals a deeper lack of knowledge than simply 

answering incorrectly, the survey results point to a significant lack of risk understanding 

(Allianz, 2017). 

Lack of risk tolerance and risk understanding may have severe consequences for individuals’ 

personal savings. Mishra (2018) found that individuals who had a lower risk tolerance and 

lacked an understanding of risk were less likely to participate in the stock market. This is 

reflected in Slåen & Skibenes (2022), who found lower stock market participation among 

Norwegians compared to Swedes, at the same time as Norwegians to a greater extent associate 

the word “stock” with risk. Furthermore, they found Swedes are more willing to take risks to 

get better returns. As a lack of stock market participation may have long-term implications, 

having a fundamental understanding of the riskiness of investments may substantially improve 

the savings and investments of individuals. However, the aversion to taking risks and how to 

understand it is holding them back. Women, in particular, do poorly on risk-related questions 

(Allianz, 2017), and according to Halvorsen (2011), Norwegian women are also more risk 

averse than Norwegian men.  
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2.5.3 Implications of the Knowledge Gap 

As a lack of knowledge and financial literacy results in different investment choices, this may 

result in increased economic inequality and a lack of financial security and stability for large 

parts of the population. As previously shown, the returns of index funds are superior compared 

to the majority of the alternatives. As these different returns compound over time, the disparity 

in the wealth of the population will increase. For many, personal savings are an important part 

of a comfortable retirement. A lack of knowledge regarding investments may result in a widely 

different retirement than initially expected. Rooij et al. (2011) find that those with lower 

financial literacy are much less likely to invest in the stock market, thus not gaining the equity 

risk premium. Furthermore, a certain level of financial literacy is necessary for reaching goals 

like buying a house or managing through financial hardship. Rooij et al. (2012) find that people 

with low financial literacy have lower financial wealth, even when controlling for other 

determinants like income, age, education, family composition, risk tolerance, patience, and 

attitude towards savings.   

Not only are people with lower financial literacy less likely to invest in the stock market, but 

those who do are more likely to do poorly. Those with low levels of financial literacy are more 

likely to hold a larger proportion of so-called “lottery stocks”, which are stocks with high 

volatility, high share turnover, and low amount of institutional investors (Betermier et al., 

2021).  They are also more likely to have a bias towards the stock market of their home country 

and the stock of their employers, which may result in lower diversification (Kimball & 

Shumway, 2007). Investors with low financial literacy are also the ones who are least aware of 

fees, which can severely reduce total returns when calculated for (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2014). 

Calvet et al. (2009) find that people with low levels of financial literacy who participate in the 

stock market are more likely to hold under-diversified portfolios and exhibit stronger 

behavioral biases. Some of these biases will be elaborated on in Chapter 2.6. 

Furthermore, a lack of knowledge and financial literacy may result in an increased vulnerability 

regarding financial scams. According to Økokrim (2023), there were over 23,000 reported 

fraud attempts in 2022. This is an increase of almost 60% since 2013. However, the report also 

mentions that based on numbers from the banking sector, the real numbers probably are higher 

than the reported attempts due to a large amount of dark numbers. People with limited 

knowledge and financial literacy are less likely to detect fraud and are thus more likely to fall 

prey to financial scams or be misled by false information (Engels, et al., 2019). Increased 



 

 

20 

knowledge and financial literacy may contribute to a reduction in the number of individuals 

who have been defrauded by such scams. 

2.6 Psychological Factors 

Standard economic theory has made a few assumptions with respect to human decision-

making. The theory is usually based on the assumptions that individuals primarily act out of 

narrow self-interest, possess perfect rationality, have perfect information, and will act perfectly 

to maximize their own utility (Kahneman, 2011). Thus, it stands to reason that people, based 

on standard economic theory, have all the necessary knowledge, and will make savings and 

investment choices perfectly to maximize their own returns and utility.  

However, these assumptions stand in contrast to several observed empirical phenomena, 

documented in psychology and behavioral economics, as humans do not necessarily make the 

best financial decisions, nor act out of complete self-interest (Kahneman et al., 1986; Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2021). The rise of behavioral economics has gained much attention in psychology 

and public policy and suggests a shift in understanding (Reed et al., 2013). It proposes that 

people are driven by a broader set of motivations and operate within bounded rationality rather 

than perfect rationality. This perspective suggests that the choices people often make seem 

inconsistent with the optimizing superhuman in the standard economic model (Thaler, 1979). 

Therefore, it seems to be the case that people are closer to having bounded rationality, where 

our choices are limited by several boundary conditions. Even when they have access to perfect 

information, they lack the cognitive capacity to evaluate all possibilities consistently and well. 

Instead, humans frequently make decisions based on their habits and other mental shortcuts, 

which are known as heuristics (Dale, 2015). This works in many cases and simplifies the world, 

but it can also lead to various biases, which we will delve deeper into in this chapter.  

2.6.1 Attitude-Behavior Gap  

The attitude-behavior gap refers to the disparity between individuals' expressed attitudes and 

their actual behavior. In other words, individuals may express a certain attitude towards 

something, but what they actually do is something different (Tarfaoui & Zkim, 2017). The gap 

between attitude and actual behavior is frequently discussed within behavioral economics in 

relation to a variety of topics, such as consumer behavior and sustainability. However, it may 

also be relevant in relation to personal finance choices.  
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A possible reason for an attitude-behavior gap is cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance 

theory refers to the psychological phenomenon of discomfort felt when one’s attitude does not 

align with one’s behavior (Villines, 2023). Cognitive dissonance may then result in individuals 

adapting their attitude after their behavior, instead of the other way around. Individuals may 

also adopt certain defense mechanisms to mitigate cognitive dissonance. This may be done by 

avoiding reminders of or getting information contradicting one’s current behavior, 

delegitimizing evidence against one’s current behavior, or belittling the importance of the 

dissonance. 

There may be an example of an attitude-behavior gap regarding the lack of investments in index 

funds. As index funds, and stock market participation in general, get a lot of attention for their 

superior returns, people may have a perceived or expressed attitude towards using them as a 

savings method, but defer from making the necessary changes. 

2.6.2 Prospect Theory & Loss Aversion  

Prospect Theory is a theory within behavioral economics referring to how people handle 

decisions involving risk. Developed by behavioral economists Daniel Kahneman & Amos 

Tversky in 1979, the theory stands in contrast to standard economic theory, which relies on the 

assumption that humans are rational agents who act out of their own utility maximization. 

Instead, Prospect theory states humans are not purely rational and utility maximizing but act 

inconsistently when handling decisions including risk and utility maximization (Kahneman, 

2011).   

One of the key findings of Kahneman & Tversky was that humans are loss averse. Loss 

aversion refers to the psychological phenomenon of individuals’ tendency to strongly avoid 

losses to acquire equal gains, thus, they overvalue potential losses and undervalue potential 

gains. Put simply, the pain of losing is stronger than the pleasure of gaining. For example, 

losing NOK 100 has a bigger negative impact than the positive impact of gaining NOK 100. 

Loss aversion is connected to the endowment effect, a related phenomenon where people base 

the value of an item if they own the item or not (Kahneman, 2011). By giving a higher value 

to things they own, individuals may avoid actions where they may lose some of what they 

already have.  

Loss aversion may have an impact on investment and savings choices. Individuals may be 

aware that the stock market goes up and down. Despite higher potential returns and reduced 
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risk by investing long term, the fear of a stock market downturn and potential losses for the 

individual may make them choose “safer” saving alternatives. As the potential losses are 

overvalued and potential gains are undervalued, they may choose alternative methods, like 

using a savings account. Thus, the long-term returns are reduced.  

2.6.3 Status Quo Bias  

Status quo bias is a cognitive bias referring to individuals’ preference for how things are right 

now, aka the “status quo” (Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1988). Individuals impacted by the bias 

may experience any deviation from the status quo as a loss, preferring things to stay the way 

they are. The bias may be related to loss aversion, as change may expose the individual to 

losses. Another related factor may be regret aversion, where the individual is concerned about 

ending up in a situation where they regret their decision, thus choosing to maintain the status 

quo.  

Savings accounts are typically the introductory method for personal savings, often regarded as 

the safe and conventional choice. The perception of savings accounts as the safe alternative 

and the status quo may result in an aversion to alternative investment options, such as investing 

in the stock market. Consequently, the bias towards familiarity can lead to suboptimal long-

term financial outcomes.  

2.6.4 Paradox of Choice 

Standard economic theory, based on homo economicus, would indicate that having more 

options is positive since you may have a larger variety and choices adapted to your exact need. 

However, this may not always be the case. The paradox of choice, also known as choice 

overload, refers to a tendency of choice aversion if presented with too many opportunities 

(Schwartz, 2004). Put simply, if an individual has many different options to choose between, 

they might not make a choice at all.  

Related to savings and investments, the paradox of choice may impact individuals by having 

an overload of alternatives, thus deferring them from changing their fund allocation. A quick 

look in DNB reveals that they offer 394 different funds to invest in, where 44 of them are index 

funds (DNB, 2023). As an investor you can choose actively managed or passively managed 

funds, how much to allocate in different securities, different sectors, and geographic areas. For 
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an inexperienced investor, this may be overwhelming, resulting in them not making a choice 

at all.  

2.6.5 Present Bias 

Within standard economic theory, time preferences for money are clear, and money today is 

worth more than money tomorrow. However, present bias, also known as “time inconsistency” 

or “hyperbolic discounting”, is a cognitive bias where this is taken even further. Individuals 

afflicted by the bias give a disproportionately high value to immediate rewards, thus 

undervaluing long-term future benefits (Xiao & Porto, 2019). As an example, someone may 

prefer getting NOK 100 today than getting NOK 200 next year, despite a 100% increase in 

value.  

Present bias can significantly affect investment decisions, leading individuals to procrastinate 

on investing due to an irrational preference for immediate rewards over higher future gains 

(Xiao & Porto, 2019). The bias causes future benefits to be greatly discounted, making the 

immediate value of money disproportionately more attractive. Additionally, present bias can 

influence the choice of savings method. Despite the stock market’s potential for higher long-

term yields, its short-term fluctuations in value due to market volatility can deter those 

influenced by the bias. Consequently, this may cause them to favor less volatile methods, like 

savings accounts, despite the lower returns.  

2.6.6 Negativity and Availability Bias 

Humans tend to show a negativity bias, which refers to the tendency to learn and use negative 

information to a greater extent than positive information (Vaish et al., 2008). This has severe 

effects on stock market participation, as those with pessimistic beliefs invest less in stocks 

(Kézdi & Willis, 2011). Negativity bias is exacerbated by availability bias, where individuals 

believe the likelihood of something happening is higher based on how easy it is to recall (Sadi 

et al., 2011). This is illustrated by Goetzmann et al. (2016), who find that despite the rarity of 

major one-day stock market crashes, like those seen in 1927 and 1987, the ease of recalling 

such events results in individuals massively overestimating their likelihood. 

The negativity bias is illustrated by the effect of the financial media, as the media has an 

asymmetric effect on beliefs. While media coverage with a negative sentiment has a negative 

effect on beliefs and increases their crash probability perceptions, positive coverage has no 
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effect (Goetzmann et al., 2016). This is likely exacerbated by the media itself, which 

disproportionately reports on negative economic news (Binsbergen et al., 2022). Furthermore, 

while the financial media has a negative effect on perceptions and behavior, its potential 

positive effects are limited, as media content in general does not contain new information about 

fundamental asset values (Tetlock, 2007).  

These biases influence real-life behavior, as pessimism and subjective perceptions of crash 

probability negatively influence stock and stock fund investments (Choi & Robertson, 2020; 

Goetzmann et al. 2016). As individuals become more pessimistic regarding future returns after 

a market downturn, they will invest less (Egan et al., 2021). This negatively influences long-

term future returns. Historically, following a market downturn, the future returns of the market 

have been higher, not lower (Cochrane, 2011; Goetzmann & Kim, 2017). Consequently, 

investor negativity, and the resulting lack of investments, ends up hurting investors by 

providing lower long-term returns.  

In relation to our research question, these effects may be a possible explanation for why most 

people do not allocate savings to the stock market, or index funds specifically. Despite the 

recommendations from independent experts and the support from scientific literature, we still 

do not see the inflow of capital into index funds as one might expect. This may be impacted by 

the ease of recalling market downturns, and how we to a greater extent learn and use negative 

information.  

2.6.7 Cognitive Bias Mitigation 

The current literature on cognitive bias mitigation is conflicted, and the efficacy of mitigation 

strategies is uncertain. One of the challenges of bias mitigation is that cognitive biases are, by 

nature, largely unconscious, and may be hardwired to a certain extent due to their neural and 

evolutionary origins. They are therefore hard to identify for the impacted individual (Korteling 

et al., 2021). Furthermore, evidence of behavioral change due to bias mitigation is hard to find 

without reminders of the biases for the participants.  

Despite the conflicting evidence, some studies do indicate that behavioral biases may be 

mitigated.  Sellier et al. (2019) found evidence that awareness of the bias reduced its effect by 

29%. Additionally, different methods may have different efficacy. Dunbar et al. (2014) 

examined two different methods, a video game, and an instructional video, to see which was 

most effective in reducing biases. Their findings showed that the video game had a stronger 
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effect in reducing the biases. However, Poos et al. (2017) found no difference between the 

efficacy of gamified and non-gamified mitigation strategies. What they did find was that both 

strategies had an effect and that the effectiveness of the mitigation depended on the type of 

cognitive bias.    

The current state of the literature on cognitive bias mitigation paints a varied picture, with 

contradictory findings and questions about the efficacy of mitigation techniques. The 

underlying difficulty stems from the fact that prejudices are mainly unconscious and potentially 

ingrained, making identification challenging for individuals. Despite these obstacles, some 

research suggests that behavioral biases can be reduced. The topic is still evolving, stressing 

the importance of ongoing research to improve tactics and extend our understanding of 

cognitive bias reduction. Investors may approach index fund investing with a clearer and more 

rational mentality if cognitive biases are addressed and mitigated. 

2.7 Application of Theory 

The returns, simplicity, and diversity of index funds should make them a natural savings choice 

for a large part of the Norwegian population. Based on standard economic theory, people 

should have perfect information, act completely rationally and out of self-interest, and choose 

what gives them the most utility in the long term. However, as previously stated, we do not see 

this in their actual choices, as only a minority of the Norwegian population is invested in the 

stock market, and only a fraction of this is invested in index funds. 

Observations of actual human behavior reveal that humans diverge from the theory of what 

perfectly rational agents would do in several ways, and the theory of bounded rationality fits 

better with the observed behavior (Simon, 1955). Actual human behavior is influenced by 

several heuristics and cognitive biases, an aversion to risk and loss, and a tendency to not 

necessarily act in accordance with one’s own attitude and best interests. However, the extent 

to which these psychological factors affect decision-making, and whether they can be 

mitigated, remains an area of uncertainty. Nonetheless, awareness and recognition of these 

behavioral traits may contribute to explaining and understanding the decisions people make 

regarding personal finance and investments.   

Based on the awareness of knowledge gaps in investment decisions and low financial literacy 

rates, there is reason to believe that one important explanation for why people do not choose 
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index funds for their personal savings might be a lack of knowledge and comprehension of how 

they work, misperceptions of how risky they are and what they consist of, and incorrect beliefs 

about historical returns. Thus, in the remaining part of this thesis, we will examine if providing 

more information results in a positive change in the respondents’ knowledge, their trust and 

perceived riskiness of index funds, and their choice intentions. 
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3. Methodology 

“Methodology refers to the theory of how research should be undertaken, including the 

theoretical, and philosophical assumptions upon which research is based and the implications 

of these for the method or methods adopted” (Saunders et al., 2019). 

In this section of the thesis, we elucidate the decisions made with regard to methodology. We 

commence by introducing our chosen research approach and study design. Thereafter we delve 

into the research strategy, time frame, study context, and data analysis techniques. Finally, we 

conduct a comprehensive quality assessment and engage in discourse encompassing the 

practical and ethical dimensions of our chosen methodology.  

3.1 Research Design and Approach to Theory Development 

When deciding on a research approach, one must consider the key philosophical perspectives: 

deductive, inductive, or a combination of the two, known as an abductive approach. In the 

deductive method, one tests a theoretical proposition using a research strategy tailored 

specifically for its testing (Saunders et al., 2019).  With a deductive approach, the study aims 

to systematically draw conclusions regarding the causation between our treatment and the 

potential change in attitude. This is to say, examine whether an increase in information 

regarding index funds leads to a change in the perception towards them. 

The research design acts as a structured plan for gathering and analyzing data to address a 

specific research question, where the sources, methods, and techniques are thoroughly justified 

(Saunders et al., 2019). Generally, research designs can be divided into three main categories. 

First, an exploratory design, which seeks to examine under-researched areas, and often relies 

on open-ended “what” or “how” questions to find new insights. Second, a descriptive design 

seeks a detailed understanding of subjects or events, by posing questions like “who”, “what”, 

“where”, “when”, and “how”. Descriptive designs often expand upon initial findings from 

exploratory studies. Lastly, an explanatory design seeks to examine causality between variables 

by posing “why and “how” questions, to clarify observed phenomena.  

Regarding the study’s objective and research question, we are seeking to describe and explain 

the attitude and expectations of Norwegian students related to index fund investing compared 

to saving in a traditional savings account in a bank, and if increased knowledge regarding index 
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funds changes their perception. This study was done using a descriptive design to examine their 

current knowledge and savings habits, and an explanatory design, using a survey experiment 

examining if an increased level of knowledge of index funds would result in a change in attitude 

towards saving in index funds. 

According to Cappelen and Tungodden (2012), the experimental method has two distinct 

advantages. The strategy provides good control over the environment, which eliminates other 

alternative incentives in an economic setting. Another significant advantage is that experiments 

allow for randomization. Randomization implies that participants in the experiment are 

selected randomly and divided into groups. The participants are divided into two groups: 

control and treatment. The treatment group is subjected to some form of modification known 

as “treatment”, whilst the control group is not. If there are observed differences in behavior 

between groups in a well-designed experimental study, the differing treatment conditions 

remain the most likely explanation for the observed effect.  

Experiments allow us to address a fundamental problem when observing data connections: 

whether we are studying causality (causal connection) or correlation (covariation). 

Randomization assures that groups are equal in terms of observable and unobservable variables 

(Cappelen & Tungodden, 2012). To investigate causality, we can compare the treatment and 

control groups. If the experiment is carried out correctly and the independent variable 

(treatment) has an effect on the dependent variable, the experiment has “internal validity” and 

the causal inference is credible (Saunders et al., 2019). 

3.2 Method 

The main methods when conducting a research project are qualitative and quantitative, or a 

combination of these methods (Saunders et al., 2019). In the context of this thesis, a quantitative 

research approach is employed for both the descriptive and explanatory phases of the design. 

Quantitative research appears to be the most suitable and logical approach to gain a more 

profound understanding of our research topic. The structured nature of quantitative methods 

ensures consistency and allows for results to be easily replicated. This quantitative approach 

complements our choice of a hypothesis-testing deductive methodology and the blend of 

descriptive and explanatory design. 
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When collecting data, it can involve either primary or secondary data. Primary data is gathered 

specifically for the objectives of the current research projects, while secondary data is already 

collected from previous research endeavors (Saunders et al., 2019). While there exist some past 

studies with data relevant to our thesis topic, none precisely match our intended purpose and 

target population. We therefore collected primary data to investigate our research questions. 

Nonetheless, the thesis uses secondary data from the literature review to complement our 

findings. 

In quantitative research, surveys often serve as a primary data collection tool. For our master’s 

thesis, we have chosen to conduct a segmented survey of: Part 1; the responder’s approach to 

current savings, and Part 2; a survey experiment testing how participants respond to different 

amounts of information regarding index funds. Therefore, there are two main segments of the 

survey, one descriptive part, and one experimental part. Saunders et al. (2019) categorize this 

approach as multi-method research due to the incorporation of two distinct data collection 

techniques. 

The purpose of study part 1 is to learn more about the respondents in general and to find out if 

they save money today, and if so, which methods they use. This research can help us 

assess whether they are familiar with index funds and to what extent our sample already uses 

them as a savings method. Furthermore, this will help us understand how representative our 

sample is.  

In Part 2 of the study, we aim to examine the impact of familiarity with index funds. 

Specifically, we question if a deficit of information could steer individuals towards alternative 

savings methods, such as traditional savings accounts. To this end, we conducted a survey-

experiment using varying levels of information. Those in the treatment group received a 

detailed overview of index funds. The extent of information provided to each participant was 

randomly assigned. After reviewing the material, all participants responded to the same set of 

questions. This approach allows us to ascertain whether an individual’s awareness of index 

funds significantly influences their investment choices. Additionally, we aim to discern why, 

even with adequate knowledge of index funds, some individuals might still choose not to invest 

in them. 
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3.3 Procedure for data collection 

Gathering high-quality data is crucial for maintaining the validity and reliability of research. 

Equally important are the ethical implications, with data collection being a major area of 

concern for potential breaches of individual privacy and research integrity. In this chapter of 

the thesis, we will delve into the methods of data collection. Key decisions and considerations 

will be highlighted and explained. The complete online survey employed for this data 

collection can be found in the appendix. 

3.3.1  Survey Design 

Procedure and Material 

Surveys are frequently employed in both descriptive and explanatory studies. Often, the data 

gathered is quantitative and acquired through numbered rating scales. Thus, the data is 

applicable to study potential correlations and potential causative relationships (Saunders et al., 

2019). There are several ways of building and distributing a survey. However, for this thesis, 

we have opted to use a digital survey, where we developed the survey using the online platform, 

Qualtrics. The platform allows for an organized survey development process, an intuitive and 

simple survey design and interface, and the opportunity to anonymize the respondents. 

Tourangeau et al. (2000) emphasize the necessity for respondents to understand the questions 

clearly, retrieve relevant autobiographical memories, and aptly judge and respond to the 

information conveyed through the questions. In alignment with this, Haraldsen (1999) outlines 

several fallacies to avoid when constructing a survey: 1) Avoiding too general or leading 

questions, make sure they only can be interpreted in one way 2) Provide answer options that 

are both exhaustive and mutually exclusive; and 3) The questionnaires must be self-instructive, 

relevant, and clearly formulated. The questions in our survey and their answer alternatives were 

formulated with these factors in mind. 

Using a survey with a fixed format and consistent language limits the possibilities of different 

and wrong interpretations by the respondents. This enhances the internal validity of the 

research (Saunders et al., 2019). The language of this survey is set to Norwegian due to the 

target population being Norwegian students. Except for the treatment text, the wording used in 

the survey was identical for all respondents and was written in a simple and straightforward 
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manner, with the same sentence structure for all questions. This was to avoid different 

interpretations and ensure internal validity.  

To examine Norwegian students’ views regarding index fund investing, we have chosen to 

recruit students from a wide range of institutions and fields of study. The largest group among 

the respondents were students at the Norwegian School of Economics, due to their high 

response rate. However, to get a more representative sample of the population, we recruited 

students from a wide variety of institutions with different fields of study, and from different 

parts of Norway. By researching and contacting different student groups for other institutions, 

we were able to post the survey in a multitude of different groups, which resulted in a more 

representative sample.  

The sampling of the population was random, though the selection was limited to those who 

were willing to respond to the survey via anonymous links sent to the students. As stated, the 

biggest response came from students at the Norwegian School of Economics. We reached out 

to them through email as our primary approach as we have access to all the students’ email 

addresses through the school’s Outlook. Additionally, we shared the survey on our private 

Facebook and Instagram pages and requested some of our friends who attend other universities 

to share it with us. However, as the majority of responses still came from students at the 

Norwegian School of Economics, we reached out to Facebook groups for students from various 

institutions and fields of study, and they agreed to let us post about the survey. We received 

responses from at least 22 different educational institutions at the end. 

To create a small incentive and nudge students to complete the survey, the respondents had the 

opportunity to participate in a lottery to win 10 gift cards at Godt Brød, each valued at NOK 

100. Upon completing the survey, the respondents were given the opportunity to join the lottery 

or not. If the respondents chose that they did not want to participate, the survey would finish, 

and respondents would get a message thanking them for completing the survey. However, if 

the respondents wanted to participate in the lottery, they would be redirected to a new survey 

where they could report their name and address. The redirection to a new survey for 

respondents who wanted to join the lottery was done to ensure there was no link between the 

responses in the survey and their personal information, thus ensuring the anonymity of the 

respondents.  

Abbey & Meloy (2017) have noted that incorporating an attention check can greatly enhance 

construct and scale validity. Due to this, we decided to incorporate an attention check towards 
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the end of the survey to ensure the respondents read the text provided. Respondents were 

presented with a straightforward question about the likelihood of rain where they live the next 

day. To demonstrate whether they had actually read the full question, they were directed in the 

text above to choose the value “0” on a scale from 0 to 10. We opted to exclude the respondents 

who reported any of the other likelihoods than “0”, considering they most likely had not been 

attentive or failed to read the questions thoroughly before responding to the previous questions.  

Numerical Examples 

While developing the treatment information, several different measures for the return on index 

fund investing were evaluated. To ensure a representative return, we needed a source that gave 

us a long enough timespan and an index for the global stock market. Eventually, the measure 

used was the return of the MSCI World Index over the past 20 years. The index tracks the 

performance of large and mid-cap companies across 23 different developed countries and 

shows how a portfolio consisting of the index would develop over time. The data was gathered 

from the website Curvo (2023), which has data showing the development of the index from 

December 1978 until June 2023. The return was calculated by the following formula: 

𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 𝐽𝑢𝑛𝑒 2003 × (1 + 𝑋)20 = 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 𝐽𝑢𝑛𝑒 2023 

= 168,582 × (1 + 𝑋)20 = 984,408 

By solving for x, we get a return of 0.09224. For simplicity, and as the index does not consider 

management fees, the return was rounded off to an even 9% in our numerical example. In our 

numerical example of an investment of NOK 100,000 with a 9% return, we then have:  

100,000 × 1.0920 = 𝑁𝑂𝐾 560,441 

As for the return in our savings account example, the solution was simpler. We derived the 

average interest rate on deposits of the banks in Norway over the last 20 years from SSB (n.d.), 

before calculating the annual average. This resulted in an average annual interest rate of 1.88%. 

For simplicity, this was rounded up to 2% in our numerical example. Thus, in our numerical 

example of an investment of NOK 100,000 with a 2% return, we then have: 

100,000 × 1.0220 = 𝑁𝑂𝐾 148,594 
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Respondents 

The survey was distributed in September 2023 and remained accessible for a period of 

approximately two weeks. Within this timeframe, the survey garnered clicks from 919 

individuals. After removing respondents who did not complete the survey, and those who failed 

the “attention check”, we were left with a final sample of 583 valid respondents. As our main 

goal was to concentrate primarily on Norwegian students, we conjectured that the majority of 

the participants were indeed Norwegian, with a minimal number of international students. 

Among the valid responses, there were 240 students from NHH, 22 from HVL, 106 from UiB, 

6 from Høyskolen Kristiania, 6 from BI, 4 from NTNU, 37 from UiO, 121 from various other 

universities, and 55 individuals who are currently not a student. Regarding fields of study, the 

breakdown was as follows: 273 within business administration, 43 within STEM fields, 30 

within law, 41 within social science, 41 within humanities, 40 within medicine, 38 in 

psychology, 55 within pedagogics, 38 within other fields, and 32 respondents indicating they 

were not students. 

In terms of gender, we had 378 female respondents, 201 male respondents, and 3 individuals 

who preferred not to disclose their gender. On average, participants spent 6 minutes and 30 

seconds on the survey, with a median time of slightly under 4 minutes. The respondents’ 

academic levels were diverse, comprising 15 one-year program students, 262 bachelor 

students, 243 master’s students, 6 Ph.D. students, 15 people who answered something else, and 

53 who identified as non-students. 

It is worth mentioning that the number of non-students varies among the different questions. 

We assume that this is because some of the respondents interpreted the questions as they were 

supposed to choose what they once studied and not what they are doing today. 

3.3.2 Survey Part 1: Descriptive Overview 

The survey begins with a series of general questions designed to define the sample’s 

demographics. This required a series of list questions for their “age”, “gender”, “educational 

institution”, “field of study”, and “degree studying towards”. There was a “catch-all-category” 

for educational institution and topic of study, where respondents could define their replies if it 

was not reflected in the list. To explain their current knowledge and saving practices, 

respondents were asked which of the following investment and savings methods they had 
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previously heard of and which they were presently employing. The options were “savings 

account in a bank”, “BSU”, “Index funds”, “singular stocks”, and “none of the above”.  

3.3.3 Survey Part 2: A Controlled Experiment 

Experiment Design 

An experiment is a method used to examine the causal relationship between variables to test 

hypotheses (Saunders et al., 2019). It involves a specific treatment on certain study units, and 

then measuring the effect of the treatment. Within this context, the introduced treatment on the 

study units is the independent variable, while the potential resulting effect is the dependent 

variable (Johannessen et al., 2020). 

There are various experimental designs available, each aiming to optimally evaluate predictive 

hypotheses. Classical experiments, quasi-experiments, and within-subject designs are among 

the commonly used approaches, each presenting its own set of advantages and disadvantages. 

The selection of a design is crucial, particularly in terms of managing control variables and 

confounding variables (Saunders et al., 2019). The experiment utilized in this thesis employs a 

controlled, classical between-subject design with independent measures. This approach 

diverges from the conventional classical experiment by examining the effects of two 

manipulations of the independent variable instead of one. As a result of this expanded group 

inclusion, a larger participant pool was necessary to preserve a study’s statistical power and 

minimize the likelihood of committing a Type 1 error (Saunders et al., 2019). 

The two primary options for a classical experiment’s design are either a straightforward variant 

involving post-testing the groups or including a pre-test of the groups before the experiment 

(Saunders et al., 2019). The experiment for this thesis was conducted using the simple post-

testing variant. The decision was made to explore specifically how the information given 

impacted the participants’ responses. Furthermore, even if it were possible, pre-testing would 

demand a greater time commitment from the participants, which is likely to have an impact on 

the response rate and accuracy of the responses. 

Experiment Participants 

The experiment is based on the same participants as in the first part of the survey, with the 

main difference that each participant was randomly assigned to one of two groups: Group A or 

Group B. Group A, serving as the control condition, had a sample size of Na = 294, while group 
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B, designed as the treatment group consists of Nb = 289 participants. Due to a relatively large 

sample size, random placing of participants, and similar distribution, our study will have a good 

basis for identifying possible relations between cause and effect (Johannessen et al., 2020). 

Although we had participants from various fields of study, business administration students 

represented 47% of the total. Given the reasonable assumption that these individuals possess 

some basic pre-existing understanding of index funds due to their education, we will also test 

in our explorative analysis if we get a different treatment effect if we separate them from the 

non-business students.  

Experiment Procedure - Independent Variables 

Part 2 of the survey, consisting of the experiment, was presented to the participants after 

completing survey part 1. As previously noted, participants were randomly assigned to one of 

two groups, either group A or group B. While both groups received information about 

traditional savings accounts and index funds, group B (the treatment group) was provided with 

more extensive information. Both groups were then required to respond to an identical set of 

questions. 

Group A, the control condition, was presented only with the most basic information regarding 

traditional savings accounts and index funds. The main goal was to see if their lack of 

knowledge influenced their choice of savings. The participants in group A read the following 

description: 

“We will now give you a brief explanation of two of the most common forms of saving in 

Norway. 

Savings Account in a Bank: 

A regular savings account is a type of account you can have in a bank, which offers a slightly 

higher interest rate than what you would receive in a standard checking account. You can 

save in this way by transferring a larger one-time amount, or by setting up an automatic 

monthly transfer. 

Index Funds: Investing in Stocks: 

An index fund is a type of mutual fund that aims to track the market index either in Norway or 

globally, and contains small ownership stakes in various stocks from different companies. 
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You can invest in this manner by transferring a larger one-time amount, or by initiating an 

automatic monthly transfer.” 

Group B, the treatment group, got the same information as Group A, but additionally, they 

were given extensive information about the nature and historical returns of index funds. The 

participants in group B read the following description: 

“We will now give you a brief explanation of two of the most common forms of saving in 

Norway. 

Savings Account in a Bank: 

A regular savings account is a type of account you can have in a bank, which offers a slightly 

higher interest rate than what you would receive in a standard checking account. You can 

save in this way by transferring a larger one-time amount, or by setting up an automatic 

monthly transfer. 

Index Funds: Investing in Stocks: 

An index fund is a type of mutual fund that aims to track the market index either in Norway or 

globally, and contains small ownership stakes in various stocks from different companies. 

You can invest in this manner by transferring a larger one-time amount, or by initiating an 

automatic monthly transfer. 

Index funds are suitable for those who desire a higher long-term return than what is usually 

obtained from a regular savings account in a bank and want to invest in the stock market 

without significant knowledge of individual stocks. Index funds also provide lower risk than if 

you were to invest all your savings in a single stock since the money is distributed across a 

large number of different stocks. Think of it as a safety net: if one company goes through a 

tough period or goes bankrupt, the other companies that perform well in the fund can help 

offset the loss, ensuring you still profit in the long term. Therefore, the risk is substantially 

lower than if you were trying to pick a single stock to invest in on your own. 

An index fund tracks a benchmark index, like the main index on the Oslo Stock Exchange or 

the world index, replicating the return in the segment of the stock market that the fund 

follows. Because they track these indices, the cost of saving in the index funds is often very 

low for the customer (meaning, you do not pay high management fees to an expensive 

stockbroker who picks individual stocks). 
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Index funds are best suited for those who wish to start long-term savings, with a time 

perspective of at least 10 years or more. In the short term, stock markets can fluctuate 

greatly, but long-term experience suggests that saving in index funds provides a better return 

than saving in a regular bank savings account. The longer you keep your savings in the fund, 

the better prepared you are to handle the natural fluctuations in the market over time. 

Key Figures: 

We will now provide you with a simple example comparing the historical return on a 

traditional savings account in a bank with savings in index funds. 

If you had placed NOK 100,000 in a traditional savings account with a 2% interest rate 20 

years ago, you would have NOK 148,594 today. 

The MSCI World Index, which aims to measure a global market index, has had an annual 

return of approximately 9% over the past 20 years. This means that if you had placed NOK 

100,000 in a standard index fund that followed this index 20 years ago, you would have NOK 

560,441 today.” 

Experiment Procedure - Dependent Variables 

For the dependent variables that were measured right after reading the scenario text, which was 

presented in an identical way to all participants in both experimental groups, the questions were 

formulated to assess a general evaluation of knowledge, attitude towards personal saving, and 

choice intentions. In other words, the variables are created for testing our predictive 

hypotheses. 

Knowledge and Beliefs 

For this part, respondents were presented with two questions. The first question asked them 

about what they believe has given the highest return over the past 20 years, measuring their 

knowledge about past returns. The second question required them to consider which investment 

they think will provide the highest return in the next 20 years, measuring their beliefs about the 

most likely future returns. For both questions, participants could choose from the following 

options: savings account outperforms index funds, savings account and index funds have the 

same performance, and index funds outperform savings accounts. The exact questions 

presented to the participants were as follows: 
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“What do you think has provided the highest return over the past 20 years: Savings account 

in a bank or stock savings in index funds?” 

“What do you think will provide the highest return in the future, over the next 20 years: 

Savings account in a bank or stock savings in index funds?” 

Risk and Trust Perceptions 

Further in the survey, we pose questions regarding their assumed risk and trust towards the two 

methods of saving. These are answered by using a Likert-inspired 5-point scale from “Very 

little trust” to “Very much trust”, and “Very little risk” to “Very high risk” (Saunders et al., 

2019). These were asked to examine if the attitude changed within the two groups. The 

questions were stated as follows: 

“Generally: How risky do you consider saving in an ordinary savings account in a 

Norwegian bank or financial institution?” 

“Generally: How risky do you consider saving in an index fund through a Norwegian bank 

or financial institution?” 

“Generally: How much trust do you have in Norwegian financial institutions managing the 

values in ordinary bank savings accounts in an honest and responsible manner?” 

“Generally: How much trust do you have in Norwegian financial institutions managing the 

values in index funds in an honest and responsible way?” 

Choice Intentions 

This last part requires the respondents to make a choice based on their current knowledge. 

These are presented with only two possible answers, ensuring the respondents must make an 

actual choice. They could choose between a savings account in a bank and saving in index 

funds. The questions were stated as follows: 

“Consider beginning a regular savings plan today with a long-term time horizon (20 years) 

and a fixed monthly withdrawal of NOK 2,000. 

Which form of saving would you prefer?” 

“Assume you were asked by a good friend or a close family member what would be the ideal 

way for them to save if they had a long-term time horizon (20 years) and wanted to set up a 



 

 

39 

fixed monthly withdrawal of NOK 2,000. 

What would you recommend them to save in?” 

3.4 Methods of Analysis 

3.4.1 Preparations of Data Set 

Before we did our analysis, the data was controlled and prepared. The first preparations were 

made in Qualtrics before the rest of the data set was exported and opened in the data analysis 

program Jamovi. 

The main preparations of the data set consisted of removing invalid responses and recoding 

values. First, we removed all respondents who did not complete the survey, which means that 

we removed anyone who did not answer all our questions. Afterward, we removed anyone who 

failed the attention check, so all the respondents who had chosen anything else but “0” were 

removed.  

The values of past and anticipated future returns were further recoded into binary variables.  In 

this case, individuals who believed that index funds and savings accounts had roughly the same 

return, or that savings accounts had provided the highest returns for the past 20 years were 

assigned the value 0. Value 1 was assigned to those who thought index funds had provided the 

highest return. The same goes for the question asking what they believed would provide the 

highest return over the next 20 years. For our explorative analysis, we had to distinguish 

between business students and non-business students. consequently, we assigned value 1 for 

respondents studying business administration, and value 2 for respondents studying any other 

field of study.  

3.4.2 Preparing for Data for Descriptive Analysis and Statistical Testing 

The statistical analysis for this thesis was conducted using the program Jamovi. This is an open-

source statistical software built on top of the R programming language. It has a user-friendly 

graphical interface and is built to be simple to use for a variety of statistical studies. We used 

a two-tailed t-test to test for the non-binary variables- risk and trust. For the binary variables, 

we conducted a chi-squared test to determine the significance. Both analyses were conducted 

in Jamovi. Additionally, we produced figures using Excel to illustrate our findings. 
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3.5 Research Quality 

In this part, we will address the study’s overall quality, distinguishing between reliability and 

validity. The main goal of high reliability and validity is to improve the study’s credibility and 

quality.  

3.5.1 Reliability 

Reliability refers to the consistency and dependability of results from a study. It addresses 

whether one would have obtained the same results with the same research design if the study 

had been conducted by others and in different situations. 

To achieve a high degree of reliability, the measurements need to be exact, and the 

measurement errors need to be eliminated as much as possible. Saunders et al. (2019) separate 

between four threats to the study’s reliability: participant error, participant bias, researcher 

error, and researcher bias. In the following sections, the four threats to the study’s reliability 

will be discussed. 

Participant Error and Participant Bias 

Participant error includes factors that could have an impact on respondents’ performance, such 

as if they are feeling under time pressure (Saunders et al., 2019). Since they received the survey 

through email or Facebook pages, the respondents decided for themselves if they wanted to 

take part in the study and when they wanted to respond. Due to their ability to select when they 

wished to respond, there was less chance that a participant would complete the survey when 

they were pressed for time. 

The experiment group received a lot of information, which might have had an impact on how 

well they performed. It might have caused the participants to become impatient or frustrated, 

which might have caused them to give sloppy responses. This mood might have also damaged 

the rest of the research. The survey was tested on family and friends because it was unclear 

how the respondents would interpret the experiment. In this manner, we could determine if it 

was sufficiently clear. After the information was given, we included a question that asked the 

respondents whether they had read the information or not, and they had to answer it to be able 

to move on. They felt forced to respond in this manner, and hopefully, they were truthful about 

their reading of the text. 
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Participant bias refers to any factors that might result in an inaccurate response from the 

respondent. According to Saunders et al. (2019), a participant may, for example, offer a false 

response if they believe others are watching them or if they wish to make a good impression. 

Since the participants received the survey through email and Facebook posts, they could choose 

when to complete it, potentially avoiding the feeling of being observed. Participant bias might 

also arise if the respondents understood the intention behind the survey and responded more 

positively. In the email, they were informed that the survey aimed to map out “attitudes towards 

personal savings” and that the results would be part of a research project. This phrasing might 

have set a mindset for the participants, influencing their responses.  

Researcher Error and Researcher Bias 

The two final threats to reliability might come from the researchers themselves and are known 

as researcher bias and error. Researcher error encompasses all factors that might alter a 

researcher’s interpretation of respondents’ answers. This could result from the researcher being 

insufficiently prepared for misunderstanding some aspects of their own study. Researcher bias, 

on the other hand, is any aspect that can result in biases in the researcher’s registration of the 

replies. For instance, a researcher might impose their subjective views during the registration 

and interpretation of responses (Saunders et al., 2019). The potential for researcher errors and 

biases was minimized in this study since there were two of us analyzing the data and 

interpreting the results. Furthermore, the possibility of subjective bias in interpretation was 

limited as we formulated the primary hypotheses and the statistical analysis plan before 

conducting the data collection. Also, data was electronically gathered through Qualtrics, with 

automatic randomization of participants to experiment conditions, which reduces the likelihood 

of researcher bias in data collection. 

3.5.2 Validity 

Validity refers to how closely the findings match the goal of the investigation (Dahlum, 2021). 

A distinction is made between internal and external validity. 

Internal Validity 

Internal validity concerns the extent to which one can assume a causal relationship between 

two variables. It is established for an experiment when it can be statistically demonstrated that 

a treatment leads to an outcome, and not due to other extraneous or confounding variables 
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(Saunders et al., 2019). We have assigned the participants randomly, and this randomization 

helps eradicate threats to internal validity by ensuring comparable groups in terms of both 

observable and unobservable factors (Cappelen & Tungodden, 2012). By randomization, we 

are ensuring that the cause of the change in choices between the groups is the treatment of 

increased information.  

The internal validity will be established for a survey when it measures what it was supposed to 

measure (Saunders et al., 2019). When making the survey, we were conscious about making 

the questions as clear as possible to increase the possibility of people understanding them. To 

increase the possibility of the respondents perceiving the questions correctly, the survey was 

tested on friends and family. 

External Validity 

External validity may be more difficult to establish. Because there is no pre-testing, the study 

avoids influencing the participants before they do the experiment, but there are two other 

potential threats: sampling bias and the Hawthorne effect. 

The risk of sampling bias is that the sample differs significantly from the population. There is 

also a possibility that, because the survey was sent to everyone in the relevant fields of study, 

those who responded differed significantly from those who did not. We attempted to ensure 

this by reaching out to many different fields of study. Nonetheless, many of our responses are 

from business administration students, therefore we will omit them from our analysis later in 

our thesis. Furthermore, as previously stated, men are more risk-seeking and have greater 

financial literacy than women. Because we have a higher proportion of female responses, this 

could potentially influence the results of the experiment. 

The Hawthorne effect may also influence responses. This effect occurs when individuals 

change their behavior because they are aware that they are being observed (Saunders et al., 

2019). As we promised participants that the survey was anonymous, we hope there is no 

incentive for them to change their answers in the current study. Furthermore, because this was 

an online poll, participants were never personally observed. The third factor that precludes 

participants from being influenced by the Hawthorne effect is that we, the writers, are students 

on the same level as the participants.  
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3.6 Ethical Considerations 

The focus of research ethics is the application of fundamental ethical concepts to the scientific 

process. This includes determining whether the research process was conducted in an 

appropriate manner, with consideration to the privacy and rights of all parties that participated 

in the research, and ensuring the credibility of research results without threatening the 

individual’s integrity (Saunders et al., 2019). 

We were careful not to ask questions that could be used to identify respondents while 

constructing the survey, and it was not possible to track any of the responses back to specific 

respondents in the study. The email and Facebook posts invitations to the survey clearly 

specified what kind of information the survey covered and what it would be used for, allowing 

respondents to understand why the survey was undertaken. The survey was likewise voluntary, 

and everyone had the option of responding or not. It was also possible to exit the survey at any 

time if they did not choose to respond or did not have the time to do so. Furthermore, while 

determining whether to participate in the lottery, those who did were redirected to a new poll 

where they supplied their name and address. As a result, we were unable to match any of the 

participants’ names with their responses. 
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4. Results 

4.1 Results and Analysis for Study part 1: Personal Savings 

Preferences 

The objective of testing preferences concerning personal savings was to gain insight into which 

savings methods individuals were familiar with, and which they use themselves as personal 

savings methods. To achieve this, respondents were given the opportunity to select between 

the most common savings methods in Norway, and they had the flexibility to choose multiple 

alternatives. 

When asked about their familiarity with different savings methods, the results were as follows: 

A vast majority, 99% (575), were familiar with the traditional savings account in a bank. Close 

behind, 96% (558) had heard about BSU. Index funds were known to 81% (470) of the 

respondents, while individual stocks were recognized by 80% (469). Only a tiny fraction, 1% 

(4) of respondents reported they had never heard of any of the options offered.  

Focusing on how these savings methods are used, the results showed a slightly different picture. 

Notably 91% (527) were saving in a traditional savings account in a bank, 66% (385) in BSU, 

56% (324) in index funds, 29% (166) in individual stocks, and 3% (16) respondents did not 

save in any of the alternatives. 

4.2 Results for Study Part 2: Controlled Experiment  

Prior to presenting the results and analysis from the controlled experiment, we will recap the 

hypotheses being tested. 

Knowledge 

• H1: Compared to participants in the control condition, a greater proportion of 

participants in the information condition will believe that index funds have provided 

the best returns in the past 20 years. 

• H2: Compared to participants in the control condition, a greater proportion of 

participants in the information condition will believe that index funds will provide the 

best returns in the next 20 years. 
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Attitude 

• H3: Compared to participants in the control condition, participants in the information 

condition will perceive index funds as less risky. 

• H4: Compared to participants in the control condition, participants in the information 

condition will perceive the standard financial management of index funds as more 

trustworthy. 

Choice Intention: Primary Hypotheses 

• H5: Compared to participants in the control condition, participants in the information 

condition will be more likely to choose an index fund for their personal savings (rather 

than a standard savings account). 

• H6: Compared to participants in the control condition, participants in the information 

condition will be more likely to advise others to choose an index fund for their personal 

savings (rather than a standard savings account). 

Four binary variables- H1, H2, H5, and H6- as well as two non-binary variables- H3 and H4- 

are used in our analysis. The non-binary variables have more categories than the binary 

variables, which only have two. The validity of the analysis and the soundness of the inferences 

made from it are ensured by selecting the appropriate test based on the type of variable. 

4.2.1 Hypothesis H1: Knowledge about Past Returns 

In line with our first hypothesis, a significantly larger share of participants in the information 

treatment condition (95.2%) believed that index funds have provided superior historical returns 

compared to participants in the control condition (88.8%). A chi-squared test showed that this 

difference of 6 percentage points was statistically significant, X2(1, N = 583) = 8.00, p = .005.  
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Figure 1: Knowledge about past returns 

4.2.2 Hypothesis H2: Beliefs about Future Returns 

In line with our second hypothesis, a significantly larger share of participants in the information 

treatment condition (95.8%) believed that index funds would provide superior future returns 

compared to participants in the control condition (88.4%). A chi-squared test showed that this 

difference of 7 percentage points was statistically significant, X2(1, N = 583) = 11.0, p < .001.  

 

Figure 2: Beliefs about future returns 
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4.2.3 Hypothesis H3: Risk Associated with Index Funds 

In line with our third hypothesis, participants in the information treatment condition perceived 

index funds as less risky compared to participants in the control condition (Mtreatment = 2.88, SD 

= 1.040 vs. Mcontrol = 3.18, SD = 0.987). An independent t-test showed that this difference was 

statistically significant (p < .001), with a small effect size (d = 0.29). 

 

Figure 3: Risk associated with index funds 

4.2.4 Hypothesis H4: Trust in Financial Institutions 

In contrast with our fourth hypothesis, our analysis showed an insignificant difference in the 

information treatment and control condition’s reported trust in the financial management of 
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Figure 4: Trust in financial institutions 

4.2.5 Hypothesis H5: Effect on Own Choices 

In line with our fifth hypothesis, a significantly larger share of participants in the information 

treatment condition (83.0%) would choose index funds for their own long-term personal 

savings compared to participants in the control condition (74.8%). A chi-squared test showed 

that this difference of 8 percentage points was statistically significant, X2(1, N = 583) = 5.91,  

p = .015. 

 

Figure 5: Effect on own choices 
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4.2.6 Hypothesis H6: Effect on Recommendations to Others 

In line with our sixth hypothesis, a significantly larger share of participants in the information 

treatment condition (88.9%) would be more likely to advise others to choose index funds for 

their personal savings compared to the control condition (80.6%). A chi-squared test showed 

that this difference of 8 percentage points was statistically significant, X2(1, N = 583) = 7.79,  

p = .005. 

 

Figure 6: Effect on recommendations to others 
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test showed that this difference of 3 percentage points was not statistically significant,           

X2(1, N = 273) = 1.36, p= .243.  

 

Figure 7: Business students: Knowledge about past returns 
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4.3.2 Beliefs about Future Returns 

Starting with business students, a significantly larger share of participants in the information 

treatment condition (98.5%) believed that index funds will provide superior future returns 

compared to participants in the control condition (91.2%). A chi-squared test showed that this 

difference of 7 percentage points was statistically significant, X2(1, N = 273) = 7.45, p = .006.  

 

Figure 9: Business students: Beliefs about future returns 

Further, for the non-business students, a significantly larger share of participants in the 

information treatment condition (93.5%) believed that index funds will provide superior future 

returns compared to participants in the control condition (85.4%). A chi-squared test showed 

that this difference of 8 percentage points was statistically significant, X2(1, N = 310) = 5.36,   

p = .021.  
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Figure 10: Non-business students: Beliefs about future returns 

4.3.3 Effect on Own Choices 

Starting with the business students, a significantly larger share of participants in the 

information treatment condition (94.9%) would choose index funds for their own long-term 

personal savings compared to participants in the control condition (87.6%). A chi-squared test 

showed that this difference of 7 percentage points was statistically significant, X2(1, N= 273) 

= 4.49, p = .034.  

 

Figure 11: Business students: Effect on own choices 
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long-term personal savings compared to the control condition (63.7%). A chi-squared test 

showed that this difference of 9 percentage points was not statistically significant, X2(1, N 

=310) = 2.80, p = .095 

 

Figure 12: Non-business students: Effect on own choices 

4.3.4 Effect on Recommendations to Others 

Starting with the business students, a significantly larger share of participants in the 

information treatment condition (97.8%) would be more likely to advise others to choose index 

funds for their personal savings compared to the control condition (88.3%). A chi-squared test 

showed that this difference of 10 percentage points was statistically significant, X2(1, N = 273) 

= 9.46, p = .002.  
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Figure 13: Business students: Effect on recommendations to others 

 

Further, for the non-business students, there are few differences between the two groups. The 

information treatment condition (81.0%) would be more likely to advise others to choose index 

funds for their personal savings compared to the control condition (73.9%). A chi-squared test 

shows that this difference of 7 percentage points was not statistically significant, X2(1, N = 310) 

= 2.27, p = .132. 

 

Figure 14: Non-business students: Effect on recommendations to others 
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5. Discussion 

5.1 Short Summary of Main Findings 

For the study, six hypotheses were presented to answer the research question, “Does a lack of 

knowledge prevent people from investing in index funds as their personal savings strategy?” 

Based on the results of this thesis, a lack of knowledge seems to be a limiting factor for people 

to choose to invest in index funds as a savings strategy. Our findings will be discussed in 

relation to our research question and linked to the presented literature.  

In the first part of the study, we found that the vast majority of respondents had heard about 

Index funds before. However, we do not know how much knowledge they have about the 

concept, if they are very familiar with it, or if they have only heard the term “index fund” 

before. We also found that a slight majority of our sample reported to already save in index 

funds, which is a much higher proportion than in the general public.  

For the next part, we found evidence supporting hypotheses 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6, but did not find 

evidence supporting hypothesis 4. This indicates that, overall, providing information does 

influence people´s knowledge, perception of riskiness, and choice intentions toward index 

funds in a positive direction. However, it does not necessarily influence the trust perceptions 

of the financial institutions. We will now discuss the implications of each hypothesis.  

5.1.1 H1 & H2: Knowledge 

Our findings from hypotheses H1 and H2 shed light on the role of knowledge in determining 

perceptions of financial goods. Both hypotheses focused on how the different groups (treatment 

vs. control) assessed index funds’ past and future performance in comparison to traditional 

savings accounts in a bank. 

Perception and the Influence of Information 

In hypothesis 1 we observed that after receiving specific information on index funds, the 

treatment group perceived these funds to have higher past returns than savings accounts, 

compared to the control group. In our study, we found a statistically significant effect of the 

information treatment on the knowledge of past returns. Similarly, hypothesis 2 stated that the 

treatment group expected index funds to outperform savings accounts in terms of future returns 
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compared to the control group. These results were also statistically significant. These findings 

are consistent with the existing narrative about knowledge gaps in investment decisions. 

In our study, when the treatment group was given additional information about index funds, 

they were far more likely to regard index funds for greater returns in the past and in the future. 

This phenomenon stands in contrast to the control group, which, due to a possible knowledge 

gap, leaned to a greater extent toward savings accounts as a returns option. 

Naturally, because the treatment group has recently been exposed to the benefits of index funds, 

the information about savings accounts may be seen as more negative. Based on the negativity 

bias, this may have improved index funds' relative favorable assessment. Furthermore, because 

individuals were just exposed to the treatment, positive information may be more available in 

their minds. Additionally, because our sample consists primarily of young students, they are 

unlikely to have felt the effects of substantial stock market downturns, decreasing the influence 

of the availability bias. 

5.1.2 H3 & H4: Attitude regarding Risk and Trust 

Attitude regarding Risk 

In hypothesis 3, the treatment group was hypothesized to report a higher level of risk associated 

with index funds, compared to the control group. In our study, we found a statistically 

significant effect of the information treatment on how risky index funds were perceived. 

Savings accounts, which are seen as low-risk vehicles, may appeal to people with weak risk 

comprehension. The results imply that an explanation of how risk is reduced in index funds by 

diversification, saving long-term, and how substantial the return differences are, reduces the 

perceived riskiness. Furthermore, humans’ tendency of risk aversion may be reduced if 

provided with an explanation of how the risk works and how it may be mitigated.  

However, as previously mentioned, the majority of the subjects in the study were women, who 

score lower in financial literacy and especially regarding risk. Furthermore, women are in 

general more risk averse than men. The significance of our results may be impacted by this. 

Women may have a greater advantage of exposure to information regarding risk management 

and mitigation as they already have a greater need for it, thus increasing the significance of the 

results.  
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Attitude regarding Trust in Financial Institutions 

In hypothesis 4, the treatment group was hypothesized to report a higher level of trust in the 

financial institutions’ management of index funds, compared to the control group. However, 

the null hypothesis could not be rejected. Based on this, it seems like the Norwegian model, 

with its “Nordic Gold”, of high levels of trust in institutions may impact the financial 

institutions as well. The control group had a mean of 3.74 and the treatment group had a mean 

of 3.71, both with a median of 4, indicating that the majority of respondents have trust in the 

institutions. Thus, the lack of and falling trust in financial institutions seen in other nations does 

not seem to apply to Norway.  

This may be explained by Cruijsen et al. (2021) and the determinants presented in the study. 

The trust in financial institutions is impacted by the greater economic situation, and despite the 

recent interest rate hikes and rise in prices, the economic situation in Norway may be perceived 

as better compared to other countries. Furthermore, Norwegian financial institutions may be 

perceived as more responsible and transparent. There is not the same level of large bank failures 

or crises, as has recently been seen in the United States with the Collapse of Silicon Valley 

Bank and Signature Bank, and in Switzerland with the liquidity crisis of Credit Suisse 

(Carstens, 2023). As a result, regardless of how much information they receive about how the 

banks operate, the Norwegian population may maintain a high degree of trust in financial 

institutions. However, this is unknown, because the information treatment provides limited 

amounts of information about how financial institutions operate in general as the treatment is 

about index funds specifically. 

5.1.3 H5 & H6: Effect on their Choice Intentions - Primary Hypotheses 

In hypothesis 5, the treatment group was hypothesized to report that they would choose index 

funds as their future savings method compared to the control group. The experimental results 

confirmed this with a statistically significant outcome. Likewise, hypothesis 6 suggested that 

the treatment group would be more likely to recommend index funds as a savings method for 

the future, compared to the control group. A statistically significant result was found for this 

hypothesis as well.  

As the results indicate, providing information on how index funds work does increase their 

attractiveness, both for the subject themselves and for recommendation to others. This is in line 

with the recommendations of organizations and published research (Allianz, 2017; Mishra, 
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2018; OECD, n.d.; Skårdal & Driveklepp, 2023), who suggest increased focus on financial 

education. Educating the population, increasing their knowledge, and improving financial 

literacy will likely increase the attractiveness of index funds and improve their long-term 

savings, in addition to other aspects of their personal finances.  

Limitations for Actual Behavioral Change 

As the results indicate, individuals do change their reported choice intentions if presented with 

further information regarding index funds. However, this may not necessarily result in actual 

behavioral change. Based on the theory of the attitude-behavior gap, just because the 

respondents have changed their attitude and choice intentions regarding index funds, they may 

evade making the actual behavioral changes necessary. As the population has access to 

substantially more information than what we provided in the experiment, they are either not 

acting on said information or are not seeking it out in general. Furthermore, if they have the 

necessary knowledge, they may still be limited by several other factors and biases. We will 

elaborate on the limitations for actual behavioral change in chapter 5.3.  

5.2 Explorative analysis: Discussion 

5.2.1 Knowledge: Business Students vs. Non-Business Students 

As seen in the results, we observed that after receiving specific information on index funds, the 

treatment group perceived these funds to have higher past returns than savings accounts, 

compared to the control group, which was statistically significant for the non-business students. 

However, we do not see a statistically significant effect on business students. Despite this, 

when examining the responses of the business students, we see the lack of significance is 

mainly due to close to everyone knowing that index funds have provided a higher return 

regardless and therefore the treatment has no significant effect on them. This is presumably 

due to their base level of financial education. In contrast, the results from non-business students 

suggest that information interventions can effectively reduce knowledge gaps among the group.  

The results underscore the importance of financial literacy in understanding investment 

performance. The business students’ base level of financial education may have equipped them 

with a correct understanding of index funds’ performance, thus the treatment had little 

additional effect. Conversely, non-business students benefitted from the treatment, which could 
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have addressed their initial knowledge gap, resulting in a change in their beliefs consistent with 

historical data—that index funds typically outperform savings accounts over the long term. 

Furthermore, when we look at the future returns, we see a minor change in the outcomes. The 

study still had a statistically significant effect on non-business students, but in this case, we 

observe that it is also statistically significant for business students. Because of the 

unpredictability of markets, business students may be more wary about attributing historical 

returns to future expectations, and hence may be persuaded by the treatment that presents 

compelling arguments for solid future prospects. Thus, there is a larger disparity between the 

groups.       

5.2.2 Choice Intentions: Business Students vs. Non-Business Students 

As mentioned in our results, we see a statistically significant effect on business students when 

it comes to choosing index funds as a long-term savings method. However, we do not see a 

statistically significant effect on non-business students. Similarly, we see a statistically 

significant effect on business students when it comes to recommending index funds as a long-

term savings method, but we do not see a statistically significant effect on non-business 

students. This is interesting as the non-business students, after being exposed to the treatment, 

had a positive significant change in their knowledge regarding past returns and a positive 

significant change in their assumptions regarding the future. However, there was no significant 

change in their choice intentions about their own savings or recommendations. This may seem 

counterintuitive, as one might expect it would have a larger effect on the non-business students 

due to their lack of prior knowledge. 

Subjects may feel they still do not have sufficient knowledge regarding index funds, and 

therefore stay with the safe choice of using a savings account. This expands on the boundary 

condition, which in this case assumes that the student has some knowledge regarding personal 

finance. A brief introduction and exposure regarding index funds might not suffice if the 

student has little or no prior knowledge. Another possible reason is that these students may 

disproportionately value the immediacy and security of a savings account despite knowing the 

long-term benefits of index funds. This is consistent with present bias, where immediate 

certainty is often preferred over future potential. These people might not necessarily care about 

maximizing their returns, which stands in contrast to the standard economic theory about the 

rational and maximizing human. 
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Another possible reason is that business students may have developed a greater interest in 

maximizing returns due to their education as they are taught to evaluate decisions based on 

financial metrics. They may also take an active interest in personal savings as a way to apply 

what they learn in class, leading them to become more focused on maximizing returns from 

their investments.  

However, another possible reason is that the causation goes the other way. That is, instead of 

business students becoming more focused on returns due to their education, they may choose 

to study business because of their personal interest in maximizing returns, which aligns with 

the goals of business itself. Therefore, when presenting the features of index funds to business 

students, they are more likely to absorb and act on the information.  

It is important to highlight that, while the choice intentions of non-business students were not 

statistically significant, the results show a trend that approaches significance, but not reaching 

the 5% level. The direction of this trend follows the same pattern as observed with business 

students and indicates that our information treatment may have an effect. The results may have 

been statistically significant with a larger sample size. However, this is uncertain. Future 

research with a larger sample size would be necessary to correctly assess the existence of such 

an effect in this population, which will improve the statistical power. 

5.3 Further general reflections on findings 

Our research indicates that increased information and educating the population regarding 

savings and investments have a significant positive impact on the choice intentions of the 

subjects. However, we also find that the vast majority of people, regardless of being in the 

treatment group or control group, believe that index funds have had the best returns, will have 

the best returns, would choose index funds themselves, and would recommend others to do so. 

So, why do we not see the same pattern in actual saving behavior in the general public? If the 

population already believes that index funds outperform savings accounts, we should see higher 

levels of it in the population. There may be several factors impacting this lack of action.  

Based on the theory of the attitude-behavior gap, just because the respondents have changed 

their attitude and choice intentions regarding index funds, they may evade making the actual 

changes necessary. The attitude of most of our sample is positive, as they believe index funds 

have higher returns and would choose it as their savings method. However, this is not reflected 
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in actual behavior seen in the population. If the aim is to reduce this gap to improve the personal 

finance choices of the population, further focus should be on how to close this gap and identify 

factors impacting it. The results from the experiment in this thesis provide evidence for one 

factor that can help, that further informing and educating the population may contribute to 

reducing this gap. However, there are other factors impacting it as well.  

There is substantially more information regarding index funds, and the stock market in general, 

accessible to the population. They may find it online, via their bank, through books, or other 

sources, but the majority have not made the effort to find said information. Based on cognitive 

dissonance theory, the population may act in a way to not be confronted with their own 

cognitive dissonance. If increased information becomes a reminder of their less-than-ideal 

decision-making, consequently causing cognitive dissonance, an easier solution may be to 

avoid the information in general. 

Throughout this thesis, we have examined several cognitive biases that could be responsible 

for maintaining the observed gap. The limitations in choosing index funds, as seen in the 

sample despite the assumption of higher returns in the future, may be the enduring fear of 

potential losses, which is based on loss aversion. The endowment effect, which causes people 

to overvalue their money and keep clear of what may be a reasonable acceptance of short-term 

losses, may amplify this effect. No matter the expected future returns, some people might not 

want to choose index funds as long as the possibility of losses is present.  

Furthermore, people tend to delay important tasks or spend available assets immediately, which 

is a clear indication of present bias. In our experiment, we attempted to mitigate the potential 

impact of present bias by clearly stating what they would do if they were to start a savings plan. 

However, they may be impacted when they actually have to make the necessary changes in real 

life. This may be exacerbated by the paradox of choice. Merely choosing index funds over 

savings accounts in a survey is far easier than choosing among the plethora of different 

alternatives presented by financial institutions. Furthermore, when people feel secure in their 

current financial situation, they may be more likely to resist changes that could improve their 

long-term prospects due to status quo bias.  

Another aspect that should be included is that some people may not have, or may feel they do 

not have, the necessary funds to start saving long-term through for example index funds. This 

is a natural concern, especially now with rising interest rates and prices, and everyone does not 

necessarily have available capital. However, identifying the limiting factors and mitigating 
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them will make it easier when they first have the opportunity to start saving and improve their 

long-term personal finances.  

The results of our primary hypotheses indicate a positive effect of the information treatment, 

but the ambiguity of the results of our follow-up exploratory analysis exemplifies how multiple 

factors affect the personal finance choices made. In this thesis, we have presented several 

psychological factors that may impact the observations made in our study, as well as real-life 

choices. As the information treatment did not have a significant effect on non-business 

students’ choice intentions, it exemplifies how different factors impact the choices. Therefore, 

future research should examine whether other types of interventions might be necessary to 

make the rest of the student population consider index funds as an alternative for their long-

term personal savings.  However, despite not finding a statistically significant impact on choice 

intentions of the non-business students, the trend seems to indicate a potential effect. Future 

research with a larger sample size would be necessary to correctly assess the existence of such 

an effect in this population, which will improve the statistical power. 

5.4 Practical Application of Findings 

Based on the thesis findings, educational institutions should use more information to influence 

the population's knowledge, attitude, and choices. By integrating aspects of personal finance 

and savings habits into the school curricula, the institutions can help in reducing knowledge 

gaps and increase financial literacy. The curricula do not have to be about index funds 

specifically, but rather general aspects which would make it easier to understand how they 

function. Having a foundational understanding of how the stock market operates, the 

importance of saving regularly, the effects of compounding, and how to mitigate risk would 

likely go a long way.  

Furthermore, learning about how we are impacted by psychological heuristics and cognitive 

biases may not only impact our personal finances but also other aspects of our lives. Thus, 

learning about this through the educational system may have several benefits. Cognitive bias 

mitigation training could easily be implemented, through both in-text non-dynamic methods 

and more playful interactive ways.  

Financial institutions have a responsibility to ensure that the customer receives correct and 

helpful information regarding personal finances, and many take this responsibility seriously. 
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An example of this is the #Huninvesterer (Norwegian for she invests) campaign by DNB. The 

campaign incentivizes women to learn more about investments and entrepreneurship, and they 

have courses and events to provide information. Events like this can have a significant positive 

effect on the knowledge and financial literacy of its participants and help reduce the gap 

between men and women. Another company contributing to improving financial literacy 

among citizens is Sparebank 1 Nord-Norge. Around 3000 Northern Norwegian pupils received 

training in everything from savings, budgets, and interest over a few weeks. Their goal is for 

young people to avoid ending up financially disadvantaged from an early age, as this can spread 

well into adulthood (Hansen, 2022). Financial institutions can create a significant difference 

by providing more campaigns like this. Additionally, they should ensure they have easily 

accessible information regarding savings that mitigate the impact of biases. For example, not 

promoting an excessive number of different alternatives, illustrating potential long-term return 

differences, and making it easy to make the right choices.  

The media, and financial news outlets in particular, have a responsibility to provide objective 

and factual news. However, it might be hard to counteract the asymmetric effect of media 

coverage. Despite the difficulties of counteracting the effect, sensationalistic coverage of minor 

events is likely to exacerbate the damaging effects. As the financial media is disproportionally 

negative (Binsbergen et al., 2022), there might be potential for improving the effects the media 

has on individuals’ negativity and availability bias by providing more moderate and objective 

coverage. Furthermore, by highlighting the likely higher future returns during a market 

downturn (Cochrane, 2011; Goetzmann & Kim, 2017), the media may reduce the likelihood of 

people making poor decisions for their long-term returns. In our information treatment, the 

respondents were informed of the possibility of large short-term fluctuations. However, they 

were also informed of the long-term returns. Despite the possibility of short-term losses, the 

positive aspects in the information treatment still yielded a significantly positive response. Our 

results indicate that the media may have a positive influence on the population’s perceptions 

of their personal finances. 

5.5 Limitations 

This subchapter discusses the study’s potential weaknesses. To begin with, we have many 

respondents who are studying business administration, which may have an impact on our 

standard hypotheses. This is why we chose to do an exploratory analysis to see if there were 



 

 

64 

any differences between business and non-business students. However, when we divided the 

groups, only 310 non-business students, and 273 business students were further divided into 

control and treatment groups. Since we have smaller groups for the treatment- and control 

group, the results for the explorative analyses might be less accurate.  

Furthermore, as the majority of our sample was female, it is possible that this influenced the 

results of the study. The reason for this is that research indicates that men are more financially 

literate than women and are more likely to invest in the stock market. The results might have 

been different if the sample had been more representative of the general population.     

We also acknowledge the possibility that our sample does not fully reflect the larger population. 

While 48% of Norwegians invest in the stock market, and even higher percentages for young 

people, the amount of money invested in index funds is quite small. Therefore, we assume that 

the percentage of people saving in an index fund is a minority. This conflicts with our findings, 

which show that 56% of respondents already invest in index funds, implying that our sample 

may not precisely reflect the broader saving habits of the population. Furthermore, as we chose 

to focus on students in particular, this may also lead to selection bias, limiting the applicability 

of the results for the greater population. 
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6. Conclusion 

In this study, we wanted to see if a lack of knowledge limits people from saving in index funds. 

Our study sought to investigate the effect of an information treatment on the respondent’s 

knowledge. First, research literature from several scientific fields was presented. Second, a 

quantitative survey was used to gather and descriptively analyze data on savings preferences, 

while a survey experiment with two groups was used to explore the effect of information. Six 

hypotheses were tested in the study, each of which provided useful insights into the complex 

dynamics impacting personal saving decisions. 

Our findings reveal that, overall, information significantly influences people’s knowledge, 

perceptions of risk, and choice intentions toward index funds. Hypotheses 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 

received support, indicating that knowledge gaps play a crucial role in shaping individuals’ 

attitudes and choice intentions regarding index funds. The results align with existing literature 

on financial literacy, emphasizing the impact of knowledge gaps on decision-making. The 

implications of these knowledge gaps extend beyond individual financial decisions, potentially 

contributing to increased economic inequality and vulnerability to financial scams.  

The study did not find any statistically significant effect of the treatment on trust in financial 

institutions. The lack of effect may be due to several reasons. One potential reason is the high 

level of trust Norwegians have in general, thus limiting the effect of further information. 

Another potential reason might be the limited information in the treatment regarding how the 

bank operates or other aspects that may have a larger impact on their perceived trustworthiness.  

In our exploratory analysis, our goal was to explore if there were any distinct differences 

between business students and non-business students. The results indicate that it is easier to 

affect business students’ perceptions of index funds in a positive direction with information 

and nudging them toward index funds as their preferred savings method. For non-business 

students, the information intervention did not result in a statistically significant impact on their 

choice intentions, despite a significant impact on their knowledge and assumptions about past 

and future returns.  

Despite the promising results of our study, limited knowledge regarding index funds seems to 

be only one piece of the puzzle. As mentioned, when exploring only non-business students, we 

found no significant effect on the respondents’ choice intentions, showing there are several 

factors impacting our savings habits. In our paper, we have discussed potential psychological 
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factors that may hold people back and limit them from making the necessary changes. Another 

possible reason that would explain the disparity in effect between the business and non-

business groups, is that the information treatment provided is not sufficient to see behavioral 

change.  
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