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Generational Differences in Emergency Fund Savings: An Analysis of
Demographic, Economic, and Predictive Behavioral Factors Among
Millennial and Generation X Households

Mo Buckner, MBA, Kansas State University'
Mindy Joseph, PhD, CFP®, MBA, Kansas State University?

Emergency fund savings adequacy is a critical component of household
financial security, as many US adults have insufficient savings to cover three months of
expenses. Furthermore, nearly one in five adults could not cover a $100 expense,
highlighting the true vulnerability of American households. While research has studied
this among the general population, generational differences in emergency fund
adequacy have not been explored thoroughly. This study examines generational
differences in emergency fund savings adequacy between Millennial (born 1981-1996)
and Generation X (born 1965-1980) households using 2022 Survey of Consumer
Finances data. Using Precautionary Savings Theory as the conceptual framework, this
research analyzes how income uncertainty, risk aversion, and borrowing constraints
influence emergency fund adequacy across 2-, 3-, and 6-month savings thresholds.

The most significant finding was Gen-X outperforming Millennials in emergency fund
savings adequacy across all threshold levels. At the 6-month comprehensive measure,
Gen-X demonstrates 23.0% adequacy compared to Millennials’ 19.0%. For Gen-X,
homeownership dramatically increases odds of meeting emergency fund adequacy
guidelines across all savings thresholds, while for Millennials, spending less than income
proves most critical at the 2-month threshold. These findings suggest that generational
differences intensify as financial preparedness requirements increase, indicating that
cohorts may approach long-term financial planning differently. Financial education
programs, professional recommendations, and policy interventions may therefore benefit
from adopting generation-specific approaches rather than universal strategies. Overall,
the research highlights the importance of understanding generational contexts when
developing emergency fund savings guidelines and financial wellness programs.
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