






in your savings account at any time via an ATM or 

branch. In addition, you can choose to save more or 

less at any time by calling your financial institution 

[PICK ONE]

	 o	$40 saved per 2 week pay period ($160 plus  

    interest by the end of SYEP)

	 o	$25 saved per 2 week pay period ($100 plus  

    interest by the end of SYEP) 

	 o	$10 saved per 2 week pay period ($40 plus  

    interest by the end of SYEP) 

	 o	A different amount: ___________________

Findings 

Outcome evaluation

Sample size=9,000 SYEP participants

Before discussing the findings, it is important to note that 

because of the limitations of an outcome evaluation (see 

Methodology and Rigor, Pages 9-10), we cannot know 

what impact, if any at all, the simplified process or savings 

lottery had on the final results.

We found that of those who responded to the email 

(a skewed sample since these are the people most 

interested in banking), a majority signed up for direct 

deposit, and an overwhelming majority opted into an 

automatic savings account.

Specifically, 9,000 youths aged 18-21 were emailed the 

option to open up a bank account or activate direct 

deposit. Of those, 22% responded to the email by clicking 

on the link and viewing the SYEP website that presented 

the different payment and savings options. Over 1,300 

youth signed up for direct deposit – 500 with an existing 

account, and almost 800 for new accounts. This was 15% 

of total participants, and 69% of those who responded to 

the email.

Of those who opened new accounts (chart below), 

78% opted into the automatic savings allocation feature 
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(only those who opened a new account could use the 

automatic savings feature).

In addition, we found that the most popular savings 

option was the highest saving option (chart below), which 

was also the first option presented.3 

Discussion: In 2009, when direct deposit and automatic 

savings options were not offered at all, not one person 

opened a new account, used direct deposit or opted for 

automatic savings. In 2010, we saw a dramatic change in 

behavior: 800 young people opened new accounts, 1,300 

people opted for direct deposit, and almost 600 people 

opted for automatic savings transfers. This intervention 

appears to have been a powerful example of the potential 

of behaviorally-informed program design to facilitate 

people’s ability to implement their desired goals. When 
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the option to open accounts and save regularly was made 

easily accessible, a large number of young people took 

advantage of the opportunity.

Although we cannot know the impact of our intervention, 

making direct deposit and automatic savings easy to 

access is likely to be a powerful way to get people 

banked and increase savings, especially among young 

people who are less likely to have banking and savings 

habits. Further, it is possible a small cash reward, like 

the $1,000 savings prize, might be enough to encourage 

people to save who have never saved before. This is an 

extremely promising area for further study.

Bank On programs throughout the country might be 

able to learn from the primary lessons of Bank on DC: 

(1) eliminate counterproductive defaults; (2) simplify the 

sign-up process; and (3) offer prize-linked savings. Most 

importantly, implement and evaluate these changes in a 

rigorous way so other cities can learn what really works.

One of the biggest challenges to 
changing processes that have the 
potential to yield better outcomes for 
people at a grand scale is “the law of 
large numbers.” Any error, security threat, 
or problem of any kind affecting just 1% 
of the population can impact thousands 
of people. For this reason, it’s critical to 
have very strong trust-based partnerships 
with the financial institutions (or other 
vendors involved) who are committed 
to going above and beyond the call of 
duty to ensure smooth implementation 
and share the burden of addressing any 
problems.

– Fiona Greig,  
Bank on DC Program Manager

PRACTItiONER’S 
PERSPECTIVE
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Impact Lessons
Although more research is needed to fully determine the 

impact and generalizability of these interventions, these 

small-scale pilot studies provide some evidence that the 

following are promising interventions worthy of further 

exploration.

To increase enrollment and take-up of new asset-building 

products and services:

n	R eminders and direct notifications can increase 

enrollment.

n	S implify complex forms and processes; make getting 

from intention to action as hassle-free as possible.

n	Consider providing small cash prizes that can 

encourage people to save.

n	T hink about timing. After taxes, clients who have 

received a refund may have increased attention 

and capacity to express interest and enroll in new 

opportunities. 

To increase the use of asset-building products and 

services:

n	Use commitment devices and reminders, such as 

“implementation planning” where clients write down 

the “how, what and when” needed to meet a goal.

n	I mplementation plans should be shared and sent as a 

reminder of intentions.

n	Make savings behavior “sticky” with a one-time 

enrollment in automatic savings transfers.

Implementation Lessons
Learning which interventions might work is clearly critical. 

But just as important is understanding the best (and 

oftentimes subtle) ways to implement these interventions. 

The Innovation Year has taught us the following important 

lessons about implementation:

n	P rogram staff are the single most important element 

to implementing a successful intervention. Staff 

should thoroughly understand and buy in to the 

project and should feel accountable for the project’s 

success. 

n	E ven simple interventions require significant program 

staff time, usually in the form of light project 

management and data gathering. Project staff should 

be compensated (and held accountable) for their 

time. 

n	I nterventions should be designed with an eye toward 

scale. Designing an intervention that works for only 

one organization doesn’t yield the broad-reaching 

lessons the field needs.

n	I nterventions work best when built on current 

processes and data systems. Interventions that 

rely on new or add-on staff activities have a lower 

likelihood of successful implementation. 

IV. Lessons Learned
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t a VITA site in Philadelphia, we wanted to learn 

more about how preparedness impacted the 

refund amount for low-income self-employed clients. 

Specifically, we were hoping to compare a client’s refund 

amount to the client’s level of preparedness. To explore 

this connection, we asked every preparer to document 

how prepared their client was from 0-3, with 0 being 

“not at all prepared” and 3 being “extremely prepared.”  

Unlike the preparedness study we implemented with 

Foundation Communities (see side bar, page 14) where 

we worked the preparedness rating into data sheets the 

tax preparers were already using, we did not build these 

questions into a specific part of the tax process. Instead 

we asked preparers to rate each client at some point 

during the session. 

Unsurprisingly, once the hectic tax season got underway 

and there were hundreds of small and large demands on 

preparers’ time and attention, our request, which was 

outside of their normal process and not built into their 

data systems, quickly fell by the wayside. In fact, we were 

unable to collect a preparedness rating for even one 

client. So, although the huge increase we observed in the 

tax refunds of clients who received the preparedness 

intervention certainly suggests that those clients were 

more prepared, we are unable to observe that outcome 

directly.

It is challenging for preparers to remember to track 

information during a busy tax season, especially when 

it is outside the scope of their typical responsibilities. 

In the future, these questions should be built into the 

prompts of the current data collection system, which 

in this case is the system that processes a client’s tax 

information. In this way preparers would be prompted 

to track levels of preparedness. 

BUILDING on current processes

A

Being part of a behavioral project underscored 
the importance of looking at our program from 
our clients’ perspective. Consider why they might 
not be taking advantage of certain services or 
opportunities. What is their experience of your 
program, from the way the waiting room looks 
and feels to the way a savings bond is presented?

– Megan Kiesel,  
Director of Impact and Outreach,  

Campaign for Working Families

PRACTItiONER’S 
PERSPECTIVE
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The 2009-2010 Innovation Year was the next evolution of 

the “behavioral consulting” work originally supported by 

the Annie E. Casey Foundation from 2008-2010. Behavioral 

consulting responded to a significant and growing demand 

in the field for help applying insights from behavioral 

sciences to improve programs and practice. The consulting 

arrangement allowed many organizations to learn the 

basics of behavioral science and explore how those 

lessons might be applicable to their programs. 

The CFED Innovation Year took this loose consulting 

arrangement and increased screening for programs that 

wanted to participate and added a level of accountability by 

instituting signed MOUs, work agreement language as part 

of CFED grant agreements, and the expectation that every 

program might be asked to present their activities during 

CFED’s 2010 Assets Learning Conference. These additions 

were very effective, producing rich learning experiences as 

well as pointing the way toward exciting next steps.

Applying What We’ve Learned
For Policymakers and Funders

This year taught us that applying behavioral insights to 

the asset-building field is both exciting and promising, 

but doing this work well and at scale requires an 

infrastructure that can support and connect high-capacity 

programs to innovative researchers. 

Ideally, there would be more systemic opportunities 

and financial support to test out innovative designs, as 

well as a way to connect high-capacity practitioners to 

innovative researchers. “Lab sites” designated for research 

would be a valuable and efficient way of testing ideas. A 

lab site would be a high-capacity organization interested 

in and capable of implementing several behaviorally-

informed program interventions. The lab site would allow 

researchers to leverage working knowledge of one unique 

organization and their clients, staff, procedures and data 

to learn about the effects of multiple interventions.4 

For Researchers and Practitioners

These are exciting preliminary findings, but we recognize 

that more research is needed before we can fully 

understand the impact of these interventions. The projects 

detailed here were tested in a specific context (VITA sites 

for example) but the ideas – simplifying sign-up or sending 

reminders – are broadly applicable. The only way to know 

if these findings can be replicated in new and different 

contexts is for more practitioners and researchers to join 

our efforts and attempt to replicate and learn.

We encourage others to test these ideas in a variety of 

contexts. The asset-building field can grow and improve 

immensely from testing ideas, documenting findings and 

discovering what works. While rigorous evaluation may 

seem time-consuming and even impossible for busy 

programs, most of the practitioner partners I worked 

with over the Innovation Year found a way to implement 

some level of randomization, so it certainly is possible.

For immediate next steps, practitioners interested 

in designing and implementing a behaviorally-informed 

intervention in their own programs might begin by:

	Create your own tension map. What are the key goals 

of your program? Placing yourself in your clients’ 

shoes, find the chutes and potential ladders. 

	 Learn more about behavioral research. Read Nudge 

(Cass & Sunstein) and Influence (Cialdini) and stay 

current on research at the behavioral economics 

section of CFED’s website, www.cfed.org/be. See 

Appendix 2 for a list of suggested reading.

	 Be realistic and prepare. Do you have the staff, data 

collection capacity and time to dedicate to a project?

	 CFED can help. Email research@cfed.org for help 

connecting with great researcher partners.

Finally, be curious, be bold, and be rigorous so others can 

learn from your good work.

V. Conclusion








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Endnotes
1 Expressed interest was measured by those who called Foundation Communities to sign up for a class.

2 For a more detailed description of this study and its findings, contact Aaron Winn at ideas42, awinn@iq.harvard.edu.

3 It is interesting that the majority of participants opted for the first, and highest, savings option. This may be because this 

option seemed like the “suggested” option; or it may be because people were motivated by the savings prize where the 

more people saved the more likely they were to win,or perhaps because the total dollar amount saved seemed most 

appealing.

4 With the generous support of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, the Campaign for Working Families in Philadelphia, PA will 

be a lab site for the 2011 tax season, allowing researchers to implement three different interventions.
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Appendix I: Innovation Year Projects
Organization Project Goal Intervention Initial Findings

Foundation 
Communities, 
Austin, TX: Self-
Employment Tax 
Initiative

This study was done 
in partnership with 
ideas42

Increase the number 
of people who register 
(or express interest 
in registering*) for 
additional financial 
management trainings

Letters and postcards about 
training opportunities were 
offered before and after tax filing 
to see if refund receipt would 
impact interest and enrollment 
in classes. In addition, reminder 
post cards were sent to a 
subgroup of tax filers.

Letters did seem to increase 
interest and enrollment in classes 
while an additional post card did 
not. 

People who received a tax refund 
up to $500 were in fact more 
likely to express interest* or 
attend classes when communicated 
with after the reset moment. 
Interestingly, this effect does not 
hold for those with refunds over 
$500.  More research is needed 
to understand why refunds under 
$500 seem to make a difference in 
interest while refunds above $500 
do not.

Campaign for 
Working Families, 
Philadelphia, PA: 
Self-Employment 
Tax Initiative 
(SETI)

Help self-employed 
clients receive the 
full refunds they have 
earned by increasing 
their preparation for 
tax day (paperwork and 
receipts in order). 

At the close of the SETI  
pre-tax orientation, the 
treatment group was asked to 
complete a list detailing their 3 
next steps in preparing for their 
tax appointment. One of the 
steps had to be completion of a 
tax prep worksheet. This letter 
doubled as their appointment 
reminder. A few days later clients 
received the letter in the mail 
with their appointment date, an 
extra tax prep worksheet, and 
a list of preparation next steps 
written in their own hand. 

The control group went through 
the same orientation (minus 
the next steps exercise) and 
received a letter in the mail with 
only their appointment time. 

The planning exercise and 
reminder may have increased the 
level of preparedness and therefore 
increased the dollar amount of the 
returns.

The treatment group had refunds 
that were significantly larger (in 
fact, seven times larger) than those 
in the control group: $1,837 for 
the treatment group compared to 
$241 in the control group. Note 
that because a taxpayer’s EITC 
amount is correlated with final tax 
refund, our comparison is based on 
their tax refund without the EITC.  

* Expressed interest was measured by those who called Foundation Communities to sign up for a class.
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Organization Project Goal Intervention Initial Findings

Bank on DC and 
Summer Youth 
Employment 
Program, 
Washington, DC

Increase number 
of Summer Youth 
employees who open 
a bank account and 
opt into an automatic 
savings account

Summer Youth program 
participants received an email 
offering bank accounts with a 
savings option. A $1,000 Savings 
Reward Drawing was offered 
where every dollar saved acted 
as a lottery ticket to win the 
$1,000 prize.

Account sign up was drastically 
simplified (the entire process 
took just a few clicks) and 
everything could be done online 
without setting foot in a bank. 
We presented the savings option 
as part of the process and 
constrained choices by offering 3 
possible savings amounts. 

Of all the participants emailed, 15% 
opted into direct deposit and 78% 
of those opted into the automatic 
savings allocation (which is 7% of 
the total participants).

Note that because of the 
limitations of an outcome 
evaluation, we cannot know the 
causal relationship between the 
simplified process or savings 
lottery and the final results.



Appendix 2: Suggested Reading
Books

Choices, Values and Frames by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky.

Influence: Science and Practice by Robert Cialdini.

Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion by Robert Cialdini.

Judgment in Managerial Decision Making by Max Bazerman and Don Moore.

Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness by Richard H. Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein.

Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions by Dan Ariely.

The Person and the Situation: Perspectives of Social Psychology by Lee Ross and Richard E. Nisbett.

Articles (For links to these articles and more, see behavioral economics on CFED’s website, www.cfed.org/be)

Financial Behavior

A Behavioral Economics View of Poverty. Marianne Bertrand, Sendhil Mullainathan, and Eldar Shafir, 2004.

Getting to the Top of Mind: How Reminders Increase Saving. Dean Karlan, Margaret McConnell, Sendhil Mullainathan and 

Jonathan Zinman, April 2010.

Human Capital and the Lifetime Costs of Impatience. Brian Cadena and Benjamin Keys, August 2010.

Information Disclosure, Cognitive Biases and Payday Borrowing. Marianne Bertrand and Adair Morse, October 2009.

Mental Accounting Matters Richard H. Thaler, 1999.

Myopic risk-seeking: The impact of narrow decision bracketing on lottery play. Emily Haisley, Romel Mostafa and George 

Loewenstein, 2008.

Save More Tomorrow: Using Behavioral Economics to Increase Employee Saving. Richard H. Thaler and Shlomo Benartzi, 

2004.

Tying Odysseus to the Mast: Evidence from a Commitment Savings product in the Philippines. Nava Ashraf, Dean Karlan 

and Wesley Yin, May 2006.

Yes We Can: Inclusive Saving at Tax Time. The D2D Fund, 2009.

Behaviorally Informed Communication

Behavioral Economics and Marketing in Aid of Decision Making among the Poor. Marianne Bertrand, Sendhil Mullainathan 

and Eldar Shafir, 2006.

The Role of Simplification and Information in College Decisions. Eric P. Bettinger, Bridget Terry Long, Philip Oreopoulos 

and Lisa Sanbonmatsu, 2009.  

Identity and Perception

“Math is Hard!” The Effect of Gender Priming on Women’s Attitudes. Jennifer Steele, and Nalini Ambady, 2005

The “Obama Effect”: How a salient role model reduces race-based performance differences. David M. Marx, Sei Jin Ko, 

and Ray A. Friedman, January 2009.

Stereotype Susceptibility: Identity Salience and Shifts in Quantitative Performance. Margaret Shih, Todd L. Pittinsky and 

Nalini Ambady, January 1999.

Social Judgment

Do Defaults Save Lives? Eric J. Johnson and Daniel Goldstein, November 2003.

In Support of the Supporters? Do Social Forces Shape Decisions of the Impartial? Thomas J. Dohmen, April 2003.

Increasing response rates to postal questionnaires: systematic review. Phil Edwards, Ian Roberts, Mike Clarke, Carolyn 

DiGuiseppi, Sarah Pratap, Reinhard Wentz and Irene Kwan, May 2002.
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