
 
 

Innovations in Savings: 
Research Findings on $aveNYC 

Jess Dorrance  ▪  March 31, 2015 
Economic Inclusion Meeting, Raleigh, NC 



 Overview of $aveNYC 
 Key research findings 
 Q & A 
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The $aveNYC Approach 

Leverage 
the Tax 
Moment 

Bank or 
Credit 
Union 

Account 

Offered at a 
VITA Site 

Restricted 
Access Open-

Ended 
Savings 
Goals 

Risk Free 



Program Structure 
Eligibility 

Income 

 

• Filers with children:  $50,000 
• Filers without children:  $18,000 

Expected Refund Amount 
 

• At least $200 

Getting the Match 

Minimum Deposit 
• $200 

Maximum Match 
• $500 

February 1 (following year) 
• Initial savings deposit remains 

Ineligible 
• Balance below initial deposit 
• Account closed 



Research Questions 

Were low-income 
households able to save? 

How much? 
For how long? 
What happens 

after the match? 

What else changed after 
participating? 

What factors made it 
easier or more difficult for 

households to save? 

Why did these things 
happen? 

What are the 
implications? 



Low-income households can save when 
given the right incentive and opportunity. 



Do People Save the Refund? 
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Non-participants SaveNYC participants 

Over 90% of participants had some funds 
left 6 months after the match.  



Eight months after the match 
date, the 2010 participants did not 
have any savings remaining, but 

they had less debt and were more 
likely to pay bills on time 

compared to non-participants. 
 

Six months after the match 
date, the 2009 participants 
still had between $300 and 

$500 of their $aveNYC 
account money. 

Photo credit: 401(k) 2013 
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35% 

49% 

36% 

24% 

65% 

Skipped Paying or Paid Late Took a Loan Withdrew from Savings

Comparison Treatment

Participants were more likely to withdraw from savings to cover 
an emergency, and less likely to pay late or take out a loan. 



The majority of participants used the money to pay for 
household expenses. 

10% 

11% 
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23% 

27% 
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29% 
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Medical bills

Large purchase

Gave to others

School

Credit card debt

Other debt

Emergencies

Clothing/necessities

Household expenses



3% 

3% 

23% 

28% 

50% 

Disliked financial institution

Didn't understand the program

Realized they had to save for a year

Refund was smaller than expected

Lost a job

Half of the participants that withdrew their money before 
the end of a full year did so because they lost a job. 



Affirmative responses to the question: Has the 
$aveNYC Account helped you _______? 



What are some of the other outcomes? 

Confidence managing money 
 

Budgeting 
 

People with children 
saved less 
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“It [$aveNYC] made 
savings accessible to 

me. Whereas I was 
thinking, I don’t have 
any money. I’m never 

going to have any 
money and I’m never 
going to save. But it 
taught me that you 

can save, even if it’s 
just a small portion of 

what you have.” 
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“It helped me see the 

importance of savings and 
knowing that, if an 

emergency came up, I’d be 
able to take care of it.” 

Image credit: Stockmonkeys.com 



“I know that now I can say 
to myself, when I’m on the 
train and I hear people talk 
about the money they have 
in their bank account, I can 

say, you know what, me 
too. I have money put 

away too. I have the ability 
to do it too. Just because I 
come from a low-income 
budget, my life as a low-
income person doesn’t 
mean that I can’t save.”  

 
Photo credit: Frankieleon 



 



Research Recap 

Did people save money? 

How much? 
For how long? 
In what ways? 

What else changed after 
participating? 

What made it easier and harder 
to save? 

Why did these things happen? 

Most people saved money 

Most people 
saved for at least 

a year, but not 
longer-term 

Increased financial efficacy, 
less debt, budget 

Harder: income, hardship 
Easier: timing, ease, efficacy  

Changes in beliefs about 
self and money 



Different saving tools for different needs 
Longer-Term 

Goal-directed  
Restricted access 
 
 

Medium-Term 

Mid-range goals 
Flexibility of use/ 
Multiple uses 

Emergency 

Non-goal directed/ 
Immediate needs 
Flexibility of use 
Avoid high cost 
alternatives 



 
 

United Way of 
Greater Houston 

Opportunity 
Texas 

Opportunity 
Fund, California 



Preliminary Findings from Save USA 



 



Why Tax Time Savings? 
 Opportunities to save and incentives for doing so 

already exist within the tax code for higher 
wealth households – this broadens 

    their availability.  
 

 It leverages a critical windfall                      
moment. 
 

 This research adds to the existing           
evidence that makes a strong                         
case for using tax time as a                     
significant savings opportunity. 



Contact Us 
 Jess Dorrance 
 Senior Project Manager 
 UNC Center for Community Capital 
 919.962.0134 ▪ dorrance@unc.edu 
 

    http://ccc.unc.edu/ 
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