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Refund to Savings Initiative 

Unique 

Characteristics 

• Universal  

• Low-cost & low-touch 

• Innovative 

• Scalable 

 



Partnership 



• Approximately 140M individual returns filed 

every year  

• 22M of them are TurboTax customers 

• Golden opportunity 

• Evidence from asset-building research  

 

$**2,902

Median tax payer

Why Tax Time? 



Refund to Savings Initiative 

Intervention 
in Intuit Tax 

Freedom 
Project 

Household 
Financial 
Survey 

Intention 
Survey 

2012 Intervention in Intuit 

Tax Freedom Project  

•Randomized Control Trial 

•Sample size: 148,619 

•Tests behavioral 

interventions 

1. Motivational prompts 

2. Choice architecture 

 



 



Example of Motivational Prompts 

CDC’s Take the Stairs Campaign 

http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpao/hwi/toolkits/stairwell/motivational_signs.htm 



 

Emergency 



Motivational Prompts 

 
Goals 

Future Self 



Example of Choice Architecture 

http://www.qualitativemind.com/trend-tamer/behavioural-economics 

http://www.qualitativemind.com/trend-tamer/behavioural-economics/
http://www.qualitativemind.com/trend-tamer/behavioural-economics/
http://www.qualitativemind.com/trend-tamer/behavioural-economics/
http://www.qualitativemind.com/trend-tamer/behavioural-economics/
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Choice Architecture: Anchoring 



• Administrative data collected by Intuit 

• Anonymous tax return information per IRS 

Section 7216 

• Large sample size 

• 9 groups: 8 treatment and 1 control 

 

 

RCT:  Data Characteristics 



RCT Research Questions 

1. Can motivating prompts increase saving? 

 

2. Does default presentation affect saving 

performance? 

 

3. Which combination of motivational prompt 

and default presentation of choice produces 

the largest impact on saving behavior? 



RCT Outcome Variables  

• Split Refund  

• Amount saved  

• Any saving 

• Proportion of refund saved  



In-Product Offer Sample size  

148,619 

Total 
Sample  

40,939  

Took paper 
check  

107,680  

Took bank 
deposit 



Sample Characteristics (N=107,680) 

• Very low-income  

o AGI mean $13,000  

o AGI median $11,166 

• Modest refund amount  

o mean: $1,019 

o median: $589 

• Estimated 10% have children  

• Late season filers: March 15 to April 17 

 

 



Preliminary Results: Full Sample 

• Increase in rate of splitting (p<.001) 

o 1% increase in splitting  

• doubled the number of people who split 

• but, started with a very small portion of people 

who split  

• Increase in any saving (p<.001) 

o 9.8% of treatment group members saved 

compared to 7.7% of control group 



Amount Saved 

n=107,680 



Proportion of Refund Saved 



Splitters: Amount Saved 

n=1,357 



Splitters: Proportion of Refund Saved 



Summary 

• Impacted savings behavior  

• Anchoring works 

• Large magnitude of effect on small percentage 

of people 

 



What is Next?   

• How can we get more people to save?  

o Automatic splitting in 2013 

o Testing over the full filing season 

• Intervention in Turbo Tax (2013: 300,000 HH) 

• Household Financial Survey (2013: 12,000 HH) 

• Examine new and innovative products 
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