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Reminders and Curbing Impulsivity: Savings Behavior in Bolivia
Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA):
Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) is a research organization associated with Yale University
which specializes in impact assessment and randomized controlled trials. Based out of New
Haven, Connecticut in the United States, and with field staff operating in more than 27 different
countries, IPA is able to combine the academic, technical and research expertise of experienced
professors with the knowledge, perspective and capabilities of on the ground field staff and
various local advisers. In this way, each project is approached from a number of different
angles, balancing an analytical, academic view point with first hand, implementer perspectives.
Randomized Control Trials (RCTs):
In order to be able to attribute any observed differences, IPA implements randomized
experiments, the most rigorous available methodology in program evaluation. The randomization
allows IPA to isolate the effects of a program so that impacts can be confidently attributed to the
program itself and not other factors. Without a rigorous evaluation it is impossible to tell to what
extent changes in people's lives are attributable to a given program. Participants may be affected
by various interventions in their region, macroeconomic growth or contraction, or shocks such as
favorable or unfavorable harvests. Thus, even if we witness participants' welfare improving, the
improvement may not in fact be due to the program in question but rather to unmeasured external
factors. Conversely, if welfare appears to be declining it might be the case that welfare may have
been even worse in the absence of the program. 1
Motivation:
Microfinance has received much international attention and focus ever since Muhammad Yunus
and the Grameen Bank received the Nobel Prize for Peace in 2006 for their role in reducing
global poverty. With the attention has come added scrutiny and public concern over companies
profiting from burdening the poor with too much debt.
1
IPA uses randomized trials because they are the best available method for researchers to be sure any changes in outcomes among program
participants are caused by the program. This information is essential to help practitioners and policymakers determine whether to expand and
replicate programs. Research comparing randomized trials to other evaluation techniques has repeatedly shown non-randomized evaluations can
result in flawed estimates of impact. For instance, a study by IPA affiliate Michael Kremer and colleagues evaluating the impact of new
educational materials in Kenyan schools found that compared to randomized trials, the best efforts of non-randomized evaluations drastically
overstated the effectiveness of the inputs—by up to ten times.

Two randomized impact evaluations of microcredit in 2009 (Karlan and Zinman; Banerjee et al.)
concluded that it is far from the panacea for ending poverty that many believed it to be. Instead,
the authors of both studies describe it as a tool that simply allows “people to make large
purchases that they would not have been able to otherwise.” (Kristof, 2009).
Another tool in the microfinance kit is savings. A third recent impact evaluation of microfinance
focused on savings and showed that there is a high demand for formal savings among the poor
and that access to savings accounts has positive impacts on productive investment levels and
expenditures for women and allows them to smooth income and cope with shocks (Dupas and
Robinson, 2009). A number of people have documented the desire and ability to save among the
poor, despite their low and erratic incomes (Rutherford, 2001; Collins et. al. 2009). People of all
incomes face obstacles to saving, such as accounting for future needs and stalling present
consumption, but there is evidence that these challenges are particularly acute for the poor
(Banerjee and Mullainathan, 2010).
Some institutions and academics have focused on developing savings products to overcome the
barriers to saving. One such class of products is commitment savings (Bryan, Karlan and Nelson,
2010). Commitment savings products have been shown to increase savings by 81% in a
randomized evaluation in the Philippines (Ashraf et al. 2006). Another effective approach is to
provide reminders to save. In three different country contexts, researchers found that reminders
increase savings by 6 to 19% (Karlan et al. 2010).
IPA Savings Research in Bolivia
1) Working with Ecofuturo (a private Bolivian microfinance service provider) in La Paz, a
private microfinance provider in Bolivia, Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) developed an
innovative lock box with a daily alarm that can only be turned off by depositing money. In order
to rigorously test the impact of this product, IPA will randomly assign the product to clients of a
commitment savings product of Ecofuturo.
2) In collaboration with Centro Boliviano de Investigacion y Desarrollo Socio Integral (CBIDSI)
we will evaluate the impact of the program of a simple savings tool (lock box) to newly
monetized Tsimane indigenous group in the area of San Borja. To answer our research questions
we propose to randomly assign the lock boxes to households across 40 isolated rural
communities. These communities have virtually no access to formal or informal financial
services due to geographical isolation and the discriminatory practices of financial institutions.
To further analyze the effect of the lock boxes on savings behavior and impulsivity, we propose
to vary the assignment of the lock box by household head (gender) and vary the access to the
lock box by assigning some households with personal control of the key and others not.
Both proposed interventions described above are based on the idea that individuals do not
foresee events in the future and thus do not save for those expected needs in the present.
Furthermore, individuals lack a designated place to save money temporarily and at the same time
require means to curb impulsivity. As a result, mechanisms to remind clients in a frequent and
timely manner to save now, such as programmed alarms, and lock boxes that do not allow for

easy access to these savings can be expected to improve the ability of clients to take into account
for future needs, stall unnecessary consumption in the present, and consequently lead to changes
in savings behavior.
Proposed Contents of Presentation:
I) Introduction to IPA and research methodology
II) Motivation of research and review of relevant literature
III) Design of Bolivian savings research
IV) Expected findings
V) Concluding remarks and space for questions and feedback from Conference participants
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