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Financial institutions should use the lessons from behavioural science to change 
their customers’ behaviour in ways that improve their wellbeing. The overarching 
objective of this report is to highlight how some of these lessons can help financial 
institutions assist their customers in better implementing their good financial 
intentions.  
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Doing as I intend to: 

The role of ‘implementation intentions’ in financial behaviours 

 

 

 

Susan and Joel have a young toddler, Eddie. They love to spoil him with new clothes and 

toys, but sometimes they get carried away and fail to leave enough money in their account to 

cover their bills for the month. After recently going into their overdraft, their financial institution 

sent them an automated message to remind them to deposit some money into their account 

to bring them back into the green and to avoid being charged. Grateful for the message, they 

were able to make a deposit in time. Alex, an advisor working at their financial institution, 

followed up the message with a call to ask the couple whether they would like help meeting 

their financial goals. Susan was wary: it wasn’t that she didn’t understand the importance of 

saving, it was just that her convictions to do so seemed to go out the window when she came 

across a new early learning toy for Eddie. Joel was also sceptical: numbers had never been 

his strong point, and the one finance class he took at college was enough to put him off for 

life.  

Despite their misgivings, and having talked it through, Susan and Joel decided that there 

would be no harm in accepting some help in managing their finances. Together with Alex, 

Susan and Joel came up with a realistic savings target of £1,500 over the next year, which 

they aimed to accomplish by transferring between £100 and £200 out of their future monthly 

earnings into a fund labeled ‘Big Eddie’. They planned to do this on the 3rd of every month 

and to make the transfer at home, online, after dinner. Alex set up an automatic reminder 

message with them for 7pm on the 3rd of each month. Alex also asked Susan and Joel about 

their biggest obstacle to saving, which was spoiling Eddie. She encouraged them to consider 

about how they would resist temptation to buy the latest toy when in the shopping centre, 

such as thinking about ‘Big Eddie’ and taking a look in the local library to see if there was a 

substitute toy available on loan.  

Six months later, Susan and Joel had saved £850. They were delighted when Alex called 

them to let them know they were more than halfway to their goal, with only 43% left to go. 

With their belief in their own ability to stay within their current budget and to save at the same 

time strengthened, they agreed to have 20% of all their future pay rises go into ‘Big Eddie’s’ 

fund.  
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Executive summary 
 
Like Susan and Joel, many people struggle to stay out of their overdrafts and save 
for the future. In many behavioural domains, what people intend to do can be a world 
apart from what they actually do. Just as good personal trainers can be effective in 
helping individuals stick to their exercise goals, financial institutions can play an 
important role in helping their customers follow through with their good financial 
intentions.  In order to help customers not only “make ends meet” in the short-term 
but also to “plan ahead” for the future, financial institutions need to understand the 
behavioural barriers to, and drivers of, consumption, savings, and investment 
behaviours.  
 
This document first illustrates why intentions in general do not lead to behaviour 
change, with consideration of how long term goals and short term actions can often 
contradict one another. It then goes on to highlight an emerging body of literature 
which suggests that ‘implementation intentions’ can make intentions more likely to be 
acted upon. Finally, and on the basis of this brief review, it makes evidence-informed 
recommendations about how financial institutions can create environments that 
encourage individuals to form good intentions in relation to their financial security 
and to make it more likely good intentions will be acted upon. 
 
Many current interventions aimed at influencing financial behaviour do not achieve 
their desired effect. For example, although many financial institutions offer financial 
advisors, Hackerthal et al (2012) studied customers of two German financial 
institutions and showed that these advisors collect more in fees and commissions 
than ends up being added to customers’ accounts. Moreover, commission-based 
financial advisors have a greater incentive to work with wealthier clients, leaving the 
problem of low financial literacy among less wealthy customers largely unaddressed. 
A more inclusive approach in the US introduced mandatory financial education for 
high school students. This, however, was also shown to have no effect on their later 
savings rates (Cole & Shastry, 2008; see also Dolan et al, 2012a).  
 
These interventions largely fail because they look to change minds: that is, they aim 
to directly bring about behaviour change by providing more and better financial 
information. It is now well established that people do not behave like ‘rational actors’, 
processing all relevant financial information and then behaving in a way that 
maximises their lifetime utility. On many occasions, our ‘future selves’ are neglected 
in favour of our ‘present selves’ to an extent that challenges any notion of lifetime 
utility maximisation at all.  
 
Instead, there is now strong evidence to suggest that behaviours are largely driven 
by heuristics and automatic processes, and are heavily influenced by contextual 
cues. As a result you can only get so far, if anywhere at all, by trying to change 
people’s minds. A more promising approach, therefore, is to change contexts in 
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which people act and how individuals relate to those contexts. Financial institutions 
are beginning to recognise these lessons (Elliott et al. 2010; Dolan & Martin, 2012). 
 
By encouraging customers to consider when, where and how the most important 
behavioural steps towards an overall goal will be carried out, financial institutions can 
increase the likelihood that their customers will meet their financial goals. These 
‘implementation intentions’ can be combined with other well-established principles of 
behavioural science relating to context, to help customers reach their goals. Any 
approach to changing customers’ financial behaviour should ideally be tested using 
randomised evaluations to assess their causal impact. 
 
Against this background, our “top ten” recommendations are as follows:  
 

1. Encourage customers to specify implementation intentions by explicitly 
planning the steps towards their financial goals, such as when they will 
transfer income to savings, where they will do it (e.g. at home or work), and 
how they will do it (e.g. online or at the bank). 

 
2. Encourage customers to set savings goals within a range, such as £100-£300 

each month. Specific savings goals, such as £200 each month, can cause 
them adopt an ‘all-or-nothing’ mindset and save nothing if they cannot attain 
their goal. 

 
3. Recommend ‘mental contrasting’; that is, thinking about the obstacles that 

could get in the way of a goal and how they could be overcome can help 
people reach their financial goals e.g. “If I am tempted to buy a new jacket, I 
will remind myself that I will save money for important investments and leave 
the store.’ 

 
4. Facilitate the use of defaults, where savings are automatically deducted from 

income. This approach has been found to be particularly useful when 
targeting individuals who experience financial scarcity. 

 
5. Suggest escalating future commitments, which frame the choice between two 

future selves rather than heavily favouring the present self.  
 

6. Allow individuals to make their own binding commitments by setting their own 
restrictions on their access to their money. 

 
7. Frame savings in an encouraging way e.g. using the ‘law of small numbers’ 

i.e. “20 percent completed” is a good motivator, as is “20 percent left to go” as 
they get closer to their goal. 
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8. Facilitate the labelling of different savings funds such as “NEW CAR MONEY” 
so as to encourage mental accounting.  

 
9. Use technology to help customers act on their intentions, such as automatic 

messages to remind them about their specific financial goals, which are 
personalised using their first name and other techniques to encourage an 
individual’s present self to identify with their future self.  

 
10. Use technology to facilitate a “test and learn” approach. Technology also 

allows for different interventions and different bundles of interventions to be 
delivered to different customers and for the collection of inexpensive real-time 
data on the behavioural responses to these interventions. These data should 
be analysed to establish which approaches are working, and to incrementally 
test new versions of the interventions to find the most effective strategies to 
encourage savings behaviours.   

 
We have one important note, or reminder, to add about the appropriateness of 
intentions. Good intentions should also make people feel better overall – and not just 
improve their financial situation. It is not the purposes of this report to contrast goals 
relating to subjective wellbeing on the one hand and financial wellbeing on the other. 
But we would like financial institutions to be alert to circumstances where the two can 
come apart.  
 
An example is when payment can be made either before or after consumption. 
Delaying payments as much as possible contributes towards financial wellbeing 
positively, since more money would be available now. But payment up front means 
that all future consumption feels like it is “free”. Consider the example put forward by 
Dunn and Norton in their book “Happy Money” (2013). Imagine going on a holiday 
where you had to pay for all your food and drink at the point of consumption. Now 
contrast this with an all-inclusive holiday, where you pay for accommodation and all 
food and drink in advance. The pay as you go option makes more sense for financial 
wellbeing but the all-inclusive holiday is likely to make you happier (controlling for the 
amount of food and drink consumed). Financial institutions should therefore also 
consider the wellbeing effects of their interventions and should look to make 
customers better off and not only in a financial sense.  
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Introduction 
 
In many domains of life, such as eating, exercising and saving, what we intend to do 
can be a world apart from what we actually do. These inconsistencies can lead to 
serious negative consequences. In the UK in 2013, 67% of men and 57% of women 
were either overweight or obese (Ng et al. 2013), and 94% men and 96% of women 
fail to reach the minimum recommended level of physical activity (National Health 
Service Information Centre, Lifestyle Statistics, 2012). It is also estimated that there 
are currently 11 million people in the British workforce who are not saving enough 
and face an inadequate income in retirement (Department for Work and Pensions, 
2013).  
 
The traditional ‘rational actor’ model of human behaviour suggests that in making 
decisions about whether to eat a doughnut, exercise, or put money aside, we will 
process all relevant information about a decision and act in a way so as to maximise 
our overall utility (Weare, 2002; Mak, 2012). More recently, behavioural science has 
highlighted behavioural anomalies that have undermined the idea of the individual as 
a solely rational deliberate decision-maker, and has suggested that human 
behaviour can be better characterised by a “dual-process model” of human 
behaviour (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008; Ariely, 2010; Kahneman, 2011; Dolan et al., 
2010, 2012b; Dolan, 2014). This model puts forward the idea that behaviour is driven 
both by “system one” processes, which are fast, heuristic and automatic processes, 
heavily influenced by contextual cues, as well as  by “system two” processes, which 
are the slow, deliberative and analytical processes, more closely related to the 
rational actor model.  
 
There is now an emerging consensus in the behavioural sciences that we are all 
driven much more by the automatic processes of system one than by the deliberative 
reasoning of ‘system two’ (Kahneman, 2011). For example, Webb & Sheeran (2006) 
have shown that the intentions of system two explain, at most, only about a quarter 
of the variation in changes in health behaviours, such as exercise; leaving three-
quarters to be explained by other system one factors largely related to context. The 
dual-process model can help us to understand why, although we may want to avoid 
procrastination, lose weight or put money away for a rainy day, it can be extremely 
difficult to do so. Importantly, it can inform suggestions of how to help us to better 
achieve these goals.   
 
Many of the behavioural domains of policy concern are linked by the key 
characteristic that they involve our present selves incurring costs or forgoing benefits 
now in order to benefit our future selves later. System two tells us that it would be 
good to finish a report, exercise or save for retirement but system one, which reigns 
most of the time, can be easily distracted by the context in which it is operating; 
commandeered by the new show on TV, put off by the rain outside, or tempted by a 
new iPhone.  
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Central to individuals’ likelihood of succumbing to temptation are their time 
preferences: that is, how people weigh up the present versus the future. There is 
now considerable evidence to suggest that people are present biased in dynamically 
inconsistent ways; that is, they weigh current and near-term consumption especially 
heavily relative to future consumption (Frederick, Loewenstein & O’Donoghue, 
2002). This form of discounting can lead people to procrastinate and they are 
particularly likely to do so if they experience scarcity of a resource such as time or 
money (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013). Saving money, for example, can be more 
difficult due to the attentional demands of people’s current selves. Seemingly urgent 
current expenses are more salient and detract attention away from future priorities, 
obfuscating their importance. 
 
Much has been investigated to describe how individuals discount their future, and 
there is substantial ongoing academic debate concerning the shape of individuals’ 
discount curves - the rate at which they trade off the present for this future (Bradford 
et al, 2014). Of particular relevance to this work is a growing body of evidence which 
suggests that, rather than being of a fixed quality, individual’s discount rates are 
malleable. As a consequence, the dissonance between people’s present and future 
selves can be reduced. One important way in which this can be achieved is through 
implementation intentions.  
 
Implementation intentions 
 
Implementation intentions are highlighted in the behavioural science literature as one 
technique to help individuals translate their good intentions into action (Gollwitzer, 
1999). Generally speaking, implementation intentions refer to committing to plans 
that specify when, where and how the most important behavioural steps towards an 
overall goal will be carried out. In one of many classic examples of this, students 
were more likely to get vaccinated for tetanus when they had a map of where to get 
vaccinated than if they were just simply given a pamphlet about the importance of 
the vaccination (Leventhal et al, 1965). More recently, in the 2008 US presidential 
elections, people were nearly 10% more likely to vote if they made a voting plan 
about what time they would vote, where they would be coming from, and what they 
would be doing beforehand than if they were simply reminded about the upcoming 
election and their duty to vote (Nickerson & Rogers, 2010).  
 
The majority of the literature to date examining how making such plans can aid the 
completion of goal-directed activity comes from the health literature. Interventions 
that have incorporated implementation intentions have been found to encourage 
preventative health behaviours such as breast examination, weight loss and the 
consumption of fruit and vegetables (Gollwitzer & Oettingen, 1998; Luszczynska et 
al. 2007; Chapman et al. 2009). Luszczynska et al. (2007) investigate the 
effectiveness of implementation intentions to encourage weight loss. Clinically obese 
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women were instructed to make plans in relation to where, what/how and when they 
would eat and exercise over the course of the following week. These women lost 
twice as much weight compared to a control group who had instead attended a 
health, diet and stress-related group meeting. 
 
There is also some evidence that forming implementation intentions can discourage 
bad behaviour as well as encouraging good behaviour through a process called 
‘mental contrasting’ (Oettingen, 2014). Mental contrasting involves encouraging 
people to think about the obstacles that could get in the way of a goal and how they 
will overcome them. Hofmann et al. (2010) found that participants who wrote down 
tempting situations (in the “if” part of plans), and then how they would resist the 
temptation (in the “then” part of the plans), exhibited less favourable implicit attitudes 
toward chocolate (which loosely capture how drawn an individual is to something) 
compared to participants who hadn’t done so. Related work by Tidswell et al. (2011) 
showed that ‘if–then’ plans which aimed to promote the individuals’ engagement of 
system two processes when faced by the temptation to eat chocolate (“And if I am 
tempted to have chocolate, then I ask myself ‘do I really want to do this?”) reduced 
self-reported chocolate consumption over the subsequent week (see also Adriaanse 
et al, 2010).  
 
There has been some translation of the evidence from health to finance. Lusardi, 
Keller & Keller (2008), for example, developed an intervention to encourage newly 
hired employees to contribute to supplementary pensions. They conducted focus 
groups, surveys, and in-depth interviews with employees to discover why they did 
not contribute and assess the main barriers to doing so, which were: lack of 
information and uncertainty about where to start, not having enough income, and 
lacking self-control. Based on this information, they designed seven-step brochures 
that broke down the steps for contributing and that addressed these barriers. For 
example, to address the role of income, they presented the minimum amount 
employees could contribute. Relative to a control group who received no brochure, 
those who received the brochure were around 10-20% more likely to sign up for 
supplementary pension contributions. 
 

 
 

HSBC UK helps its customers engage in if-then thinking with automatic messages highlighting that 
if they bring their account to credit, then they will avoid further fees. Example: 
 
“ACT****1234 02FEB 08:00 We agreed an informal overdraft to cover payment(s). If you bring your 
account into credit you will avoid further £5 daily fees” 
 
Over 300,000 similar alerts a week are sent, saving UK customers £85M so far this year. 
 
HSBC could also send text messages which look to encourage if-then thinking around positive 
financial events such as being reminded of their savings goals when a lodgement over a certain 
amount is made in to an account. 
��
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Not all studies on implementation intentions and financial behaviours have reported 
such positive outcomes. Loibl & Scharff (2010) conducted an experiment with around 
600 people enrolled in a community-based programme called ‘America Saves’. They 
were randomly enrolled into one of two groups. The first group was asked a few 
questions about how likely they were to deposit money into their savings account in 
the next four weeks. The second group was asked to form implementation intentions: 
they were asked to write down when they would deposit into their savings accounts 
in the next month, the dollar amount they would deposit, how they would deposit the 
amount, from what income source the deposited amount would come. Surprisingly, 
savers who formed implementation intentions deposited around $200 less after four 
weeks compared to those who were simply asked about their likelihood of saving – 
even after adjusting for important individual differences, such as income and 
education. What likely happened is that the second step of the implementation 
intention plan – how much they would save – was too rigid. If people could not save 
the dollar amount they intended to, they didn’t save at all because they were in an 
‘all-or-nothing’ mindset.  
 
Mental contrasting also appears to be effective in encouraging good financial 
behaviour as well as good health behaviour. Wieber et al (2014) showed that people 
with the goal of being financially thrifty were less likely to spend money that they 
earned during an experimental session on chocolate offered by the experimenters if 
they formed implementation intentions, along the lines of “I want to be thrifty with my 
money! And if I am tempted to buy something, then I will tell myself: I will save my 
money for important investments!” as opposed to simply thinking about their goal: “I 
want to be thrifty with my money! I will save my money for important investments!” 
 
For implementation intentions to be most effective in helping customers achieve their 
long-term goals when they conflict with their present desires, people need to be 
prompted to identify future goal-relevant situational cues and then plan what to do 
when they arise. This could represent identifying good opportunities to save such as 
on pay day. In this instance, the individual would identify when the money will enter 
their account, how much of their salary they wish to save and how they will transfer it 
into a savings account. It could also include identifying obstacles to the goal such as 
unaffordable levels of spending around Christmas time, and contexts and situations 
in which overspending occurs such as when shopping online or in a mall. The 
individual would then formulate plans about how best to mitigate or avoid these 
situations; for example, if they see an expensive gift, they will stop and remind 
themselves of their savings goals and consider alternative sellers or items. 
 
Three further techniques from the behavioural sciences that could potentially 
enhance the effects of implementation intentions relate to defaults, commitments and 
salience. Additionally, technology is a promising medium through which these 
behavioural insights can be brought to bear on the contexts in which individuals 
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undertake financially relevant behaviours, and it can also assist data collection that 
allows for the testing of interventions to establish their effectiveness.   
 
Defaults  
 
The foregoing discussion has suggested that forming implementation intentions can 
help us overcome conflicts between our current and future selves. One key 
explanation for why implementation intentions are effective relates to the idea that 
desirable actions, either those that positively pursue our goal(s) or those that help us 
avoid temptations, become immediate and automatic when certain situational 
triggers identified when forming implementation intentions become present. A further 
way to alter behaviour is to design the environments in which people act in ways that 
help them achieve their long-term goals. Within this context, one of the most 
effective examples of environmental design relates to defaults (Dolan et al, 2010, 
2012b; Sunstein, 2015).  
 
Default techniques make use of individuals’ tendencies to ‘go with the flow’ of pre-set 
options and stick with current choices. The classic example of the power of defaults 
comes from the health literature in which it was shown that using an opt-out default 
in organ donations increase compliance significantly (Johnson & Goldstein, 2003). 
The power of this technique has been robustly demonstrated in the realm of financial 
behaviours. Evidence of the stickiness of auto-enrolment into pension plans, for 
example, suggests that when it comes to saving for retirement, individuals often just 
accept the status quo. US-based research finds that “in companies without automatic 
enrolment, the typical employee takes over a year to enrol in his or her company-
sponsored 401(k) retirement plan. In companies with automatic enrolment, 
employees overwhelmingly accept the automatic enrolment defaults, including 
default savings rates and default funds” (Choi et al., 2002, p.103). Similarly, Choi et 
al. (2004) find that of the participants in the Teachers Insurance and Annuity 
Association College Retirement Equities Fund in the US, all of whom initially chose 
an asset mix, only 2.5% changed their asset mix in a typical year and roughly three 
quarters of them never changed it at all. 
 

 

HSBC UK draws on defaults to influence its customers’ financial behaviour.  
 
When customers do not have enough credit in their accounts to pay a direct debit, standing order, 
or future dated bill payment or cheque they receive a reminder message – by automatic default. 
 
“ACT****1234 01FEB 08:00 Some of today’s Direct Debit/Standing Order payments out may be 
reversed/not paid unless there is sufficient available balance at 3:30pm” 
 
Customer complaints have fallen by 72% since the introduction of such messages 
 
One way in which HSBC could look to potentially further increase the effectiveness of their 
automatic messages would be to personalize them by adding the first name of the account holder 
to the message 
�
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Interestingly, automatic enrolment appears to overcome the negative effects of 
scarcity, whereby those who have the least are most likely to incur costs to their 
future selves (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013). Madrian & Shea (2002) find that 
automatic pension enrolment increases uptake among low and medium income 
workers in particular. Personalised defaults, in which default settings are tailored to 
the individual based on knowledge about relevant characteristics, have been 
highlighted as a promising area for future research by researchers in the area 
(Sunstein, 2015). 
 

 
 
So implementation intentions could be strengthened by defaults. This would involve 
identifying future goal-relevant situational cues in the same way but looking to 
implement automatic systems around those expected events. For example, rather 
than manually transferring the proportion of their pay into their savings account, an 
individual could make this an automatic consequence of receiving salary in this case. 
Similarly, defaults could be operationalised to discourage overspending; reminder 
messages could be automatically sent when spending levels are high, individuals are 
in overdraft or when individuals reach a self-designated weekly spending limit, for 
example. Default options could also be differently targeted depending on if a 
customer had a monthly pay cheque or an irregular income for example.  
 
Commitments  
 
Commitments have long been highlighted as a key way in which we can overcome 
temptation and achieve goals that require self-control with a view to achieving long-
term goals (Dolan, 2014). Indeed, implementation intentions and automatic defaults 
are forms of commitments in that the individual pre-commits to take or allow a 
system to implement a future course of action when a given situation arises. One 
challenge that arises in relation to making commitments to act to benefit our future 
selves today is individuals’ tendencies to be loss averse. Loss aversion represents 
the observation that losses, relative to the relevant reference point, have a greater 
impact on the individual than gains of the same size. Loss aversion can manifest 
itself as status quo bias – the preference and/or choice to keep things as they are – 
and consequent inaction (Kahneman, Knetsch, and Thaler 1990). 
 

‘Even’ is a financial app that recognizes the power of defaults to help individuals both get by and 
save for the future. Their offering is designed specifically for individuals with irregular pay cheques. 
 
The app automatically deposits (withdraws) extra money in to the customers account whenever 
they get paid less (more) than average.  
 
In this way ‘Even’ helps individuals to organise their finances so that they never get less than their 
average pay cheque at any given time and they are able to save towards long term goals. 
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In order to save and invest, individuals are most often required to forgo money today 
in return for future, and sometimes uncertain, gains. Even the idea of forgoing money 
hurts (Tom et al, 2007), and so making and carrying out implementation intentions 
may not always seem appealing despite the importance of a long-term saving goal. 
In the Save More Tomorrow programme, Thaler and Benartzi (2004) asked clients to 
do just that: rather than asking them to take money out of their current pocket, 
participants were asked to allocate a portion of their future salary increases toward 
their retirement savings. Over the 40 month duration of the programme, average 
savings amongst the participants increased from 3.5% to 13.6%.  
 
This approach combines implementation intentions and defaults and is reinforced by 
the fact that the individual doesn’t suffer any present losses to their current income. 
The losses no longer loom as large as they are realised at some point in the future, 
and they come out of salary increases rather than current income when 
implementation intentions are being formulated and commitments to defaults being 
made. Importantly, the commitment to save is based on a proportion of their future 
salary increases rather than an absolute amount; this feature escalates, in real 
money terms, the amount of savings with each raise the individual gets, thus leading 
to more saving over time.  
 
Moreover, there is some evidence that binding commitments enacted by individuals 
themselves can help savings. Brune et al. (2011) carried out an intervention with 
Malawian farmers in which they were offered a bank account that allowed them to 
set restrictions on their own access to their money until a designated date. These 
farmers ended up saving significantly more than farmers who were offered a normal 
bank account and these savings allowed them to purchase 26% more agricultural 
inputs.  
 
Salience 
 
Salience refers to the fact that our attention is drawn to what is novel and seems 
relevant to us (Dolan et al, 2010, 2012b). Because people encounter so many stimuli 
on an everyday basis, they must be ‘cognitive misers’ (Fiske & Taylor, 1991), and 
select what information to attend to. Automatically, we are drawn to the most salient 
information, and more salient goals are more likely to be reached. 
 

US Fintech company ‘Digit’ understands that loss aversion can stand in the way of individuals 
saving.  
 
Their product seeks to address this by monitoring spending and automatically transferring small 
sums of money from a customer’s main account in to a savings account. 
 
The losses from saving today don’t loom large as small amounts are involved and the process is 
automated.  This subtle movement of money allows for increased savings over time 
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Koo & Fishbach (2012) show, for example, that reaching a goal is more likely when 
people use the “law of small numbers”. If people are less than halfway towards 
meeting a goal, it is best to focus their attention on how much they have 
accomplished; if they are more than halfway there, it is best to focus their attention 
on how little they have left to go. For example, “20 percent gone” is a good motivator, 
as is “20 percent to go” when you get there (rather than their inverses, “80 percent to 
go” and “80 percent gone”). In the realm of financial behaviours, Soman & Zhao 
(2011) demonstrated that people save more when they are reminded about one 
rather than several savings goals. This increases the saliency of that particular goal, 
reduces trade-offs among competing goals, and activates stronger implementation 
intentions. 
 

 
 
Our finances are made more salient when we allocate money to specific bundles. 
Mental accounting is the term given to the idea that people tend to mentally separate 
money in to different mental accounts - holiday money, rent etc.  This occurs even 
when the money is in fact held in the same account. This labelling of money can 
have a powerful influence on what we do with it. Beatty et al. for example found that 
amongst recipients of the UK’s winter fuel payment, those who received a neutrally 
labelled cash transfer of £100 from the government, spent £3 on fuel on average, 
whereas those that received the same amount but labelled as the Winter Fuel 
Payment spent average of £41 on fuel. The labelling of the cash transfer made its 
intended use more salient and therefore more likely. 
 
  

‘Level money’ is an app that aims to provide customers with a “financial GPS”. 
 
It makes salient the link between consumption and saving by tracking spending habits and 
providing a safely spendable estimate for that day, week or month in order maintain a healthy cash 
flow and to achieve savings goals. 
 

HSBC UK uses salience to highlight relevant information for its customers  
 
When customers first enter into their overdraft, they receive an automatic message making the 
deadline to avoid fees salient (23:45). Example: 
 
“ACT****1234 01FEB 08:00 We agreed an informal overdraft to cover payment(s). To avoid the £5 
daily fee, your account must be in credit at 23:45 today” 
 
There are now 100,000 fewer customers paying fees each month 
 
HSBC could also deliver automatic messages which make other important information salient such 
as a biannual reminder list of the current direct debits on their account 
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Technology 
 
Technology can be used to increase the likelihood that customers’ implementation 
intentions are effective in helping them to reach their financial goals. Karlan et al 
(2010) ran an experiment among new banking customers in Bolivia, Peru and the 
Philippines who had made savings goals when they opened their accounts. Text and 
letter-based reminders increased the likelihood that they reached their goals by 3% 
and the amount saved by 6%. Being reminded of a specific goal, such as saving for 
school fees, was twice as effective as those that did not mention a specific goal.  
 
People also seem to respond well to text messages when their first name is included 
in the text. In an intervention to increase the proportion of people who made a 
payment on a government-imposed fine, the Behavioural Insights Team (2012) 
found that a personalised text reminder including the person’s first name was the 
most effective, and even more effective than reminding them of the amount they 
owed. 
 
Technology can also affect savings behavior by bringing an individual’s future self 
into the present in a salient way. Hershfield et al. (2011) take the novel approach of 
having individuals interact with age-progressed renderings of themselves. They used 
these renderings to communicate the tradeoffs between spending now versus saving 
for later by showing participants a rendering of their future selves and asking them 
how much of an endowment they would like to allocate to a hypothetical retirement 
savings account: if they indicated a low amount, they saw an age progressed 
rendering of themselves frowning and vice versa. Those who saw the age 
progressed renderings allocated on average more than twice as much as those who 
saw non-age progressed renderings in a hypothetical account.  
 
Visualising the future can have durable effects on the predictors of savings 
behaviour. One of these predictors is subjective time perception, specifically, how 
close the future feels relative to the present. Research has shown that once people’s 
discount rates are adjusted for their subjective perception of time, these rates are no 
longer hyperbolic over long time periods, as is traditionally assumed. Although 
participants have higher discount rates for tomorrow vs. today, after one day, 
discount rates are identical (Bradford et al, 2013). This suggests that saving for 
tomorrow feels the same as saving for weeks or even decades from now. 
 
Atkins, Bradford & Dolan (2014) conducted an experiment to investigate whether 
subjective time perception, an important component of discount rates, is malleable. 
Participants were asked to describe up to three things they were currently planning 
to do in the next month, and three things they were currently planning to do in the 
next year. Relative to a control group that did not engage in thinking about the future, 
those who described their future plans reported that the future seemed less far away, 
and their subjective reports of time were closer to calendar time. These effects 
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persisted a week after the planning exercise. Once people are in a future oriented 
mindset, longer-term financial planning might then become easier for them to 
visualise. We would welcome the opportunity to test this idea, which has huge 
potential impact. 
 
Test, learn, adapt 
 
We suggest that any intervention aimed at influencing customer behaviour should be 
trialled using the ‘test, learn, adapt’ approach. Financial behaviour is complex, and it 
cannot be assumed that one single intervention ‘works’ simply because, after its 
introduction, financial behaviour changes in the desired direction. There could be 
another factor occurring at the time of the intervention that is responsible for its 
efficacy. For example, if a group of customers forms implementation intentions to 
save more and they do, this could be because their salaries also rose during this 
period - and not because of the intervention. The way to avoid this is by randomly 
selecting one (or more) group(s) of customers to receive the intervention and 
comparing their outcomes to another group that does not receive the intervention.  
 
Random selection ensures that the characteristics of one group do not differ from 
those of another. Salary increases, for example, would be evenly balanced between 
the groups, and the success of any intervention could not be attributable to differing 
salary increases between the groups. Delivering behavioural interventions through 
technology allows both for the easy delivery of different interventions to different 
groups and for the collection of cost effective real time data on real behavioural 
responses to these interventions. The use of technology, therefore, presents an 
excellent opportunity to test whether a given intervention works and to incrementally 
improve promising interventions through iterative testing, learning and adapting 
processes.  By learning from these kinds of tests, successful interventions can then 
be rolled out to the wider customer base with increased confidence that they will 
work. 
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Additionally, we wish to highlight that although the behavioural interventions 
recommended in this report are evidence based and have been experimentally 
shown to impact behaviour in the context in which they were tested, they may not 
have the same impact across contexts or when bundled together. As highlighted 
above in relation to the America saves programme, implementation intentions were 
found not to work when very rigid savings targets were defined (Loibl & Scharff, 
2010).  
 
Furthermore, in research on encouraging energy savings, Dolan and Metcalfe (2015) 
find that messages about an individual’s consumption relative to their peers lead to 
decreases in energy use, as did financial incentives, but that when the two 
interventions were tested in conjunction with one another their combined impact was 
zero. These studies highlight the potential pitfalls which can occur when trying to 
bring about behaviours change and the need for testing and learning to find the best 
ways to deliver and combine interventions to bring about behavior change in relation 
to a specific behaviour and in a specific context. 
 
One example demonstrates what stands to be gained by adopting a test and learn 
approach comes from the UK’s Behavioural Insights Team (BIT, 2012).When set the 
task of increasing the payment of court fines, the BIT trialled multiple variations of a 
text message to those who had missed payments. Individuals were randomly 
allocated to different groups; some were sent no text message, while others were 
sent either a standard reminder text or a more personalised message. The trial 
showed that text message prompts could be highly effective, particularly when 
personalised. On the back of this result, a second trial was then conducted to 
determine which aspects of personalised messages were instrumental to increasing 
payment rates. The second trial demonstrated that people were more likely to make 

HSBC US’s call centres receive many calls from customers who are paying their credit card bills. 
HSBC combines defaults and salience with technology to help customers pay their credit card bills 
online instead 
 
When customers log into online banking, they receive a pop-up message by default reminding 
them to pay online, making the payment due date salient, and making it easy to pay online with a 
‘make payment’ button. 
 

 
 
The click-through rate is 10x higher than other similar pop ups and a higher percentage of 
responders were using the online payment feature for the first time 
 
HSBC could ‘test and learn’ with a randomised trial to see if these pop-ups reduce call centre calls 
among customers who see them 
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a payment on their overdue fine if they received a text message containing their 
name and that the average value of fine repayments went up by over 30%. The trials 
were conducted at very low cost as the data was already being collected by the court 
services and it is estimated that if scaled the intervention could reduce the need for 
up to 150,000 bailiff interventions annually. Clearly, the potential returns on 
investment from an iterative test and learn approach are huge.  
 
Finally, we also strongly suggest that, where possible, subjective wellbeing is 
measured in any such experiments. The implementation of good intentions should 
make people better off overall, and not only in financial terms. Ultimately, the market 
will be more sustainable if consumers are happy with their products, their providers, 
and with how they feel in general. 
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