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ometimes, when tackling a daunting task, it’s the first

doing more and more of our shopping online adds to the

Of course, some often assume that people just don’t want to

“New research has found
small ‘wins’ and getting
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that success in those small, early repayments created a sense of
progress and motivation that then led people to feel able to tackle
and complete their entire debt repayment successfully.
Research in 2020 by Hal Hershfield, Stephen Shu and Shlomo
Benartzi explored whether encouraging people to save daily,
rather than weekly or monthly, had positive outcomes on savings
rates. They tested whether parting with larger monthly lump sums
might be psychologically harder than giving up an equivalent
amount of money spread out equally over time.
Just as a large purchase, such as an appliance or piece of
furniture, is made more attractive and feels more manageable
when framed as ‘only £50 per month’, making small but frequent
savings payments can feel more manageable, too. One
explanation for this might be that people feel they can forgo small
expenditures, such as treats and takeaways, whereas the ‘loss’ of
larger, lump sums feels more daunting. Plus, small payments
today might help to dial down what’s known as present bias –
things for the future.
Partnering with fintech app Acorns, Hershfield et al asked
nearly 9,000 new users if they would like to make an initial
deposit into a savings account – and 45% of participants agreed
to save something there and then. If they opted in, they were
asked if they would like to make a recurring deposit of varying
amounts and frequencies, and then randomly placed in one of
five groups – $5 per day, $35 per week or $150 per month, or
$7 per week or $30 per month. Therefore, the sample captured

people who were already receptive in some way to saving. The
researchers found that 30% of users opted in to making daily
savings deposits, compared with 10% for weekly deposits and just
7% for monthly deposits.
Although there was some drop-out across all groups during the
three-month trial, the proportion of people making daily savings
remained more than three times higher than those making
monthly deposits; after three months, 19% were still signed up to
making daily deposits compared with 7% and 5% for weekly or
monthly deposits respectively. Unlike the weekly and monthly
frames, which only appealed to users with high incomes, the daily
the daily savings were equal across income groups.

Implications

Many behavioural goals are likely to be more attainable if
broken down into smaller steps or chunks, in order to build
momentum – from eating less meat, to saving money, to
reducing your carbon footprint. Making it easy to take the first
Focusing on that first chunk, or first step, is a good strategy to
combat the intention-behaviour gap, helping to shift people
from merely having good intentions to acting on them.
That first step doesn’t need to be the one that makes most
logical, rational sense. The key is to create a buzz, a feeling of
achievement, so people are motivated to keep going and tackle
other problems.
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