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 Columnist  Crawford Hollingworth

S ometimes, when tackling a daunting task, it’s the first 
VWHS�WKDW�LV�WKH�PRVW�GLɆFXOW��0RQH\�WURXEOHV�DUH�D�
JRRG�H[DPSOH��:KLOH�VRPH�KDYH�EHQHILWHG�IURP�WKH�
ORFNGRZQV�RI�WKH�SDQGHPLF�E\�FOHDULQJ�GHEW�DQG�

DPDVVLQJ�VDYLQJV��VLPSO\�EHFDXVH�WKHUH´V�OHVV�WR�VSHQG�
WKHLU�PRQH\�RQ��IRU�RWKHUV�¯�SDUWLFXODUO\�WKRVH�RQ�ORZ�LQFRPHV�
DOUHDG\�¯�LW�KDV�EHHQ�D�YHU\�GLɆFXOW�\HDU�RI�PDQDJLQJ�RQ�UHGXFHG�
RU�HYHQ�]HUR�LQFRPH��7KRVH�LQ�WKH�ODWWHU�JURXS�KDYH�HQGHG�XS�
UXQQLQJ�GRZQ�VDYLQJV�DQG�EXLOGLQJ�XS�GHEW�LQVWHDG��
$������VXUYH\�IRXQG�WKDW�RQH�LQ�ILYH�UHVSRQGHQWV�KDG�QR�

HPHUJHQF\�VDYLQJV�DW�DOO�EHIRUH�WKH�SDQGHPLF�DQG�DOPRVW�����
KDG�H[SHULHQFHG�D�GURS�LQ�LQFRPH�
2Q�WRS�RI�WKLV��LW�KDV�EHFRPH�HYHQ�HDVLHU�WR�VSHQG�WKHVH�GD\V��

FRQWDFWOHVV�SD\PHQW�PHWKRGV��HLWKHU�E\�FDUG�RU�SKRQH��SDVV�XQGHU�
RXU�UDGDU��DQG�WKH�FRQWDFWOHVV�OLPLW�LQFUHDVHG�IURP�����WR������
WKLV�\HDU�LQ�WKH�8.��
7KH�XELTXLW\�RI�³RQH�FOLFN´�SXUFKDVHV�LQ�D�VRFLHW\�ZKHUH�ZH�DUH�

doing more and more of our shopping online adds to the 
DWPRVSKHUH�RI�IULFWLRQOHVV�VSHQGLQJ��%X\LQJ�KDV�EHFRPH�
SV\FKRORJLFDOO\�SDLQOHVV��ZKHUHDV��EHIRUH��ZH�KDG�WR�SK\VLFDOO\�
SDUW�ZLWK�FDVK��WHPSRUDULO\�KDQG�RYHU�D�FDUG�DQG�VLJQ�D�UHFHLSW��
RU�HQWHU�D�3,1�

Of course, some often assume that people just don’t want to 
WDFNOH�PRQH\�LVVXHV��RU�WKDW�WKH\�GRQ´W�HYHQ�UHDOLVH�WKH\�QHHG�
DWWHQWLRQ��+RZHYHU��UHVHDUFK�VKRZV�WKLV�LV�QRW�WKH�FDVH��)LQDQFLDO�
VWUHVV�LV�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�GHELOLWDWLQJ�VLWXDWLRQV�WR�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�
SHRSOH�XVXDOO\�UHDOO\�ZDQW�WR�UHGXFH�WKDW�ZRUU\��)RU�LQVWDQFH��
PRVW�SHRSOH�NQRZ�LW´V�D�JRRG�LGHD�WR�KDYH�VRPH�HPHUJHQF\�
VDYLQJV�VHW�DVLGH�IRU�XQH[SHFWHG�VSHQGLQJ��
$�VXUYH\�E\�WKH�$$53�3XEOLF�3ROLF\�,QVWLWXWH�LQ�WKH�86�IRXQG�

WKDW�����RI�HPSOR\HHV�ZRXOG�SUREDEO\�FRQWULEXWH�WR�DQ�
HPHUJHQF\�VDYLQJV�IXQG�LI�WKHLU�HPSOR\HU�RɅHUHG�RQH��DQG�����
ZRXOG�GR�VR�LI�WKHLU�HPSOR\HU�PDGH�PDWFKLQJ�FRQWULEXWLRQV��
6R��WKH�UHDO�SUREOHP�LV�WKDW�WKH�ILUVW�FKXQN�LV�WKH�KDUGHVW��

*HWWLQJ�SHRSOH�WR�WDNH�WKDW�ILUVW�VWHS�WRZDUGV�LPSURYLQJ�WKHLU�
VLWXDWLRQ�LV�WULFN\��7KH\´UH�ZHOO�DZDUH�RI�ZKDW�WKH\�VKRXOG�EH�
GRLQJ��EXW�VWUXJJOH�WR�PDNH�LW�KDSSHQ��%HKDYLRXUDO�VFLHQWLVWV�
FDOO�WKLV�WKH�LQWHQWLRQ�EHKDYLRXU��RU�LQWHQWLRQ�DFWLRQ��JDS��7KLV�
JDS�H[LVWV�ZKHQ�ZH�KDYH�HYHU\�LQWHQWLRQ�RI�GRLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ��
ZLWK�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�ZK\�ZH�VKRXOG�GR�LW��
\HW�VRPHKRZ�LW�IDLOV�WR�KDSSHQ�
(QFRXUDJLQJO\��QHZ�UHVHDUFK�IURP�EHKDYLRXUDO�VFLHQWLVWV�EXLOGV�

“New research has found 
small ‘wins’ and getting 

VRPHWKLQJ�RɅ�WKH�JURXQG�ZLWK�
VPDOO�VWHSV�FDQ�EH�HɅHFWLYH²

RQ�SUHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK�WKDW�KDV�IRXQG�VPDOO�³ZLQV´�DQG�JHWWLQJ�
VRPHWKLQJ�RɅ�WKH�JURXQG�ZLWK�VPDOO�VWHSV�FDQ�EH�HɅHFWLYH��)RU�
H[DPSOH��SD\LQJ�RɅ�VPDOO�GHEWV�RU�ELOOV��RU�VWDUWLQJ�WR�PDNH�VPDOO��
EXW�UHFXUULQJ�SD\PHQWV�LQWR�D�VDYLQJV�DFFRXQW��VKRZ�JRRG�WDNH�XS�
DQG�HɅHFWLYHQHVV��)UDPLQJ�DFWLRQV�VR�WKH\�IHHO�PDQDJHDEOH�FDQ�KHOS�
WR�JHW�WKH�EDOO�UROOLQJ��JLYLQJ�XV�PRUH�QXDQFHG�ZD\V�RI�EXLOGLQJ�
PRPHQWXP�DQG�HQHUJ\�WR�JHW�RQ�WRS�RI�ILQDQFHV�
5HVHDUFK�E\�'DYLG�*DO�DQG�%ODNHOH\�0F6KDQH��DW�WKH�.HOORJJ�

6FKRRO�RI�0DQDJHPHQW��ORRNHG�DW�D�VWUDWHJ\�WKH\�GXEEHG�WKH�
³VQRZEDOO�HɅHFW´��8VLQJ�D�GDWDVHW�RI�PRUH�WKDQ�������GHEWRUV�VLJQHG�
XS�WR�D�GHEW�PDQDJHPHQW�ILUP��WKH\�IRXQG�FRQYLQFLQJ�HYLGHQFH�WKDW�
GHEWRUV�VKRXOG�SD\�RɅ�WKH�VPDOOHVW�GHEWV�ILUVW��ZKDWHYHU�WKH�LQWHUHVW�
UDWH���7KLV�DSSURDFK�PDGH�SHRSOH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�FRPSOHWH�DOO�WKHLU�
UHSD\PHQWV�RYHU�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�D�IHZ�\HDUV��*DO�DQG�0F6KDQH�VXJJHVW�
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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 
IUDPH�ZDV�HɅHFWLYH�IRU�WKRVH�ZLWK�ORZHU�LQFRPHV��VLJQ�XS�UDWHV�IRU�
the daily savings were equal across income groups.

Implications
O  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 
VWHS�WRZDUGV�D�JRDO�FDQ�SD\�RɅ�LQ�WKH�ORQJ�WHUP�

O  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.

O  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.

Crawford Hollingworth  Columnist  

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 – 
ZKHQ�ZH�SUHIHU�WR�HQMR\�WRGD\�DQG�SXW�RɅ�PRUH�SDLQIXO��KDUGHU�
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 
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