
SDC 2019 Annual Meeting Abstracts  

Di Maio, Giorgio; Università degli Studi di Milano-Bicocca 

giorgio.dimaio@unimib.it 

Authors: Lucia DALLA PELLEGRINA Università degli Studi di Milano-Bicocca Department of Economics, 

Management and Statistics (DEMS), Milano, Italy; Angela DE MICHELE The Small Enterprise Foundation 

(SEF), Tzaneen, South Africa; Giorgio DI MAIO Università degli Stud 

Title: Fostering savings by commitment: Evidence from a quasi-natural experiment 

at the Small Enterprise Foundation in South Africa 

Savings are often the only way poor can manage to pay for major unexpected events or take 

advantage of a business opportunity. However, the poor rarely have access to voluntary deposit 

services offered by formal or semi-formal institutions. Instead, they resort to informal 

mechanisms, which are often high risk, illiquid and rigid. When formal or semi-formal deposit 

services are available, there is a wide consensus on the fact that a form of obligation can play an 

important role in helping the poor save. Many microfinance institutions apply some kind of 

withdrawal restrictions or other mechanisms that share the common feature of assistance with 

deposit discipline. However, the evidence on the effectiveness of commitment devices and 

withdrawal restrictions is contrasting. 

We study the effects of a pilot project set up by the Small Enterprise Foundation (SEF), a leading 

microfinance institution based in South Africa. The program aimed at introducing a stimulus to 

save in the form of the possession of “Goal Card” whereby clients owning this tool were asked to 

identify a saving goal and to commit to a regular saving amount. 

The experiment had quasi-natural approach, as SEF has implemented the pilot project in selected 

locations or centres. After having identified a control group of centres similar to those treated by 

means of propensity score matching technique, we performed a difference in differences analysis 

at the client level. Estimates show an improvement in the savings performance of the SEF 

customers treated with the program, compared to the counterfactual. On average, not only clients 

holding a “Goal Card” but also other clients belonging to the treated centres benefited from the 

program. 

These results suggest that a savings incentive program can be effective without being coercive 

and that the motivational effect may be prevalent. Furthermore, there can be important spillover 

effects through an imitation effect. 

Our findings are consistent with the goal-setting theory, which claims that setting specific, 

challenging goals leads to an increasing level of task performance. Our study also suggest that 

feedback is important, since it helps individuals tracing their advancement.


