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Project Leadership

• New America Foundation
– Nonpartisan, nonprofit, public policy institute 

– The Asset Building Program develops innovative policy 
proposals to enable low-and moderate-income families to build 
savings and wealth.

• MDRC
– Nonpartisan, nonprofit, social policy research organization

– Has decades of experience and expertise designing and 
operating pilot programs for low-wage workers and communities.
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What Problem Does AutoSave 

Seek to Address?

�All households need access to unrestricted 

funds to bridge short term cash flow gaps, 

build own safety net, and reduce the need for 

high-cost credit. 

�Un-preparedness for emergencies (asset poverty)

�Non-restricted use savings overlooked by policy 
and products  

�Behavioral impediments (i.e. inertia) 
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AutoSave: The Concept

• Automated, regular savings for short-term or 
emergency use

• Low-cost benefit leveraging existing payroll 
infrastructure

• Savings directed from post-tax wages; Normal tax 

rules apply 

• Automatic Enrollment; Freedom to opt-out
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AutoSave: The Pilot
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Two-Staged Approach

• 6 to 9 month pilot for operational feasibility (current stage)

• 2 year demonstration for impact (proposed next stage)

Pilot Qualitative Study 

• Take-up data, aggregated account activity

• One site pursuing more in-depth follow-up on account holders

• Employee Focus Groups



Pilot Research Questions
• Will employees enroll in an employer facilitated, regular savings plan, in 

which they can open individual, non-restricted use savings accounts in a  
simple, streamlined process? 

• What does it take for employers to implement an easy-enrollment, 
automatic deduction savings plan, and why do they choose to do so?

• Will financial institutions be able to offer a remote account opening 
process (that does not require their presence); shorter, simpler account 
opening forms; and a suitable savings account product with low or no 
fees? How do financial institutions decide whether to offer AutoSave?

• Will the AutoSave model, of using existing tools--payroll infrastructure, 
direct deposit, split pay, remote account opening---and a behaviorally-
informed design, be operationally feasible for all stakeholders involved and 
replicable in a variety of workplace settings? 

• What insights, challenges, and opportunities emerge for savings policy?   
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Implementing Partners

• 5 Employers

– Southern CA distribution warehouse for national drugstore chain

– Small nonprofit provider of voc. training & computer refurbishing 

– For-profit school meal catering enterprise, recently expanded 

– Two large municipal employers, located on the E. and W. coasts 

• 5 Financial Institutions 

– 2 banks; 3 credit unions
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Behavioral Principles AutoSave Design Features

Streamline new account paperwork

Pre-populate form fields

Enroll at work, no bank/credit union trips

Recommend a standard saving amount

Pre-screen the account and its terms 

“Set it and forget it”

Direct deposit automates savings

Segregate savings from transaction account

New account (perhaps) in new depository 

Not linked to checking

Presented as a standard employee benefit 
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Minimize Hassle Factors

Constrain Choices

Automaticity

Mental Accounting

Create Social Norm
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Employer: Direct Deposit Bank: New Account 
Authorization Application+



New America Foundation ♦ Asset Building Program 11



Early Observations

• Field testing AutoSave model and process critical 

• Savings purpose (for “rainy day”) resonates

• Direct deposit and split pay underutilized  

• Variance in operations and policy interpretations

• Model still has much potential to be explored 
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Insights for Policy

• Automatic enrollment for basic savings accounts not 

legally feasible; thus, legal clarification needed 
regarding opening new accounts on behalf of others

• Direct deposit laws in play

• Barriers to saving persist 
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Upcoming

• Attempt automatic, default (opt-out) design 

• Direct deposit research

• Expert convening 

• Decide whether to proceed to stage 2, experimental design  
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Stage 2 Demonstration 
(Select) Questions

• Does AutoSave increase saving rates?

• Does AutoSave reduce the use of alternative, often high-priced, 
credit options?

• Does AutoSave improve job retention and performance?

• Does AutoSave increase financial stability?

• Does AutoSave increase asset accumulation/wealth?

• Do AutoSave’s effects vary by employee and employer 
characteristics?

• Are there enhancements to the basic intervention that might have an 
impact on saving?

AutoSave: A Joint Initiative of the New America Foundation and MDRC 15



16

For More Information

New America Foundation

Alejandra Lopez-Fernandini

lopez@newamerica.net

202-596-3357

Project Page
http://www.newamerica.net/programs/asset

_building/autosave

MDRC

Caroline Schultz

caroline.schultz@mdrc.org

212-340-8866

Project Page
http://www.mdrc.org/project_16_98.html
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Preferred Account Features

• Federal Insurance (FDIC, NCUA)

• Interest bearing

• Statement provided

• Access to savings at teller and ATM  

• Provide ATM card, but do not enable for store 

purchases

• No possibility for overdraft or negative balance
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