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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY   
 

Each year, 150,000 New Yorkers get their taxes prepared for free at Volunteer Income 
Tax Assistance (VITA) Sites. However, an estimated five million New Yorkers qualify for 
this service.  More than half of these residents are paying $261, on average, to have 
their taxes prepared and an estimated 80,000 are failing to claim the additional 
$2,400, on average, for the Earned Income Tax Credit.   

For the 2017 tax season, Common Cents partnered with Robin Hood Foundation to 
create behaviorally informed interventions aimed at: 

 Increasing the number of new and returning filers at VITA sites  
 Helping filers save part of their tax refund  

To explore these behaviors, Common Cents conducted four randomized controlled 
trials across two VITA sites in New York City: Ariva and Urban Upbound.  As a result of 
our experiments we were able to increase the percent of return filers from 33% to 
37% with a simple reminder text message (see p10), the number of filers referring a 
friend from 13% to 19% with the allure of a random cash reward (see p28), and the 
number of a referral being realized from 2.5% to 10% with a tangible scratch ticket 
(see p28). While we also had marginal success in encouraging filers to save part of 
their refund through visible and salient signage and a checklist increasing split rates 
from 1.27% to 1.61%, a key learning was that a future savings programs should be 
delivered through the preparer (see p16).  

Moving forward, Common Cents Lab recommends: 

 Adopt SMS platform to remind prior year filers. 

 Focus on preparer to push 
savings. 

 Test more versions of a 
tangible scratch ticket with 
an early winner to increase 
referrals. 

This report highlights the results of 
these experiments, lessons learned, 
and recommendations for city-
wide interventions.   

Full Scale Estimates: NYC VITA  

5,828 return filers retained 
with an inexpensive SMS 

3,391 new filers through a 
tangible scratch ticket referral  

$1.1M stays in filers pocket 
rather than goes to preparers  

 

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dca/media/pr031516.page
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OVERVIEW OF THE PROBLEM 
 

In 2016, the IRS processed over 150 million tax returns, resulting in close to 73% of 
filers receiving a tax refund on the order of $2,995 on average.  That’s almost one full 
month of after-tax income for the median household in the United States.  Given the 
magnitude, it’s understandable why many low-to-moderate income (LMI) households 
rely on their tax refunds to get by each year.   

Yet, many LMI families are not getting their full tax refund.  Nefarious tax preparers, 
charging exorbitant fees, often exploit LMI households.  According to a National 
Society of Accountants survey, the average cost to file a simple tax return with a paid 
preparer is $261 (or almost 9% of the average tax refund!).  One study by Georgie 
Watch, a consumer advocacy group, showed that in a random sample of 20 tax 
preparations sites, only one had their prices publicly available.  The other 19 asserted 
that they could only provide pricing after filing the tax return.  Shockingly, six 
preparers disclosed that they charged customers based on the total refund size. 
Based on their study, the researchers concluded that tax preparers quoted their 
prices arbitrarily, making it nearly impossible for consumers to price shop.  

In addition, many of these preparers offer clients “cash advances,” or refund 
anticipatory loans, on their tax refunds.  For example, H&R Block deducts $35 from a 
filers tax refund for a loan, plus an additional $25 for those opting to get a paper 
check.  For reference, over 40% of filers at Ariva chose to get their refund via check.  
This fee structure results in a 42% interest rate, assuming a 21-day refund delay and an 
average refund of $2,995.  Bill Cobb, CEO of H&R Block, told analysts that H&R Block is 
“looking to do a lot of loans to a lot of people, and we will be marketing this 
aggressively.” 

In addition to paying to file, some LMI families are missing out on sizeable tax credits.  
Passed in 1975 with bi-partisan support, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is the 
most successful means-tested program in lifting families and children out of poverty.  
Filers who work and earn less than $54,000 may qualify for the EITC, a credit worth 
up to $6,200.  In 2015, the average EITC credit was $2,447. However, according to the 
IRS, one in five eligible workers fail to claim the EITC.  

Even when LMI families do end up claiming their full tax refund, they often do not 
save part of their tax refund.  With nearly one in six Americans unable to cover an 
unexpected $500 expense without going into debt, tax refund time creates a great 
opportunity for LMI families to build up their emergency savings.  However, in 2016, 
less than 0.5% of filers who received a tax refund submitted a Form 8888, requesting 

https://www.irs.gov/uac/newsroom/filing-season-statistics-for-the-week-ending-december-30-2016
http://www.georgiawatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Errors-Fraud-Arbitrary-Fees-Final-Formatted-Report.pdf
http://www.georgiawatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Errors-Fraud-Arbitrary-Fees-Final-Formatted-Report.pdf
https://www.irs.gov/uac/the-earned-income-tax-credit-often-missed
https://www.irs.gov/uac/the-earned-income-tax-credit-often-missed
http://www.bankrate.com/banking/savings/survey-how-americans-contend-with-unexpected-expenses/
http://www.bankrate.com/banking/savings/survey-how-americans-contend-with-unexpected-expenses/
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that the IRS split their tax refund and send part of their tax refund to a savings 
account. 

Thankfully, the Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) program can help.  The VITA 
program offers free tax preparation LMI filers.  The tax preparers are IRS-certified 
volunteers who use the IRS Free File Program, which automatically checks for eligible 
tax credits like the EITC.  Unfortunately, less than 2% of all eligible tax filers filed using 
the IRS Free File Program.  

  

Quick Stats: The need for VITA Sites  

 $261 average cost of a paid 
preparer 

 43% expected interest rate on a 
refund anticipatory loan 

 1/5 eligible workers do not claim 
the EITC  
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OVERVIEW OF PARTNERSHIP GOALS 
 

Together, Robin Hood and Common Cents partnered to help address a few of the 
critical issues highlighted above.  Our partnership had two goals:  

1. Increase the number of filers at VITA sites  
2. Increase tax refund saving  

To accomplish these goals, Common Cents conducted four randomized controlled 
experiments with two VITA site partners across New York City: Ariva and Urban 
Upbound.  Both of these great organizations work tirelessly to provide a number of 
financial wellness programs to LMI families, including free-tax preparation.   

 

Ariva  

Ariva operates nine tax sites in Bronx and 1 tax site in Manhattan, serving over 10,000 
tax filers each year.  Their main location is in the Highbridge area of the Bronx and 
serves over 4,000 filers each year.  Over 40% of Highbridge residents live below the 
poverty line, and 43% are foreign born.  While the EITC gap is just 1% in this area, tax 
refund saving seems to be low.  Last year only 31 filers split their tax refund, filing a 
Form 8888.  Ariva is uniquely positioned to help tax filers save since they are co-
located with Spring Bank Credit Union.   

In partnership with Ariva, we conducted three randomized controlled trials at their 
main Highbridge location, aimed at reaching both of our goals.  

1. Increase the number of filers at VITA sites  
o Increasing VITA attendance through SMS reminders  

2. Increase tax refund saving  
o Increasing saving rates through environmental cues 
o Increasing saving rates through form changes 

Urban Upbound 

Urban Upbound operates 18 tax sites across Queens, the Bronx, Brooklyn, and 
Manhattan, serving almost 8,000 tax filers each year.  Their main location is in the 
Long Island City area of Queens and served 4,323 filers this tax year.  Over 21% of Long 
Island City residents live below the poverty line, and 40% are foreign born.  The EITC 
gap is 18%, providing a large opportunity to help filers claim all of their eligible tax 
credits.  
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In partnership with Urban Upbound, we conducted a randomized controlled trial 
with three conditions aimed at increasing the number of filers at their main Long 
Island City location.  

1. Increase the number of filers at VITA sites  
o Increasing attendance through lottery referrals  

The next sections will detail each partnership, including our:  

 Behavioral diagnosis  
 Experiment Designs  
 Findings  
 Recommendations for future roll out  

 

 Ariva 
 

Urban Upbound 

 
Background 

 
Zip Code 

 
10452 

 

 
11101 

 
 
Population 

 
75,559 

 

 
25,880 

 
 

Income Demographics 
 
% Below poverty 

 
40.8% 

 

 
21.9% 

 
 
Median Income 

 
24,790 

 

 
$48,013 

 
 

Racial Demographics 
 
% Foreign Born 

 
42.9% 

 

 
40.1% 

 
  

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 1: Overview of VITA Sites 
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ARIVA  
 

Through our partnership with Ariva, we launched three experiments aimed at both 
increasing attendance and saving rates.  

 

Behavioral Diagnosis 

An essential part of the behavioral process is to do a behavioral diagnosis (see “Our 
Process” section for more background).  In this phase, we first observe, collect data, 
and try to understand the current environment.   

 

We conducted two full day observations, along with 10 hours of qualitative interviews 
with key staff members, preparers, greeters, and other volunteers.  Given the timing of 
the project, we could not observe the actual filing process.  However, based on the 
conversation collected, we mapped out every step that a potential filer has to take to 
file their taxes at Ariva, and potentially save part of the tax refund.  Below is a 
condensed version of the behavioral map.  

Figure 2: Behavioral map of Ariva’s tax preparation process 
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These insights informed the experiment design for the following three experiments:  

 Increasing VITA attendance through SMS reminders  
 Increasing saving rates through environmental cues 
 Increasing saving rates through form changes    
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Experiment 1: Increasing Attendance through SMS reminders 

 

To increase attendance at Ariva, we needed an intervention that was low-cost, easy to 
implement, and not resource intensive.   

Since Ariva did not have an active outreach program, we decided to test the impact 
of SMS reminders on attendance.   

Prior research has shown that SMS reminders are an effective way to drive behavior 
change.  For example, text messages have been shown to increase patient 
attendance, credit scores, and savings rates.  SMS reminders can help bring issues top 
of mind and focus attention. 

The wording and timing of the text message matters.  For example, in one 
experiment conducted by Common Cents, we were able to roughly double tax 
refund savings rates from 12% to 22%, by changing the timing of SMS.  Instead of 
asking people to save after they’ve received their tax refund, we asked people to save 
part of their tax refund before they’d even received it.  This experiment pulled on the 
behavioral principle of pre-commitment. This low-cost text intervention helped 
thousands of people save part of their tax-refund, totaling over $1 million in savings. 
Moreover, three months after the intervention, roughly 85 percent of the savings were 
still in the savings accounts. 

With Ariva, we then wanted to test two hypotheses:  

 Are we able to increase VITA site attendance via SMS text messages?  
 Are we able to increase saving rates via SMS text messages?  

 

Experiment Design  

Ariva did not have an active SMS texting platform before this experiment.  However, in 
partnership with Yugosky Consulting, we helped Ariva acquire SMS Magic, by sharing 
in the cost and setting up their SMS texting dashboards.   

Once Ariva gained SMS capabilities, we split the existing user base of 4,307 former 
clients into four different conditions (including a control which received no SMS).   

In crafting the SMS messages, we wanted to:  

 Remind users of Ariva 
 Highlight the benefits of filing with Ariva (a free service)  
 Invoke action (via direct questions)  

file:///C:/Users/wjd7/Desktop/Hi%20Siliva,
file:///C:/Users/wjd7/Desktop/Hi%20Siliva,
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2675695
http://karlan.yale.edu/sites/default/files/top-of-mind-oct2014.pdf
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 Seem personalized  
 Prime clients to think about saving 

 

  
Control  

 
Reminder 

 
Saving 

 
Reminder + Saving 

Initial 
Text 

[No SMS] Hi [Maribel] it’s time to 
file your taxes.  Come to 
Ariva to file for FREE.   

 
Remember to bring 
your ID, Social Security 
Card, W2s or 1099s, and 
ROUTING and 
ACCOUNT numbers for 
both your SAVINGS and 
CHECKING  accounts. 

 
Will you come in this 
year? Text Yes or  No 

Hi [Maribel] it’s time to 
file your taxes.  Come to 
Ariva to file for FREE.   

 
If you get a refund this 
year, what percentage of 
your refund do you want 
to save?   

 
Text A if you want to save 
more than 25%, B = 
around 25%, C = less than 
25% 
 

Hi [Maribel] it’s time to file your taxes.  Come 
to Ariva to file for FREE.   

 
Remember to bring your ID, Social Security 
Card, W2s or 1099s, and ROUTING and 
ACCOUNT numbers for both your SAVINGS 
and CHECKING  accounts. 

 
If you get a refund this year, what percentage 
of your refund do you want to save?  

 
Text A if you want to save more than 25%, B = 
around 25%, C = less than 25 

Reply  If “Yes”: Great - looking 
forward to seeing you.   
 
If “No”: OK - If you 
change your mind, we 
will be here!  

 
If “Error”: We couldn’t 
understand that.   Text 
Yes or No if you plan on 
coming in this year 

If “A”: What percentage would you like to save? Text a number between 25 
and 100 

 
If “C”: What percentage would you like to save? Text a number between 0 
and 25.  

 
If “B” or after a number response to previous: Great - looking forward to 
seeing you and helping you save [10%] of your refund when you come in.  
 
If “No” or “0”: OK - if you change your mind, we will be here!  

 
If “Error”: We couldn’t understand that.  Text A if you want to save more 
than 25%, B = around 25%, C = less than 25% 

Figure 3: Overview of SMS experiment  

 

Results 

After cleaning the data for disconnected or wrong numbers, we found the following 
results:  

 

Compared to no SMS reminders, both our simple reminder and our reminder + saving 
condition increased attendance  

While every condition saw higher attendance rates than the control, only our 
reminder and reminder + saving conditions statistically increased attendance rates by 
one to four percentage points.  The reminder and the reminder + saving conditions 
saw the largest increases.  In other words, receiving a reminder or reminder + saving 
SMS increases the likelihood of a client visiting Ariva by 20%.  
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Figure 4: Attendance rates by condition.  *N=4,274. The difference between reminder or reminder + saving and control is 
statistically significant at p=0.0576 and p=0.0523, respectively. There is no statistical difference between the saving condition and 
the control or between the reminder and the reminder + saving condition.  

 

This simple intervention led to an additional 83 people attending Ariva.  Assuming 
these clients would have gone to a paid preparer, our interventions saved over 
$21,000 in tax preparation costs.  This is an astonishing result since the intervention 
cost less than $65 to implement.  

 

Response rates were more than 3x higher in the reminder condition, given simple 
“Yes/No” ask.  

We also analyzed response rates by condition.  Our reminder condition significantly 
outperformed both the saving and the reminder+saving condition.  We expected this 
result.  The question in the saving and reminder+saving conditions is a difficult one – 
how much of your tax refund would you like to save?  People avoid hard questions.  
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Figure 5: Response rates by condition.  *N=4,274. The difference between reminder and saving or reminder + saving is statistically 
significant at p<.001 and p<.001, respectively. There is no statistical difference between the saving condition and the reminder + 
saving condition.  

 
In the reminder condition, over 85% of those that responded, responded positively, 
affirming that they will attend Ariva. less than 9% of participants responded “No” and 
less than 1% responded with “stop or unsubscribe.”  

 

Responses were different in the saving and reminder+saving condition.  People opted 
to ask questions, instead of answering the question at hand.  There was also a slightly 
higher unsubscribe rate, given a much smaller group of clients that responded.  

 

 

 Commonly asked questions from 
filers via SMS:  
 

1. What days are you available?  

2. What is your location? 

3. Are you open tomorrow? 

4. Can I make an appointment?  
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Figure 6: Responses by condition, *N=133. Distributions of responses between saving and reminder + saving are 
statistically significant at p=.002.  

 

There were no differences in actual savings rates (i.e. splitting the Form 8888) by 
different conditions.   

As a secondary measure for this experiment, we wanted to see if we could impact 
Form 8888 filing rates.  According to tax slayer data, only 23 clients who were in the 
SMS experiment actually filed a Form 8888 (3-8 per condition). Given this small 
sample size, we could not detect any differences between the conditions.   
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Figure 7: Split rates by Condition. *N=4,274. There are no statistical significant differences between the experiment conditions and 
the control.  

 

Recommendations 

Given the success of this low-cost intervention (~$0.01 per SMS), we recommend that 
Robin Hood consider rolling out an SMS reminder system city-wide.  Here are some 
specific recommendations 

 Send SMS before tax season begins.  Some filers had already filed their taxes by 
the time we sent the SMS on January 31. 
 

 Include the address and hours of operation in SMS. The vast majority of the 
respondents wanted to know the location, phone number, and office hours.  
This was the number one question. 

 
 Test the impact of an appointment system. There should be a review of the 

cost-benefit analysis of an appointment system.  Filers were eager to book an 
appointment via SMS given their busy schedules and Ariva’s long wait times.   
 

 Actively manage CRM database. Roughly 2% of SMS were sent to the wrong 
person or to a disconnected phone number.  SMS tools allows VITA sites to 
actively maintain their databases and keep current contact information.  
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 Use SMS to build relationships. SMS platform also allows VITA sites to build a 
relationship with their client base.  Some participants responded with “Of 
course yes I love Ariva service” or “We have a great experience every time. 
Thanks Ariva.”  Vita sites could leverage this opportunity to get referrals or 
volunteers.  
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Experiment 2: Increasing savings through environmental changes 

As discussed in our problem overview, less than 1% of tax filers split their tax refund, 
using Form 8888.  Ariva filers are no different.  In 2016, just 31 filers opted to split their 
tax refund (out of over 4,130 filers). 

This low split rate is shocking as Ariva has been participating in multiple programs 
and lotteries designed to incentivize filer to split their tax refund (e.g. Doorways to 
Dreams $25,000 lottery).  Thus, we decided to not include cash incentives.  According 
to a number of studies conducted by Deci and Ryan, extrinsic rewards, especially cash 
prizes, can often crowd out any intrinsic motivation.  

Using the insights from our behavioral diagnosis, we wanted to make savings a topic 
of conversation and create the feeling that savings is part of the social norm.  Ariva 
filers were used to waiting for hours at a time. We viewed this as a perfect intervention 
opportunity.  

Properly designed environmental cues have been shown to drive behavior.  For 
example, dieters are more likely to choose low-calorie foods when menus include 
diet-related words (even though the menu itself was exactly the same).  This 
intervention is making the goal of dieting more salient through small environmental 
cues. 

With Ariva, we then wanted to test one key hypotheses:  

 Are we able to increase Form 8888 filing rates by making savings more salient 
in the environment?  

Experiment Design 

We create a simple two condition experiment.  In the control condition, the Ariva staff 
would continue as normal, helping clients file their taxes.  In the experiment 
condition, the Ariva staff would make two simple changes to their routine: 

 Greeters would hand out “checklist” flyers to those waiting outside.  This 
checklist outlined all of the paper work that filers need in order to file their 
taxes.  This checklist included a savings account as one of the items needed, 
and highlighted the importance of saving.  

 Ariva staff would put up “desk tents” on each of the preparer’s desks. On one 
side it reminded the preparer to ask the filer if they wanted to save part of their 
tax refund.  On the other side, it reminded the filer of the importance of saving.  

 

 

http://health-equity.lib.umd.edu/3992/1/Changing_Human_Behavior_to_Prevent_Disease.pdf
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666312004412
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Checklists 
 

Table Tents 

  
Figure 8: Images of the cheklist and table tents.  

 

To accommodate Ariva’s large population of Spanish speaking filers, all materials 
were available in both English and Spanish.  

Each day was either randomly selected to be an “environmental day” or a “non-
environmental day.”  The Ariva staffed received a schedule of the experimental days at 
the beginning of the tax season.  In addition, they also received daily emails to remind 
them of the schedule.  Lastly, to reduce any potential mishaps and to reduce strain on 
the Ariva team, the Ariva staff was instructed to get their materials for the day from a 
box in their supply closet.  The box contained a folder for each day of the tax season.  
Inside the folders, the Ariva staff could see if it was an environmental day or a non-
environmental day. If it was an environmental day, all of the print outs and table tents 
needed for the day were included in the folder.  
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Results 

After analyzing and manually entering over 3,702 tax returns, here is what we found:  

 

While few people split their tax refund, environmental changes have a marginally 
significant impact on likelihood of splitting.  

In our experiment, our environmental days had a 1.6% average splitting rate, 
compared to the control of 1.27%. This 26% increase was marginally significant 
(p=.076).  In other words, clients who came on our environmental days were 1.8x more 
likely to split their tax refund than those who came on our non-environmental days.  

This experiment highlights just how difficult it is to get filers to become aware of the 
Form 8888 and then actually split their tax refund.  It’s challenging to get both filers 
and preparers to focus on the Form 8888, when the filers are eager to finish the 
process (especially since many filers have been waiting for 1-2 hours).  

 

 
Figure 9. Refund split rates by condition.  *N=3,702. There is a marginal statistically significant different between the 
environmental and non-environmental conditions (p=.076).  
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Recommendations 

Given the learnings from this intervention, we recommend that Robin Hood consider 
focusing on how to tackle this savings issue in a more concentrated manner, not just 
by targeting the Form 8888.   

Here are some specific recommendations and takeaways:  

 

 Focus on other forms of savings. LMI save their tax refund in many different 
ways.  They pay down debt, pre-pay their rent, or go bulk-shopping for the year.  
Depositing money in a savings account may not be their optimal savings 
strategy.  This is especially salient for communities that may be traditionally un-
or under-banked.  For example, 43% of Ariva tax filers did not opt to get their 
tax refund via direct deposit, suggesting that many of these tax filers do not 
have (or actively use) their bank accounts.   

 

 Place special focus on the preparer. Future interventions should focus on 
making changes at the preparer level.  In our experiment, we found that many 
preparers did not bring up savings or the Form 8888.  Thus, they were not 
asking their filers to split their tax refund.  In one random check, seven out of 
the eight preparers on staff did not know they had to ask about the Form 8888.  
The constant volunteer turnover erodes much of the training efforts.  To combat 
this problem, we recommend VITA sites test interventions focused on changing 
preparer behavior, such as implementing a public leaderboard showing the 
preparers’ tally of Form 8888.  

 
 Focus on the beginning of the tax season. A special focus should be placed at 

the start of the tax season as the data suggests that this is the most optimal 
time to intervene.  There is a strong and significant correlation between refund 
size and filing date.  This is important because the average refund size 
processed by Ariva decreased as tax season went on, supporting the hypothesis 
that clients who expect to get a larger refund file their taxes earlier.  Ariva’s data 
shows that for every day that passes, the average refund decreases by $17.  
Similarly, there is a strong and significant correlation between refund size and 
the likelihood of splitting a tax refund; with every $100 increase in refund size, 
the likelihood of splitting increases by 1.4%.  In short, interventions focused at 
the start of the tax season should be more likely to have an effect.  
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Figure 10: Average refund size by week since the start of the tax seasion.  *N=3,702. There is a marginal statistically significant 
difference between the environmental and non-environmental conditions (p=.076).  
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Experiment 3: Increasing savings through form changes  

From our behavioral audit, we noticed that there was not a structured way in which 
filers were asked to save.  It became apparent that we needed a new intervention that 
explicitly asked filers if they wanted to save, and if so, how much.  

To balance out the needs of the organization, we needed an intervention that was 
low-cost, easy to implement, and did not add to filers’ wait times.  

Thus, we decided to re-design Ariva’s existing deposit forms.  These deposit forms 
asked for filers' bank account information, in case they wanted to get their tax refund 
via direct deposit.  Filers filled out the forms in the waiting area and then handed the 
deposit form to the preparer.  

We created different versions of the deposit forms, which asked filers, explicitly, how 
much of their tax refund they wanted to save.  This type of intervention has proven 
successful in the past.  For example, in a study conducted by Common Cents, we 
found that just asking people to save led to 11% of participants doing so.  

In addition, the forms differed by showing different saving rate default and 
recommendations.  Defaults have been shown to drive behavior, increasing organ 
donation rates and 401(k) saving rates.   

As a result, we wanted to test one key hypothesis:  

 Are we able to increase saving rates by simply asking people how much they 
wanted to save?  

 

Experiment Design  

We ran a six condition randomized control trial, to see which form led to the highest 
level of savings (i.e. split tax refunds).  The exact forms, including the control condition 
(Ariva’s existing deposit form), can be found in Appendix B.  

Each of our revamped forms:  

 Highlighted the importance of saving 
 Included social proof, outlining that most people save part of their tax refund 
 Asked what percentage of the tax refund they would live to save (40%, 30%, 

25%, 20%, 10%, or 0%) 
 Asked for people’s saving account information first, then their checking 

account 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Daniel_Goldstein3/publication/8996952_Medicine_Do_defaults_save_lives/links/0deec51791ed6cdf2c000000.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Daniel_Goldstein3/publication/8996952_Medicine_Do_defaults_save_lives/links/0deec51791ed6cdf2c000000.pdf
http://faculty.chicagobooth.edu/richard.thaler/research/pdf/smartjpe.pdf
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Each of our experimental conditions varied which saving percentage was defaulted, 
and how they were defaulted. A simplified outline of the forms is illustrated below:  

 

Condition 1 Existing Ariva Form  
Condition 2 Check Boxes (No percentage Highlighted) 

If you get a tax refund, what percentage of your tax refund would you like to save?  
 40%  
 30% 
 25%  
 20%  
 10%  
 0%  

Condition 3 0% Highly Not Recommended 
If you get a tax refund, what percentage of your tax refund would you like to save?  

 40%  
 30% 
 25%  
 20%  
 10%  
 0% (Highly Not Recommended) 

Condition 4 40% Highly Recommended 
If you get a tax refund, what percentage of your tax refund would you like to save?  

 40% (Highly Recommended) 
 30% 
 25%  
 20%  
 10%  
 0%  

Condition 5 25% (Most People Check This Option)  
If you get a tax refund, what percentage of your tax refund would you like to save?  

 40%  
 30% 
 25% (Most People Check This Option) 
 20%  
 10%  
 0%  

Condition 6 25% (Most People Check This Option) + Nudge 
If you get a tax refund, what percentage of your tax refund would you like to save?  

 40%  
 30% 
 25% (Most People Check This Option) * 
 20%  
 10%  
 0% 

*Ariva cares about helping you save. We provided you with this information 
because experts have shown that letting you know what other people are doing 
may impact your behavior and may help you save. 

Figure 11: Illustraiton of the deposit form experiment conditions 
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To accommodate Ariva’s large population of Spanish speaking filers, all materials 
were available in both English and Spanish.  

This experiment was a low-cost, low-effort intervention since Ariva was already 
handing out deposit forms.  

The Common Cents team helped Ariva stuff the “folder packets” that each filer 
receives while in the waiting area.  Common Cents randomized the different deposit 
forms in each folder ensuring that, when filers receive a folder packet, they were sure 
to randomly receive any one of the six deposit forms.   

Filers filled out the deposit form and then handed their deposit form to the preparer 
(just like before).  After the filer filed their taxes, the Ariva staff then collected all of the 
forms and prepped them for data collection.  

 

Results 

After analyzing all of the deposit forms and comparing our results to TaxSlayer data, 
we realized that we lost a pretty significant portion of the data in the data collection 
process.  For example, out of the 3,702 clients that Ariva served during the 2016 tax 
season, we only managed to collect 2,456 deposit forms.  In addition, while TaxSlayer 
reported 54 Form 8888s, we were only able to collect 25.  We believe that some Ariva 
volunteers often forgot to collect the deposit forms back from filers.  Given vast data 
loss, we could not analyze the impact of the forms on actual savings rates in a 
meaningful manner.  

However, we are encouraged by this year’s total split rates. This year, 54 out of 3,702 
tax filers split their tax refund (1.46%).  While this number is low, it’s still almost double 
last years’ rate, with just 31 out of 4,130 tax filers splitting their tax refund (0.75%).  This 
difference in split rates is statistically significant at a p<.001 level.   

Since we could not measure people’s actual savings behavior by condition, we 
decided to analyze people’s saving intentions by condition.   

A few insights are highlighted below:  
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In line with expectations, most people avoided answering the question on the form.  
Roughly 13% reported that they wanted to save some part of their tax refund. 

 

We expected a large percentage of people in the study to avoid the question all-
together.  As we saw in the SMS experiment, less people respond to the text message 
when a savings question is asked.  In similar studies run by Common Cents, 73% of 
participants avoided the question via SMS.  This is typical of “opt-in” designs, where 
participants are not forced to make a choice. 

In the current experiment, we were surprised that only 45% of filers left the 
checkboxes empty.  We believe this was an active decision on the filer’s behalf, as 
filers did fill out their banking information at the bottom of the page.  Another 42% of 
participants reported that they did not want to save. 

In all, 13% of participants reported positive behavioral intentions of wanting to save.  
This was in line with our expectations, based on similar savings studies with 11% opt-in 
rates. 

 
Figure 12: Saving intentions across all conditions. *N=2,334 
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For those that did fill out the forms, our intervention was effective in changing 
people’s savings intentions.   

Each of our experimental conditions attempted to drive people’s savings intentions 
away from saving 0% and closer to another option.  For example,  

 in our “0% not recommended” condition, we wanted to move people away 
from checking 0%.   

 in our “40% highly recommended condition” we wanted to move people closer 
to 40%.   

 In our “25% most people clicked this option” and in our “25% most people click 
this option + nudge” we wanted to move people closer to 25%.   

As you can see from the graphs below, all of our experimental conditions achieved 
just that.  In short,  

 Our “0% not recommended” condition, filers were less 32% less likely to check 
0% than in our “Checkboxes only” condition (p=.063) 

 Our “40% highly recommended condition,” filers were 2.06x more likely to 
check 40% (p=.042)  

 Our “25% most people clicked this option” filers were 4.10x more likely to check 
25% (p=.001)  

 Our “25% most people click this option + nudge” filers were 3.04x more likely to 
check 25% (p=.015)  
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Percent of 
Filers who 
checked 0% by 
Condition 

 
 

Percent of 
Filers who 
checked 25% 
by Condition 

 
 

Percent of 
Filers who 
checked 40% 
by Condition 

 
 

Figure 13: Saving intentions by condition.  *N=1,279 
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Recommendations 

While we were not able to tell if the forms made an impact on actual savings rates, 
our intervention did change behavioral intentions.  Given our experience with this 
experiment, we have some recommendations for future interventions:  

 

 Create an “active choice” environment.  As evidenced in our experiment, many 
people avoid the topic of savings all together and choose not to answer the 
question.  This allows people to “opt-out” of the process.  However, an “active 
choice” environment creates an environment where people have to answer the 
question and think critically about their answer (even if the answer is “no—I 
don’t want to save”).  Active choice has been shown to shape behavior across a 
number of studies.  A simple way to do this is to have filers fill the forms out 
electronically on iPads or desktop monitors, which don’t allow filers to move to 
the next screen, unless they have filled out all of the information in the current 
screen. 

 

 Change the ordering of questions. In our deposit forms, we asked filers to 
decided how much they want to save, before asking them for their savings 
account information.  Future VITA sites should test if the question becomes 
“easier to answer” if it comes after the filer has just provided both their savings 
and checking account information.  Thus, the question becomes, not “how 
much do you want to save?” but “how do you want to split your refund across 
these two accounts?” 

 
 Focus on the preparer:  While our deposit forms helped to change behavior, the 

data suggests that there is a disconnect between their intentions and their 
actions. For example, while 13% of the filers reported wanting to save part of 
their tax refund, less than 2% of filers actually saved.  The preparer is in a great 
position to transform filers’ intentions into actions.  From our observations, 
many preparers failed to follow-through and ask filers about their answers on 
the deposit form or if they wanted to split their tax refund.  

 

 

  

http://www.cmu.edu/dietrich/sds/docs/loewenstein/EnhancedActiveChoice.pdf
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URBAN UPBOUND  
The Robin Hood Foundation is keenly interested in closing the gap between the 
number of New Yorkers who are eligible to receive the EITC and the number of New 
Yorkers who claim the EITC in a given tax year. In particular, the Foundation was 
interested in exploring a lottery incentive system for referrals. Therefore, the project 
identified two key behaviors: 

 

 How can the Urban Upbound LIC site increase the number of people that VITA 
site users recommend the site to; and 

 How can the Urban Upbound LIC get more people who received a referral to 
file their taxes at the VITA site? 

 

Behavioral Diagnosis 

Through conversations with Urban Upbound staff, Robin Hood Foundation staff, and 
staff from other VITA sites; observations of the VITA site process; and insights from the 
behavioral literature, we created the following behavioral map (see fig. 14) to better 
understand the referral process and identify major barriers.   

 
Figure 14: Condensed Behavioral Map with Barriers to Referrals 
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Below are a couple of insights from our behavioral diagnosis: 

 

Even satisfied filers may only tell friends and family who explicitly ask them about 
filing taxes. 

People’s cognitive attention is a limited resource. This means that we can only focus 
on a limited number of things at any given moment. Households operating under 
scarce resources generally have even more competing demands for their attention: 
paying bills, getting food on the table, and navigating health issues that often run 
parallel with poverty. This means that, even if they were fully satisfied with their 
service, it is unlikely to even occur to them that they should recommend it to other 
people; once they have left the site, they clear it from their mind until next tax season 
to make room for more pressing demands. They may even intend to refer others, but 
procrastinate and eventually forget unless the memory is cued. 

Behavioral Economic Tags: Limited Attention, Scarcity Mindset, Availability Bias, Procrastination 

  

Filers may not refer, and the referred may not go, if they aren’t sure if they are eligible 
for the free service. 

Filers are faced with several options for tax preparation: 1) they can choose not to file; 
2) they can file themselves; 3) they can use an online tax prep program; 4) they can go 
to a paid preparer; or 5) they can go to one of the free tax prep sites. As people are 
faced with more choices, a decision becomes more complex. The more complex a 
decision, the more likely that the person will stick with the default: doing what they 
did in a prior year or not file at all. The VITA site adds additional layers of complexity to 
the decision: Am I eligible? How long will I have to wait? Will volunteer preparers be as 
“good” as paid preparers? Will I have all the documents that I need with me? These 
complexities make it even less likely that a person would choose to use the VITA site, 
even in the small chance that someone, deciding that they were eligible for the 
service, referred them. 

Behavioral Economic Tags: Decision Paralysis, Default Bias 
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The referred may not go because they have already have filed their taxes or they stick 
with how they always do their taxes. 

Even once someone has learned about the VITA site from a friend or family member, 
it is possible that they have already filed their taxes for that year or they continue to 
do their taxes how they have always done their taxes. As humans, we tend to stick to 
the status quo and are often overly resistant to veering from our standard course, even 
if it would bring greater benefits. Additionally, we tend to forget the exact reasons 
why we made a choice in the first place, so we assume it must have been the right 
choice. This further commits us to repeating our old decisions unless our situation 
changes in a dramatic and obvious way. This suggests it is easier to get people to 
change how they file their taxes when they are going through other major changes: a 
different job with different income, having kids, buying a house, etc. 

Behavioral Economic Tags: Status Quo Bias 
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Experiment 4: Increasing Attendance through lottery referrals 

We started with the base of using a referral program that would randomly reward 
people, such as a lottery, knowing that the Robin Hood Foundation was particularly 
interested in testing this type of incentive. However, we identified the following 
characteristics to amplify the benefits of this type of referral: 

 The referral process should be as easy as possible; 
 All referrals should happen before the filer leaves the site; 
 The referral cards should use various behavioral economics principles to 

increase the likelihood of referrals; 
 Any incentive should reward BOTH the referrer and the referred; and 
 The possibility of winning should be salient and feel immediate. 

 

Experiment Design 

To increase referrals at the Urban Upbound LIC VITA site, we designed an incentive 
scheme that utilized a scratch card method. Filers were given the opportunity to 
make any referrals immediately after they had their taxes prepared but before they 
left the site. In this incentive scheme, a filer was given a referral card with a unique 
referral code and their name and phone number (see Appendix C and fig. 15). They 
could then take a photo and text the photo to up to 10 people. Each of those 10 
people would receive a scratch card that could only be scratched when they came in 
to prepare their taxes at the LIC VITA site. The original referrer and the referred would 
then split the earnings of up to $1,500. 

 
Figure 15: Tangible Scratch Ticket Referral Card 
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However, we had two key questions: 

 What is the added effect of the lottery versus just asking people to refer? 
 Was it better to have a promised ticket (the referred would pick it up at the 

VITA site) versus a tangible ticket that the referrer would give to the referred? 

  

With a total reward value of $5,000, it was important to establish that the random 
reward incentive was worth the cost. Additionally, we had conflicting hypotheses 
about the tangibility of the ticket. It is theoretically easier to refer more people if you 
can do it entirely digitally. However, there is an additional power around tangibility 
and concreteness (as well as heightened curiosity and potential regret) to motivate 
the referred to come to the site if they have the physical ticket. Therefore, we had 3 
different referral cards that were randomly distributed during intake. See Appendix C 
for all referral cards. 

 Simple referral with no mention of any scratch card 
 A Promised Ticket that the referred could collect at the site 
 A Physical Ticket that the referrer received to give to the referred to bring to the 

site 

Filers were then asked if they would like to refer any friends or family to the VITA site 
and encouraged to take a picture of the referral card they had and text it to up to 10 
friends and family members. 

We then kept the referral cards, where the preparers noted how many texts the filer 
sent, and tracked how many filers made a referral at all, how many referrals they 
made, and whether anyone they referred came in to get their taxes. We compared 
these metrics across all three conditions to determine the most effective way to 
increase the number of people referred and the number of referred people who act 
on that referral to get their taxes done.  

 

Results 

During the tax season, we asked about 2,590 filers if they wanted to make a referral 
and 17% texted at least one person a photo of their referral card.1 Those who texted 

                                            
1There were over 4,000 filers that came through the LIC VITA site this season. However, the experiment was launched after the 
site was already serving filers and on heavy traffic days, not all filers received a referral card. Therefore, our sample is limited to 
2,590 as that is the number of filers that we can verify received a referral card.  
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sent the image to, on average, 4.2 people. That means that this tax season, the referral 
program resulted in 1,845 text messages to tell people about the LIC VITA site. 

However, only 32 of those people who received a text message came in to file their 
taxes at the site. So while the referral program was effective at encouraging filers to 
make referrals, it was less effective at getting referred people to act on that referral. 
However, the experiment did provide some answers to our key questions: 

 

The scratch tickets (either promised or tangible) increased the number of people who 
made a referral by 60%. 

Both the promised ticket and the physical ticket were slightly more motivating to 
make a referral as compared to the simple referral. In fact, if you learned about the 
scratch card, you were 1.6x more likely to refer at least one person. However, there was 
no difference between whether there was a tangible scratch card or a promised 
scratch card. Also, once someone decided to make a referral, whether they knew 
about the scratch ticket or not made no difference on how many people they 
decided to refer. 

 

 
Figure 16: Percent of filers who made at least one referral. *N=2,590. Difference between either of the tickets and the referral is 
statistically significant at p-value<0.01. There is no statistically significant difference between either ticket condition. 
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The lottery incentive increased the number of people who made at least one referral 
by 5 to 6 percentage points. If this were to be scaled across New York VITA sites, we 
would expect the simple referral to lead to 79,950 text messages and the lottery 
would lead to about 116,850 text messages sent by filers to their friends and family. 

  

The tangible scratch ticket increased the number of people who acted on the referral 
by 400%. 

Those who received the tangible ticket were almost 5x more likely to actually come to 
the VITA site to have their taxes prepared as compared to the simple referral that did 
not mention a scratch ticket. Of the 444 people who texted at least 1 person, 23 of 
them had at least 1 person come in, 3 more people didn’t text in the site but give their 
code to people who came in. For those who had at least 1 person come in, they had 
an average of 1.2 people come in off of their referral. Additionally, 40% of the referred 
filers claimed the EITC, totaling $15,673 in additional funds 

  

 
Figure 17: Percent of referrers who have at least 1 person come in to Urban Upbound. *N=447. Difference between tangible ticket 
and both the simple referral and promised ticket is statistically significant at p<0.01. Difference between simple referral and 
promised ticket is not significant. 
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While younger people, English speakers, and those filing earlier in the season made 
slightly more referrals, the number of referrals someone made had no impact on 
likelihood for a referred person to come in. Additionally, the age or language of the 
referrer had no impact on the likelihood of their referred person to come in. However, 
the people who came in through the referral were 12 years younger, on average, than 
the rest of the filers and 9 years younger, on average, than the filers who made at least 
1 referral. 

  

The lottery incentive increased the number of people who had a successful referral by 
about 8 percentage points. If this were to be scaled across New York VITA sites, we 
would expect the simple referral to lead to 464 more filers and the lottery would lead 
to about 3,391 more filers. 

  

The experiment demonstrated two things:  

 If you ask people to refer, and give them clear directions and time to make 
those referrals, people will tell their friends and family, and  

 the decision of how to file one’s taxes is a complex decision, but a tangible 
scratch ticket does increase the likelihood of them coming in.  

Recommendations 

It’s clear from our results that the scratch ticket did increase usage of the VITA site, 
but the effect was smaller than anticipated. This suggests that some of the logistical 
and psychological barriers to using the VITA site are even larger than anticipated.  

With the printing, materials, and actually awarded prize money, the cost of each 
additional filer is about $21.21. If Robin Hood or Urban Upbound determines that this 
cost is worth it, we would recommend scaling the tangible referral ticket across all 
VITA sites.  

If Robin Hood determines that this is an insufficient return on investment, we 
recommend that future referral efforts should include the following: 

 Give people the time and space to make referrals (or give them a valuable & 
tangible item to remember to make the referral); 

 Make the VITA site less of an unknown choice by providing clear and simple 
messaging about who it’s for, how long it will take, how well-trained the staff 
are, and where to find the necessary documents; 
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 Promote stories of VITA filers who had their refunds fixed by or switched to VITA 
after paid preparers botched them; 

 Emphasize the credits available for filers with zero or very low income to 
suggest it’s worth the time and effort; 

 Give filers branded mints or other things they may naturally share with others 
that prompt a conversation 

 Don’t emphasize that the tax preparation is free; frame as “best value” 
 Encourage preparers to wear business attire and official looking name tags 

 

If Robin Hood is interesting in continuing with a lottery incentive program, then we 
recommend VITA sites continue to test more experimental conditions to increase the 
effect size and: 

 Test the lottery for a second year in which we ensure that there is a big and 
public winner at the beginning of the season; 

 Use the tangible tickets; and 
 Consider using scratch tickets to come in to the site more broadly than from a 

friend or family referral (i.e. have fliers & mailers also be scratch cards that can 
only win if the person brings them into the site).   
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APPENDIX A: OUR PROCESS 
 

When we work with companies to help change behavior for good, the behavioral 
diagnosis is where we begin. It’s a process that helps us figure out how well 
something is designed to encourage a key behavior.  

The behavioral diagnosis is a detailed, step-by-step analysis of how users actually 
behave, and it starts once you know what your key behavior is.   

How do we find the key behavior? It should be extremely specific, measurable, and 
very different from a broad goal.   

As an example, let’s think about the following statement: “Increase financial well-
being among low-income customers.” This is too vague to be a key behavior, and 
leaves too many questions up for interpretation. A more appropriate key behavior 
would be: “Saving $25 each month by making a deposit through the mobile app at 
the time the user receives their paycheck.” 

Once we know the key behavior, we can start zooming in to each step and every 
detail of the whole process surrounding it. When we do that, it becomes much easier 
to figure out the where, when and how of tweaking the environment. 

 

A behavioral diagnosis typically has five steps: 

 

1. Pick your “start-end points” 

Let’s say you’re trying to get people to deposit $25 in their savings account each 
month. You’ll want to narrow the behavioral diagnosis to include specific “start-end 
points” of the saving experience. 

For example, you could focus on people who already have a bank account. Or you 
could focus on people who don’t have a bank account, requiring the diagnosis to start 
at the bank or the website where they apply for one. This is an assumption you’re 
going to have to make based on what data is available to you and based on the users 
you are targeting. 
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2. Choose your user 

There are different types of savers (such as those who always save what they can vs. 
those who never do). The different groups of users have different habits. Which one 
should you choose for your behavioral diagnosis? Do you need to do a different 
diagnosis for each type, or do you just care about one type of saver? This is another 
assumption that should be informed by data when possible. 

Instead of going through a segmentation exercise focused on demographic 
differences such as age or gender, try to segment based on a user’s mindset. For 
example, someone who always saves what they can will be more confident in their 
ability to save $25 extra each month than someone who rarely saves anything. 
Confidence is a mindset. 

 

3. Map the flow 

Be aware of what the ideal flow would be, but focus on how people actually behave. 
When designing a product or service, it’s natural to design for how you think people 
will interact with it. However, since people aren’t always rational, designs that assume 
“optimal” user behavior can miss the mark. 

Use data to observe how users behave and then map out their actual behavior rather 
than how you think they should behave. 

For an online product, you don’t have to literally observe a user going through it. 
Instead, you can look at your analytics to map out the behavior on each page. How 
long do they linger? What do they interact with? When you don’t have the benefit of 
step-by-step analytics, try to find other data that helps uncover actual behavioral 
patterns to help narrow down your diagnosis. 

Get your experience flow on paper. Actually drawing out and carefully writing down 
each step of the process will help you visualize it. It will also help you make sure you 
haven’t skipped anything. Remember that every decision is a step. As you complete 
the behavioral diagnosis, you need to get uncomfortably specific to avoid missing any 
steps. This means that every page, every field, and every click counts as a step. 
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4. Mark it up 

Once we have the experience flow on paper, we use the 3Bs Approach to identify the 
barriers and benefits to doing the key behavior. Are there any steps that make it hard 
to do the key behavior? What are the benefits that motivate the user to do the key 
behavior? Are the benefits immediate and hedonic? 

We go through each step and circle the barriers and benefits to doing the key 
behavior, as well as the assumptions that are being made about the behaviors we’re 
are seeing. Where are the opportunities to make changes that will improve the 
experience? 

The next step is to pick a main barrier we want to remove or a key benefit that needs 
to be amplified and design a controlled experiment around this change. 

 

5. Start experimenting 

Simplifying the process by removing the barriers that have been identified is often 
something we can “Just Do”. This means that you can implement some of the easy 
and low-cost/low-risk changes without carefully experimenting to isolate the effect of 
removing each barrier. However, for most changes, we will want to use experiments 
to review how and why they work. 

A key aspect of experimentation is having carefully chosen control groups and 
intervention groups. By comparing the interventions to a control group, we can figure 
out why something worked. 

Once the intervention works, we can implement and scale it. 

 

 

  

http://irrationallabs.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Irrational-Lab_The-%E2%80%9C3Bs%E2%80%9D-Approach.pdf
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APPENDIX B: ARIVA DEPOSIT FORMS 
Condition 1: Ariva’s Existing Deposit Form 
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Condition 2: Checkboxes Only  
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Condition 3: 0% Highly Not Recommended 
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Condition 4: 40% Highly Recommended 
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Condition 5: 25% Most People Check This Option  
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Condition 6: 25% Most People Check This Option + Nudge 
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APPENDIX C: URBAN UPBOUND MATERIALS 
 

Simple Referral Card: 
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Back of Referral Card (same for all cards): 

 

 

Promised Ticket Referral Card: 
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Tangible Ticket Referral Card: 

 

Scratch Ticket: 

 

 

  



 

  

49 

 

APPENDIX D: GLOSSARY OF BEHAVIORAL ECONOMIC 

TERMS 
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Action-Goals Gap People don’t actually do what they intend to do.

Choice Architecture The careful design of the decision-making context strongly 

inf uences how people make choices.

Friction Costs The harder an action is, the less likely it is that people will 

do it, no matter how much they want to.

Default Bias People use the most automatic option to avoid complex 

decisions.

Active Choice People make choices that better ref ect their preferences 

when actively asked, or forced, to make a decision.

Decision Paralysis When given many options, people make the easiest choice, 

which is often no choice at all.

Social Norms People’s behavior is impacted by what other people do.

Reciprocity People have an inherent desire to help those who have 

helped them in some way.

Gamif cation People like to play games! They will go to great lengths 

playing a game even if all they get are points.

Saliency People’s attention is drawn to what is novel and seems 

relevant to them.

Availability Bias People give undue weight to what easily comes to mind: 

often vivid memories or recent events.

Simplicity People prefer products and services when it is very easy 

to understand the purpose they serve and how they 

benef t them.

Personalization People are more likely to respond to messages or services 

that are tailored to them.

Introduction to Behavioral Economics
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Psychology of Money

Opportunity Cost 
Neglect

People tend to ignore what they give up when they make a 

choice. 

 

Relativity People evaluate choices by comparing them to what else 

is around.

Sunk Costs People become psychologically invested in costs that they 

have already incurred, regardless of what the current and 

future costs and benefits are. 

Mental Accounting People categorize and treat money differentl y depending 

on where it came from and where it is going.

Pain of Paying Some purchases are more painful than others, and people 

will try to avoid those type of purchases (incremental, 

cash, separated as a fee, and frequent.) 

Scarcity Mindset When resources are scarce, people pay a bandwidth tax 

that draws down cognitive resources and prevents them 

from focusing on anything else. 

Payment for Effort People place greater value on services and products 

where they can see the amount of effor t put into providing 

them. 

Endowment Effect People overvalue what they own. 

 

 

Loss Aversion People react to losses more strongly than gains and they 

try to prevent losses more than they try to make gains.
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Now Versus Later

Hyperbolic 
Discounting / 
Present Bias

People put an unrealistically high value on the here and 
now and an unrealistically low value on the future. 
 

Lack of Self-Control People have a hard time deciding between doing what’s 
good for themselves in the future and doing what feels 
good right now. 

Implementation 

Intentions

People are more able to reach a goal if they create a 
concrete plan (and a plan B). 
 

What-the-hell Effect At the first sign of failure, people give up on getting back 
on track.

You are What you 

Measure

People repeat behaviors that are rewarded, regardless of 
whether those behaviors lead to success. 
 

Reward Substitution People can be motivated to work toward a distant, long-
term goal by being rewarded for an associated immediate 
behavior. 

Pre-commitment People tend to follow through on goals (and avoid 
temptation) when they create consequences and 
roadblocks that help keep them on track. 

Goal Gradient People will work harder to achieve a goal as the goal gets 
closer. 
 

Planning Fallacy When planning, people underestimate the resources 
needed to meet their goals (such as time or level of 
commitment). 

Limited Attention People can only focus on a limited number of things at a 
time. This means we may miss important details. 

Tunneling When faced with an emergency, people can only focus on 
the emergency.


