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an offer to open a “commitment” account accessible only by
them, and which does not mature until a pre-specified goal
is reached, 4 (b) “marketing treatment”: receive one-on-one
marketing about the importance of saving for a goal, or (c)
control: no household visit. The savings commitment device
could benefit those with self-control, but could also benefit
those with familial or spousal control issues. Indeed, the liter-
ature on household savings, and on informal savings devices in
particular, has emphasized motivations for both reasons
(Anderson & Baland, 2002; Gugerty, 2007).

Those who choose to open such accounts are likely funda-
mentally (and un-observably) different from those who do
not open such accounts, and thus a comparison of account-
holders to non-account-holders would be plagued by a selec-
tion bias. By using a randomized control trial, and comparing
those who were offered the account to those who were not, we
are able to draw causal inference about the impact of the ac-
count itself (i.e., and not a self-selection bias in which impact
estimates are confounded by account openers being motivated
to save) on household dynamics.

We reported earlier (Ashraf, Karlan, & Yin, 2006) that after
one year individuals who were offered the product increased
their savings by 81% relative to a control group, and that in
accordance with the theoretical literature on hyperbolic prefer-
ences (Laibson, 1997; O’Donoghue and Rabin, 1999) and
dual-self models (Fudenberg & Levine, 2005; Gul & Pesendor-
fer, 2001, 2004), time-inconsistent individuals were the ones
most likely to demonstrate a preference for this commitment.

Using two new sources of data, a follow-up survey collected
after one year and administrative bank data collected after two
and a half years, we examine here the impact of this commit-
ment savings product on both self-reported decision-making
processes within the household and the subsequent household
allocation of resources. We find positive impacts, particularly
for women who have below median decision-making power in
the baseline, and we find this leads to a shift toward female-
oriented durables goods purchased in the household.

This paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes the com-
mitment savings product and the experimental design. Section
3 presents the empirical results on household decision making
and self-perception of savings behavior. Section 4 concludes
with a discussion of the theoretical mechanisms through which
this impact may have occurred.
2. INTERVENTION AND EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

(a) The SEED account

We designed and implemented a commitment savings prod-



(b) The experimental design and data collection

Our sample for the field experiment consists of 4,001 adult
Green Bank clients who have savings accounts in one of two
bank branches in the greater Butuan City area, and who have
identifiable addresses. We randomly chose 3,125 of 4,001 bank
clients to interview for our baseline survey. We then performed
a second randomization to assign these individuals to three
groups: commitment-treatment (T), marketing-treatment
(M), and control (C) groups. One-half the sample was ran-



refuse SEED accounts to members of the marketing-treatment
and control groups, and to offer a “lottery” explanation: cli-
ents were chosen at random through a lottery for a special trial
period of the product, after which time it would be available
for all bank clients. Green Bank reported that this happened
on fewer than ten occurrences. 10

After one year, we conducted a follow-up survey on each of
the participants. We completed follow-up surveys on 92% of
those in the baseline. Those in the treatment group were
equally likely to complete a follow-up survey as those in the
marketing or control group. This survey contained three sec-
tions: (1) inventory of assets, in order to measure whether
the impact on savings represented a net increase in savings
or merely a crowd-out of other assets, whose results are re-
ported in a separate paper (Ashraf, Karlan, & Yin, 2008);
(2) impact on household decision making and savings atti-
tudes; and (3) impact on economic decisions, such as the pur-
chase of durable goods, health, and consumption.
3. IMPACT ON HOUSEHOLD DECISION MAKING
AND SELF-PERCEPTION OF SAVINGS BEHAVIOR

(a) Household decision-making power

We first examine whether being offered the SEED account
changed the decision-making roles in the household. In the
follow-up survey, we ask questions regarding family planning,
financial, and consumption decisions in order to ascertain the
structure of spousal or familial control within married house-
holds. For each decision category, we record whether the prin-
ciple decision-maker is the respondent, the spouse, or both.
Responses are assigned values of two, zero, and one, respec-
tively. We construct two decision-making indices from the
nine decision categories: (1) equally weighted mean of each re-
sponse given, and (2) a linear combination, determined
through a factor analysis, of the individual responses to each
question (Pitt, Khandker, & Cartwright, 2006). The nine
categories refer to decisions on what to buy at the market,
expensive purchases, giving assistance to family members,
family purchases, recreational use of the money, personal
use of the money, number of children, schooling of children,
and use of family planning. 11

Table 3 shows the impact of treatment assignment on house-
hold decision making. Household decision making comprises
control over the following decisions: what to buy at the mar-
ket, purchase of expensive items, giving assistance to family
members, family purchases, recreational use of the money,
personal use of the money, number of children, schooling of
children, and use of family planning.

Panel A provides the results for the full sample, Panel B for
married women and Panel C for married men. 12 The strongest
results are for married women. 13 We find that assignment to
the treatment group leads to a 0.14 standard deviation in-
crease in the first (equally weighted) decision-making index
(Table 3, Panel B, Column 1), and a 0.25 standard deviation
increase in the second (factor-analysis) decision-making index
(Table 3, Panel B, Column 3). 14 In Table 4, we separately ana-
lyze the impact on women who began the year below (above)
the median decision-making power. We find that the average
effect is largely driven by increases in decision-making ability
for women who were below the baseline median (comparing
Panels A and B in Table 4)—a fact consistent with initially
less-empowered women experienced the largest gains in deci-
sion-making ability through increased financial savings and
control over committed assets. In contrast, we find no such
treatment effect for married men (Table 4, Panel A, Columns
5–8). We find that marketing has a smaller, but still significant,
effect on changes in decision-making indices, suggesting that
the encouragement of savings alone had a positive effect on
self-reported decision-making power of women in the house-
hold. 15

Next, we examine whether the increased reported decision
making led to a difference in the types of goods purchased
for the household. By increasing the assets available for lumpy
purchases, the mere presence of the SEED account may in-
crease female decision-making power in the household and
hence increase the likelihood that the household acquires fe-
male-oriented durables. Naturally, if the account is held in
the women’s name this effect should be even stronger.

We use three categories for expenditures: house repair, fe-
male-oriented durables 16 (washing machines, sewing machines,





Table 5. Impact on consumer durables. OLS, probit. Sample framework: Those whose spouses are living in the same house.

House repair Female-oriented durables Other durables

Probit Cost Probit Total number Cost Probit Total number Cost
(1) (2) (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Panel A: All

Treatment 0.007 172.201
assigned to treatment makes individuals more likely to report
feeling regret over their spending and savings decisions. 18

Note that only 28% of those offered SEED took up, and of
those only about one-third regularly used the account. Hence
it follows that although SEED helped 10% of the treatment
group save more (and generate an overall positive intent-to-
treat effect), the mere offer of the SEED account generated,
on average, a feeling of remorse. Perhaps those who did not
take up and use felt remorse, and those who did take up
and use did not feel remorse, but the average effect is an in-
crease in remorse because of the relative size of these two
groups. Perhaps a second marketing would have been more
successful than the first, if the first offer made individuals more
aware of their inability to save as much as they would like.
4. CONCLUSION

Even when husbands appropriate their wives’ loans, micro-
credit is thought to empower women in household decision-
making processes (Mizan, 1993). Policymakers frequently cite
these arguments as a key motivation for targeting microfi-
nance and microsavings interventions to women. On the other
side, some have argued that microfinance usage and the subse-
quent need to repay (e.g., in order to protect her reputation
amongst her peers) may subjugate women to the power of
their spouses, hence potentially increasing domestic violence
(Rahman, 1999). Evidence (albeit weak) points both ways,
and naturally may depend largely on the region-specific eco-
nomic and social setting. 19 The effects of microcredit and,
more generally, microfinance, which includes savings and/or
insurance products, on female empowerment remain unclear,
in large part because studies of it tend to suffer from a pro-
nounced selection bias in the type of women who access micro-
credit (Pitt et al., 2006).

Using a randomized controlled trial, we evaluate the impact
of a commitment micro-savings account. We find that the
commitment product positively impacts both household deci-
sion-making power for women (i.e., the household is more
likely to buy female-oriented durables), self-perception of sav-
ings behavior (time-inconsistent females report being more
disciplined savers), as well as actual consumption decisions
regarding durables goods.

The offering of the commitment savings product could
change household dynamics through several mechanisms.
First, the commitment product could have affected bargaining
power through the various forms of control (both legal and
normative/psychological) over decisions to withdraw and to
roll-over balances. A second person may still apply pressure
to influence withdrawal decisions, or exert pressure on other
margins in response to the account, and unwind the control
gained by the account. Nonetheless, in restricting legal control
to one individual, the product creates a formal barrier to sec-
ond persons that the account holder can use in bargaining. 20



Second, a commitment savings account could establish a
norm within the household that the funds are to be used for
certain purposes. Any norms created by the commitment sav-
ings account might not be unwound by ex-post reallocation of
resources.



Table 7. Impact on savings attitude. Ordered probit.

Dependent variable Although my income
is low, I’m a

disciplined saver

I never save When I have a little
cash, I spend it rather

than save

I often regret
spending, I wish I

was more
disciplined to save

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Panel A: All

Treatment 0.025 �0.053 �0.104 �0.021 �0.095 �0.051 0.181*** 0.160 ff*** ff
Finally, even in the absence of an actual increase in sav-
ings, the simple act of having a bank staff member come to
one’s door and encourage one to set savings goals could in
itself have increased a sense of “locus of control.” The
presence of the bank staff member may offer an external
social reinforcement of the account holder’s preferences
for how deposits are to be spent. This is akin to the sec-
ond mechanism detailed above, but works through the
marketing process, not the design features of the savings
product itself.

Our results suggest that both the marketing process and con-
trol over the asset through the product design seem impor-
tant—although the product design effect is somewhat larger,
we do not have the sample size to distinguish well between
the two treatments. We do find, however, that the package
of increased control over assets and direct encouragement
via marketing to take control of goal-setting and savings
caused a significant increase in empowerment for women,
compared to a control group that did not receive any special
asset or marketing.

Through continued experimentation, we can learn more
about the factors that drive savings decisions in the household
and thus also how to best design savings products that help
individuals reach goals such as asset building and consump-
tion smoothing. We also need continued measurement of
how products impact household decision making, and how
household decision-making affects the efficacy of different sav-
ings products.

The results here suggest that commitment features, in
particular loss of liquidity combined with sole control of the



account, appeal to those with self-control and have positive
impacts on female decision-making power. These are not
contradictory findings, but rather point out that a simple de-
sign feature such as a restriction on withdrawals or encourag-
ing savings through marketing or door-to-door deposits, can
benefit both those in search of self control devices as well as
those who desire to have more decision-making power in the
household.
NOTES
1. See, for example, Engendering Development (World Bank, 2001). By
“female empowerment” we mean increasing the bargaining power of the
woman within the household, manifested through increased influence in
household decisions and through household outcomes that greater reflect



18. Interestingly, agreeing with this statement is also correlated with
being time-inconsistent when answering hypothetical time preference
questions.

19. Recent evidence from a randomized controlled trial in South Africa
finds no impact from access to credit on household decision making
(Karlan & Zinman, 2007). See Chapter 7 of Armendariz de Aghion and
Morduch (2005) for more discussion on this.

20. Particularly, the threat of roll-overs, combined with illiquidity, may



Table A2. Impact on household decision making, components. Ordered probits. Sample: Women whose spouses/partners are living in the same house

Dependent
variable

What to buy
in market

Expensive
purchases

Number of
children

Family planning Assist family
members

Personal
use

Recreation Family
purchase

Schooling
for children

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Panel A: Female

Treatment �0.004 0.203* 0.217* 0.023 0.143 0.013 0.112 0.174 0.162
(0.117) (0.109) (0.114) (0.110) (0.113) (0.118) (0.107) (0.111) (0.125)

Marketing �0.026 0.060 0.139 �0.117 0.046 �0.124 0.062 0.115 0.220
(0.134) (0.128) (0.137) (0.131) (0.125) (0.137) (0.120) (0.138) (0.151)

Observations 641 642 639 641 642 643 642 641 609

Panel B: Females with household decision-making power below median in baseline

Treatment �0.005 0.409** 0.175 0.010 0.323** 0.243 0.229 0.237 �0.065
(0.162) (0.162) (0.164) (0.162) (0.158) (0.167) (0.152) (0.164) (0.199)

Marketing �0.154 0.148 0.165 �0.192 0.316* �0.238 0.282* 0.150 �0.123
(0.182) (0.181) (0.182) (0.187) (0.174) (0.183) (0.171) (0.191) (0.228)

Observations 320 321 321 321 321 322 321 320 306

Panel C: Females with household decision-making power above median in baseline

Treatment 0.005 0.037 0.297* 0.033 �0.002 �0.222 0.022 0.136 0.328*

(0.171) (0.148) (0.159) (0.151) (0.160) (0.170) (0.152) (0.155) (0.168)
Marketing 0.169 0.020 0.178 �0.048 �0.174 0.130 �0.143 0.127 0.509**

(0.205) (0.184) (0.207) (0.186) (0.179) (0.213) (0.169) (0.197) (0.210)
Observations 321 321 318 320 321 321 321 321 303

Robust standard errors in parentheses. All regressions in this table control for the initial household decision-making power in the baseline. The value for
each item takes zero if the decision making is done by husband, one if the decision making is done by the couple, and two if decision making is done by
wife.

* Significant at 10%.
** Significant at 5%.

Table A3. Impact on the aggregate household decision-making power (marketing and treatment groups only). Sample: Individuals who have children and
whose spouses/partners live in the same household

Index 1 (mean) Index 3 (factor)

Level Change Level Change
(1) (2) (5) (6)

Panel A: All

Treatment 0.022 �0.005 0.055 0.022
(0.020) (0.031) (0.054) (0.070)

Constant 0.822*** �0.091*** �0.008 0.022
(0.034) (0.025) (0.044) (0.057)

Observations 813 813 809 809
R-squared 0.12 0.00 0.10 0.00

Panel B: Female

Treatment 0.040 0.002 0.115 0.049
(0.027) (0.042) (0.078) (0.098)

Constant 0.865*** �0.070** 0.052 0.102
(0.051) (0.036) (0.066) (0.083)

Observations 430 430 427 427
R-squared 0.13 0.00 0.12 0.00

Panel C: Male

Treatment �0.012 �0.018 �0.036 �0.030
(0.028) (0.046) (0.075) (0.098)

Constant 0.827*** �0.110*** �0.064 �0.057
(0.044) (0.036) (0.059) (0.078)

Observations 383 383 382 382
R-squared 0.08 0.00 0.08 0.00

Robust standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variable: Index of household decision-making power on what to buy at the market, expensive
purchases, giving assistance to family members, family purchases, recreational use of the money, personal use of the money, number of children, schooling
of children, and use of family planning. The value for each item takes zero if the decision making is done by spouse, one if the decision making is done by
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