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In Brief

The importance of youth savings
The world is home to 1.8 billion young people between 
the ages of 10 and 24, and the youth population is 
growing fastest in the poorest nations. Never before 
have there been so many young people, nor is there 
likely to be such potential for economic and social 
progress. How the needs and aspirations of young 
people are met will define the future.1 The importance 
of a clear and undisputable focus on youth is 
highlighted throughout the United Nations post-2015 
development agenda as reflected in the Secretary-
General of the United Nations’ (UNSG) report “The 
Road to Dignity by 2030,” containing the newly 
formulated Sustainable Development Goals.

Potential benefits resulting from this growing youth 
cohort are labeled as “demographic dividends.” But 
this burgeoning youth population simultaneously 
presents a challenge for many countries if faced with 
insufficient economic and employment opportunities 

to accommodate the new entrants in the workforce, 
threatening social cohesion and political stability. 
Large percentages of the population, and particularly 
the young, may be left behind and become 
frustrated. With some 75 million young people in 
the developing world unemployed and hundreds of 
millions more underemployed, creating opportunities 
for youth is one of this century’s most pressing 
problems. Every year, 20 million young people enter 
the labor force in Africa and Asia alone. In the Middle 
East and North Africa, 80 percent of young workers 
work in the informal sector. One in four young people 
cannot find work for more than $US 1.25 a day.2

“Young people will be the torchbearers of 
the next sustainable development agenda 
through 2030.”– Ban Ki-Moon, UNSG

School girls aged 12-15 participate in a market research session for youth savings products in Kenya.
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Maximizing the impact of continued economic 
growth on youth employment requires intelligent 
forward-looking policies. There are no easy 
solutions, but sound financial inclusion policies 
should be an integral component of any policy 
approach. Access to financial services is a key link 
between economic opportunities and outcomes 
for young people, enabling them to manage 
emergencies, invest in their education, or start a 
business. A safe and effective means of saving can 
be particularly beneficial, as the habits integral 
to saving can improve self-control, willpower, and 
future orientation.4 Research has associated youth 
savings with such vital youth development outcomes 
as financial capability, academic performance, and 
health. As evidenced by the YouthSave project, 
youth savings initiatives have the potential to be 
high-leverage interventions with positive impact on 
multiple development priorities. 

The YouthSave project
YouthSave has significantly contributed to the 
learning agenda through several large research 
initiatives:5

An HFC staff in Ghana gives a young account holder his free 
piggy bank while other account holders look on.

Box 1: Youth poverty
An estimated 1.6 billion youth between the ages of 10 and 
24 live in less developed countries. Approximately 238 
million youth live in extreme poverty - that is, they live 
on less than $US 1 a day.  An additional  462 million youth 
survive on less than $US 2 per day.3  

1) Savings Demand Assessment. To understand how 
young people saved over time and what influenced 
their savings behavior, YouthSave assembled 
the largest known database of demographic and 
transactional data on youth savers. 

2) The Ghana Experiment. The project implemented 
the largest longitudinal, experimental study of its 
kind, examining the impact of the opportunity to 
open an account on the financial capability, cognitive 
functioning, health, and educational outcomes of 
young people.

YouthSave also analyzed the results of its financial 
education work in terms of changes in participants’ 
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors related 
to saving, and used qualitative methodologies 
to explore young account holders’ subjective 
experiences of saving in order to identify what 
facilitated savings or presented obstacles. 

Key findings from the Savings Demand 
Assessment (SDA)6 
Below are some of the key findings from a two-
year study that tracked account uptake, savings 
performance, and saving patterns in youth savings 
accounts in four countries: Colombia, Ghana, Kenya, 
and Nepal. The research aimed to determine whether 
offering a youth-friendly formal savings account 
at a financial institution led to account uptake and 
savings, and for whom. 

 � Youth opened savings accounts and saved when 
financial institutions made safe and affordable 
accounts available (Box 2).

 � Younger youth (i.e., youth aged younger than 13 
years) saved more than older youth, particularly 
because younger youth withdrew less than older 
youth. This result highlighted the importance 
of integrating younger youth in youth savings 
initiatives.

 � Although overall, fewer female youth opened 
accounts than males, female account holders 
saved as much and sometimes more than male 
youth. In Nepal and Kenya, the ratio of male to 
female account holders was approximately 3:2; 
in Colombia the numbers were almost equal; and 
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in Ghana slightly more girls opened accounts 
than boys. However, there were no statistical 
differences in girls’ and boys’ average net 
monthly savings in Colombia, Ghana, or Kenya; in 
Nepal girls saved slightly more.  These findings 
suggested that access to financial institutions 
might be a bigger gender barrier than saving 
itself. 

 � Financial institutions’ policies influence the 
number of accounts opened. In Nepal, where the 
age of majority is 16, 42 percent of the account 
holders owned and operated their accounts. In 
Kenya, flexibility in the partner bank’s policies 
allowed “trusted adults” to be co-signatories on 
minors’ accounts, a regulatory policy already 
allowed in Ghana. In Kenya and Ghana, non-
relatives were co-signatories on 56 percent 
and 47 percent of accounts, respectively. These 
findings suggested that bank policies and 
regulations had a direct effect on the extent and 
nature of youth financial inclusion.

 � When parents were the co-signatories, youth 
saved significantly more. The majority of the 
youth (84 percent) indicated that savings would 
likely come from family. This finding suggested 
that youth savings and financial education 
initiatives should strive to engage parents to 
maximize the impact of the intervention.

 � Direct outreach from financial institutions at 
locations where youth congregated (e.g. schools, 
youth clubs) facilitated overall account uptake. 
Direct outreach at low-income schools and 
girls’ schools facilitated the inclusion of low-
income and female youth, who made up 48 and 
43 percent of account holders respectively. This 
finding suggested that policy makers should 
facilitate linkages between youth-serving 
organizations and financial institutions.

Key findings from the Ghana Experiment7

In Ghana, YouthSave implemented an experimental 
impact study that evaluated how the opportunity 
to open savings accounts affected key youth 
development outcomes. The partner bank used two 
approaches: 1) providing transaction services in 
schools, and 2) marketing outreach. A third control 
group was not exposed to either. The Experiment 
demonstrated that the opportunity to open a savings 
account had a positive impact on savings account 
uptake, average savings, cumulative savings, and 
postponing consumption among students. In addition, 
the Experiment revealed modest nonfinancial impact 
on education and health, which though positive, 
sometimes fell short of statistical significance.

Among Ghanaian youth receiving in-school banking 
services, 21.1 percent opened accounts, while 11.4 
percent of youth that received only marketing 

YouthSave was a five-year initiative to design and test the impact of youth savings accounts in Colombia, Ghana, Kenya, 
and Nepal.  

Box 2: YouthSave in numbers

Between 2012 and 2015, over 130,000 
youth aged 12-18 opened tailored savings 
accounts at YouthSave’s four partner banks  
–  accumulating almost $US 1 million 
in savings.

In addition, over 44,000 youth 
received direct financial education 
and 48,000 individuals were reached 
through community-level events. 

The project was an initiative of the YouthSave Consortium, created in partnership with The MasterCard Foundation, and 
led by Save the Children together with the Center for Social Development at Washington University in St. Louis, New 
America, and the Consultative Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP).

In Nepal, a radio drama on 
savings reached an estimated 
listenership of 660,000. 

$ 1 M

130,000

44,000 48,000 660,000
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The increase in the number of Kenyan 
and Colombian girls who claimed they 
were saving after the training was 
statistically significantly higher than 
was the increase in the number of 
boys.

Box 3: Results from YouthSave’s financial education8

Knowledge

Attitudes

Behavior

The number of Colombian youth 
who knew at which age one can, and 
what is necessary, to open a savings 
account jumped from 19 percent to 79 
percent.

The number of Colombian youth 
who knew the definition of an 
interest rate increased from 29 
percent to 53 percent.

Kenyan youth able to identify what 
does not belong in a budget doubled 
from 15 percent to 30 percent. 

In Nepal, attitude changes regarding ethical savings 
questions were statistically significant, with youth 
increasing their understanding that there are right (safe 
and healthy) and wrong ways to save increasing from 56 
percent to 69 percent. 

The highest increase - from 40 percent to 72 percent - 
was found among Nepali youth who understood that one 
should not save by skipping meals. 

In Kenya and Colombia, financial education training led to improved attitudes toward banks, with a decrease in the 
number of youth who viewed banks as for adults only, from 21 percent to 12 percent in Kenya, and from five percent to 
three percent in Colombia.

Youth in all three countries reported opening savings accounts after financial education training:

Roughly the same proportion in Nepal 
and Kenya (42 percent and 39 percent 
respectively), but only 15 percent in 
Colombia.

In Kenya, there was a statistically 
significant increase in the number 
of youth who claimed they were 
saving after financial education, 
from 76 percent before the training 
to 89 percent afterwards.

56% 69%
40% 72%

42% 39% 15% 76% 89%

19%
79%

29%
53% 15% 30%
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outreach opted for accounts. By contrast, only 
0.3 percent of students opened accounts where 
neither service was available. Students who opened 
accounts averaged three deposits per year. Students 
who attended in-school banking programs and 
opened accounts had average monthly net savings 
of $US 2.06. On an annual basis, this would be about 
$US 25, or $US 100 over four years. Although overall 
results of the money management scale were not 
significant, youth preferred to delay gratification, 
and have larger amounts of money later rather than 
smaller amounts of money immediately.  Among 
treatment youth only, improvements in financial 
capability were correlated with the amount of money 
youth started off with, suggesting a possible role for 
financial support to lower-income youth in addition 
to the opportunity to open accounts.

In terms of health outcomes, YouthSave had mixed 
effects on health attitudes; however, health behaviors 
(e.g., condom use, avoidance of paid or unwilling 
sex) were consistently positive.  Participating youth 
showed positive results on perceived barriers 
to condom use, and an increased awareness of 
susceptibility to and severity of HIV. Among sexually 
active youth, those in the savings program were also 
likely to report condom use at last sexual intercourse. 
On the other hand, participating youth had inferior 
scores compared to non-participating youth on 

less desirable attitudes towards sex, motivations to 
engage in sex, and sense of belonging with peers.

Impact on educational attitudes and outcomes 
showed weakened positive trends. YouthSave 
participants demonstrated a higher sense of security 
of educational aspirations compared to the students 
who did not participate in the program. A particularly 
noteworthy finding was that participating youth 
reported an increase of 17 minutes in their out-of-
school study time. The Experiment also measured 
the student traits of academic self-efficacy, 
aspirations and expectations for higher education, 
and commitment to school, most of which showed 
positive but not statistically significant trends.  

Key findings from financial education
Youth savings accounts have the potential to 
promote financial inclusion. When combined with 
tailored financial education, savings have the 
potential to enhance youth financial capability, 
increasing young people’s knowledge of and 
experience with financial services, and inculcating 
good habits when they are relatively easy to form.

Over 50 countries globally have recently developed a 
national financial education strategy with many others 
following suit. Limited research to date highlights the 
difficulty of improving youth financial capabilities 

Table 1 – YouthSave: account and transaction activity by country

Colombia Ghana Kenya Nepal

Final project results, May 2015 (all accounts)9

Total number of accounts 2,496 15,714 107,253 7,775

Total country net savings balance (nominal) $US 257 K $US 138 K $US 431 K $US 268 K

Average savings balance per account (nominal) $US 103 $US 9 $US 4 $US 35

Final project results, May 2014 (all accounts)10

Average savings balance per account (nominal) $US 121 $US 9 $US 3 $US 41

Figures from Savings Demand Assessment (May 2014, research accounts only)11

Average savings balance per account (PPP-adjusted) $US 262 $US 33 $US 9 $US 114

Average length of account holding in months 13.2 8.2 11.1 13.0

Median length of account holding in months 11 6 12 12

Percent active accounts 43% 64% 31% 52%

Average number of deposits per account 5.6 2.3 1.6 3.8
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through school-level financial education programs. 
Challenges that these financial education programs 
face include the fact that the information delivered 
rarely sticks because it is not relevant to imminent 
decisions, not understood, and not reinforced. Few 
demonstrate positive impact on actual savings or other 
financial outcomes such as wealth accumulation.12

YouthSave’s financial education program was a 
combination of face-to-face workshops, assemblies, 
clubs, camps, and other modalities taking place after 
school or though youth clubs. Participants were 
informed about YouthSave savings accounts through 
the trainings and often offered an opportunity to 
open them, but not obliged to do so. Pre- and post-
testing of participants at two points in time after the 
trainings suggested that the programs were effective 
in improving financial knowledge and behaviors, and 
that these changes persisted over time. Moreover, 
participants reported positive changes in savings 
behavior after the trainings (Box 3).13

Policy makers should foster technology-
friendly policies
The findings above make clear that there are multiple 
benefits directly linked to youth savings initiatives 
such as YouthSave. One drawback of such initiatives 
is that they are labor intensive and therefore costly, 
limiting scalability.14 Technology provides a good 
opportunity to keep youth engaged, enhance account 
usage, and lower costs. 

Savings performance data from Kenya and Nepal 
on M-PESA and ATM transactions suggest that 

electronic banking could help to increase savings 
amounts. Expanded partnerships with schools 
to house ATMs, become retail banking outlets, or 
partner with mobile payment systems (e.g., M-PESA, 
mobile wallets) might facilitate the deposit process 
for youth and also reduce costs.15 However, there are 
age constraints related to the ownership of SIM cards 
in certain countries, which place the benefits of 
alternative channels out of youth’s reach.

In another form of technology, YouthSave conducted 
experimental financial education in Colombia using 
text SMS messages to nudge youth into specific 
behavioral directions, which showed positive initial 
results. Transactional data over twelve months 
showed that the increase in net account balances 
compared to account holders who did not receive 
SMS or received only financial education SMS was 
chiefly due to fewer withdrawals from their accounts. 
This finding is consistent with the concept that 
reminders help overcome psychological barriers 
preventing low-income youth from creating savings 
habits by bringing savings to one’s immediate 
attention and highlighting the potential reward.16 

“With savings and financial security, even 
if you are not intellectually excellent, with 
money available, one can climb to the 
highest peak in education.”   – Ghanaian 
secondary school student
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