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Pramod opened his bank account at the age of 12 in Nepal.  Watch his continuing story at https://vimeo.com/97327086.

Youth savings accounts promote financial 
inclusion and other forms of well-being
Over the past three decades, experts in the normally 
unrelated fields of social work and financial inclusion 
have both established that low-income people - 
including youth - can and do save money, and that 
access to good financial tools can improve their 
life trajectories.1 Market research conducted by 
YouthSave and similar initiatives have found that the 
majority of low-income young people in developing 
countries are already handling money as a routine 
matter, and informally saving small amounts. These 
savings are often hidden around the house or given 
to others for safekeeping. As such, youth are very 
aware that their savings are vulnerable to theft, loss, 
or simple temptation.  Therefore, it should not come 
as a surprise that, if offered the opportunity, youth 
will save with formal institutions.2

In addition to increasing the safety of young people’s 
savings, youth savings accounts have the potential 
to promote financial inclusion. And when combined 

with financial education, youth savings can increase 
youth financial capability - enhancing young people’s 
knowledge of and experience with financial services, 
and inculcating good financial habits when they 
are relatively easy to form.3 Financial education 
initiatives should go beyond solely conveying 
generic knowledge and relate to imminent decisions, 
providing technical information, and when possible, 
the opportunity to execute financial transactions as 
an integral part of the training. 

Finally, emerging evidence suggests that youth 
savings accounts can enhance “asset effects” - 

“Now parents give more money to take to 
school, so we can save.” –Female Nepali 
YouthSave participant in upper primary (junior 
secondary) school
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THE IMPORTANCE OF YOUTH SAVINGS
The global population of young people between the ages 
of 10 and 24 has reached 1.8 billion,4 90 percent of whom 
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 a day.5 

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. Research has associated youth savings 
with vital youth development outcomes including financial 
capability, academic performance, and health. Youth 
savings programs therefore have the potential to be high-
leverage interventions with positive impact on multiple 
development priorities.

THE YOUTHSAVE PROGRAM
YouthSave was a five-year initiative to design and test the 
impact of youth savings accounts in Colombia, Ghana, 
Kenya, and Nepal.  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. In Nepal, a 
radio drama on savings reached an estimated listenership 
of 660,000. 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).

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. The project also 
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. Additionally, YouthSave 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. Aside from the multiple benefits 
related to youth financial inclusion and development 
goals, YouthSave also examined the business case for 
youth savings accounts from the perspective of financial 
institutions. 

economic, social, psychological, and behavioral 
changes resulting from asset ownership - which 
can improve multiple development outcomes 
for vulnerable youth.6 YouthSave’s Ghana study, 
described in more detail below, demonstrates 
improvements in youth education, health, and future 
orientation. 

Financial education is key to enhancing 
financial capability7

Most YouthSave participants youth had never 
had a savings account before, thus the project 
included a financial education component to 
complement account ownership with the knowledge 
and skills necessary to make the best use of it. In 
Colombia, Kenya, and Nepal financial education 
results measured through pre- and post-testing 
found statistically significant improvements in 
participants’ values related to saving, attitudes 
towards banks, and knowledge about the more 
technical aspects of saving and budgeting. Although 
these results cannot be conclusively attributed 
to the financial education,8 a second round of 
post-tests indicated that the knowledge increases 
persisted over time. Participant youth also reported 
increased savings behavior after trainings.

KNOWLEDGE: While knowledge increase on 
more “commonsense” financial matters was not 
significant, youth financial education participants 
showed marked increases in knowledge on specific 
technical issues. In Colombia, the most dramatic 
and statistically significant changes were seen 
in two technical knowledge questions regarding 
requirements for opening a savings account and the 
definition of an interest rate. Statistically significant 
changes were also observed in all three countries for 
more technical questions related to budgeting, e.g. 
what does and does not belong in a budget and how 
to control expenses (Box 1).

ATTITUDES: Youth attitudes before financial 
education training were already highly positive 
towards the concept of saving. The greatest changes 
in attitude after financial education were observed 
in views about banks in Kenya and Colombia, and in 
questions about safe, responsible, and healthy ways 
to save in Nepal. Messages related to not skipping 
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meals may be particularly important to convey, since 
YouthSave’s implementation monitoring activities 
found that cutting down on what some youth deemed 
unnecessary expenses appears to be one of the most 
common ways that youth accumulate money to save 
(Box 2).

BEHAVIOR: Participants reported opening savings 
accounts and engaging in more saving after the 
trainings in all three countries, but at different 
rates and in the face of different obstacles (lack 
of required identity documents, unavailability of a 
trusted adult, etc.). Gender-disaggregated results 
suggest that financial education training might be 
particularly effective in encouraging more girls to 
save. Female youth saved as much and sometimes 
more than male youth. A lower female account 
uptake rate in Nepal and Kenya, however, suggested 
that access to financial institutions may be a bigger 
gender barrier than saving itself (Box 3).  

Youth savings facilitate broader 
development goals9

An experimental impact study conducted as part of 
YouthSave Ghana demonstrated that offering youth 
the opportunity to open savings accounts through 
in-school banking services had a positive impact on 
savings account uptake, average savings, cumulative 
savings, and postponing consumption (Box 4). 

The Experiment also reported modest nonfinancial 
impact, with some improvements in education, 
health, and future orientation, though sometimes 
falling short of statistical significance. Specifically, 

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

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

Box 1

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

A facilitator explains the difference between short-term and 
long-term savings goals at a financial education session in 
Nepal.

it measured the student traits of academic self-
efficacy, aspirations, expectations for higher 
education, and commitment to school, most of which 
showed positive trends. YouthSave participants 
also demonstrated a higher sense of security of 
educational aspirations as compared to students who 
did not participate in the program. 
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In terms of health outcomes, participating youth 
showed positive results on parental connection, 
perceived barriers to condom use, susceptibility 
to HIV, and severity of HIV. Among sexually active 
youth, youth in the savings program were also likely 
to report condom use at last sexual intercourse. 
Contrastingly, participating youth showed lower 
scores compared to non-participating youth on 
attitudes towards sex, motivations to engage in sex, 
and sense of belonging with peers. YouthSave had 
mixed effects on health attitudes; however, health 
behaviors (e.g., actual condom use, engagement in 
paid or unwilling sex) were consistently positive.

Parents, technology, and proximity can 
increase savings  
“Taking the bank to the youth” significantly 
contributed to YouthSave’s success. Financial 
education about saving accounts in schools, and 
in particular providing in-school banking (i.e. 
processing deposits at schools) greatly increased 
youth financial participation.10 Analysis also suggests 
that longer financial education trainings with 
smaller groups may be more effective in changing 
knowledge, attitudes and behavior.11

Another important program design element is 
to optimize parental involvement and develop a 
“household banking strategy.” When parents are 
the savings account cosignatories, youth save 

significantly more. The majority of the youth 
(84 percent) indicated that savings would likely 
come from family. This may also explain why the 
research showed that younger youth saved more 
than older ones, as younger children often receive 
more financial support from their families and have 
less pressure or temptations to spend.12  Savings 
innovations should therefore include strategies to 
start youth savings early and engage families at the 
onset, and then keep both youth and their families 
excited and committed.13

Technology-enabled “nudges” have also been proven 
to increase savings balances, as demonstrated by 
an experiment conducted in YouthSave Colombia 
that showed the positive impact of SMS message 
deposit reminders. Evidence from 12 months of data 
showed that the increase in net account balances 
was chiefly the result of a significant decrease in 
the amount of money youth chose to withdraw from 
their accounts, as compared with those who did not 
receive SMS reminders. 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. The fact that the savings product 
was designed for specific savings goals might 
also have influenced this behavior, as many youth 
withdrew their funds and closed their accounts once 
the overall savings target was fulfilled.14 

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

In Nepal, attitude changes regarding ethical 
savings questions were statistically significant over 
time, with the highest increase - from 40 percent to 
72 percent - found among youth who understood that 
one should not save by skipping meals. 

Box 2

56% 69%

Nepali youth also increased their understanding that 
there are right and wrong ways to save, from 56 
percent to 69 percent. 
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Strong partnership with a local financial 
institution is essential 
Youth development practitioners need to define 
expectations of a partnership agreement with one or 
more local financial institutions and gauge the level 
of commitment from the institution to actively target 
youth. Together with the financial institution(s), 
they should segment the youth market and agree 
on priorities. It is possible that youth development 
practitioners’ program objectives related to 
outreach and financial institutions’ requirement 
of financial sustainability will not necessarily be 
aligned. Youth development practitioners should 
realize that there are also benefits related to 
inclusion of well-off youth.  Research has proven 
that this segment can cross-subsidize the expenses 
linked to working with  more vulnerable youth 
and potentially allow for a financially sustainable 
product. This mitigates the risk of the program 
ending once initial subsidies are spent.15

Vulnerable youth segments require 
targeted interventions 
If vulnerable groups are to be specifically targeted, 
program design should be structured accordingly. 
When marketing and outreach is conducted in 
secondary schools, for example, it is likely that fewer 
girls will be reached due to generally lower female 

school enrollment rates. Other vulnerable youth 
include out-of-school youth and poorer youth. Many 
out-of-school youth cited the desire to return back to 
school as the main motivation for saving. How to reach 
them in an efficient manner is more of a challenge 
than reaching in-school youth, and is an important 
topic warranting further research, resource allocation, 
and potentially different types of interventions. For 
example, financial support to lower-income youth may 
be an important complement to the opportunity to 
open accounts, as evidence from the Ghana impact 
study indicated that youth who started off with more 
money showed the most improvement on a range of 
financial capability indicators.16

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

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. 

Box 3

Also, after the training, the increase in the number of Kenyan girls who claimed they were saving was statistically 
significantly higher than was the increase in the number of boys.

42% 39% 15%
76% 89%

A youth financial education participant with his piggy bank 
in Colombia.
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Savings programs must be carefully 
structured to monitor and mitigate risks
Saving at a bank or other regulated financial 
institution can mitigate risks to the safety of 
young people’s savings. However, it may make 
them vulnerable in other ways, especially given 
that most low-income young people in developing 
countries will not have interacted with such an 
institution on their own in the past. These risks may 
include the expropriation of youths’ savings by the 
adult co-signatory on the bank account (generally 

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 - a meaningful start in financing secondary schooling. 

In YouthSave’s Ghana impact study, some schools were offered banking services while others received only in-school marketing of 
accounts; control schools received neither.

Box 4

Among youth receiving in-school banking services, 
21.1 percent opened accounts, while among youth who 
received only marketing, 11.4 percent did so. 

Students who opened accounts averaged three deposits per 
year. 

Based on this asset building alone, one-fifth of children across 
the full school population are saving in amounts that have the 
potential to alter their educational trajectory.

$ 2.06

21.1% 11.4%

required for legal minors); loss of savings due to 
misunderstanding of bank terms and conditions; or 
theft, harassment, or abuse as a result of carrying 
cash to and from the bank. Many adults surveyed in 
YouthSave communities also feared that encouraging 
young people to save money would tempt them to 
engage in illicit or harmful activities in order to do 
so. Although YouthSave’s experience indicates that 
the actual prevalence of such risks is minimal, it is 
important for youth financial capability programs to 
put in place a system to prevent such incidences, and 
detect and address them where they do occur.17
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