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1. Research question

How do employees use a new, tax-favored, illiquid savings plan? “Using” a savings plan
consists of several decisions: whether to take up and when; setting a savings goal; setting
the monthly amount of contributions; choosing how much to save out of permanent and
transitory shocks to income; deciding how to adjust other household savings, if any
adjustment at all (crowd-in or crowd-out). And these are just a few decisions that arise in
the micro-management of household savings. One of the open questions in the study of
subsidized, illiquid savings programs—for example 401(k) plans—is the issue of learning.

Learning affects all mentioned decisions, from take-up to crowd-out. Broadly speaking
there are three channels of learning: learning-by-doing, peer influences, and (financial)
education. We will focus on learning-by-doing and peers. Learning-by-doing in a savings
program can be documented in several ways. After the universal introduction of a plan,
some employees are early in adopting, where others wait for some time. Some employees
try the savings plan for a year, and then stop or switch employee savings plans. In
choosing the amount of monthly contributions to the plan, the amount set might be too
high or too low. And where some households can be characterized by inertia in financial
decisions, other households do adjust savings contributions frequently within the year.

Our proposal is to study the role of learning-by-doing and of peer effects and describe the
dynamics of saving behavior for all savers in the Netherlands after the introduction of a
new tax-favored, illiquid savings plan.

2. A new savings plan

In January 2006, the government of the Netherlands introduced a new employee savings
plan. All employees in the Netherlands were eligible to participate in the plan, and firms
had to cooperate with those employees that wanted to. The savings plan shared features
with retirement savings plans, but was not meant for the retirement phase. In fact,
savings could only be used during the working life to take early retirement (early as in
before the statutory retirement age, which at the time was 65), extend periods of parental
leave, and periods of sabbatical leave. Participating in the plan was an employee right,
while taking periods of leave needed the consent of the employer. Most participants in
the new savings plan participated with the goal to retire earlier. Overall the unique
feature of the new savings plan is that employees can smooth leisure time over the
working life. On average there were 270,000 participants in the new savings plan, which
amounts to 4-5% of the Dutch labor force.

The savings plan was tax-favored in three ways: (i) contributions were tax-deferred; (ii)
for every year of contributions a tax credit was built up, which could be used in the
decumulation phase; and (iii) wealth holdings in the account were exempted from other
assets in the calculation of the tax on wealth income. Annual contributions were capped
at 10% of gross annual wages, and total savings in the account were capped at 210% of
annual gross wages (after which wealth holdings in the account could grow due to returns
on assets).



3. Data

We have secured access to comprehensive, administrative data, containing the universe
of Dutch employees for the years 2006-2012. One unique feature of the data is that we
observe monthly savings contributions into the savings plan, since the start of the plan in
2006. This gives us the opportunity to describe in detail the month that an employee
starts saving, follow their savings patterns month-by-month, observe movements in and
out of the savings program, as well as the decumulation phase. Moreover, we observe
the same savings dynamics for all the co-workers of the employee, and for siblings of the
employee. We observe employees switching firms and firms that merge—both types of
dynamics we will exploit in our analysis of peer effects.

On the household side we observe basic background characteristics of the employee: age,
spouse, (arrival of) children, location and education. We also have annual wealth holdings
for all employees, containing measures of house value and housing debt, financial assets
including stock and bond holdings. This allows us to study crowd-out of the new savings
plan. All data originate from registries: the monthly wage data are provided by the
Unemployment Insurance agency (Ul is universal for all employees in the Netherlands),
the wealth data are provided by the tax authority and banks provide information on liquid
assets. Since the savings plan is administered through the payroll administration, we have
monthly contributions and dissaving for the universe of savers.

4. Previous literature

In general the literature on analyzing new financial products is small, without any analysis
(as far as we know) on learning-by-doing. In part this is due to data limitations — in any
given survey the number households that hold a new financial product is small. Fuchs-
Schuendeln and Haliassos (2015) use survey data from the German Socio-Economic Panel
combined with the natural experiment of the German unification to study the take-up of
unfamiliar financial products in East-Germany. Beshears et al. (2013) use administrative
data from eight firms in the United States to study the adoption of the Roth 401(k), a new
retirement savings plan for employees that already saved in 401(k) plans. Neither study
can take the bird’s eye view of studying the universe of savers in a country, month by
month, after the introduction of the plan which we will do.

Peer effects matter for take-up of and savings behavior in 401(k) plans. Duflo and Saez
(2002) find that social interactions matter for take-up, but Choi et al. (2015) report in a
field experiment that providing information on peers’ savings can actually reduce
contributions of non-participants in a 401(k) plan. We focus on two types of peers: co-
workers and family members (siblings). For both co-workers and siblings we can study all
decisions surrounding the employee savings plan, from take-up to crowd-out. We will
follow Duflo and Saez (2002) and instrument average participation in the firm with the
place in the within-firm income distribution of the employee. Other instruments we will
use are mergers and take-overs of firms, and the average participation within the firm of
the spouse.



Budget

Data access is secured, and we request a grant for continuing data access. Data access is
through remote access with Statistics Netherlands, and everyone working at a university
can request access to the data, regardless of nationality. We will assist interested
researchers with providing information to get access, share code and translated
codebooks into English. More information on data access (in English) can be found at:
http://www.cbs.nl/en-GB/menu/informatie/beleid/zelf-
onderzoeken/default.htm?Languageswitch=on

Item Costs per item Number items | Costs

1 | Data costs € 270 per month 12 months € 3,240

2 | Remote access connection | € 165 per month 12 months € 1,980

3 | User cost researcher € 75 per month per | 12 months x 2 € 1,800

researcher researchers

4 | Output check € 200 per check 3 € 600
Total in EUR €7,620
Exchange rate (2/29/2016) | 1 EUR =1.088 USD 8,290 USD
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