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Onward participated in the Financial Solutions Lab Accelerator program with a focus 
on developing innovative fintech tools to provide employers with new ways to improve 
worker financial health. We are thankful for their participation in this study.
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The research in this report was conducted in partnership with the Social Policy Institute 
(SPI) at Washington University in St. Louis. The Financial Health Network selected SPI 
to conduct exploratory studies of fintech solutions from select Accelerator companies. 
These exploratory studies examine the characteristics of employees who engage with 
and use these products, and explore the ways in which these products help promote 
employee financial health.

ABOUT THIS SERIES
As part of the the FSL Accelerator program, fintechs from the 2019 cohort – Brightside, 
HoneyBee, Manifest, MedPut, and Onward – agreed to participate in research on the 
usage of, engagement with, and potential for impact of their workplace financial health 
solutions. These companies worked with FSL and the SPI at Washington University in 
St. Louis to explore user engagement and financial health outcomes related to use of 
innovations offered to their customers’ employees. The goals of these efforts were to 
help FSL companies understand the financial health impact of their products on their 
customers’ employees, allow FSL to learn from successful implementations and the  
most impactful results, and share these findings with a broader audience. 

This is one of five briefs developed in collaboration with the participating companies  
and SPI as part of this research project. In addition, FSL developed "Fintech as a Solution 
for Employee Financial Health: Findings from Five Exploratory Studies" – a summary 
report sharing our findings from the individual company briefs. All materials are available  
at finlab.finhealthnetwork.org. 

The views and opinions expressed in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
reflect the views and opinions of JPMorgan Chase & Co., Prudential Financial, or their affiliates.
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Executive Summary
In this study, we examined Onward, an employer-based mobile app that enables workers to save via payroll 
deduction and receive financial education and coaching as a means to address financial challenges such as 
difficulty paying bills on time, managing debt, and accruing savings. An important feature of Onward is that 
employees can save automatically through payroll deducted savings deposits while still able to withdraw 
money should they need it. We examined approximately 1,000 employees, of those that registered for and 
used Onward agreed to share their survey for evaluative purposes. Financial hardships among employees 
were common; over a third of employees said they had skipped medical care they needed due to cost and 
nearly a third had over-drafted a bank account. Over the course of the study period (September 2019 through 
May 2020), savings account activity was tracked across 18 pay periods. Over the 18 pay periods, registered 
employees saved an average of $462.54. Total net savings among employees, the amount deposited less the 
amount withdrawn, was $244.89. Both gross and net savings increased during COVID-19, from mid-March 
through May 2020. Gross savings increased by 14% while net savings increased by 68% during this period, 
reflecting a drop in withdrawal activity.

Introduction
The following report describes findings from an exploratory study of Onward, an employer-based mobile app 
that enables workers to save via payroll deduction and receive financial education and coaching. The goal of 
Onward is to help workers build short-term emergency savings. Onward is offered by Onward Financial, Inc., 
a nonprofit organization based in Washington, DC that serves employers nationwide. 

Onward is a cohort member of the 5th Challenge of the Financial Solutions Lab which is focused on workplace 
fintech products that promote the financial health of low- and moderate-income (LMI) employees of 
companies located across the U.S. The Financial Solutions Lab is a $60 million 10 year initiative managed by 
the Financial Health Network with founding partner JPMorgan Chase and support from Prudential Financial 
to help develop fintech innovations that improve financial health. 

The Social Policy Institute at Washington University in St. Louis was selected by the Financial Health Network 
to conduct exploratory studies of 5th Challenge cohort member fintech products. These exploratory studies 
examine the characteristics of employees who use these products, employees’ product engagement, and 
ways in which these products help promote employees’ financial health. 

Employee Financial Wellness Programs

The Financial Solution Lab’s 5th Challenge is part of a larger trend of employers to offer employee financial 
wellness programs (EFWPs) to address employees’ non-retirement financial challenges such as difficulty 
paying bills on time and managing debt. EFWPs include various financial products and services such as 
financial counseling and small-dollar loans and are often delivered through or in conjunction with a digital 
platform or app1. Growth and interest in these programs have coincided with increased awareness of 
employees’ financial challenges, especially in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, in the midst 
of the pandemic, over half of employees surveyed are more concerned about their financial health than their 
physical or mental health2. 

1See “When a Job is Not Enough: Employee Financial Wellness and the Role of Philanthropy” https://assetfunders.org/wp-content/
uploads/AFN_2019_Employee-Financial-Wellness_WEB-SINGLE.pdf
 and “Employee Financial Health: How Companies Can Invest in Workplace Wellness” https://s3.amazonaws.com/cfsi-innovation-
files/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/26183930/2017-Employee-FinHealth.pdf
2See https://www.metlife.com/employee-benefit-trends/ebts-financial-wellness-2020/

https://assetfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/AFN_2019_Employee-Financial-Wellness_WEB-SINGLE.pdf
https://assetfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/AFN_2019_Employee-Financial-Wellness_WEB-SINGLE.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/cfsi-innovation-files/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/26183930/2017-Employee-FinHealth.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/cfsi-innovation-files/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/26183930/2017-Employee-FinHealth.pdf
https://www.metlife.com/employee-benefit-trends/ebts-financial-wellness-2020/
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Product Overview
Onward is a mobile app that helps employees build emergency savings through automatic payroll-
deducted savings deposits while allowing employees to make withdrawals if necessary. Employees 
use the app to track their savings, receive financial tips for saving via push notifications, and articles on 
money management and saving via the Medium.com platform. In addition, unlimited financial coaching is 
available to Onward users and offered by Neighborhood Trust, a nonprofit organization based in New York 
City that provides financial wellness benefits to employers nationwide. 

Study Methods
This exploratory study was completed concerning Onward’s partnership with a public school district that 
enrolls over 5,600 Kindergarten through 12th grade students in an inner suburb of a Midwestern city. The 
district’s student enrollment is 69% African American, 13% Hispanic, 9% White, and 3% other. Employees 
hold a range of positions, including but not limited to administrators, janitorial staff, and teachers. 
Employees were offered the opportunity to use Onward in August 2019 at the beginning of the 2019-2020 
school year.

Through this study, we sought to answer the following questions concerning Onward:

• What are the demographic characteristics and financial circumstances of employees who used 
Onward? Are these characteristics and circumstances different than those of employees who did not 
use Onward?

• What are the take-up rates for registering for and using Onward? 

 ° Do these rates vary based on employee characteristics? 

 ° Do these rates vary based on employees’ financial circumstances? 

• How much did employees save using Onward? 

• Did employees increase or decrease their payroll deductions for savings deposits through Onward?

• How much and often did employees make withdrawals from their Onward accounts?

To answer these questions, we analyzed data from two data sources:

1. Administrative data from the Onward platform for 31 employees who registered for and used Onward 
from September 2019 through May 2020. These data included information about employees’ savings 
deposits and withdrawals, and changes employees made in the amount of their payroll-deducted 
savings deposits. 

2. A survey completed by 351 employees, including 29 employees who used Onward and 322 who did 
not. The survey - presented to employees as a survey concerning their general financial wellness - was 
administered once in September 2019 and included questions concerning employees’ demographic 
characteristics, income, and circumstances and experiences. 

All study data were fully de-identified prior to release to the Social Policy Institute to conduct analysis. 
Descriptive and inferential statistics were used to answer the research questions, including the use of 
bivariate statistical tests of significance, including chi square tests and t-tests. 
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Findings

Employee Demographic Characteristics
Table 1 describes the characteristics of employees who used and did not use Onward and only completed a 
survey. A majority of employees were between 35 to 54 years old and had incomes above $50,000. A little less 
than half had children in the home. Over half of employees (60%) rated their financial knowledge as a ‘5’ or 
higher on a 7-point scale3. 

There were some differences between Onward users and non-users. Users were more concentrated in the 
$25,000 to $75,000 household income range, were slightly older, and had lower self-assessed financial 
knowledge scores. However, none of these differences were statistically significant.
 

Table 1. Onward employee users and non-users (N = 351) 
 

Mean (SD) or %
Users Non-users All

Age (years)
 <18 0.00 0.33 0.30
 18-24 0.00 2.96 2.71
 25-34 7.14 17.76 16.87
 35-44 21.43 25.66 25.30
 45-54 46.43 26.64 28.31
 55-64 25.00 23.03 23.19
 65+ 0.00 3.62 3.31
Children in the home 57.14 46.86 47.73
Household income
 <$25,000 0.00 5.07 4.64
 $25,001-50,000 37.04 25.00 26.01
 $50,001-75,000 37.04 31.76 32.20
 $75,001-100,000 11.11 18.58 17.96
 >$100,000 14.81 19.59 19.20
Financial knowledge scale 4.29 (1.30) 4.69 (1.20) 4.65 (1.22)

N 29 324 353

 
Employee Financial Hardships and Emergencies
As seen in Table 2, financial hardships among employees were common. For example, over a third of 
employees said they had skipped medical care they needed due to cost and nearly a third had over-drafted 
a bank account. These events were not limited to employees with lower incomes; nearly half (47%) of 
employees with incomes of $50,000 to $75,000 had skipped paying a bill or paid a bill late due to a lack 
of money. Onward users had higher rates of these experiences than non-users; differences for three out of 
seven of these experiences – late bill payments, bank over-draft, and payday or pawn shop loans – were 
statistically significant and suggest difficulties managing cash flow.

3Respondents were asked to self-assess their financial knowledge on a scale from 0 to 7, where 1 is very low and 7 is very high.
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Table 2: Financial hardship in the past 6 months 
 

User % Non-user % All % p
Did not pay full rent/mortgage 23.08 12.79 13.62 --
Skipped paying a bill or paid late 61.54 32.77 35.09 **
Skipped essential medical care due to cost 42.31 34.01 34.67 --
Could not afford food 23.08 16.22 16.77 --
Had credit declined 23.08 14.48 15.17 --
Overdraft a bank account 60.00 25.93 28.57 ***
Borrowed from a payday/pawn shop 30.77 10.14 11.80 **

N 29 324 353

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.

 
In the survey, employees were asked how they would handle an unexpected $400 emergency expense and 
given a range of choices. Compared to a nationally representative survey4, employees were less likely to 
pay the expense in cash or with a credit card they would pay off the following month and more likely to use 
different sources of credit. Onward users and non-users were generally similar in how they would handle a 
$400 expense with two notable exceptions. Users were much less likely than non-users to say they would 
use a credit card and pay off the balance over time, which may indicate a lack of access to credit cards. Users 
were also more likely to say they would do nothing because they could not pay the expense. 

 
Table 3: How employees would handle a $400 emergency expense 
 

User % Non-user % All %  p  National %
Pay with cash or credit card paid in full 44.83 61.06 59.71 -- 63
Credit card and pay it off over time 3.45 19.31 18.00 * 15
Money from bank loan 10.34 3.43 4.00 -- 3
Borrow from friend/family 20.69 16.20 16.57 -- 10
Use payday loan/overdraft 6.90 4.98 5.14 -- 2
Sell something 10.34 7.48 7.71 -- 7
Would not be able to pay 24.14 10.90 12.00 * 12

N 29 324 353

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.

Overall, the findings in Tables 2 and 3 suggest that employees who used Onward had more problems with 
cash flow and responding to unexpected emergencies than non-users. 

Onward Savings Outcomes
Out of approximately 1,000 employees, 31 registered for and used Onward. Over the course of the study 
period (September 2019 through May 2020), savings account activity was tracked across 18 pay periods. 
Employees made an average of 14.06 savings deposits (SD=2.80), which means that the overall saving rate 
among Onward users was 78% across the 18 pay periods. The frequency of savings deposits range from 3 to 
18, with a median of 14. 
4https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2019-report-economic-well-being-us-households-202005.pdf

https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2019-report-economic-well-being-us-households-202005.pdf
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Over the 18 pay periods, employees saved an average of $462.54. Total savings ranged from $40 to $1,750 with 
a median of $350. The average amount of a single savings deposit was $33.38. Employees made an average 
of 1.61 withdrawals from their savings accounts, with a range of 0 to 20. About half of users (52%) made 
at least one savings withdrawal. The total average amount of money withdrawn was $217.65. Individual 
withdrawals ranged from $0 to $1,219, with a median of $50, indicating that a small number of employees 
made large withdrawals. 

Total net savings among employees, the amount deposited less the amount withdrawn, was $244.89. On a 
monthly basis, total net savings was $24.49. Table 4 displays gross and net savings before and after the start 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in mid-March 2020. Both gross and net savings increased during COVID-19, from 
mid-March through May 2020. Gross savings increased by 14% while net savings increased by 68% during 
this period, reflecting a drop in withdrawal activity.
 

Table 4. Onward savings activity in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic 
 

Total Savings (Gross) Net Savings5 Net Savings/month
N Mean (SD) Median Mean(SD) Median Mean (SD) Median

Full sample 31 $462.54 
(448.63)

$350 $244.89 
(332.77)

$150 $24.49 
(33.28)

$15

Pre-COVID 31 $220.02 
(201.93)

$175 $117.49 
(96.22)

$100 $19.58 
(16.04)

$16.67

COVID 30 $250.61 
(292.29)

$175 $131.65 
(274.03)

$70 $32.91 
(68.51)

$17.5

 
Discussion
Onward addresses an important aspect of financial health – building emergency savings, leveraging payroll 
deducted deposits to make saving easy while giving employees access to their funds should they need it. Just 
over half of US households have enough money saved to cover three or more months of usual household 
expenses6. 

A lack of emergency savings leaves households vulnerable when confronted with major events such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Nearly a quarter of US households experienced a job or income loss in the early 
days of the pandemic; food insecurity among these households was nearly twice that of households who 
did not experience a job or income loss7. Yet even modest financial emergencies are a problem for some 
households. Over a third of US households would not use cash or its equivalent to pay for an unexpected 
$400 expense8. Key reasons why households may lack emergency savings is they lack a savings account 
and their expenses often exceed their income9.

5Net savings=Total savings – Total withdrawals
6Despard, M., Friedline, T., & Martin-West, S. (2020). Why do households lack emergency savings? The role of financial capability. 
Journal of Family and Economic Issues, 41, 542-557.
7Despard, M, Grinstein-Weiss, M., Chun, Y., & Roll, S. (2020). COVID-19 job and income loss leading to more hunger and financial 
hardship. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/07/13/covid-19-job-and-income-loss-leading-to-more-hunger-and-
financial-hardship/
8Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System. (2020). Report on the economic well-being of U.S. households in 2019, 
featuring supplemental data from April 2020. https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2019-report-economic-well-being-
us-households-202005.pdf
9See Note 1.

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/07/13/covid-19-job-and-income-loss-leading-to-more-hunger-and-financial-hardship/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/07/13/covid-19-job-and-income-loss-leading-to-more-hunger-and-financial-hardship/
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2019-report-economic-well-being-us-households-202005.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2019-report-economic-well-being-us-households-202005.pdf
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Having emergency savings lowers households’ risk for material hardship10 including following financial 
shocks such as job loss11. This is important because material hardship is associated with a host of negative 
non-financial outcomes such as increased risk for child maltreatment12 and intimate partner violence13. 

Tipping Points and the Dynamic Nature of Short-Term Savings 
Our findings concerning employees’ net savings were unsurprising. Emergency savings are meant to be 
short-term; dipping into savings to cover irregular expenses such as new car tires is to be expected. Yet the 
ultimate goal for emergency savings is having enough at any point in time to cover expenses so household 
needs do not go unmet, debt remains at a manageable level, and de-stabilizing events like evictions or utility 
cut-offs do not occur. Common financial advice is for households to have three months of usual household 
expenses (e.g., rent, food, car payment) set aside in emergency savings. Yet this is a very difficult standard 
for many households to attain. An emergency savings threshold of $1,814 to $3,011 was found in one study 
that substantially reduces risk for material hardship14, yet the average amount saved by employees in this 
study - $463, was less than this tipping point.

The general pattern we see from our study is “2 steps forward, 1 step back”, meaning there was a roughly 2:1 
deposit to withdrawal ratio. Clearly needs cropped up during the study period that necessitated withdrawals. 
To a meaningful level of savings to lower the risk for destabilizing events such as eviction, employees may 
need to save for an extended period of time given the need to at least occasionally make withdrawals. To 
help encourage savings deposits, discourage withdrawals, and accelerate the accumulation of emergency 
savings, employers like the school district examined in this study might consider offering savings incentives 
such as a $1:$1 match on deposits through the Onward platform. 

Saving During COVID-19
With respect to the COVID-19 pandemic, our findings may seem counter-intuitive – that net savings rose 
by two-thirds. However, employees remained employed, and many employees might have worked from 
home, able to decrease certain expenses such as transportation. In addition, many households received 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act stimulus checks during our study period. This 
windfall may have made it less likely employees needed to withdraw funds to meet needs.

 
 
 
 
 

10Gjertson, L. (2016). Emergency saving and household hardship. Journal of Family and Economic Issues, 37, 1-17. doi:10.1007/
s10834-014-9434-z
11Despard, M., Guo, S., Grinstein-Weiss, M., Russell, B., Oliphant, J., & de Ruyter, A. (2018). The mediating role of assets in explaining 
hardship risk among households experiencing financial shocks. Social Work Research, 42, 147-158. https://doi.org/10.1093/swr/
svy012
12Kang, J. (2013). Instrumental social support, material hardship, personal control and neglectful parenting. Children and Youth 
Services Review, 35(9), 1366-1373.
13 O’Connor, J., & Nepomnyaschy, L. (2020). Intimate partner violence and material hardship among urban mothers. Violence 
Against Women, 26(9), 935-954.
14Sabat, J., & Gallagher, E. (2019). Rules of thumb in household savings decisions: Estimation using threshold regression (Working 
Paper). https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3455696

https://doi.org/10.1093/swr/svy012
https://doi.org/10.1093/swr/svy012
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3455696
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The Need for Flexible Savings Solutions 
There is a significant need and demand for savings solutions, like Onward, that help individuals build 
emergency savings to cope with unexpected events, occasional large expenses, and/or income volatility. 
An important feature of Onward is employees can set and adjust amounts for payroll deducted savings 
deposits to meet their needs. For example, at certain points in the year, employees might be able to save 
more due to higher income and/or lower expenses to accumulate liquid assets that can be drawn down 
later if needed. The Onward platform prompts individuals to consider their savings needs and to engage in 
planned, precautionary saving in a way that cannot be accomplished through a standard savings account 
alone. 

Suggested Citation
Despard, M., Zeng, Y., Kondratjeva, O., & Kristensen, K. (2020). Saving for a Rainy Day: Making it Easier 
for Employees to Build Emergency Savings (SPI Research Report No. 20-06). Social Policy Institute at 
Washington University in St. Louis.
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