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SUMMARY
Rising costs of college have outpaced available federal and state grant aid, contributing to unmet student
need. Financial aid (including grants, that don’t have to be repaid) is available to make college more
affordable for students, but the system is complex and aid often fails to reach students who would
benefit from it most. An estimated $24 billion in potential aid is left on the table by eligible college
students who do not fill out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) every year, which
raises questions about what the barriers are to accessing this aid.1
The California Policy Lab partnered with the California Student Aid Commission (CSAC) to test whether
simple, low-cost changes to letters notifying students of their eligibility for aid could impact students’
enrollment decisions and increase take-up of financial aid. Over the course of two academic years, we
found that merely modifying the content and language of award eligibility notification letters successfully
“nudged” students into completing a key step in the application process: registering for an online account
with CSAC. When supplemented with individualized net-cost information, these improved letters also
moved students towards selecting lower-cost schools. However, the modified letters had no impact on
eventual take-up of financial aid. This suggests that improved communications have the potential to help
students navigate the early steps of learning about and applying for college financial aid. However, they
should be combined with other changes, such as simplifying the application process and providing direct
assistance to students, to meaningfully increase financial aid take-up and college-going rates.

CONTEXT
Fewer than two-thirds of U.S. high school seniors enroll in
college immediately after completing high school, despite
widespread evidence that the benefits of attending college
outweigh the costs.2 This share is even lower among students
from low-income families, those whose parents did not go to
college, and those from underrepresented minority groups.3
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One of the key barriers to college access is cost. While
financial aid awarded to students has quadrupled in the
last decade, the process for receiving such aid is extremely
complex and many eligible students do not benefit from
it. One analysis, for instance, found that more than 20% of
California community college students who were eligible for a
federal Pell Grant did not receive it.4
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California’s largest financial aid program is the Cal Grant,
a scholarship administered by the California Student Aid
Commission that covers the full cost of tuition and fees at
public colleges and universities (or part of the cost at private
institutions) for low and moderate income, high-achieving
students. CSAC sends notification letters to high school
seniors in the fall of each academic year informing them of
their likely eligibility for the Cal Grant (which, unlike loans, do
not need to be repaid).
In the 2017–18 academic year, we tested two variations of
letters alongside CSAC’s original letter. The first variation
dramatically simplified the language and design of the
original letter—removing acronyms, clarifying the Cal Grant
program—and provided clear guidance about the suggested
next step for the student, registering for an account on CSAC’s
online portal. The second letter was also simplified, but added
a few sentences emphasizing that the student receiving the
letter belonged in college. Evidence from behavioral science
research indicates that simple “nudges” like adding belonging
language can help overcome students’ hesitancy, particularly for
students from underrepresented groups.

TABLE 1:

In the 2018–19 academic year, we tested these simplified and
belonging letters along with two additional letters. The third
letter added language emphasizing that many other high school
students were enrolling in college and receiving Cal Grants,
with the goal of framing college as a normal choice. Again,
behavioral science evidence supports the impact of this kind
of “social norm” framing. The fourth letter added personalized
information about the total amount of financial aid available,
including both Cal Grants and other sources, and the resulting
net costs of attendance for the specific California public
colleges and universities to which a student had applied. Many
students and families do not appreciate the degree to which
aid programs can dramatically change the costs of different
options, and providing information about this in advance of
eventual financial aid offers may help students anticipate the
choices they will eventually face. Table 1 shows an example
of the tables that were included in the fourth letter. For this
hypothetical student, it would be dramatically cheaper to
enroll at a four-year University of California or California State
University campus than to attend a community college, the
opposite of many students’ expectations.

Example of net cost information included in modified letter

LIVING
SITUATION

ESTIMATED
TUITION, FEES,
HOUSING, AND
OTHER COSTS

ESTIMATED
GRANT AID YOU
WILL RECEIVE

ESTIMATED
COST FOR YOU

University of California - Santa Cruz

on campus

$33,604

$24,804

$8,800

Cal State - East Bay

on campus

$22,427

$12,903

$9,524

De Anza College

off campus

$19,864

$5,815

$14,049

RESULTS
We found that simplified, behaviorally informed letters
substantially increased the rate at which students registered
for accounts on CSAC’s online portal, a key first step to
receiving a Cal Grant award. In the first year, students who
received the simplified letter were 9% (5.5 percentage points)
more likely to register for accounts than those who received
the baseline letter, while the letter that added language
emphasizing social belonging had an 11% (6.8 percentage
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points) effect. (see Figure 1).5 In the second year, the simplified
letter was used as the baseline. The letters with belonging and
social norm language yielded small, further improvements in
account registration that were not statistically distinguishable
from zero. Adding individualized information on net costs,
however, significantly increased registration by 5% (3.0
percentage points) over the simplified letter.
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FIGURE 1:
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We also looked at eventual college enrollment, as measured
by payout of the Cal Grant, and found that none of the letter
variants impacted take-up of the grant. However, letters
that included personalized cost information shifted where
students enrolled: Students who received this letter were
10% more likely to enroll at the lowest-net-cost school and
12% more likely to enroll at a community college, which was
often the lowest-cost option.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Our findings suggest that simple, low-cost interventions such
as changing the language of notification letters can help guide
students in their immediate decisions, such as registering
for online accounts. However, it will take more than this
to help the nearly 40% of students (both in California and
nationwide) who do not enroll in college to overcome the
complex barriers that they face. Even students who do enroll
lack important information about the financial aid process,
and providing simple, seemingly readily available information
at a key stage in the process can impact decisions. An
effective strategy for increasing take-up of financial
aid and other public benefit programs may involve
combining nudges with directly alleviating barriers
to take-up, which could include simplifying the
application process, offering application assistance,
and providing clearer, concrete information on cost
and benefits.
A policymaker aiming to improve college access may thus
consider interventions that directly address barriers students
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Simplified

Belonging Social Norm Net Cost

Year 2
face in their college-going journeys, taking into account
different types of learning, compliance, or psychological
barriers at each stage in the process. These could include
inclusive language on financial aid communications,
comparable and personalized information on costs (such as
in the letters tested in this study), and even the provision of
direct assistance to students filling out the FAFSA.
Policymakers could also design and test improvements to the
application process itself, such as by reducing the number
of steps required to receive financial aid and introducing
personalized communications well before financial aid
applications are due. The process for establishing eligibility
for and subsequently claiming federal or state financial aid is
complex and burdensome for students. To use the Cal Grant
as an example, there are at least seven distinct stages prior
to payout—from high schools verifying student GPAs, to
students registering for accounts to confirm information and
select colleges, to students enrolling in a qualifying college and
receiving a payout.
For recent high school graduates—especially first-generation
college students—who may already be overwhelmed with
the numerous logistical and financial hurdles involved in
applying to and selecting a college, the additional complexity
of applying for financial aid could well be judged as too
difficult to be worth navigating. Reducing burdensome
frictions that prevent eligible students from accessing financial
aid might thus change the cost-benefit calculus and enable a
larger proportion of high school students to attend college
and reap the subsequent benefits.
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