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California Policy Lab

Mission: Create lasting partnerships between University of California researchers and 
California government agencies to harness the power of research and administrative data 
to improve the lives of Californians 

We work across six policy areas: Labor and employment; homelessness and 
high-needs populations; social safety net; criminal justice; education; health

Partnership with CSAC: Since 2017, focused on improving communications regarding 
CalGrant and other student aid (e.g., CalFresh benefits)
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Cal Grant experiments 

• CSAC notifies high school seniors of their eligibility for Cal Grant A/B entitlement awards.
• CSAC and the California Policy Lab (CPL) partnered to test changes to these letters. Goals:

○ increase students signing up for an online webgrants4students account (to apply for aid)
○ increase student take-up of financial aid, and
○ support more informed college enrollment decisions

• Two large-scale experiments in 2017-8 and 2018-9, varying notification letters sent to 265,570 
students

• We found that:
○ simplified, behaviorally informed letters substantially increased the share of students 

registering for accounts on CSAC’s online portal
○ communicating personalized and comparable information about costs also impacts 

where students enroll 
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Year 1 - AY 2017-2018

6

• In the first experiment, we tested the 
original CSAC letter + two variations

1. The original letter
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Year 1 - AY 2017-2018

7

• In the first experiment, we tested the 
original CSAC letter + two variations

2. The simplified letter 
○ Shortened text
○ Removed acronyms
○ Clarified the Cal Grant program
○ Provided clear guidance about the 

suggested next step of registering 
for an account on CSAC’s online 
portal.
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Year 1 - AY 2017-2018

8

• In the first experiment, we tested the 
original CSAC letter + two variations

3. The belonging letter 
○ Simplified
○ Emphasized the student belongs 

in college - evidence from 
behavioural science suggests this 
can help overcome hesitancy, 
particularly for students from 
underrepresented groups
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Year 2 - AY 2018-2019

9

• In the second experiment, we tested 
four variations, building on what we 
learned in year one

4. The simplified letter
○ Further simplification

DRSP Committee Presented on September 8, 2021



Year 2 - AY 2018-2019

10

• In the second experiment, we tested 
four variations, building on what we 
learned in year one

5. The belonging letter 
○ Further simplification
○ Same belonging message
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Year 2 - AY 2018-2019

11

• In the second experiment, we tested 
four variations, building on what we 
learned in year one

4. The Social Norm letter 
○ Simplified
○ Emphasized that many other high 

school students were enrolling in 
college and receiving Cal Grants, 
to frame this as a ‘normal’ choice
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Year 2 - AY 2018-2019

12

• In the second experiment, we tested 
four variations, building on what we 
learned in year one

5. The Net Cost letter 
○ Simplified + belonging
○ Table with personalized net costs 

of attendance for colleges and 
universities listed on student’s 
FAFSA
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Year 2 - AY 2018-2019

13

• In the second experiment, we tested 
four variations, building on what we 
learned in year one

5. The Net Cost letter 
○ Simplified + belonging
○ Table with personalized net costs 

of attendance for colleges and 
universities listed on student’s 
FAFSA
○ Total cost
○ Total grant aid
○ Net cost

DRSP Committee Presented on September 8, 2021



Impacts on registering for an online account 
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Impacts on college enrollment

• None of the letters impacted college enrollment rates

• However, the Net Cost letter did shift where students enrolled:

• Increased enrollment in the lowest cost option by 10% 

• Increased likelihood of enrolling in a community college (often the lowest cost option) by 12%
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Lessons for policymakers

• Simple, low-cost changes, such as in letters to students, can help guide students in short-term decisions 
such as signing up for online accounts

• “Behavioral” nudges make a difference in the short run.

• But limits to what a nudge can accomplish.

• Informational limits also have effects.

• To increase take-up of financial aid and other public benefit programs, further testing could combine 
simple ‘nudges’ with directly alleviating barriers to take-up, such as:

○ comparable and personalized information on actual costs and available aid
○ simplifying the process for determining eligibility and applying for aid, such as by:

■ reducing the number of steps required to receive financial aid 
■ offering direct assistance for applications, including for filing FAFSAs

○ personalized communications well before financial aid applications are due
DRSP Committee Presented on September 8, 2021



Questions?
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