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Evidence-based policy making

How important is career information and advice?

Students’ decisions about their education can be, but are not always,
improved by providing them with more information
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although the positive findings arising from some very
carefully targeted interventions give cause for hope.

KEY FINDINGS

Pros Cons

© Information interventions can influence © Many information interventions have no effect
educational investment decisions if the on student behavior, even though they have been
information provided is pertinent to the target carefully targeted and well designed.
group and provided at the right time. © Information interventions are unsuccessful if

© Well-designed information interventions can be students face significant other constraints, such
low cost relative to other interventions such as as high competition for particular education
tuition subsidies that are intended to increase programs, or if they are unable to adjust their
educational participation. aspirations to match what they can realistically

© Some information interventions have been shown achieve.
to be effective if coupled with personal assistance @ Providing information too late in the education
or mentoring. process may not allow sufficient time for students

to make the necessary prior investments.

AUTHOR’S MAIN MESSAGE

Evidence suggests that interventions designed to improve knowledge about the costs and benefits of educational
investments, and how to navigate application processes, can influence students’ knowledge, expectations, and behavior.
However, for these to be effective in the short term, they must be carefully designed and targeted to groups for whom
the demand for information is high and can be readily acted upon. A level of personalization is required in how the
information package is designed and delivered. Policymakers should view successful information interventions as low cost,
but not simple.
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MOTIVATION

It is well established that the amount and type of educational investment has a strong
causal relationship with labor market prospects (employment and earnings). Despite this,
many young people drop out of education early on in their lives. Others appear to make
suboptimal choices—for example, attending higher education institutions that have lower
performance indicators and higher costs associated with them than other (more selective)
institutions for which they would be qualified. While there are many possible contributory
factors, one question is the extent to which lack of information is a constraining factor,
especially for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Now that bigadministrative data
sets are becoming more accessible (e.g. in the US and the UK), it is (in principle) feasible to
devise strategies based on information delivery that might improve the situation.

Furthermore, outside of the fixed cost of setting up these strategies, the ongoing costs are
small relative to other potential policies. For example, programs involving tuition subsidies
or one-to-one career guidance are much more expensive. But should one expect simple
information interventions to have an effect on behavior? Under what circumstances do
“information treatments” work or not work? These are some of the questions upon which
the economic literature is beginning to shed light with a recent swathe of studies about
the effects of information and/or personal guidance on post-compulsory enrollment
decisions and other educational outcomes.

DISCUSSION OF PROS AND CONS

Thereareseveral recentstudies that use randomized control trials (RCTs) to test whetherthe
provision of information about higher education influences applications, enrollment, and
other measures of educational attainment. In RCTs, people or institutions are randomly
assigned to receive a given intervention. Interventions vary in terms of the content, target
group, and institutional context. The content of the information intervention might be
characterized in the following ways: (a) information about the relative labor market
benefits of different educational options [1], [2], [3], [4]; (b) information about financial
aid [5], [6], [7]; (c) information about labor market benefits and financial aid [8], [9];
(d) more specific semi-tailored information about admissions processes, and the relative
merits of different institutions/programs in terms of inputs, future prospects, and costs
[10], [11], [12]. The target groups vary from young people or their parents some time
before they make post-compulsory decisions [1], [4], [7], [8], [9] to people right at the
margin of making decisions [3], [10], [11], [12]. In addition, it is relevant to determine if the
intervention aims to influence the decision to participate in post-compulsory education at
all [2], [10] or the nature of that participation, such as what courses or institutions they
should apply for [3], [11], [12].

The institutional context varies considerably across countries. For example, in the US, a
central concern is the extremely complex process for applying to higher education and
seeking financial aid. Here, the interventions’ aims are often to present relevant information
in a simple way—which saves people from having to do extensive research themselves.
In other countries, such as Finland and the Netherlands, the application process is very
straightforward; thus, interventions are not designed to de-mystify a complex system, but
rather to provide people with information that they may not already have. The same is
true of studies in developing countries [2], [4], [7].
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Because of all these differences between studies and the fact that they are mostly very
recent (meaning researchers cannot yet say much about longer-term outcomes), it
is difficult to come to general conclusions about the effects of information provision.
However, it is still possible to make some useful observations by reviewing these papers.

Information on its own is not always sufficient to change behavior

Figure 1 shows a summary of recent studies that use RCTs to test whether information (on
its own) influences educational investment behavior. In common with studies that look
only at student knowledge and expectations as outcomes [8], [9], almost all show a positive
impact on students’ knowledge and beliefs. However, out of the ten RCT studies, only half
show an impact on application/enrollment decisions and/or educational attainment—and
three out of the five showing a positive impact are from developing countries.

It may be easier to influence educational decisions in developing countries through the
provision of information; lack of information is a serious constraint for more people thanin
developed countries. Two studies that examine the link between educational achievement
and future outcomes in developing countries investigate the Dominican Republic [2]
and Madagascar [4]; they both find that people are very misinformed about this link.
Furthermore, there is a huge amount of early drop-out of education in these countries.
The studies find that when people are provided with information about the link between
education and earnings, it has a positive effect on educational investment decisions. In
Madagascar, providing information about the average earnings at each level of education
as well as the implied gain led to both improved school attendance and higher average
test scores [4]. In the Dominican Republic, providing information about the relationship
between education and earnings reduced drop-out from school in subsequent years,
although only amongst the “least poor” students [2].

By contrast, in developed countries, findings are less clear on whether low-income
students know the link between educational achievement and future outcomes [1]. In
these countries, simply providing information about the link between education and labor
market outcomes has not yet been found to have much impact on actual behavior, even
though it does change people’s attitudes toward educational investment decisions. The
studies that look at the behavioral impact of providing information on the relationship
between education and earnings come from the US and Finland. In the US, the experiment
involved sending regular text messages to sixth and seventh grade students about the
relationship between human capital and earnings (e.g. about the relationship between
years of education and earnings) [1]. This was found to increase students’ knowledge
about these issues and their self-reported effort at school, but it had no impact on
educational attainment or attendance. In Finland, the experiment involved a 45 minute
information session delivered by student guidance counselors where students in the final
year of high school were given information on earnings distributions by education level
and field of study (among other things) [3]. This was shown to effect students’ beliefs, but
had little impact on application behavior and no effect on enrollment.

Other studies (from the US [5], the Netherlands [6], and Chile [7]) have focused specifically
on giving students information about financial aid opportunities. Of these, the US study
gave the most customized information to families. The focus was on families with a low to
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~ Figure 1. Studies using randomized controlled trials to assess information interventions ————

Ref  Country Target group Intervention Outcome

[12] US High school Mail information package (semi- Students apply to more
seniors who are  customised) + fee waiver for applications. institutions and are more
high-achieving . - . likely to enter better-
and low income I_ncludes guide pn_appllcatlon stratggles, performing institutions.

lists of where similar students applied,
compares institutions based on
graduation rates, resources, and costs.

[101 US High school Personalized letter of encouragement Evidence suggests small
(New seniors at the from one or more collgge admissions or negli.g.ible effect on
Hampshire) margin of not offices. Students receive a letter probability of attending

applying to highlighting the benefits of attending any college.
college college and providing the url for

applications. Follow-up letter with

email and school visits.

[1] usS Sixth and Students received cell phone and daily Effects on knowledge

(Oklahoma) seventh grade informational text messages about the and self-reported effort.
students relationship between human capital and No effects on behavior
outcomes (e.g. employment and or educational
earnings). attainment.
[5] us Low-/middle- Use participants’ tax returns to calculate No impact on financial
. income families, individualized financial aid eligibility to aid applications or
(Ohio and . i M Ee
North with a member attgnq higher edgcatlon |r?st|tut|ons.. . college enrollment.
Carolina) aged 17-30 Ind|V|<_:Jua_Is are given a wrlttgn description
without degree of their aid eligibility and a list of the
tuitions of four nearby colleges.

[6] The Students Random sample of students who agreed Effects on knowledge

Netherlands enrolled in to take part in an internet survey are about loan conditions
higher education  provided with factual information about but not loan take-up.
loan conditions.

[3] Finland Students in final 45 minute information session delivered Effects on belief
year of high by student guidance counselors. updating but little
school Information on earnings distributions by effect on application

education level, field of study; costs and behavior and no effect
funding of study; entry probabilities and on enrollment.
completion time.

[11] France Students in Students at most risk of dropping out are  Reduction in grade

. final year of identified by the head teacher. A random  repetition and drop-out
(Paris) . - ;
middle school sample of parents are invited to two rates. Increase in
(age 15/16) (group) meetings and shown a DVD vocational applications
about students who succeed in vocational and enroliment.
education. Information about system and
making applications provided.

[2] The Boys in last year  Students at a randomly selected subset Positive effect on
Dominican of compulsory of schools are given information on enrollment in additional
Republic schooling earnings by education level. years of high school.

(eighth grade)

[4] Madagascar  Parents of “Statistics” intervention give Positive effect on
primary school information on the distribution of jobs student test scores
children and mean earnings by education level. and attendance.

[7] Chile Eighth grade Standardized information (short DVD) Raises probability of
students in about financial aid opportunities for enrolling in a college

poor schools

higher education.

preparatory high school.
Increases attendance but
no effect on attainment.

Source: Author's own compilation.
.
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moderate income with at least one member between the ages of 17 and 30 who did not
have a university degree. Participants’ tax returns were used to calculate individualized
financial aid eligibility to attend higher education institutions. They were given a written
description of their aid eligibility and a list of the tuitions of four nearby colleges. However,
this was found to have no impact on financial aid applications or college enrollment. Only
when individuals were also given assistance with the financial aid applications was there
an impact on college enrollment—and the effect was substantial. This involved completing
and submitting the application form for financial aid on behalf of the family.

The fact that providing assistance has such a large effect is probably a reflection of how
complicated the financial aid system is in the US, which is not necessarily true of other
countries. For example, the study in the Netherlands claims that the loan application
process is simple [6]. Yet, take-up of loans is low, despite a generous system. The authors
investigate whether those already enrolled in higher education might be influenced to take
out student loans if they have better knowledge about loan conditions. While they find an
effect on knowledge, they find no effect from providing information on the actual take-up
of loans.

Two studies in developed countries that have found a positive impact of information
interventions on educational investment are from the US [12] and France [11]. The US
study uses administrative data to target high school seniors who are both very high-
achieving and have low family income. Students were posted an information package
that was “semi-customized” for their circumstances (e.g. regarding income and location)
and included a fee waiver for making college applications. The information package also
included a guide on application strategies, a list of where similar students applied, and a
comparison of institutions based on graduation rates, resources, and costs. The findings
from this study are that students receiving this information apply to more institutions
and enroll in better-performing institutions (with a better match between their academic
ability and the average intake of the institution). Yet, another US study, which has adopted
a similar approach to students who are on the verge of not applying to any college at all,
does not find any impact and interprets this as a reflection of its different target group
(who are much lower-achieving) [10].

The French study focuses on students who are very low-achieving [11]. In contrast to the US
study, it aims at making people more realistic about future plans. It focuses on decisions
made at the end of middle school (where students are aged 15-16) and targets the parents
of young people who the school head teacher has identified as the most low-achieving
and at risk of dropping out. The background is that young people in this group often have
unrealistically high expectations about where they can apply (in a competitive system).
In addition, they have a high probability of repeating grades and eventually dropping
out of education. The intervention aims to encourage the parents of these students to
consider two-year vocational programs on their list of possibilities for the following year.
The intervention consisted of two group meetings with the head teacher; it involved the
preparation of guidelines by district experts explaining how to inform and counsel families
about the complextracking system and the application and allocation mechanism. Parents
were shown a DVD of students explaining how they performed in vocational education,
even though they had failed in middle school. The guidelines suggested that each family’s
expectations should be discussed in light of the student’s actual performance and that
families should be helped to adjust their expectations to match those performances. In
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the end, this intervention increased the proportion of students who enrolled in two-year
vocational programs (rather than repeating grades) and they remained there the following
year (i.e. they did not drop out).

Whereas the US study focuses on changing the expectations of students that are too
low [10], the French study does the opposite [11], targeting those whose expectations
are unrealistically high, leading to ill-considered actions and premature drop-out from
any further education. It is thus important to note that information experiments can be
just as well applied to downgrading overly optimistic expectations as upgrading overly
pessimistic expectations. What both studies have in common is that students make better
educational choices as a result of the information interventions. In particular, the US
study shows that students attend more selective colleges and perform just as well in terms
of grades and persistence as they would have done in a less selective college (which is a
positive outcome bearing in mind that they will have a more academically able peer group
within more highly selective colleges) [10]. The French study shows lower drop-out rates
one and two years after the intervention and that the change in behavior is between
attending a two-year vocational program rather than repeating grades and/or dropping
out [11].

Both of the above interventions manifestly led to the recipients making better choices
because they were designed to carefully meet the needs of a well-defined target group.
This is an important characteristic of successful information interventions. Providing
information that is too general (or worse, inappropriate) for a target population would
serve no useful purpose.

Why information experiments work in some contexts but not in others

The US [12] and French studies [11], which both find positive effects on behavior, are
similar to each other in the sense that the treatment group is very well targeted; they are
people who are on the verge of making a decision about educational choice and appear
to have no other impediment to making that choice (i.e. they have made appropriate
preparations for the choices being considered). The treatments deliver exactly what the
target groups need and want at the right time. In some cases, where the information
intervention has not influenced behavior, there have been other obstacles. For example,
in the US study where young students received regular information by text message on
the relationship between education and labor market outcomes, it was argued that the
students did not know the relationship [1]. In other words, they wanted to improve their
school work and self-reported effort did increase—but they simply did not know how to
translate their higher ambitions into higher test scores. In the Finnish study, where high
school students were given information about the earnings return to different courses
of study, there was some change in application behavior (among those students who
were surprised by the information) but no change in enrollment—potentially because the
system is very competitive for high-return educational routes [3]. It may also be too late
to influence effort (via information) the year before decisions need to be made. Another
caveat is that both of these studies were looking at the short-term effects of providing
information and not what the impact might be over many years.
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Both the US [12] and French [11] studies finding positive effects on behavior had relatively
high participation rates among the target group: about 40% in the US study and 50% in
the French study. In contrast, the study that provided semi-customized information to
US students on the verge of considering whether to apply to college at all attracted much
less interest among the target population, with a participation rate of only 14% [10]. Low
participation rates are a general problem. Low participation rates in an experiment mean
that researchers have to be especially cautious about extrapolating effects beyond the
group that was selected to be involved in the experiment. For instance, the literature on
financial literacy emphasizes the time cost of investing in information processing (even if
it is provided for free). Thus, one might expect non-participants to have higher discount
rates (i.e. to be more “present-orientated”). It is therefore not clear whether information
provision should be expected to have a smaller or larger impact on non-participants
compared to participants.

As discussed above, the target group and institutional context will influence the effects
of any information treatment. For example, in a developing country, where most people
dramatically under-estimate returns to schooling [2], [4] and clearly under-invest in
education, it might be easier to find a high marginal effect of providing information. In
developed countries, on the other hand, many studies find that people do not under-
estimate returns to schooling [1] and that they invest in longer periods of education.
While information interventions might motivate people in these countries to more closely
consider the quality and type of their education investments, it might be hard to do this
over the short term, because these decisions are made over time (often starting at fairly
young ages) and students may need to compete for a fixed number of slots in popular
programs, where entry is influenced by many years of effort and achievement.

Does personal assistance matter?

While some studies find that information on its own is not enough to influence behavior,
they do find that if information is accompanied with assistance then it is sufficient to
influence education investment decisions. The two most relevant studies are both from
the US. One study, discussed above, shows that if financial aid applications are submitted
on behalf of families, there is a big effect on college enrollment [5]. Information provision
is inherent to this intervention but does not drive the impact on college enrollment per se
(which is instead interpreted to reflect the role of simplification and assistance to families
for making financial aid applications).

The other US study finds that customized information is not sufficient to influence would-
be college students to apply to any college [10]. However, the researchers suggest that
a “boots on the ground” intervention is very effective. The main part of this type of
intervention is mentoring by university students, who guide participants through the whole
college application process (including aid application), which takes three to four weeks.
The authors find that this does have a significant impact on college enrollment. Although
it is a more expensive intervention than those based on providing information only, the
authors argue that this is still cost-effective and compares favorably to interventions that
directly subsidize students to attend college. There are several other studies that support
this view by showing that mentoring can be cost-effective for encouraging college entry.
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LIMITATIONS AND GAPS

There aretoo few comparable studies about the effects of successful intervention strategies
to inform about whether they might be successfully implemented elsewhere. Furthermore,
interventions are generally short term (i.e. expected to influence outcomes within one or
two years); thus, they do not answer the question as to whether information interventions
might be effective if provided early enough and if they are sustained over time (e.g. as part
of the regular school curriculum).

In addition, some information interventions might be effective only if they are combined
with some other form of personal assistance, but the form and intensity of the assistance
is likely to vary by context. This is not something that can be easily generalized and
extrapolated across different institutional environments and target groups. All of this
highlights the importance of testing interventions as well as proper piloting of approaches
even before they are formally tested.

SUMMARY AND POLICY ADVICE

The provision of tailored information might help young people to make better-informed
decisionsabouttheireducational investmentand researchers and policymakers can benefit
from the growing body of literature on this topic. Most of the relevant studies suggest
that information on the costs and benefits of educational choices and the application
process for attending university and/or applying for financial aid does impact knowledge
and expectations for those participating in the studies.

There are, however, fewer studies that focus on the impact of these interventions on actual
behavior (such as enrollment). While studies in developing countries did find impacts
on behavior, most studies in developed countries have found no impact of information
without some other form of assistance. On the other hand, there is evidence to show that
when supplemented with mentoring or practical help, the provision of information can
lead to a behavioral response in terms of educational investment. The form of practical
help does not necessarily need to be very intense or expensive for the intervention to be
effective. But often, some form of personal assistance is necessary. For example, in the
French study, school leaders were actively involved in identifying appropriate groups of
students and encouraging parents to attend meetings [11].

However, the US study shows that, in some contexts, “face-to-face” contact is not required
at all and that information can be provided entirely based on administrative data (albeit
in a very sophisticated way—to ensure that the right information package gets to the
right target group at the right time) [12]. A big advantage is that this information can be
delivered to students that are geographically dispersed and who attend schools that are
not regularly the target of various forms of outreach activity by colleges.

Both the French and US studies are low cost relative to other interventions designed to
encourage educational investment. Undoubtedly, they have a high ratio of benefits to
cost. Both suggest that it is very important that information is provided by a trusted
source. Although they are largely “information only” interventions (particularly the US
example [12]), there is some degree of personalization in both approaches. Policymakers
should take note that although information interventions are not costly (relative to many
other policies), making them effective is not a simple matter.
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