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A B S T R A C T

Schools that provide higher education often belong to either a merit-based selective system or an open-access
less selective system. We present the results of a field experiment that provided Grade 12 students in Chile with
tailored information about financial aid and average earnings and employment probabilities for schools and
careers in both types of schools. We find no effect on the extensive margins of enrollment in the selective or in
the less selective sector. Treated students change their intensive margin decisions: they choose careers and
schools with lower expected wages, lower employment probabilities, but with higher quality relative to their
baseline preferences.

1. Introduction

In the standard framework modeling human capital investments,
decision-makers have complete and accurate information about the
costs and expected benefits of each schooling level. This enables them
to make optimal schooling choices. Increasingly, new results from the
development and economics of education literatures are challenging
this assumption. For example, Jensen (2010) shows that providing
children with basic information on average earnings increased educa-

tion of treated students by 0.2 years. Other randomized controlled
trials have shown that providing information to students or parents
about the benefits and/or costs of investing in higher levels of
education improves school attendance, grades, application choices
and enrollment outcomes at different levels of schooling.1

Whether providing information affects human capital investments
and what choices this information can affect may depend on context. In
the case of higher education, students in many parts of the world
encounter a two-tier structure comprised of a selective and a less
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1 These experiments have taken different forms. For example, some provide application information to interested students (e.g. Carrell and Sacerdote, 2013; Hoxby and Turner,

2013), others provide information on economic returns (Nguyen, 2008; Jensen, 2010; Hastings et al., 2015) or on financial aid (Dinkelman and Martínez A, 2014; Dunn and
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selective system. The selective system includes a small number of
schools of high and relatively homogeneous quality. Access to this
system is merit-based, typically determined by performance on na-
tional tests, and usually managed through a centralized applications
process.2 In contrast, the less selective system is often populated by a
larger number of new, for-profit schools of heterogeneous quality.
Eligibility requirements are lower in these schools, and the application
process decentralized. The role of information in helping students to
make better choices in this environment is arguably more important for
students considering the less selective sector.3 So far, however, the
literature has either focused on information interventions targeted at
schools in the selective system (e.g. Hoxby and Turner, 2013) or does
not differentiate between access to selective and less selective sectors
(e.g. Hastings et al., 2015).4

In this paper, we describe the results of a randomized field
experiment conducted with Grade 12 students in Chile that we
designed to explore the effects of giving students tailored information
about financial aid and economic returns in a context where selective
and less selective systems of higher education coexist. Specifically, we
tailored our information treatments to student preferences for careers
and schools, collected at baseline. We measure the impacts of the
treatments on the extensive margin of enrollment in each of the
selective and less selective sectors and on the intensive margin of
school choice, conditional on enrollment.

There are three distinguishing features of our study. First, we
designed the intervention to be inexpensive and scalable: treated
students receive information treatments by email at the time of the
intervention, which coincides with the process of applications to post-
secondary school and to financial aid for higher education. Several
important studies analyze how information about higher education
affects decisions in the US and find large positive effects on extensive
margin outcomes of enrollment. However, these information treat-

ments tend to be coupled with more expensive subsidies and/or
guidance through the application process (e.g. Bettinger et al., 2012;
Carrell and Sacerdote, 2013; and Hoxby and Turner, 2013). In
contrast, our intervention involves only information.

Second, since preferences about careers and schools may signifi-
cantly constrain student choices about where to enroll, our intervention
accounts for preferences by providing students with tailored informa-
tion. This differs from most of the literature, in which more general,
aggregate information is provided.5 We elicit student preferences
regarding careers and schools at baseline. Then we provide them with
information about financial aid, potential average wage returns, and
expected employability for their specific preferred career-school com-
bination as well as for alternative schools that offer the same or similar
career paths.

Third, we provide students with information about career and
school options in both the selective and less selective sectors. Our
treatments include information on elite universities in the selective
system and information regarding less selective universities, profes-
sional schools and technical/vocational colleges. We show that because
there is substantial sorting of students across the selective and the less
selective sectors based on college entry exam scores, information
treatments have less room to – and in factor do not – impact access
to the selective sector. Whether information treatments have larger
impacts for students who are excluded from the selective school system
is an empirical question, which we are also able to address.

Our first result is that delivering tailored information via email was
a feasible and inexpensive method of reaching out to students at the
time they were managing the transition to higher education. The
downside of this delivery mechanism was low uptake. At most, half
of the students received and opened our treatment emails. As a result,
our study is underpowered to detect small impacts for many outcomes.

Turning to impacts, we find no evidence that exposure to tailored
financial aid information affected applications to or enrollment in
schools in the selective system.6 This allows us to assess the impact of
our treatments on the extensive and intensive margins of choice in the
less selective sector, without concerns about sample selection. In the
subsample of students not enrolling in any selective school, we find no
statistically significant impacts of any information treatments on
extensive margin choices about enrollment in the less selective schools.
These extensive margin estimates are noisy, but small relative to
control group means.

Fig. 1. PSU scores in the control group Note: PSU is the college entry examination.

2 Centralized admissions procedures for entry into selective public universities can be
found in Australia, Brazil, Colombia, Hong Kong, India (universities may participate in
one of several centralized admissions systems), Ireland, Nigeria, Norway, Thailand, and
the United Kingdom. Similar systems exist for admission to prestigious public secondary
schools in Kenya, Ghana, Malawi and Nigeria. In most of these countries, performance
on a high-stakes qualifying exam, like the SAT in the US, is an important determinant of
placement.

3 Rodríguez et al. (2015) discuss issues around lack of information in postsecondary
schooling in Chile, where the less selective sector has recently expanded.

4 Kerr et al. (2014) find no impacts of an information intervention on applications or
enrollment in the highly centralized system of higher education in Finland. They argue
that information interventions may have little impact when preferences for specific
careers have high consumption value, or when popular careers are heavily over-
subscribed, as in the Finnish context.

5 Recent exceptions are Hoxby and Turner (2013) and Hastings et al. (2015).
6 Because of the timing of the intervention, we cannot estimate the impacts of exposure

to the returns information on extensive margin choices in the selective sector. We discuss
this issue in detail in Section 3.2.

M. Busso et al. Labour Economics  (xxxx) xxxx–xxxx

2



https://isiarticles.com/article/146143

