
Do additional dollars buy engagement?
Effects of monetary incentives on attending 
financial aid counseling for at-risk students

Summary

Many university students struggle financially to remain enrolled in school. 
This is particularly true for those from less wealthy families. Given the 
importance of college degrees for later life earnings, this holds significance 
for intergenerational poverty.1 In particular, research suggests that access 
to student aid, including both grants and loans, can play a role in college 
attendance and completion.2 Importantly, research also shows access 
to financial aid alone is likely not sufficient. Financial literacy, student 
supports, advising and aid design also can play equal if not outsized roles.3

At Georgia State University (GSU), over 4,000 students per term are identified as at-risk 
of being withdrawn from classes due to inability to pay. During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
GSU made use of federal funding available through Federal Higher Education Emergency 
Relief Funds (HEERF) to provide no-strings-attached financial aid to these students 
with the express purpose of keeping them enrolled in school. As these funds were set to 
expire, many GSU students identified as financially at risk of dropout were slated to lose 
what may have been a lifeline of support. In the following, we discuss an experimental 
intervention designed to increase uptake of counseling services intended to keep these 
students engaged and enrolled.
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1		  See Barrow and Malamud (2015) for a summary.
2		  See Barr et al., 2021; Bettinger et al., 2019; Card and Solis, 2022; Carlson et al., 2022; Denning, 2019; Denning, Marx, and Turner, 2019; Stinebrickner and Stinebrickner, 

2008.
3		  See Marx and Turner, 2018; Cox, et al., 2020; Abraham et al., 2020.
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To assist students in navigating the complex world of 
student financial aid, including grants and loans, the Office of 
Student Financial Services (SFS) at Georgia State University 
(GSU) has a Student Financial Management Center that 
provides proactive advising. Yet, despite the availability of 
these services, many students—even those in dire need of 
financial assistance and despite proactive outreach from 
the Center—never come for counseling. Our experiment is 
designed to test whether financial incentives can improve 
uptake of counseling, and whether counseling improves 
student outcomes.
To ask these questions we embedded an experiment within 
SFS’s ongoing activities. As HEERF funding neared its end, 
SFS was slated to send emails notifying students who 
received this funding that it was coming to an end, further 
encouraging them to come in for financial counseling. During 
these advising sessions, students would be offered:

•	 Guidance on completing the financial aid process
•	 Advice on financial aid options available to them
•	 Loan and debt counseling including repayment  

options to improve affordability
•	 Student success advising to ensure financial aid is  

not lost due to poor academic performance
•	 Basic financial literacy training

Because students were already receiving funding from SFS, 
the emails came from a trusted source with which they were 
familiar. We used this existing framework to ask:

1.	 Can modest financial incentives increase uptake of 
financial aid counseling?

2.	 Can that counseling reduce student dropout, ease 
financial burdens, or improve student performance 
and graduation rates?

3.	 Is counseling more (or less) effective for hard-to-
reach populations (who require larger incentives)  
to participate?

Our results can be summarized briefly:
1.	 Very few students who weren’t offered a financial 

incentive attended an appointment—only 1.3%.
2.	 Financial incentives did buy engagement. Every $10  

in incentives increased the likelihood students 
scheduled an appointment by nearly one additional 
percentage point.

3.	 Yet, students who attended because of the incentives 
did not have different outcomes from those who 
attended without a financial incentive, regardless of 
how much was paid to induce them to attend.

Details
For the experiment, we randomized among students who 
had received funding and thus were already slated to receive 
emails from SFS. Some students simply received emails 
inviting them to counseling—these students comprised our 
control group. The remaining students were additionally 
offered between $10 and $100 if they took either a virtual or 
in-person counseling appointment.
Our experiment began the third week of April 2023 and 
ended in the second week of May. The emails were sent out 
in six batches. In each batch, 20% of email addresses were 
randomized to receive the control email with an offer of 
counseling but no payment. The remaining 80% received 
one of the treatment emails. Among those receiving the 
treatment emails, an equal share was randomized to 
each treatment amount. Thus, in each wave, 8% of email 
addresses were assigned to each treatment value—which 
ranged from $10 to $100 in $10 increments—with the 
remaining 20% receiving the control email.
Initially, 3,952 emails were sent during this period. Due to 
an internal error in inviting students, 235 students received 
more than one email, with some receiving both treatment 
and control emails. We dropped these students from the 
analysis, resulting in an analysis sample of 3,481 students 
who received an email invitation. Our results are not 
sensitive to this deletion.

What we found
1. Engagement is low, but money buys clicks.
We began evaluating effects of the experiment by observing 
differences in responses to email invitations by treatment 
status. Figure 1 shows little relationship between the funding 
amount and opening rates. This was anticipated because 
the amount was not in the email subject. We do find a 
strongly positive relationship between the amount offered 
and the click-through rate. Fewer than 5% of the control 
group clicked on the email link, while more than 13% of the 
treatment group did. Simply offering $10 doubled the click-
through rate, while offering $100 increased the likelihood of 
clicking by 410%.
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Figure 2 shows similar statistics for scheduling and 
attending an appointment. Naturally, many students who 
schedule an appointment fail to attend. Yet again, we show 
a strong and positive relationship between the amount 
offered and scheduling and attending. Only 2.5% of the 
control group scheduled an appointment, and only 1.3% 
attended. Yet, offering only $10 increased the scheduling 
rate by 130%. Increasing the payment to $100 increased 
the schedule likelihood by 420%. A similar pattern emerges 
for our primary outcome: attendance. Offering a payment 
of $10 increased the attendance rate from 1.3% to 3.7%, an 
increase of approximately 185%. Increasing the payment to 
$90 or $100, averaged, increased the attendance rate by 
630%, from 1.3% to around 9.5%.

FIGURE 1. OPEN AND CLICK-THROUGH RATES BY TREATMENT

Notes: Figure plots email open and click-through rates by treatment status. Not all email openings are recorded.

These results yield three initial conclusions. First, the 
baseline attendance rate is exceedingly low. Only 1.3% of 
students who are not offered a monetary incentive attend. 
This is particularly concerning given that these students 
were identified as being at high risk of dropping out for 
academic or financial reasons (or both), they were already 
receiving funding from the university that was set to end, 
and the email was coming from a trusted source. Second, 
we find that incentives can increase both engagement and 
attendance quite meaningfully. Simply offering $10 doubles 
the click rate and increases the attendance rate by 185%. 
Third, the marginal value of each dollar offered above $10 in 
terms of engaging students is flat.
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2. Counseling had little impact on subsequent enrollment.
Finally, we test for differences in effects on enrollment 
in the subsequent term (fall 2023). To do so, we first 
compare differences in subsequent enrollment for all 
those who attended counseling compared with all those 
who did not. We call this our “naïve” estimate, since even 
when accounting for observable student characteristics, 
it can’t account for those that are unobserved, such as 
student motivation, among others. We then reestimate 
these differences using only variation in attendance due to 
financial incentives. Since the incentives were randomized, 
we can estimate the average effect of attendance on 
enrollment for those who were persuaded to attend only due 
to being assigned to the treatment group.

FIGURE 2. APPOINTMENT SCHEDULING AND ATTENDANCE RATES BY TREATMENT

Notes: Figure plots mean appointment scheduling and attendance rates by treatment status.

As a baseline, approximately 55% of those who did not 
attend enrolled in the following semester. From our “naïve” 
estimate, we find that those who attended counseling were 
14 percentage points (25%) more likely to reenroll the 
following academic year. Yet, that difference is unrelated to 
whether they received the incentive. This is the difference 
between the average of the orange and blue bars in Figure 
3 below—those who attended were more likely to reenroll. 
Yet, focusing on the orange bars (those who attended) only, 
we find no difference in attendance rates either between 
those in the control group ($0) and the treatment groups, 
nor across the amount offered. This suggests that those 
induced into counseling only due to the funding did not 
see differential outcomes. In other words, the impact of 
counseling on later enrollment is entirely driven by selection.
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Conclusions
Is it cost-effective to offer to pay students to attend financial 
aid counseling? Our experiment provides data that yields 
insight into this question—or, rather, two distinct but related 
more specific questions. In our experiment, offering to pay 

Notes: Figure plots reenrollment rates by treatment (financial incentive amount) and whether students attended (orange) or did not attend (blue) counseling.

FIGURE 3. SUBSEQUENT ENROLLMENT, INCENTIVES, AND COUNSELING

students to attend counseling did increase attendance. 
However, the increased attendance in counseling induced by 
the payments did not increase reenrollment in the semester 
immediately following the payments.
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