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Abstract : Access to higher education is critical for reducing social inequalities. The Canada Learning Bond (CLB) is a
government savings incentive aimed at increasing higher education access for children of low income families by providing
money toward a Registered Education Savings Plan. To better understand the educational and financial decision-making of low
income families, Employment Social Development Canada conducted qualitative fieldwork with eligible parents and children,
teachers, and community organizations promoting the Bond. Insights from this fieldwork were then used to develop letters to
better target the needs and experiences of eligible families. In the present study, we conducted a randomized controlled trial
with children ages 12 to 13, the oldest cohort of eligible children, to test the effectiveness of the new letters. Parents or
caregivers of 150,088 eligible children were assigned to one of five letter conditions promoting the Bond or to a control
condition that did not receive a letter. The letter conditions were: (a) the standard letter from past outreach, (b) a letter
presenting the exact amount the child was eligible to receive, enhancing the salience of benefits, (c) a letter with a social norm,
(d) a letter with an image emphasizing the feasibility of higher education by presenting the diversity of options (i.e., college,
trade schools,  apprenticeships)  –  many participants  interviewed viewed that  university  was  unfeasible,  and (e)  a  letter
minimizing references to 'saving' (i.e., not framing the Bond explicitly as a savings incentive) – a concept that did not resonate
with low income families who felt they could not afford to save. The exact amount was also presented in letters (c) through (e).
The letter minimizing references to 'saving' and presenting the exact amount had the highest net take-up rate at 6.6%,
compared to 3.5% for the standard letter group. Furthermore, this trial’s BI-informed letters showed the largest impact on
take-up so far, with a net take-up of 5.7% compared to 3.0% and 3.9% in the first two trials. This research highlights the value
of  mixed-method  approaches  combining  qualitative  and  behavioural  insights  methods  for  developing  context-sensitive
interventions for social programs. By gaining a deeper understanding of the needs and experiences of program users through
qualitative fieldwork,  and then integrating these insights  into  behaviourally  informed communications,  we were able  to
increase take-up of an education savings program, which may ultimately improve access to higher education in children of low
income families.
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