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Main question and relevance 

• Do financial education interventions (generally) work?

• More than 70 countries have designed or are designing 
national strategies for financial literacy

• Purpose of this talk is to derive empirical benchmarks for the 
effectiveness of financial education interventions and to learn 
from effective interventions





This talk
Summary of meta-analytic evidence on the effectiveness of financial 
education
Interventions improve financial knowledge and behaviors. Effect sizes are
similar to educational interventions in other domains.

Decreasing marginal returns to increased instructional time: Intensity
matters for effect on knowledge.

Effects remain positive up to 1.5 years after treatment. Substantial
uncertainty around the estimated longer-term effects.

Are there or contextual features associated with greater effectiveness?



Previous literature

• Meta-analysis on the general financial education literature (including 
adults and non-school settings): 

• Fernandes, Lynch, and Netemeyer, 2014  
Ø„Maybe zero effects on average?“

• Miller et al., 2015 
Ø„Positive effects for some outcomes!“

• Kaiser & Menkhoff, 2017  
Ø„Possibly positive effects on average, but consider the high heterogeneity!“ 



Two of our recent meta-analyses
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A B S T R A C T   

We study the literature on school financial education programs for children and youth via a quantitative meta- 
analysis of 37 (quasi-) experiments. We find that financial education treatments have, on average, sizeable 
impacts on financial knowledge (+0.33 SD), similar to educational interventions in other domains. Additionally, 
we document smaller effects on financial behaviors among students (+0.07 SD). When restricting the sample to 
18 randomized experiments average effect sizes are estimated to be about 0.15 SD units on financial knowledge 
and 0.07 SD units on financial behaviors. These results are robust irrespective of the meta-analytic method used 
and when accounting for publication bias. Subgroup analyses show the beneficial effect of more intensive 
treatments, albeit with decreasing marginal returns.   

1. Introduction 

Financial education is high on the agenda of policymakers worldwide. 
An abundance of rigorous empirical research shows the importance of fi-
nancial literacy for individual welfare (cf. Lusardi & Mitchell, 2014). Fi-
nancial education policies and programs are being installed in the vast 
majority of OECD countries and in many of the largest emerging economies, 
such as China and India (see OECD, 2015). While these programs vary in 
size, design and coverage, many of these programs are designed to be im-
plemented in schools. School-based financial education may be seen as a 
promising avenue since it allows an almost universal coverage of a cohort, 
mitigating previously documented low-demand of voluntary financial edu-
cation later in the lifecycle (e.g., Bruhn, Ibarra & McKenzie, 2014). More-
over, providing financial education during formative years could be effec-
tive and sustainable with respect to long-term outcomes (e.g.,  
Frisancho, 2018; Lührmann, Serra-Garcia & Winter, 2018; Lusardi, Mitchell 
& Curto, 2010). 

We contribute to the literature – to the best of our knowledge – with the 
first quantitative meta-analysis focusing exclusively on the impact of school- 
based financial education among children and youth. The empirical basis of 
our meta-analysis is the complete set of those empirical studies that (i) re-
port about impacts of financial education programs in schools among 

children and youth, (ii) provide a quantitative assessment of treatment ef-
fects and (iii) rely on a control group. In summary there are 37 independent 
(quasi-) experimental studies fulfilling the above three criteria, 18 of them 
are randomized experiments (RCTs). As studies mostly report impacts on a 
set of several outcomes, our meta-analysis relies on 177 effect size estimates, 
of these 70 refer to treatment effects on measures of financial knowledge 
and 107 refer to treatment effects on a set of financial behaviors among 
students. 

Based on this sample of studies we find, on average, positive treatment 
effects, i.e., improved financial knowledge test scores and changes in fi-
nancial behaviors that are typically assumed to be enhancing individual 
welfare (e.g., increasing personal savings). We show that these effects are 
statistically different from zero, that they hold for the outcomes of financial 
knowledge and behaviors, and that they exist also when restricting the 
sample to RCTs. Reassuringly, these results are robust to employing various 
estimation methods: the effect of financial education on knowledge is 
higher than on financial behavior, and the effect documented in RCTs is 
estimated to be smaller than in quasi-experimental studies. However, even 
the smallest effect size we find in our study, i.e. from financial education 
treatment on financial behaviors in RCTs estimated in a fixed effects meta- 
analysis with a correction for publication selection bias, still has a positive 
and significant coefficient. 
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A rapidly growing field 

Notes: Number of journal articles within the social science citation index (Web of Science) including the term 
“financial literacy” in the title or the abstract. Data extracted from the Web of Science on March 3rd, 2021. 
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An ideal financial education impact evaluation

10 000
Students 

Baseline assesment

5000
students in the 

“treatment group” 

5000
students in the 
“control group” Follow-up assesment(s) of outcomes

• financial knowledge
• Financial behaviors (…)

…



Example



How can we summarize the results of all available 
studies?



Meta-Analysis: Research questions

i. What is the direction and size of the (weighted) average effect of 
financial education interventions?

ii. Are results consistent across studies or is there a high degree of 
heterogeneity in reported findings (beyond sampling error)? 

iii. Are there observable study or program characteristics that may 
explain part of this heterogeneity?



A primer on meta-analysis
• Consider a set of randomized field experiments, each of them 

reporting estimates of causal effects relative to a control group

• Goal of evidence aggregation (meta-analysis) is to arrive at a “general 
effect” of financial education 

• A meta analysis requires to make effects comparable across studies: in 
our case we use standardized mean differences. 



Formal model
𝑔!" = 𝛽# + 𝜐" + 𝜖!"

𝑔!" is the 𝑖th
treatment effect 
estimate within each 
study 𝑗. 

𝛽# is the mean of the 
distribution of true 
effects, i.e., the 
“general effect of 
financial education”

𝜐"is a study-level 
random effect with 𝜐"
~𝑁(0, 𝜏$), i.e., the 
true effects can vary 
between (but not 
within) studies.

𝜖!"~𝑁(0, 𝜎!"$ )  is 
the residual of 
the 𝑖th treatment 
effect estimate 
within each 
study 𝑗

• We observe both 𝑔!" and 𝜎!"# from the data
• 𝜏# needs to be estimated 



A scheme for interpreting effect sizes 
(Kraft 2020)

(Kraft 2020, p. 250)



Results meta-study on schools
(Kaiser and Menkhoff 2020)
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Intensity 



Decay



Results on entire population
(Kaiser, Lusardi, Menkhoff and Urban 2021)



Comparison of recent evidence to earlier 
meta-analyses (effects on fin. behaviors)



Effects by outcome domain (76 RCTs)



A scheme for interpreting effect sizes 
(Kraft 2018)

(Kraft 2018, p. 20)



Costs (per student) and effect sizes



Are interventions cost-effective?

• Using Kraft’s (2019) scale of educational interventions, effects 
are "medium/large.”

• Average intervention has low cost per participant (mean costs 
are $60.40 and median costs are $22.90)

• With the data we have, for "medium effect sizes," Kraft’s 
educational intervention scale would say average cost per 
participant of $60 implies "low cost.”



Subsample analysis



What about publication bias?
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Identification of and correction for 
publication bias (Andrews and Kasy 2019)



Summary

• Financial education interventions are, on average, as successful as interventions in other 
domains (Hill et al. 2008, Fryer 2016, Kraft 2018)
• Very robust result (also to the consideration of publication bias)

• Treatment effects on financial knowledge and behaviors are sizeable and economically 
relevant
• Some evidence of decay of effects over time but large uncertainty
• Interventions effective at any age
• Positive spillovers to parents and teachers are likely (Bruhn et al. 2016, Frisancho 2020)

• Which interventions show most promising effects?
• Intensity of classroom instruction matters
• Tentatively, interventions that are more personalized and target non-cognitive (affective) 

channels have larger effects (Berg and Zia 2017, Carpena et al. 2017)
• Simply providing information (i.e., an educative nudge) is not effective, on average. 



• Teacher training and implementation quality (Urban et al. 2020, Compen et al. 2021)

• Curricula (rules of thumb) (Drexler et al. 2014, Skimmyhorn et al. 2016)

• Active learning and experiential learning (Amagir et al. 2018, Kaiser and Menkhoff 2018, Batty 
et al. 2020, Kalmi and Rahko 2020)

• Timing and relevance for students (i.e., “teachable moment”) (Miller et al. 2015, Kaiser 
and Menkhoff 2017)

• Involving parents, homework and both (Maldonado et al. 2020a,b)

• Ability matching (Iterbeke et al. 2020)

• Computer assisted learning (Attanasio et al. 2020, Iterbeke et al. 2021)

• …

Recent evidence on effective design elements



Thank you!



Additional slides



Descriptive statistics (Kaiser et al. 2020)



Trim and Fill



Publication type



Bayesian hierarchical analysis



Extraction and standardization of effect sizes

• Coding of effect sizes (Hedges’ 𝑔 ) and corresponding standard 
errors  

• 𝑔 = !!"!"
#$#

• 𝑆𝐸% =
&$'&"
&$&"

+ %%

((&$'&")


