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Financial support differentially aids retention of students from
households with lower incomes: a UK case study
Elisabeth Moores and Adrian P. Burgess

College of Health and Life Sciences, Aston University, Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT
Around the world each year, large sums of money are expended in
helping students access higher education institutions (HEIs), but there is
remarkably little evidence to show whether this investment is effective
or not. Here we use data from a UK university to investigate the
relationship between financial support and the continuation of students
beyond their first year of study. As a result of changing scholarship
policies over the course of three years, a natural experiment was
created that allowed us to investigate the effect of financial support on
the rates of withdrawal of students from households with different
incomes. Controlling for multiple demographic and attainment factors
(age, gender, ethnic grouping, disability, nationality, household income,
prior educational attainment, and local Higher Education participation
rates), the data suggest that scholarships improved student retention,
but principally for those students from households with low and
intermediate incomes. Interestingly, the value of the scholarships, which
varied from £500 to £3,000, did not have a measurable effect on
withdrawal. We also found that some students who appeared to be
eligible for a scholarship and would likely have benefited from it did
not receive one, and we discuss the reasons why this might be so.
These results have important implications for scholarship policies in
Higher Education internationally; to maximise impact, scholarships
should be awarded to those most in financial need.
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Introduction

Scholarships and financial aid packages for students are offered by higher education institutions
(HEIs), governments and charities internationally. Their reasons for doing so are various; for some,
offers of such support are mainly intended to attract new students, whilst for others these incentives
are designed to support students once enrolled. Regardless of the purposes of offering this type of
financial support, the expenditure is significant; in the UK alone, it is estimated that around
£400million per year is spent on financial support for under-represented and disadvantaged stu-
dents in Higher Education (OFFA 2015; Office for Students 2020). However, there is remarkably
little evidence or agreement on what such support is intended to achieve, and whether it works.

Much of the research that has investigated the impact of financial support on student success has
been conducted in the US. In a randomised controlled trial, Goldrick-Rab et al. (2016) showed a posi-
tive impact of needs-based funding on the odds that students completed their studies. Similarly, Bet-
tinger (2015) took advantage of policy changes across cohorts of students to provide a comparison
group and found that drop-out rates amongst students who received an extra $800 fell by 2% (see
also Castleman and Long 2016; Denning, Marx, and Turner 2019). In contrast, Schudde and Scott-
Clayton (2016) reported that financial aid, awarded conditionally on satisfactory academic progress,
had a negative effect on study persistence in one analysis, because, they argued, students feared
losing that support in future years. Herbaut and Geven (2019) provide a recent systematic review,
dividing support into performance-based (i.e. with conditions on satisfactory academic performance
once studying), merit-based (based on entry qualifications) and needs-based (based on income).
They concluded that while needs-based grants consistently improved the completion rates of disad-
vantaged students, merit-based grants rarely did so.

The debate over the effectiveness of scholarships to enable students to access higher education is
by nomeans restricted to the US. In Canada, for example, Day (2008) reported a relatively small nega-
tive effect of financial aid on the persistence of students and suggested several other factors were
more important. In a cross-institutional study from Australia, Zacharias and Ryan (2021), whilst agree-
ing that ‘scholarships are no panacea’ (1), presented descriptive statistics to suggest that even small
awards can have a positive effect on retention (see also e.g. Gross, Torres, and Zerquera 2013; Reed
and Hurd 2016). In France, Fack and Grenet (2015) reported that financial needs-based aid supported
retention from first to second year, but not thereafter (see also Agasisti and Murtinu 2016 in Italy).

In the UK, the fee regime and support available in terms of student loans are different from the US
and elsewhere, yet UK-based research into the effects of financial support is sparse. Harrison and
McCaig (2017, 304) argued that there was no clear definition of success for UK bursaries and that
their original purpose of ‘bolstering demand’ had been transformed into a ‘generalised tool supporting
retention and success’. Callender (2010) presented a critical analysis of UK government scholarship
policy, highlighting a mismatch between the original intentions and the way that universities
have differentially awarded scholarships for different purposes. In 2014, the UK Office for Fair
Access (OFFA, now Office for Students) published an interim report based on national level data,
which tentatively suggested that there was no evidence for positive effects of financial support
on student continuation rates in English Higher Education (see also OFFA 2015). However, whilst
their analysis suggested no improvement in continuation for students in receipt of financial
support, it also showed no detriment. This distinction is critical, because students in receipt of this
support are often those students from more disadvantaged backgrounds and would typically be
expected to have inferior outcomes. As Harrison and McCaig (2017) argued, the purpose of these
bursaries is to level the playing field between those disadvantaged students and their peers,
rather than to confer advantage. Harrison and McCaig (2017) also highlighted the challenges of
selecting a suitable comparison group for analysis, because generally all students that meet a par-
ticular criterion in a particular institution will be awarded a scholarship. The second challenge for
applying OFFA’s conclusions to the current UK context, is that they were based on data prior to
the 2012 increase in tuition fees in England, which arguably has exerted greater financial pressures,
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possibly creating an environment more like that in the US. More recently, Kaye (2021) reported a sys-
tematic review of the efficacy of financial support for improving participation or attainment in higher
education, using evidence primarily relevant to HE in England, and concluded that ‘evidence for the
effectiveness of bursaries is scarce and inconsistent’ (16).

Notwithstanding the significant issue of what should constitute appropriate evidence of effects of
financial support, some research has suggested an impact. Ilie et al. (2019), for example, at the Uni-
versity of Cambridge (UK), reported no differences in retention between more and less advantaged
groups, suggesting that bursaries were effective; however, as is typical, they had no comparison
group of disadvantaged students who had not received bursaries. We agree with Harrison and
McCaig’s (2017) thesis that finding a significant positive benefit in the context of an uncommon
outcome (attrition) is a very high bar for the success of a scholarship. However, finding no significant
difference between groups who are and who are not in receipt of a scholarship is arguably too low a
bar, because to find no statistically significant difference between groups does not provide full reas-
surance that they are the same. A stronger line of evidence would be to show different outcomes
between groups of students with similar characteristics when they do vs. when they do not
receive a scholarship. Both Hoare and Lightfoot (2015) and O’Brien (2015) presented indicative
findings for positive effects of support at their institutions and discussed some of the challenges
of research in this area, including accessing appropriate comparison groups. Harrison et al. (2018)
present a qualitative analysis of the wider benefits to students from receiving a scholarship, includ-
ing being able to participate more fully in the university experience. Hatt et al. (2005) analysed data
from two UK institutions and found amongst students from low-income backgrounds, those receiv-
ing bursaries were significantly more likely to continue than those without an award (see also Bowes
et al. 2014; Hatt, Hannan, and Baxter 2005).

Here we report an analysis of three years of data post the 2012 tuition fee rise (2013–5) from Aston
University (UK). The analysis compared students from households with different levels of income in
terms of their withdrawal rates, and according to whether they received a scholarship. Because of the
changes in criteria for scholarships over the years investigated, appropriate comparison groups to
address this important question had been formed in a natural experiment. The amounts given
also varied across the years, affording the opportunity to also investigate the effect of the size of
bursary awarded.

Method

Dataset

We analysed the records of all 6,838 students who first enrolled at Aston University from 2013/4–
2015/6, which included information on gender, disability status, prior educational attainment, the
Higher Education participation rate in the area of student domicile, household income, age on
entry, nationality, ethnicity, retention outcome and any scholarship support received. Aston Univer-
sity is a medium size, mid-tariff university in central Birmingham (UK) where approximately 40% of
students meet at least one widening participation criterion and, in this sample, 62% of students
reported a residual household income of under £25,000 per annum (which was the median house-
hold income in the UK at the start of this period). The University has a more ethnically diverse intake
of students than the UK as a whole, with 50% of students identifying as South Asian (27% Indian; 18%
Pakistani 5% Bangladeshi), 33% White, 11% Black (9% African; 2.3% Caribbean), 1.2% Chinese and
4.1% Mixed heritage.

Scholarship criteria

Across the three years analysed, the criteria for the award of university first-year scholarships and the
amount awarded varied. In 2013/4, first-year scholarships were £3,000 for students with household
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incomes below £18,000 and £500 for students with household incomes between £18,000 and
£42,000. Students achieving AAB or above equivalent in their ‘A’-levels (subject based qualifications
typically taken at 18 years old which confer entry to University) also received £1,000. In 2013,
approximately 20.3% of A level students achieved AAB grades or better in their A levels (Department
for Education 2016) and students achieving ABB or better were exempt from government-imposed
student number controls on the number of students that a university could recruit. In 2014/5, scho-
larships were £2,000 for students with household incomes below £18,000 and £500 for students with
household incomes between £18,000 and £42,000. Students achieving AAB or above equivalent in
their ‘A’-levels also received £1,000. In 2015/16, scholarships were in the form of accommodation dis-
counts only: £1,000 for students with household incomes less than £25,000 and £500 for students
with household incomes less than £35,000. Students achieving AAB or above equivalent in their
‘A’-levels also received £1,000. The variation in the criteria for awarding scholarships, including
the mix of merit and need based scholarships, and the value of these across the three years provides
a valuable opportunity to compare the effect of scholarships (both their award and value) on with-
drawal rates in the first year of university in a sample of students from similar backgrounds.

In England, students usually have their place at university confirmed in the August before the
start of their first term and that offer will include details of any scholarship they may be eligible
for, subject to meeting all the conditions. Students start the academic year at the end of September,
but the scholarships at Aston University are not paid until the end of November. The primary data
analysis identifies those students with scholarships as those to whom a scholarship was paid.
However, estimates of the impact of scholarships based on this definition risk over-inflating their
true effect because some students, who knew they were to be awarded a scholarship, may have
withdrawn from university before the scholarship was paid; we identified 18 students in this cat-
egory. For this reason, we used two definitions of scholarship: (i) those who received a scholarship
and (ii) those who received a scholarship plus those who were intended to receive at scholarship. In
nearly all cases, the primary analysis will be reported alone except in cases where there was a dis-
crepancy between the results of the two definitions.

Variables in the analysis

Some of the variables were re-coded in order to simplify the analysis; age into a categorical variable
(young/mature), nationality into two categories (UK or other), ethnicity into eight categories (white/
Black Caribbean/Black African/Indian/Pakistani/Bangladeshi/Chinese/Mixed), disability into three
categories (None/receiving Disabled Students Allowance (DSA)/Disabled but not receiving DSA or
unknown). Household income was divided into four categories (£0–£18,000, £18–25,000, £25,000–
£42,000 and above £42,000). Local HE participation of people (18–19 years) was measured using
POLAR3 (Participation of Local Areas) in the form of quintiles (1 = lowest 20% of participation, 5 =
highest 20%) and UCAS entry tariff score, converted to a standard z-score, was used as a
summary score of educational qualifications obtained between 16–18 years. For analyses addressing
the effect of having a scholarship (both the primary analyses and the intention to give analyses), a
binary coding, indicating whether any support had been received or not, was used; in analyses
where the value of the scholarship was considered the bursaries were coded into six categories
(£0, £500, £1,000, £1,500, £2,000, and £3,000). The primary outcome measure was student withdra-
wal (non-retention), defined as entry into the second year of study (yes/no).

Missing data

Small amounts of data were missing for the UCAS entry tariff (n = 287; 4.2%), POLAR3 quintiles (n = 3;
0.04%) and Ethnicity (n = 53; 0.1%) and, in 11 cases (0.2%), students were recorded as having
received a scholarship, but the amount awarded was unknown and these were excluded, giving a
total sample size for the analyses of 6,835 students.
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The largest amount of missing data was for household income which was obtained from the
Student Loans Company and was only available for students who had applied for loans. Most stu-
dents who had not applied for a loan are likely to have come from wealthier households with
incomes above £42,000 (n = 1374; 20.1%) but some may have come from families that hold religious
beliefs prohibiting them from taking on interest-bearing debt, and these often have very much lower
household incomes. Having such a large proportion of the data missing was problematic because,
unless those participants with complete data was representative of the whole sample, then the
results of any analysis might be biased. It would have been possible to impute the data using stan-
dard methods, but this was not done because the available variables did not predict income very
well, so the imputed values would have been poor estimates of true income. Instead, we took the
alternative approach of estimating boundaries on our results by performing two analyses: one
where we assumed that all individuals with missing data were in the lowest income group and
another where we assumed that they were all in the highest income group. The rationale for this
was that these analyses would represent the extreme limits of the possible effects of household
income on retention and, if the results from the logistic regression using only participants with com-
plete data were similar to the results using both the high- and low-income assumptions, then we
would be safe in assuming that those participants with complete data were broadly representative
of the whole sample. Consequently, in one analysis, we assumed that all students with missing data
belonged to the lowest household income group (<£18,000); in the other we assumed that they all
belonged to the highest (which we believe is more likely to be the case). In fact, the results for the
three analyses were similar suggesting that those participants with complete data were broadly
representative of the complete sample so, except in cases where there was a discrepancy
between the results of the three analyses (which we report), the results presented below are for stu-
dents where the household income was known. The analyses using interpolated data are available
from the authors upon request.

Analysis

The association between withdrawal (Yes/No) and scholarships (Yes/No) was assessed using Χ2 and
reported as a relative risk (RR). The association between withdrawal (Yes/No) and the value of the
scholarships, stratified by household income, was by Somers’ D.

In addition to scholarships, there are many other reasons that may influence withdrawal rates,
including age, gender, ethnicity, prior educational attainment etc. and each of these factors needs
to be considered. To this end, a logistic regression analysis was conducted with withdrawal (Yes/
No) as the dependent variable and ethnicity, age, disability, gender, UCAS entry tariff, POLAR3 quin-
tile, nationality, and the logarithm of household income as the independent variables, all coded as
described above. For this analysis, scholarship was included as a binary independent variable (Yes/
No). For scholarships, the reference category (to which all the other groups in each category were
compared) was ‘No scholarship’ but in all other cases, the reference group was the majority
group or, where no clear majority existed, the group with the highest retention rate. That is, the
reference categories were: young, white, female, UK nationals, with no declared disability, from
POLAR3 Quintile 5, in the highest household income category who did not receive a scholarship.
The size of association between the independent and dependent variables was by odds ratio
(OR). OR is a numerical expression of the odds of an outcome, familiar to many from their use in gam-
bling but represented as a single number. So, for example, odds of 3:1 would be represented as an
OR 3÷1, or 3. When the OR = 1, it means the independent variable has no effect on the dependent
variable (i.e. the outcome). When the OR > 1, the independent variable increases the odds of the
outcome (makes the outcome more likely) and when OR < 1, the independent variable with
lowers the odds of the outcome (makes the outcome less likely). ORs are reported with 95% confi-
dence intervals and are considered statistically significant if the bounds of the confidence intervals
do not include 1.
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Results

Demographic characteristics of the sample are shown in Figure 1. Aston University is an ethnically
diverse institution with a high population of Asian students in comparison to other United
Kingdom Higher Education Institutions (35% vs. around 8% nationally) and – unusually – an
overall white minority (36% vs. around 80% nationally: Equality Challenge Unit 2015). Over 50% of
students would typically come from disadvantaged backgrounds (IMD quintiles 1 and 2) in compari-
son to English averages of around 40%. It typically enrols a relatively small proportion of mature stu-
dents (around 7%) relative to the English average (around 30%). Continuation rates are typically
slightly higher than the sector average. In the three-year period of this study, two thirds of students
received some form of scholarship (68% in 2013/4, 69% in 2014/5 and 63% in 2015/6). Withdrawal
rates averaged 6.0% and did not vary by more than 0.2% across the period.

There was a significant association between scholarships and withdrawal (Χ2(1) = 34.7, p < .001)
with students without scholarships being 75% more likely to leave university before their second
year (8.4%) than those with scholarships (4.8%) (RR = 1.75, 95% CI [1.45, 2.10]). This association
was also significant in the intention to give group (Χ2(1) = 19.4, p < .001) although the relative risk
of withdrawal was lower (RR = 1.52, 95% CI [1.26, 1.84]).

Next, we determined the impact of scholarships on withdrawal rates controlling for a range of
other factors that we considered relevant including age, sex, ethnicity, and family income (for the
full list see Table 1). To do this, we performed a logistic regression analysis model in which
student withdrawal (No/Yes) was the dependent variable; the results are shown in Table 1. The
resulting model provided a significantly better fit to the data than a null model with no predictor

Figure 1. Showing demographic characteristics of the sample.Figure shows the demographic characteristics of the sample in the
study. 94% were young students, 48% were female, 92% were UK (Home) students. In terms of household income, 41% were in
the lowest (less than £18,000) group, 8% in the £18,000-£25,000 group, 16% in the £25,000-£42,000 group, 15% in the £42,000 or
above group and there were 20% with missing information. In terms of ethnicity, 33% were white, 27% Indian, 18% Pakistani, 9%
Black African, 5% Bangladeshi, 4% Mixed, 2% Black Caribbean, 1% Chinese. 93% of the sample had no disability, 3% reported as
disabled and in receipt of disabled students allowance, 4% as disabled but not in receipt of disabled students allowance. In terms
of POLAR quintile of the sample, 10% were from quintile 1, 22% from quintile 2, 23% from quintile 3, 19% from quintile 4 and
26% from quintile 5. 66% of the sample received some kind of scholarship. 94% of the sample continued to the second year.
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variables (Χ2(25) = 187.0, p < .001) although the model was not strongly predictive of the outcome
(Nagelkerke R2 = .097).

Several independent variables were statistically significantly associated with withdrawal rates.
These were gender (men were more likely to withdraw than women), ethnic group (Indian, Pakistani
and Black African students were more likely to continue than white students), HE Participation Rate
(students from local areas with low HE participation rates, POLAR Q1 to Q3, were significantly more
likely to withdraw than those from areas with the highest rate of participation, Q5) and household
income (students from higher income households were less likely to withdraw). There was also a
trend towards statistical significance for prior educational attainment, but age, disability and nation-
ality were not significantly related to withdrawal. The same pattern of results was found using the
interpolated data, with the exception that prior educational attainment, which had been marginally
non-significant, was significant (those with higher prior education were less likely to withdraw) for
both imputed data sets. The results using the intention to give data were also very similar and so
are not reported here.

The effect of receiving a scholarship varied by household income (Figure 2) with the benefit being
greatest for students from low-income families. For the two lowest income groups, students without
scholarships were more than 5-times more likely to withdraw than students with scholarships
(Income < £18,000, RR = 5.3, 95% CI [4.0, 6.9], p < .05 and income £18,000–£25,000, RR = 5.7, 95%
CI [3.0,10.8]). The effect was also significant, although smaller, for students from intermediate house-
hold income families (Income £25,000–£42,000, RR = 2.5, 95% CI [1.5, 3.9], p < .05) and there was no
evidence that scholarships had any effect on continuation at university for high income families,
scholarships (RR = 0.9, 95% CI [0.5, 1.5], p > .05).

The result that scholarships were primarily effective for low-income households was also found in
the intention-to-give group although the benefits were lower with the RR of withdrawal being 4.2,

Table 1. Results of the Logistic Regression to predict student withdrawal.

Predictor Estimate SE Z p Odds ratio 95% CI

Age: mature (21+)–young 0.22 0.21 1.04 .298 1.25 0.82–1.90
Gender: male–female 0.47 0.13 3.73 <.001 1.61 1.25–2.06
Ethnicity:
Black Caribbean–White 0.13 0.37 0.36 .717 1.14 0.55–2.37
Black African–White −0.81 0.27 −3.03 .002 0.44 0.26–0.75
Indian–White −0.88 0.19 −4.54 <.001 0.41 0.28–0.61
Pakistani–White −0.48 0.19 −2.59 .010 0.62 0.43–0.89
Bangladeshi–White −0.35 0.28 −1.26 .207 0.70 0.41–1.21
Chinese–White −0.14 0.54 −0.26 .796 0.87 0.30–2.51
Mixed–White 0.15 0.27 0.56 .579 1.16 0.68–1.99
Other–White −0.37 0.27 −1.39 .165 0.69 0.41–1.16
Disability:
Disabled (no DSA)–No known disability 0.25 0.27 0.91 .362 1.28 0.75–2.19
Disabled (DSA)–No known disability 0.41 0.32 1.27 .205 1.50 0.80–2.81
Nationality: Other–UK −0.33 0.25 −1.30 .195 0.72 0.44–1.18
Prior educational achievement 0.11 0.06 1.74 .082 1.11 0.99–1.26
Polar quintile:
1–5 0.51 0.23 2.24 .025 1.66 1.06–2.59
2–5 0.41 0.20 2.01 .044 1.50 1.01–2.23
3–5 0.47 0.20 2.39 .017 1.60 1.09–2.36
4–5 0.23 0.22 1.06 .291 1.26 0.82–1.92
Scholarship: Yes–No 0.08 0.38 0.21 .837 1.08 0.51–2.30
Income group:
< £18,000 – >£42,000 2.29 0.27 8.32 <.001 9.83 5.74–16.83
£18–25,000 – >£42,000 2.11 0.42 5.02 <.001 8.29 3.63–18.92
£25–42,000 – >£42,000 0.99 0.31 3.21 .001 2.70 1.47–4.96
Scholarship * income group:
(Yes–No) * (< £18,000–>£42,000) −2.05 0.43 −4.75 <.001 0.13 0.06–0.30
(Yes–No) * (£18–25,000–>£42,000) −2.10 0.58 −3.61 <.001 0.12 0.04–0.38
(Yes–No) * (£25–42,000–>£42,000) −1.04 0.49 −2.15 .032 0.35 0.14–0.91
Intercept −3.51 0.26 −13.76 <.001 0.03 0.02–0.05
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4.5, and 1.7 times higher in those without scholarships for the £0–£18,000, £18–25,000 and £25,000–
£42,000 income groups respectively and non-significant for the highest earning group.

Similarly, the result that scholarships were primarily effective for low-income households was also
found in both imputed data sets. Most interesting in this context is for the data set where missing house-
hold incomewas imputed by the lowest household income, as this sets the lower boundary for the effect
of household income on scholarships. Even in this case, for the lowest income group, students receiving
no scholarship were 2.4 times more likely to withdraw (RR= 2.4, 95% CI [1.6, 3.5], p< .05).

As the effect of scholarships depends upon students’ household income, it might also be
expected that the monetary value of the awards would have a similar effect. However, the percen-
tage of students who withdrew was unrelated to value of the bursary (Ordinal/binary correlation,

Figure 2. Percentage of non-scholarship holders withdrawing from university in their first year compared to scholarship holders,
by household income group.Figure shows the percentage of non-scholarship holders withdrawing from university in their first
year compared to scholarship holders, by household income group. Figure shows that the benefit of having a scholarship is great-
est in the lowest household income group (less than £18,000), remains high in the next lowest group (£18,000 - £25,000) and
then decreases for the £25,000-£42,000 group. For students in the highest household income group (£42,000 or more) the
benefits of having a scholarship appear negligible.

Figure 3. Percentage of scholarship holders withdrawing before the start of second year at university by value of scholar-
ship.Figure shows the percentage of non-retention of students according to the value of scholarship they received. There is rela-
tively little variation across the different scholarship values, although non-retention is highest for the group that received £1,500.
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Somers’ D =−.007, p < .16) (Figure 3) and this was true for each level of household income and for the
imputed data.

Discussion

Our first important finding demonstrates that whilst scholarships of £500–£3,000 in value had a posi-
tive effect on continuation, they did so principally for students from modest and (especially) lower
income households. This is particularly important because household income was itself a significant
predictor of continuation, with students from lower household income groups significantly more
likely to withdraw. This result is in support of much of the extant qualitative and quantitative litera-
ture arguing for the benefits of financial scholarships. However, the novelty and addition this study
offers, is that it shows the benefits of scholarships on retention (i) under a UK fee regime, (ii) whilst
accounting for variables known to influence retention and (iii) using a comparison group who did
not receive a scholarship (though also see Chetwyn and Diggle 2013, unpublished).

Our second main finding is that the value of the scholarship (within the parameters tested in the
study) did not significantly influence retention. Given the limitations of a ‘natural experiment’ we
have not been able to fully disentangle the relationship between household income and scholarship
value and their combined effect on retention. However, at least for low-household income families,
there was no relationship between scholarship value and retention.

Finally, prior educational attainment was a less consistently reliable predictor of retention. In con-
trast, OFFA (2014) found no benefit (but also no detriment) of scholarships on retention with prior
attainment the most significant factor in predicting continuation. However, their analyses were con-
ducted under a different fee regime (pre-2012, so lower fees) and with sector-wide data, to include a
greater variety of different entry tariffs. It is possible the variance in entry tariff in our single insti-
tution data was insufficient to detect similar effects.

The finding that scholarships aid retention mainly for students from households with lower
incomes is intuitive, with the logical inference from that result alone being that the additional
income is directly helping with course or living related expenses, thereby mitigating risks of non-con-
tinuation. However, in this context, the lack of a relationship between the scholarship amount and
retention is counter intuitive. Reconciling these findings requires one of two (non-mutually exclu-
sive) possibilities. The first, that it is the money itself that is having a direct effect on continuation,
but that relatively small amounts of money are sufficient. The second, that it is not the money
itself which affords the benefits, but the meaning of receiving a scholarship.

Given the values involved and the low-household incomes of some of these students, it seems
unlikely that the financial benefit of the scholarships included in our analyses had fully peaked
and therefore conferred no further financial benefit to the recipients. Reed and Hurd (2016, 1236)
ask whether equity scholarships in Australia have ‘a value beyond money’, including intangible
benefits such as extra time resulting in more opportunity to participate in extracurricular opportu-
nities, enhanced financial security and a greater sense of belonging and loyalty to the university
(see also Thomas 2012, who highlighted the importance of student engagement and belonging
in student retention). Hatt, Hannan, and Baxter (2005) suggested that institution specific financial
support can affect the way that students perceive the institution and that even a small amount of
money to help with early expenses – such as course books and equipment – is likely to help reten-
tion. The observed effects therefore likely reflected a value of the scholarship beyond the financial
benefit.

Much of the research literature divides scholarships into needs-based vs. merit- or performance-
based. Many of our lower income students would have received merit-based scholarships as well as,
or instead of, needs-based ones. We did not divide our scholarships in this way for the analyses,
instead analysing the total sum of all scholarships received based only on their monetary value;
instead, in our analyses, a students’ household income can be used to determine whether a scholar-
ship was likely to be ‘more needed’ or ‘less needed’. If scholarships do have a value beyond money, it
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is possible that merit-based scholarships in this scenario have a greater meaning to the students
than needs-based scholarships.

Overall, our findings therefore suggest that, if continuation in Higher Education is the goal, as has
been found in other countries, scholarships should be awarded to those most in need rather than on
the basis of academic achievement (see also Bettinger 2015; Castleman and Long 2016; Denning,
Marx, and Turner 2019; Fack and Grenet 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al. 2016; Herbaut and Geven 2019; Zachar-
ias and Ryan 2021). This conclusion can be argued to hold true even if prior attainment can be observed
as a significant predictor of continuation; perhaps even more so since allocating scholarships to those
who need it least has little merit. Higher Education providers should be clear whether their scholarships
are designed to aid continuation, or to attract students. Callender (2014) found that 59% of surveyed
providers cited student retention and completion as one of the aims of their bursaries (with 81%
citing widening participation of low income or under-represented students).

These conclusions come with caveats, limitations, and points to note for future research. First, it is
important to note that – as in our case – university data sets may be coded according to whether a
scholarship was actually received by each student, rather than according to whether or not they
were eligible. In cases where a student withdraws from university prior to their receipt of a scholar-
ship, any positive effects of scholarships may be exaggerated, because all those students who with-
draw early do not receive a scholarship. In this study we additionally analysed the data including an
‘intention to give’ group in order to try to preclude such effects, but where national data sets are
employed, based on data sets returned by HEIs, such actions are impracticable. Second, we are
aware of some cases in our data where students were eligible for scholarships on most of the key
eligibility criteria but did not receive one because they had not had their household income
officially assessed via the student loans company. There are reasons – other than being in a
strong financial position – why students may not apply for student loans (e.g. religious reasons,
or difficulty navigating the loans and bursary system). It is therefore possible that a group of students
without scholarship support also had no financial support from loans, thereby putting them in a
challenging financial position; such a scenario could have also exaggerated the positive effects of
scholarships. Furthermore, it is possible that such reasons are associated with other characteristics
that may make retention in Higher Education more challenging in other ways (for example, first gen-
eration students). Third, in our analysis we did not investigate the method by which students
received their support, treating all methods equally. Goldrick-Rab et al. (2016) found that reducing
short term ‘out of pocket’ costs – rather than reducing loans – had a greater impact on retention,
particularly in case where those ‘out of pocket’ costs were high; so, ignoring these factors places
some limitations on our conclusions. More specifically in terms of our data, in 2015/16 for
example all scholarships were awarded only in terms of discounts for accommodation; this type
of award could arguably be less helpful than more immediate ‘cash in the bank’, but that analysis
was not undertaken. Future research could usefully examine the impact of the method and
timing of any scholarships awarded as well as their value. Finally, we have only analysed retention
at Aston University and did not have data on whether or not students moved to a different HEI,
rather than ceasing their studies altogether.

In summary, these findings show the benefit of scholarships to students with lower incomes and
reinforce the importance of targeting support for those who are (i) most likely to withdraw and (ii)
most likely to benefit from it. Further research should investigate how the impact of scholarships
compares to benefits from other types of support in relation to the costs involved for universities
and how scholarships interact with the other ways in which disadvantaged students are supported
at university. It might also be interesting to investigate how the framing of a scholarship as merit- vs.
needs-based affects their impact.
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