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Student Financial Wellness Survey

• Survey launched on 
October 19, 2020

• Open for three 
weeks

• Sixty-two total 
institutions 
participated

Survey Metrics

4-year Institutions 2-year Institutions

Survey Population 96,768 students 294,972 students

Responses 10,197 students 27,739 students

Response Rate 10.5% 9.4%

Completion Rate 83% 81%

Median Time Spent 15 minutes 15 minutes
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Agenda

• Paying for College
• Student Debt, Credit Card Use, and Risky Borrowing
• Higher Education Financial Decision-Making Factors
• Financial Behaviors
• Student Financial Security
• Supporting Family While in College
• Basic Needs Security
• Consequences of the COVID-19 Pandemic
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Paying for College



© Trellis Company. All other trademarks cited herein are the property of their respective owners.|5 12.15.2021

Paying for College (Q37-45)

61% 60% 59%
54% 52% 52%

28%
19%

6%

60%

39%

57% 57%

33% 31% 31%

5% 4%

Personal
savings

Support from
my parents

and/or family

Pell Grants
and/or other

grants

Current
employment

Scholarships Student
loan(s) I have
taken out for

myself

Credit cards Student
loan(s) my

parents took
out

Veteran's
benefits

Q37-45: Do you use any of the following methods to pay for college? Respondents who 
answered 'Yes'

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Paying for College (Grouped)

69%

57%

73%

61%
67%

36%

61%

45%

Self-Help Family Support* Grant Aid Credit*

*"Student loan(s) my parents took out" is counted in both the Family Support and Credit categories

Q37-Q45: Do you use any of the following methods to pay for college? Respondents 
who answered 'Yes'

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Paying for College (Q38)

30%

10%

23%

6% 4% 5%

Black Hispanic White

Q38: Parent Borrowing by Race/Ethnicity

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Paying for College
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Student Debt, Credit Card Use, 
and Risky Borrowing
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Student Debt by Race

49%

32%
38%

48%

65%
59%

Black Hispanic White

Q37: Percentage Borrowed Student Loans, by Race/Ethnicity 

Yes No
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Student Debt (Q85)

65%

17%

61%

20%

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly Disagree

*Responses indicating 'Neutral' are not shown

Q85: I have more student loan debt than I expected to have at this point.* (of 
those who indicated having a student loan they took out for themselves)

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Student Debt (Q86)

35%
40%

17%
8%

32%
39%

19%
9%

Not At All Confident Somewhat Confident Confident Very Confident

Q86: How confident are you that you will be able to pay off the debt acquired 
while you were a student? (of those who indicated having a student loan they 
took out for themselves)

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Debt (Q88)

41%

19%

29%

11%

42%

20%

27%

11%

Agree/Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree/Strongly Disagree I Do Not Have Debt

Q88: The amount of total debt (e.g. credit card debt, car loan debt, or money owed to 
family or friends) I have right now is overwhelming.

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Credit Card Use and Risky Borrowing (Q67-69)

44%

4% 3%

46%

6% 6%

Credit Card Pay Day Loan Auto Title Loan

Q67-69: In the past 12 months, have you used the following borrowing sources? 
Respondents who answered 'Yes'

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Credit Card Use (Q71)

27%

8%
13% 13%

7%

33%

19%

7%
12% 13%

8%

41%

Never One time Two Times Three Times Four Times Five or More Times

Q71: In the past 12 months, how many times did you use a credit card for something you 
didn't have money for? (of those who borrowed on a credit card)

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Credit Card Use (Q71 by Race)

11%
7%

38%
44%

15%

8%

37% 39%

26%

7%

30%

37%

Never One Time 2-4 Times 5 or more Times

Q71: In the past 12 months, how many times did you use a credit card for something 
you didn't have the money for? (of those who borrowed on a credit card)

Black Hispanic White
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Credit Card Use (Q72-73)

82%

8%

77%

10%

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly
Disagree

*Responses indicating 'Neutral' are not shown

Q72: I always pay my credit card bill on 
time.* (of those who borrowed on a 
credit card)

4-year Schools 2-year Schools

43% 42%
34%

50%

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly
Disagree

*Responses indicating 'Neutral' are not shown

Q73: I fully pay off my credit card 
balance each month.* (of those who 
borrowed on a credit card)

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Credit Card Use (Q72 by Race)

65%

17%

78%

9%

83%

8%

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly Disagree

Q72: I always pay my credit card bill on time. (of those who borrowed on a credit card)

Black Hispanic White
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Risky Borrowing (Q75)

84%

6% 4% 3% 3%

84%

8%
4% 1% 2%

One time Two Times Three Times Four Times Five or More Times

Q75: In the past 12 months, how many times did you borrow an auto title loan?

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Risky Borrowing (Q74)

42%

27%

13%
8% 10%

32%
25%

17%
10%

17%

One time Two Times Three Times Four Times Five or More Times

Q74: In the past 12 months, how many times did you borrow a pay day loan?

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Risky Borrowing (Q68-69 by Race)

11%

6%
4%

6%
4%

6%

Black Hispanic White

Q68-69: In the past 12 months, have you used the following borrowing sources? 
Respondents who answered 'Yes'

Pay Day Loan Auto Title Loan
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Student Debt, Credit Cards, & Risky Borrowing
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Higher Education Financial 
Decision-Making Factors
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Financial Decision-Making Factors

Four factors that can promote positive financial 
decision-making:

• Understanding key financial concepts

• Confidence managing finances

• Openness to seeking help with financial decisions

• Feeling understood and supported by the institution
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Understanding Key Financial Concepts

19%
23%

32%
27%

20%
26%

33%

20%

Zero Questions Correct One Question Correct Two Questions Correct Three Questions Correct

Q115-117: Financial Knowledge Scale

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Confidence Managing Finances - Questions

• I have the ability to manage my finances well.
• (confident=agree or strongly agree)

• I worry about being able to pay my current monthly 
expenses. 

• (confident=disagree or strongly disagree)

• I worry about having enough money to pay for school. 
• (confident=disagree or strongly disagree)

• I know how I will pay for college next semester. 
• (confident=agree or strongly agree)
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Confidence Managing Finances (Q56-59)

18%

34%

27%

12%
8%

20%

34%
28%

11%
7%

Zero One Two Three All Four

Q56-59: Confidence in Managing Finances - Percentage of respondents by number of 
questions answered as Confident

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Openness to Seek Help (Q6)

63%

13%

66%

10%

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly Disagree

*Responses indicating 'Neutral' are not shown

Q6: I would use financial support services (such as one-on-one coaching from a 
trained expert) if offered by my school.*

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Openness to Seek Help (Q6 by First Gen)

70%

9%

63%

12%

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly Disagree

*Responses indicating 'Neutral' are not shown

Q6: I would use financial support services (such as one-on-one coaching from a 
trained expert) if offered by my school.*

First Gen Not First Gen
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Openness to Seek Help (Q6 by Race)

63%
68% 67%

57%
66%

74%
70%

60%

All Respondents Black Hispanic White

Q6: I would use financial support services (such as one-on-one coaching from a 
trained expert) if offered by my school. (Those who responded Agree or Strongly 
Agree)

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Openness to Seek Help (Q13-18)

43%
35%

3%

23%

8%

40%
45%

41%

3%

20%

6%

38%

Financial Aid Advisor Academic Advisor Financial Coach Faculty Member Student Affairs Staff I Have Not Spoken
With Any of These

Individuals

*Percentage indicate respondents who chose at least one of the above choices

Q13-18: During my time at school, I have spoken with the following individuals about my 
financial struggles. (Check all that apply)*

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Openness to Seek Help (Q18)

42%

32%

41%

34%

41%

36%

36%

38%

Not Borrowers

Borrowers

Not First Generation

First Generation

White

Hispanic

Black

All Respondents

Q18: I have not spoken with the following individuals about my financial struggles: Financial Aid 
Advisor, Acadmic Advisor, Financial Coach, Faculty Member, or Student Affairs Staff

Race/Ethnicity

First Generation Status

Borrower Status

[Average: 38%]
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Openness to Seek Help (Q19, Q21)

82%
74%

64% 61%
55%

50%
46%

42%

4-year Schools - All Students 2-year Schools - All Students 4-year Schools - Parenting
Students

2-year Schools - Parenting
Students

Q19, Q21: Respondents comfortable discussing their financial situation with Parents 
or Friends

My Parents Friends
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Feeling Understood and Supported - Questions

• My school is aware of the financial challenges I face.

• The faculty at my school understands my financial situation.

• My school actively works to reduce the financial challenges 
I face.
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Feeling Understood and Supported (Q3-5)

17%

64%

19%
26%

60%

14%

Feel Empathy from School Mixed Feelings on Empathy Don't Feel Empathy from School

Q3-5: Feeling Understood and Supported by their School

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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HE Financial Decision-Making Factors
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HE Financial Decision-Making Factors, cont.
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Financial Behaviors
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Financial Behaviors (Q70)

2%

26%

3%

69%

4%

27%

4%

64%

I do not have a bank account I only have a checking account I only have a savings account I have both a checking and
savings account

Q70: Do you have a bank account, and if so, which of the following applies to you?

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Financial Behaviors (Q54)

69% 67%
71%

67%
71%

11% 14%
10%

15%
9%

All Respondents First Generation Not First Generation Borrowers Not Borrowers

*Responses indicating 'Neutral' are not shown

Q54: I always pay my bills on time.*

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly Disagree
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Financial Behaviors (Q55)

50%

24%

51%

21%

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly Disagree

*Responses indicating 'Neutral' are not shown

Q55: I follow a weekly or monthly budget.*

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Financial Behaviors (Q54-55, Q70)

39% 38%

4-year Schools 2-year Schools

Displayed All Three Positive Financial Behaviors (Q54-55, Q70)
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Financial Behaviors



| © Trellis Company. All other trademarks cited herein are the property of their respective owners.44 12.15.2021

Student Financial Security
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Student Financial Security (Q51)

56%

33%

11%

59%

29%

12%

Yes No I Don't Know

Q51: Would you have trouble getting $500 in cash or credit in order to meet an 
unexpected need within the next month?

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Student Financial Security (Q51)

52%

64%

70%

53%

69%

53%

68%

58%

White

Hispanic

Black

Not Borrowers

Borrowers

Not First Generation

First Generation

All Respondents

Q51: Would you have trouble getting $500 in cash or credit in order to meet an unexpected need 
within the next month? Those who responded with 'Yes'.

[Average: 58%]

Race/Ethnicity

First Generation Status

Borrower Status
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Student Financial Security (Q52)

33%

10%
14% 14%

7%

23%
29%

9%
13% 13%

7%

29%

Never One time Two Times Three Times Four Times Five or More Times

Q52: In the past 12 months, how many times did you run out of money?

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Student Financial Security (Q52 Groups)

54%

72%

55%

72%

52%

66%

80%

61%

Not Borrowers

Borrowers

Not First Generation

First Generation

White

Hispanic

Black

All Respondents

Q52: In the past 12 months, how many times did you run out of money? Those who ran out more 
than once.

Race/Ethnicity

First Generation Status

Borrower Status

[Average: 61%]
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Student Financial Security
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Supporting Family 
While in College
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Supporting Family While in College (Q60)

41%

29%

54%

18%

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly Disagree

*Responses indicating 'Neutral' are not shown

Q60: It is important that I support my family financially while in college.*

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Supporting Family While in College (Q47-50)

10% 12%

20%

11%
17%

25%
22%

15%

Your spouse A child or children Your parent(s) or guardian(s) Other family members

Q47-50: Do you provide financial support for any of the following individuals? 
Respondents who answered 'Yes'

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Supporting Family While in College (Q67)

42% 42%

62%
59%

4-year Schools 2-year Schools

Q67: Used a Credit Card in the Past 12 Months

Not Parenting Parenting Students
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Supporting Family While in College (Q25)

6.6

29.2
26.5

45.8

4-year Schools 2-year Schools

Q25: Net Promoter Score

Not Parenting Parenting Students
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Supporting Family While in College
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Basic Needs Security
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Basic Needs Security – Food Security Scale

56%

22% 22%

54%

23% 23%

High or Marginal Food Security Low Food Security Very Low Food Security

Q89-94: USDA Food Security Scale (30-Day)

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Basic Needs Security – Housing Security Scale

58%

42%

52% 48%

Housing Secure Housing Insecure

Q95-100: Housing Security Scale

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Basic Needs Security – Homelessness Scale

15% 16%

Homeless

Q101-110: Homelessness Scale

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Basic Needs Security - Overall

50% 50%
46%

54%

Basic Needs - Secure Basic Needs - Insecure

Overall Basic Needs Security*

4-year Schools 2-year Schools

*Provides a measurement of students experiencing one or more basic needs insecurities
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Basic Needs Security (Q61-66)

17% 16%

4% 4%

11%

2%

22%
28%

4% 5%

17%

3%

Food Assistance Unemployment
Assistance

Housing Assistance Utility Assistance Medical Assistance Childcare Assistance

Q61-66: Percent of respondents who indicated use of public assistance, by assistance type

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Basic Needs Security
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Basic Needs Security, cont.
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Consequences of the 
COVID-19 Pandemic
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Consequences of Pandemic (Q32-35)

33% 36%

23%

38%
33%

37%

24%

36%

Fewer work hours, not by
choice

Less income, not by choice Lost a job, not by choice None of the above

Q32-35: Did the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak of 2020 change your 
work/income situation?

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Consequences of Pandemic (Q31)

3%

57%

26%

13%
4%

58%

24%
14%

Better Worse No change I don't know

Q31: Since the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak of 2020, how would you 
describe your family's finances?

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Consequences of Pandemic (Q30)

51%

27%

57%

20%

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly Disagree

*Responses indicating 'Neutral' are not shown

Q30: I have more of an obligation to support my family financially compared to 
before the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak of 2020.*

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Consequences of Pandemic (Q29)

88%

5%

84%

7%

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly Disagree

*Responses indicating 'Neutral' are not shown

Q29: The coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak of 2020 added to my level of stress, 
anxiety, or depression.*

4-year Schools 2-year Schools
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Consequences of Pandemic
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Consequences of Pandemic, cont.
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Fall 2020 Aggregate Report
www.trelliscompany.org/SFWS-2021/

http://www.trelliscompany.org/SFWS-2021/
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Fall 2022 Survey

• Recruitment for the Fall 2022 survey will start in 
the spring.

• Please let us know at any time if you are interested 
in participating or know anyone who would benefit 
from the survey!
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Thank you!

Carla Fletcher, Senior Research Analyst
Carla.Fletcher@trelliscompany.org

Allyson Cornett, Research Analyst
allyson.cornett@trelliscompany.org

Follow us on Twitter: @TrellisResearch

mailto:Carla.Fletcher@trelliscompany.org
mailto:Aaron.Niznik@trelliscompany.org


Proven Services. Extraordinary Support.
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