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AT A G L A N C E AU T H O R S

Jobs for the Future (JFF), in partnership with Trellis 
Strategies, analyzed Trellis’s 2022 Student Financial 
Wellness Survey of over 30,000 students from 89 
schools in 23 states. Findings reveal significant 
financial insecurity gaps, particularly for Black, Latine, 
and women students, emphasizing the need for a 
multifaceted approach, including basic needs hubs, 
policy changes, and improved data collection.
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Financial insecurity has detrimental impacts for student persistence 

and completion of postsecondary degrees. Extensive research has 

demonstrated the connections between financial stress and time-

to-degree or dropout rates.1 Additional research has found that 

financial stress limits student academic achievements, subjective 

measures of well-being, and students’ confidence in their ability to 

complete college.2

The pandemic exacerbated these effects. Analysis drawing from 

the Trellis Fall 2020 Student Financial Wellness Survey showed 

disparate impacts of the pandemic among students experiencing 

basic needs insecurity.3 In a first look at National Postsecondary 

Student Aid Study (NPSAS) data after the pandemic, research 

found that Black and Latine students had difficulty accessing food 

or paying for food at higher rates than either white students or 

students from Asian descent: 10% and 14% for Black and Latine 

students, respectively, compared with 7% for white and Asian 

students.4 The authors also found that students who identified as 

female had difficulty finding safe and stable child care at higher 

rates (24%) than students who identified as male (14%).

Added evidence points to racial gaps in student financial insecurity 

that negatively impact Black student outcomes. For example, 

researchers drawing from the 2010 Ohio Student Financial Wellness 

Survey found that Black students had higher levels of student 

debt and financial stress than other students.5 Contributing to 

Black students’ financial insecurity was their higher unmet financial 

need. Research from the Institute for Higher Education Policy 

Introduction
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estimated that 88% of Black learners had unmet need during the 2019-

2020 school year compared with 82% of Latine students, 78% of Asian 

students, and 68% of white students. These negative effects may be even 

more pronounced for Black learners at historically Black colleges and 

universities, tribal colleges, and community colleges.6

Gender also has been found to be related to student financial insecurity in 

ways that are exacerbated for single mothers and female students of color. 

One report found female students across 16 Maryland community colleges 

experienced higher incidences of food insecurity than male students.7 

Further, research drawing from the Hope Center #RealCollege survey 

found higher rates of food and housing insecurity among student parents, 

the majority of whom were single and female, compared with non-parents. 

At the intersection of gender, race, and parenting status, Black women were 

more likely than all other race, ethnic, and gender  groups to be parenting 

while in college.8

The type of tuition assistance students use to pay for college is correlated 

with their economic circumstances in ways that vary by race and ethnicity. 

For example, research found that Black students receiving non-grant aid 

had higher dropout rates than white students receiving this aid, whereas 

grant aid lowered dropout risk for Black but not white students.9 Research 

using data from Indiana’s four-year public institutions found that grants 

had a stronger effect on persistence for Black and Latine students than for 

white students and that grants enhanced within-year persistence more for 

Black students than for students in other racial and ethnic groups.10 
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To update and further codify racial, ethnic, and gender gaps in student 

financial insecurity, JFF partnered with Trellis Strategies. JFF’s North 

Star goal—in 10 years, 75 million people facing systemic barriers to 

advancement will work in quality jobs—encompasses a strategy of 

effective on-ramps and supports for postsecondary student success. 

Understanding racial and gender gaps in financial insecurity is one step 

toward this goal of developing and implementing policies and programs 

that make postsecondary education financially accessible and feasible for 

all students. Trellis Strategies fields the nationally extensive Trellis Student 

Financial Wellness Survey, which collects some of the only data available to 

analyze postsecondary student financial insecurity in the United States.  

In this report, we update and expand prior research on student financial 

insecurity focusing on three questions: 

What are the racial, ethnic, and gender gaps across six 

measures of student financial insecurity: the ability to meet 

food, housing, utility, medical care, and child care expenses 

and a $500 emergency expense? 

What are the relationships by race, ethnicity, and gender 

between method of tuition payment and the six measures of 

financial insecurity? 

What are the racial, ethnic, and gender gaps in student 

confidence in their ability to pay back loans and loan forgiveness?    

1

2

3

Research 
Questions and 
Contributions 



7RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

Our research adds to the previous literature 

in four ways. First, we explore racial, ethnic, 

and gender differences across six different 

measures of financial insecurity, providing 

a wider, more comprehensive scan of the 

financial insecurity students face. Second, we 

employ a multivariate strategy that controls for 

countervailing factors that may be correlated 

with race, ethnicity, and gender and financial 

insecurity, including method of tuition payment, 

to obtain a more precise measure of the ways 

structural barriers of discrimination contribute 

to racial, ethnic, and gender gaps in student 

financial insecurity. Third, we conduct our 

analysis both pooled and unpooled by race and 

ethnicity to measure the across- and within- 

racial and ethnic differences in student financial 

insecurity. Fourth, we add an investigation 

of racial and gender differences in student 

confidence in ability to pay back loans to assess 

the potential longer-term impacts of financial 

insecurity and method of tuition payment on 

student outcomes. 

In our Call to Action section below, findings from 

this research are used to inform a multipronged 

policy and programmatic approach to alleviating 

racial, ethnic, and gender gaps in financial 

insecurity.  

Our multivariate analysis draws data from the 

large and rich 2022 Trellis Student Financial 

Wellness Survey, which collected information 

for more than 30,000 students across 89 

two- and four-year postsecondary schools.11 

The research provides a first-of-its-kind, 

comprehensive examination of racial, ethnic, 

and gender differences in student financial 

insecurity while enrolled with a glimpse of 

students’ perceptions of their financial wellness 

after leaving school (for a full analysis, please see 

Technical Report).

https://info.jff.org/hubfs/JOSFA%20Paper%20-%20Student%20Financial%20Insecurity%20-%20Racial%20Ethnic%20and%20Gender%20Disparities.pdf
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Across all six measures of financial 
insecurity, Black and Latine students 
faced the greatest hardships.

1

Compared with white students, Black and Latine students were more 

likely to have needed food, housing, utility, and medical assistance. Black 

students additionally were more likely than white and Latine students to 

have needed child care assistance. Both Black and Latine students were 

more likely than white students to have faced difficulty covering a $500 

emergency.   

Black students were about two times as likely as white students to have 

needed financial support for food, housing, utility, and parental assistance, 

and almost two times as likely as white students to face challenges 

covering a $500 emergency. For Latine students, while the insecurity gap 

compared with white students was not as wide as that for Black students—

Latine students were about 1.5 times more likely than white students to 

require food, utility, and medical assistance—the insecurity was almost as 

pervasive across five of the six measures.
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Across and within all racial and ethnic 
groups, women faced more financial 
insecurity than men. 

2

The results for gender showed that among students, women were in more 

precarious financial positions than men. In comparison to men, women 

were almost two times more likely to report they would struggle to 

handle a $500 emergency. Additionally, women in our sample indicated a 

significantly higher likelihood of using welfare services than men: Women 

were 1.5 times more likely to use food assistance, 1.4 times more likely 

to use housing assistance, 1.3 times more likely to use utility assistance, 

and 1.6 more likely to use medical care assistance. Among students who 

were parents, women were two times more likely to require childcare 

assistance.

Gender Gap in Student Financial Insecurity13 
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Gender gaps in financial insecurity were evident within all racial and ethnic 

groups with some differences. Compared with Black men, Black women 

were more likely to need all assistance, including for childcare, which they 

were seven times more likely to need than men. Latine women were more 

likely than Latine men to be unable to cover a $500 emergency and more 

likely to need food and medical assistance. Compared with white men, 

white women were less likely to be able to handle a $500 emergency and 

more likely to need food and medical assistance.
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Students who are parents faced higher 
financial insecurity than non-parents.3
Student parents faced significant financial precariousness. Being a parent 

had a major impact on the use of welfare assistance across all measures, 

with use of food assistance 4.6 times higher, use of medical assistance 3.2 

times higher, and difficulty of covering a $500 emergency 1.5 times higher 

compared with students who were not parents. The greater financial 

insecurity of parents was evident within all racial and ethnic groups.

Financial Insecurity and Parental Status15 
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Across all racial and ethnic groups, 
reliance on student loans, grants, and 
scholarships was associated with higher 
financial insecurity.

4

Students who relied on grants and scholarships faced the most financial 

precariousness compared with students who did not. Students relying 

on grants or scholarships (including Pell grants) were more than two times 

more likely than those not relying on this method of tuition payment to 

need food, housing, utility, and medical assistance. In addition, students 

who relied on student loans to pay tuition were more than 2.5 times more 

likely than other students to be unable to cover a $500 emergency and 

also more likely than students who did not rely on loans to face more 

financial insecurity across all the measures. Those students relying on 

family assistance and personal savings were the least likely to face financial 

insecurities. These impacts were found within all the racial and ethnic 

groups with few exceptions (see Technical Report for details).
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Black, Latine, and women students 
were less confident than white 
students and men students in their 
ability to repay loans.

5

While Black students and female students of all backgrounds were more 

likely than other students to rely on loans to pay tuition, they also felt 

less confident in their ability to pay back those loans after graduation. 

While Latine students were not more likely than other students to rely on 

loans, they too were more likely than white students to not feel confident 

in their ability to pay back those loans. Our research showed that Black 

students were 45% less likely than white students to feel confident they 

could pay back their loans, while Latine students were 16% less confident 

than white students. In addition, we found that men were two times more 

likely than women to feel confident they could pay back their loans. Some 

of this uncertainty in loan repayment may be linked to Black, Latine, and 

female students’ greater financial insecurity compared with other groups. 

Black, Latine, and female students may also be aware of the constraints 

that labor market discrimination and occupational segregation play in 

restricting postgraduate earnings and advancement, including higher 

unemployment rates and segregation into lower paying occupations and 

career pathways.18 
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“ “

In his book Poverty, by America, sociologist Matthew 

Desmond writes: 

Call to Action

Have you ever sat in a hospital waiting room, 

watching the clock and praying for good 

news? You are there, locked on the present 

emergency, next to which all other concerns 

and responsibilities feel (and are) trivial. The 

experience is something like living in poverty. … 

Poverty does not just deprive people of security 

and comfort; it siphons off their brainpower.19 

Given the stress and uncertainty of financial insecurity, students 

lacking the resources to cover basic needs face an uphill climb to 

completing their degrees, degrees they seek to build better lives 

for themselves and their families. As shown in this research, these 

financial stresses are significantly more acute for students who are 

Black or Latine, and women and parents of all backgrounds. These 

groups of students were more likely than other groups to be unable 

to cover a $500 emergency expense and necessary expenses for 

housing, food, utilities, medical care, and child care. 

In addition, the main methods for meeting the need to pay for 

tuition—grants and loans—did not remedy student financial 

insecurity or close financial insecurity gaps. Reliance on grants, 
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scholarships, and student loans was correlated with increased probabilities 

of financial insecurity. Not only did loans not close financial insecurity gaps, 

but those students most likely to rely on loans (Black students and female 

students) were the least likely to feel they would be able to pay them off 

after college.  

Financial support and assistance beyond what is available through grants 

and loans is needed to ensure the postsecondary education promise of 

economic mobility. Given the complexity of the determinants of student 

financial insecurity, we offer a multipronged approach that includes the 

following:

STUDENT BASIC NEEDS CENTERS: Over the past 10 years, 

colleges, especially public and community, have stepped in 

to provide and connect students in need with supports. One 

national survey found that 74% of the responding institutions had 

some kind of emergency aid program in place for their students.20 

Consolidating these services through Basic Needs Centers 

located on college campuses and accessed virtually can make 

it easier for students to apply for an array of financial, food, child 

care, housing, transportation, and other assistance in “one shop.” 

One of the biggest challenges with these centers, however, is their 

low utilization rate. Some research suggests that utilization rates 

rise when students are provided nudging in the form of email or 

text messages about services in ways that are not stigmatizing.21

FEDERAL, STATE, AND LOCAL ASSISTANCE FOR STUDENTS 

FACING FINANCIAL HARDSHIPS: Systems and policies of 

financial support for students have not kept pace with the “new 

economics of college.”22 Unlike in the past, when four-year 

colleges largely admitted young white students from middle-

income or higher families, the good news today is that there are 

many more people from low-income families attending college 

who are also older adults, workers, and caregivers. However, 

although the demographics of students have shifted, college 

costs have risen, minimum wages have stagnated, and inflationary 

pressures have driven up the costs of food and housing. Students 

from low-income families are more likely than other students 

1

2



16CALL TO ACTION

to depend on loans, grants, and scholarships to help cover the 

expenses of attending college. But as this and other research 

shows, these kinds of financial assistance are inadequate, 

leaving too many students hungry, homeless, and unable to pay 

basic expenses including medical and child care. Unfortunately, 

outdated rules currently exclude many students from 

participating in federal food and housing assistance programs. 

And even among those who qualify, the uptake of benefits has 

been low. In 2018, for example, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 

found that only 2.6% of eligible students were receiving SNAP 

food assistance compared with 85% of those in the population as 

a whole who were eligible for this program.23 Additional research 

has found that housing assistance programs also sometimes 

limit student eligibility.24 For postsecondary education to be 

accessible and feasible for all students, the “new economics of 

education” will require systems of assistance that better meet 

student need and increase accessibility.

DATA: National data on postsecondary student financial 

wellness—the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study25—are 

limited. The NPSAS, which surveys students about how they 

finance their education, is administered only every three to four 

years. Data about student financial wellness are not collected 

in the survey but gathered mainly through interviews, which 

results in a much more limited sample. To better monitor student 

financial well-being and address gaps, annual institutional-level 

financial well-being data are needed. With this kind of data, 

institutions can assess student financial insecurity over time, 

link financial insecurity measures to outcomes to assist policy 

and program development, and evaluate the effectiveness of 

programs and policy changes.

With these strategies, practices, and policies in place, our nation’s 

postsecondary education system will be in a stronger position to reduce 

student financial stress; close the racial, ethnic, gender, and parent gaps in 

student financial insecurity; and make good on the promise of economic 

advancement through postsecondary education for all.

3
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