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Abstract

:

Growing concern for the mental health and wellbeing of higher education students has been linked to increasing financial pressures associated with studying at university, a factor potentially magnified by the recent global pandemic and economic downturn. With limited longitudinal research to date, this study used cross-sectional survey data collected annually at a large UK university (n = 10,876) to examine overall trends in students’ experience of financial stress between 2018 and 2022. Logistic regression investigated changes in students’ self-reported financial stress across the four-year period, adjusting for variation in survey response rates and respondent characteristics. Our findings showed a 55% increase in students reporting financial stress (OR = 1.55, 95% CI = 1.29–1.86) compared to none between 2018 and 2022. With the exception of 2020 and the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, the proportion of students experiencing financial stress increased each year. At a time of economic uncertainty, policymakers need to ensure appropriate advice, support, and funding frameworks are in place to ensure all students can continue to study successfully. Ongoing research should robustly examine the links between financial circumstances, mental health, and academic outcomes, to clearly identify intervention opportunities for relieving financial stress.
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1. Introduction


The mental health and wellbeing of university and college students is a growing public health concern [1,2]. This has been linked to a number of factors including increased financial pressures and changing demographics in higher education over the last ten years [3,4,5]. In the UK for example, undergraduate students now have considerably higher levels of student debt after the trebling of tuition fees in 2012—the largest one-year increase in the cost of higher education (HE) on record, making UK fees some of the highest in the world [6]. An estimated 95% of eligible UK students take out maintenance loans to contribute towards the cost of living and studying, with the average accrued debt of a new undergraduate in 2022/2023 in England and Wales predicted to exceed 45,000 GBP [7].



At the same time, growing student numbers and widening participation policies mean a greater proportion of those studying at university are likely to be more vulnerable to any implications of rising financial pressure [8,9]. A key risk group are students from less affluent backgrounds with more limited family financial support or less ability to supplement government maintenance loans [10]. Likewise, underrepresented groups such as students from some minority ethnicity backgrounds, mature students, carers, care leavers, or those with a disability, can face added financial constraints [11]. Also potentially at risk are international students who pay markedly higher tuition fees to study in the UK—up to 38,000 GBP per year compared to 9250 GBP for home students [12]. International students studying in the UK are also limited by the nature and hours of paid work they can undertake alongside their studies [13]. Issues of employment precarity and citizenship, particularly for students from low-income countries and backgrounds, are seen in other countries [14].



Since 2021, financial challenges for both young people and the broader population have been compounded by a global financial crisis following the COVID-19 pandemic, ongoing geopolitical unrest, and spiralling international energy and food prices. An Office for National Statistics (ONS) survey (n = 1964), at the beginning of 2023, suggested that 91% of HE students in the UK felt somewhat or very worried about the rising cost of living, with just under half (49%) of those surveyed reporting financial difficulties [15]. In the same period, poll results (n = 2019) from a social thinktank, the Sutton Trust, suggested that two thirds (65%) of students now take on paid work alongside their studies, with just under half (49%) of undergraduates saying they miss academic classes to do so [16]. Similar challenges have been documented in postgraduate students, particularly those from marginalised backgrounds and those juggling paid employment [17,18]. As a result, university leaders, policymakers and student groups have been lobbying the UK government on the current “cost of living crisis” facing young people in higher education in 2023, highlighting the fact that student maintenance grants and loans have not kept pace with inflation [19,20,21,22].



Despite numerous polls over the last decade by student organisations examining student financial experience, robust research evidence for how financial stress, financial circumstances, debt or employment prospects are linked to students’ mental health and academic outcomes is more limited and complex [23]. This is largely a consequence of researchers using differing study designs and outcome measures. Indeed, “success” in higher education has been assessed in myriad ways, such as academic attainment [24], student retention [25], student satisfaction [26], and graduate employment [27]. In parallel, there are several different ways to define, and therefore measure, an individual’s financial situation: income; debt; financial difficulties, i.e., sufficient resource to meet costs; and financial stress, i.e., subjective appraisal of one’s own financial situation [28]. To date, there are still few agreed or standardised measures for capturing these concepts, with the evidence base further complicated by the different university contexts and student characteristics. These issues with measurement and conceptual consensus also apply to current research into student mental health and wellbeing [29,30,31,32,33], creating challenges for exploring the association or overlap with financial wellbeing or hardship [34,35].



One key rapid review of the UK evidence, published in 2019, highlighted the challenges in understanding the relationship between students’ financial and mental health [23]. Eleven studies were identified, with a median sample size of n = 408; the longest study only spanned three years, and any survey response rates were rarely reported. The review authors concluded there was little evidence for an association between debt and mental health but that subjective measures of financial stress were consistently linked to worse mental health outcomes. In the most recent UK longitudinal (2012–2014) study included in the review, Richardson et al. [36] found evidence to suggest that greater stress about debt impacts student wellbeing, rather than the debt itself. Similarly, findings from a large World Health Organisation International College Student (WMH-ICS) study (n = 20,842) between 2014 and 2018 across nine countries, found a dose-response association between students’ perceived financial stress and 12-month mental health disorders [37]. This was also echoed in a 2019 study examining financial circumstances, financial wellbeing and mental wellbeing, which found a clear relationship between financial and mental wellbeing [34]. With a dearth in longitudinal research, particularly over the last five years, and existing evidence suggesting the way students perceive their financial situation is important, we are now able to add to the literature with a multi-year examination of subjective financial stress in the same student population over time. The aim of this study was to examine changes in self-reported student financial stress between 2018 and 2022, before and during a global pandemic and a period of economic uncertainty.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Design and Context


The current research was carried out at a large university in south-west England where, in the 2017/2018 academic year, there were ~25,000 registered students (~32,000 in 2021/2022). To support internal policymaking, the institution had been tracking student mental health outcomes and student experience at the end of each academic year between 2017/2018 and 2021/2022 with an annual Student Wellbeing Survey. We used these cross-sectional data to examine changes in student self-reported financial stress over a four-year period: 2018, 2020, 2021 and 2022—i.e., before, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. We did not have data from 2019 as the survey did not include financial questions that year. Figure 1 shows survey timings in relation to both local assessment periods (i.e., exam periods of heightened stress) and key global geopolitical events that may have influenced students’ perception of their financial situations, such as the COVID-19 pandemic and international inflationary pressures.




2.2. Participants and Procedure


All registered undergraduates and postgraduates were invited by the institution via email and social media to take part in anonymous, 15 min, online Student Wellbeing Surveys in the summer terms of each academic year between 2017/2018 and 2021/2022 (see Figure 1). The surveys were delivered using JISC software (https://beta.jisc.ac.uk/data-analytics (accessed on 18 August 2022)). All the items included in this analysis are detailed in Supplementary Section S1. All survey responses were anonymous; no incentives were offered for taking part.



All respondents gave informed consent to taking part in research.




2.3. Measures


The outcome measure—subjective financial stress—was assessed with a single question “How much stress does your financial situation cause you?”, used in previous research [37,38,39,40]. Responses were recorded on a five-point Likert scale from None to Very Severe. We created a dichotomous variable which compared having no financial stress (i.e., None) to some level of financial stress (i.e., Mild/Moderate/Severe/Very severe). In line with our study’s specific aim, this approach allowed for us to examine changes in the presence of financial stress over time, as opposed to its degree.



The key explanatory variable was survey year, i.e., 2018, 2020, 2021 and 2022. We included additional social, education and health variables to account for changes in response rates and the resultant differing characteristics of students taking part in each survey—see Table 1. This was particularly relevant in 2020, when the survey was delivered after the end of the academic year and presented as a “COVID-19 Survey” rather than a “Wellbeing Survey”, which appeared to engage a different student profile (see Respondent Characteristics). Factors that were adjusted for included: gender; age; ethnicity; course type (postgraduate or undergraduate); fee status (home or international student); and a general proxy for family or household socio-economic circumstances, i.e., whether the student had attended a fee-paying secondary school or not. Rationale for inclusion of these variables is in line with the previous literature in the area [37,41]. We also adjusted for previous or current mental health diagnoses, referred to as “lifetime mental health”, on the basis that respondents may have differed in their mental health characteristics each year, and this variable is also likely to be associated with subjective financial stress. This was assessed with a question also used in previous research “Has a doctor, psychiatrist, or other medical professional ever diagnosed you with a mental health condition?” [42].




2.4. Data Analysis


Stata software was used for all analyses [43]. Descriptive statistics (frequencies and percentages) are used to describe and compare survey samples to assess the representativeness of responders across years and levels of missing data/non-responses, i.e., Prefer not to say. Student experience of financial stress each year is also reported as frequencies and percentages.



We used adjusted logistic regression models to examine differences between students having some level of financial stress compared to none between years. Outcomes are reported as odds ratios (OR), 95% confidence intervals (CI), and p values. All the variables listed in Table 1 were included in the adjusted model, and the unadjusted model is presented for comparison.



Missingness


Item-level missingness and levels of non-disclosure were low, ranging between 0 and 5.9%, with two important exceptions in 2018: financial stress (n = 1198; 21.5%) and lifetime mental health (n = 926; 16.7%). Higher levels of missingness appeared to be an artefact of survey set-up that year, i.e., respondents could skip items and had no option to select Prefer not to say; this was generally not the case in the following survey years. Further sub-analysis suggested missing financial stress and lifetime mental health responses in 2018 were non-systematic, i.e., individual responses were generally absent on both measures, possibly due to survey fatigue/dropout—see Supplementary Section S2. As a result, we took a complete-case approach to the main analyses.






3. Results


3.1. Descriptive Statistics


3.1.1. Sample Characteristics


Survey response rates declined each year, with fewer eligible students responding in 2022 (n = 1080/32,139; 3.4%), 2021 (2772/29,536; 9.4%), and 2020 (n = 3693/27,513; 13.4%) compared to 2018 (n = 5562/24,915; 22.3%). Detailed respondent characteristics are reported in Table 2. The majority of students taking part in the surveys were female (percentages ranging from 62.1 to 65.3%); aged 21 and under (51.8–68.3%); white ethnicity (65.9–81.2%); home or EU students (76.1–92.1%); and undergraduates (66.3–87.5%). The proportion of those who had attended fee-paying schools was approximately one in three (28.5–36.5%), with up to a third of students having experienced a diagnosable mental health condition at some point in their lives (18.5–34.4%). The 2020 survey in particular reported greater proportions of respondents from Asian, Black, mixed or minority ethnicity backgrounds, postgraduates and international students, and students who had not experienced a previous mental health diagnosis.




3.1.2. Financial Stress


Students’ self-reported financial stress is presented in Table 3. A lower proportion of students reported experiencing no financial stress in 2022 (17.9%) than 2018 (27.0%) (after missing items were excluded). In 2022, 82.1% respondents reported some level of financial stress.





3.2. Logistic Regression Analyses


The odds of students reporting some level of financial stress (i.e., mild/moderate/severe/very severe) compared to none are presented in Table 4. The adjusted model showed that, compared to 2018, respondents in 2020 had reduced odds (4%) of experiencing some level of financial stress (OR = 0.96, 95% CI = 0.86–1.07), which increased to 24% higher odds of having some level of financial stress in 2021 (OR = 1.24, 95% CI = 1.10–1.40) and to 55% higher odds in 2022 (OR = 1.55, 95% CI = 1.29–1.86). The unadjusted model followed a similar pattern.





4. Discussion


4.1. Main Findings


The aim of this study was to use recent data spanning multiple years to add to the limited existing research evidence for changes in population-level student financial stress over time. It does so through a period of considerable social and economic upheaval, while accounting for differing study response rates and factors potentially associated with increased levels of stress, such as experiencing a mental health condition, differing levels of family support, or paying international tuition fees.



Overall, the proportion of students at this institution experiencing at least some level of financial stress increased in 2021 and 2022 compared to 2018, i.e., rising towards the end of the COVID-19 pandemic and at the beginning of a global economic downturn. There was no statistical evidence for a change in students’ financial stress in 2020, during the first six months of the pandemic. However, by 2022, more than four out of five students indicated that they were experiencing financial stress to some degree.




4.2. Existing Literature


Our separate findings in 2018 and 2022 (pre- and post the COVID-19 pandemic) are not dissimilar to those seen across the existing evidence base, spanning previous international research as well as UK polls asking comparable questions [37,44]. In global data pooled across 2014–2018 in the WMH-ICS study (n = 20,842), 68.9% of students reported some level of financial stress, which compares to 73.1% in the current study in 2018. In the spring of 2022, a national Save the Student survey (n = 2370) found that more than four out of five (82%) UK respondents were worried about making ends meet, an increase since 2021 (74%). The former matches the proportion (82.1%) of those reporting financial stress in the 2022 wave of our study.



The absence of any increase in financial stress in this population in the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic is striking. With evidence for a link between financial and mental wellbeing [23,30], these results may support studies which found some students’ anxiety, wellbeing or psychological distress improved or stayed the same in the initial stage of COVID-19 lockdown [41,45,46]. In one small Canadian study of first year undergraduates (n = 510), despite levels of anxiety and stress increasing in the early months of the pandemic, those on low incomes or who were food-insecure also did not appear to be disproportionately affected [47]. The authors concluded that early government, education-provider or family support may have mitigated the initial impact of the pandemic for some.



The rise in students experiencing financial stress post-pandemic is perhaps not unexpected given the background global inflationary pressures since 2021 [48]; and it also mirrors concerns in the UK adult population [49]. It is important to note that overall student financial stress will encompass different stressors, including immediate financial concerns such as paying for food and rent, concern about debt, tuition fees, or worries about current and future employment prospects. Differentiating these was beyond the scope of this research; nevertheless, our study captures the overall trend in a student population’s experience of their financial situation since 2018, irrespective of their material circumstances. Critically, with perceived financial stress itself shown to be important not only for a student’s mental health [36] but for social integration [50], academic progress and attrition [40,51,52], it points to valuable opportunities for public health intervention.




4.3. Implications


Financial difficulties were the second biggest reason for students considering leaving university in 2023, superseded only by mental health reasons [53]. The number of students seeking mental health support has also increased significantly, both in the UK and overseas, over the last ten years [54,55]. Increasing student financial stress is only likely to exacerbate these situations. A key point of intervention for HE providers will be their financial advisory and mental health support services. Student wellbeing provision has changed considerably over recent years, in parallel with growing demand, and now includes wellbeing and finance advisers, alongside mental health advisers, student health, disability, inclusion and counselling services [56]. There is little research evidence to show how many students seek support for financial stress or whether university support services are equipped to deal with need—for example, a student presenting with clinical depression alongside spiralling levels of debt. Nevertheless, a joined-up approach across an institution’s support services, helping students to navigate financial distress, is critical. A strategic imperative for cohesive support and welfare, alongside a need for an evaluation of what works, was highlighted in a UK All Parliamentary Group report in January 2023 [57].



A second focus for intervention would be psychoeducation and financial literacy. Despite the very limited and mixed evidence base for financial literacy programmes in higher education [58,59], one recent US review investigating student financial stress underlined financial knowledge and self-efficacy as key priorities for students [60]. A UK Young Person’s Money Index, which examines the views of younger teenagers, showed that not only did similar numbers of 15–18-year-olds (82%) feel stressed about financial matters in 2022, but almost three quarters (72%) want more financial education in school [61]. For older students living away from home, juggling the competing demands of paid and academic work alongside external financial pressures and a changing job market, it seems imperative that universities focus on proactive financial education initiatives.



A final priority for addressing student financial concerns is the higher education funding infrastructure. HE providers are already mandated to focus financial support, in the form of grants, bursaries, and hardship funds, where most needed [62]. The annual government total in 2018/2019 was estimated to be 382 million GBP, with an additional 85 million GBP of COVID-funding between December 2020 and April 2021, to support those struggling at the start of the economic downturn [62]. Despite this, many more students still face immediate hardship [63]. Alarmingly, even before the global pandemic, a key review paper published in 2021 concluded there was no clear evidence for the effectiveness of targeted student financial support, meaning that individual universities need to urgently evaluate their local grant, bursary and hardship funding frameworks to maximise impact [10,64,65,66]. A further, immediate universal step would be to bring all undergraduate student maintenance loans in line with inflation [19,21,57]. Similarly, despite postgraduate students seeing their stipends increase above inflation in the last two years (10% in 2022/2023 and 5% in 2023/2024), there are calls for ongoing and more comprehensive support, particularly in relation to managing paid employment alongside studies [17]. A broader government reform of the UK student finance system, which was introduced in 2023 (with further changes outlined for 2025), now includes extending the period in which students repay their debt [67,68]. However, university leaders still want to see systemic change that includes increases to both maintenance loans and tuition fees [19,69].




4.4. Further Research


While the strength of the current study was the examination of changes over time, the relative absence of agreed, standardised, and validated research measures in this area is of ongoing concern [36,70]. That includes a measurement of students’ financial concerns versus their financial circumstances as well as how we assess academic progress or success, and mental health and wellbeing [28,31,35]. Similarly, the absence of robust data for the intersections of these factors with characteristics such as a student’s background or type of study means that comparing data or targeting interventions remains challenging. A key example is the differences across the literature in measuring socioeconomic status such as parental education, family income, previous schooling, or Polar4 indexing (based on UK postcode); this is another area that needs greater methodological harmony if we are to improve the comparability of findings [71,72]. One solution would be broader consensus work, i.e., bringing together HE professionals, cross-disciplinary academics, government researchers, and student organisations to work together to establish best practice and agreed measures for this particular field. Similar work was recently commissioned by the Smarten Network to develop a roadmap for examining student mental health outcomes in the UK [31,35]. In the short-term, researchers will need to carefully consider all these factors when designing studies, ideally focusing on large representative cohorts over time, together with focused qualitative research to provide more detailed insight.




4.5. Limitations


This is one of the only multi-year research studies to examine financial stress in the last five years that we are aware of; however, there are limitations. Firstly, the data come from a single university survey, and may not generalise to other university contexts. Nevertheless, the mental health characteristics of this student sample are largely similar to those seen in other global and UK research [46,55]. We also measured financial stress towards the end of the academic year, when students arguably have more limited funds and may have been experiencing heightened levels of stress due to assessments.



Despite adjustments for differing response rates and student characteristics, the students taking part in the survey may also not be representative of the wider population, particularly in their mental health characteristics. While attracting considerably higher response rates than those generally seen elsewhere in the literature, those rates dropped to >4% in 2022. Low response rates can lead to an overestimation of the prevalence of stress or mental health concerns, with those experiencing difficulties being more likely to respond [73]. A final limitation is measurement. A single-item construct measuring financial stress, despite its feasibility as a brief survey item, may be subject to further cultural and individual variation that we have not been able to consider here [37,38].





5. Conclusions


This study adds to the small body of existing research evidence in HE that investigates changes in students’ experience of financial stress over time, and specifically across a recent global economic crisis. While some students might have been relatively protected in the first few months of the COVID-19 pandemic, our findings suggest that this population became increasingly concerned about their finances from 2021 onward, as international tensions and inflationary pressures impacted the wider population. In the short term, it is vital that policymakers and university leaders update their financial advisory and wellbeing support services, alongside their hardship funding frameworks, in response to the current global economic situation. Financial literacy programmes may also empower students to make informed financial decisions, reducing financial stress and improving their ability to study successfully. At the same time, the public health research priority needs to more clearly focus, using comparable research designs, on the links between student financial and mental wellbeing, as well as financial circumstances, and how these vary for different student groups. This will help us to better understand how economic pressures may impact this generation’s academic progress and future prospects and offer clearer opportunities to deliver effective change.
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Figure 1. Timeline of key global events, student survey dates and exam periods. 
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Table 1. Social, educational and health factors.
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	Variable
	Coding (Reference Group Underlined)





	Gender
	Female; male; non-binary or another gender



	Age
	21 years or younger; 22 years or older



	Ethnicity
	White ethnicity; Asian, Black mixed and minority ethnicity



	Fee status
	Home/EU; international students studying in the UK



	Course type
	Undergraduate; postgraduate taught and research



	Previous education
	Non-feepaying secondary school; fee-paying secondary school



	Lifetime mental health
	No diagnosis; previous or current diagnosis










 





Table 2. Respondent sociodemographic, education and mental health characteristics 2018–2022.
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	Survey Year

n = Number Respondents
	2018

(n = 5562)
	2020

(n = 3693)
	2021

(n = 2772)
	2022

(n = 1080)





	Gender, n (%) a
	
	
	
	



	Female
	3614 (65.0)
	2411 (65.3)
	1753 (63.2)
	671 (62.1)



	Male
	1829 (32.9)
	1209 (32.7)
	893 (32.2)
	319 (29.5)



	Non-binary or another gender
	62 (1.1)
	52 (1.4)
	71 (2.6)
	66 (6.1)



	Missing/non-disclosed
	57 (1.0)
	21 (0.6)
	55 (2.0)
	24 (2.2)



	Age, n (%)
	
	
	
	



	≤21
	3799 (68.3)
	2016 (54.6)
	1701 (61.4)
	559 (51.8)



	≥22
	1536 (27.6)
	1671 (45.3)
	1071 (38.6)
	521 (48.2)



	Missing/non-disclosed
	227 (4.1)
	6 (0.2)
	0 (0.0)
	0 (0.0)



	Ethnicity b, n (%)
	
	
	
	



	White
	4514 (81.2)
	2436 (66.0)
	2040 (73.6)
	789 (73.1)



	Asian/Asian British
	498 (9.0)
	195 (5.3)
	354 (12.8)
	160 (14.8)



	Black/Black British/Caribbean/African
	68 (1.2)
	809 (21.9)
	63 (2.3)
	18 (1.7)



	Mixed or multiple ethnic groups
	269 (4.8)
	84 (2.3)
	179 (6.5)
	68 (6.3)



	Other ethnic group
	106 (1.9)
	131 (3.6)
	64 (2.3)
	27 (2.5)



	Missing
	107 (1.9)
	38 (1.0)
	72 (2.6)
	18 (1.7)



	Fee status, n (%)
	
	
	
	



	Home/EU
	5120 (92.1)
	2810 (76.1)
	2366 (85.4)
	897 (83.1)



	International
	393 (7.1)
	871 (23.6)
	406 (14.7)
	183 (16.9)



	Missing/non-disclosed
	49 (0.9)
	12 (0.3)
	0 (0.0)
	0 (0.0)



	Course type, n (%)
	
	
	
	



	Undergraduate
	4867 (87.5)
	2560 (69.3)
	2127 (76.7)
	716 (66.3)



	Postgraduate
	655 (11.8)
	1133 (30.7)
	645 (23.3)
	364 (33.7)



	Missing/non-disclosed
	40 (0.7)
	0 (0.0)
	0 (0.0)
	0 (0.0)



	Previous education, n (%)
	
	
	
	



	Non feepaying, e.g., state/grammar
	3346 (60.2)
	2358 (63.9)
	1081 (65)
	738 (68.3)



	Feepaying, e.g., private/other
	2028 (36.5)
	1314 (35.6)
	903 (32.6)
	308 (28.5)



	Missing/non-disclosed
	188 (3.4)
	21 (0.6)
	68 (2.5)
	34 (3.2)



	Lifetime mental health, n (%)
	
	
	
	



	No diagnosis
	3074 (55.3)
	2793 (75.6)
	1824 (65.8)
	649 (60.1)



	Previous or current diagnosis
	1562 (28.1)
	682 (18.5)
	830 (29.9)
	371 (34.4)



	Missing/non-disclosed
	926 (16.7)
	218 (5.9)
	118 (4.3)
	60 (5.6)







Notes: a Some totals may not add to 100% due to rounding; b According to GOV.UK categories, 2021—https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/style-guide/ethnic-groups (accessed on 22 September 2023).













 





Table 3. Students’ financial stress 2018–2022.
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Financial Stress, n (%) a

	
Survey Year b




	
2018

	
2020

	
2021

	
2022






	
None

	
1176 (21.1)

	
994 (26.9)

	
621 (22.4)

	
193 (17.9)




	
Mild/Moderate/Severe/Very Severe

	
3188 (57.3)

	
2647 (71.7