COVID-19 and College.
Enhancing student well-being
amid a crisis.

New research from AIG Retirement Services and EVERFI – Fall 2020

Introduction and Methodology
Since COVID-19 swept across the country this spring, colleges and universities nationwide have been
met with interconnected challenges unlike anything in recent history.
In the spring of 2020, higher education leaders were
swift to act in the name of student, faculty and staff
safety, unexpectedly curtailing on-campus learning
and sending students home. Over the summer
months, colleges and universities tackled numerous
philosophical questions and logistical challenges—
from what model of learning would make the most
sense for the university and its students in this
climate, to how to keep students safe by enforcing
mask wearing, social distancing and building out test
and trace programs.

Encouragingly, the findings reveal that, despite
the challenges, students are showing remarkable
resiliency. Over the past year, college students
have developed better financial habits, laying the
groundwork for a strong financial foundation upon
which they can build their futures.

About the study
This survey, conducted by EVERFI and sponsored by
AIG Retirement Services, is a nationally representative
sample of more than 7,000 college students from
64 institutions of varying size and status located in
26 states. Of the students surveyed, 24% reported
they will be only attending class virtually, while 70%
of students will be using a hybrid model. Just 4%
would be studying in person only. Response dates
spanned the beginning of the fall semester of 2020.

As new investments in health and safety measures hit
balance sheets, many administrators have grappled
with the challenge of whether to pass through these
costs to students and families.
Many worried that enrollment would take a significant
hit this fall due to COVID-19 health concerns. Yet,
recent analysis of 3.6 million students from 629
colleges conducted by the National Student Clearing
House estimates that undergraduate college
enrollment has dropped by a modest 2.5%, with
community colleges seeing a disproportionate drop in
enrollment. This decline, while material, is
less than anticipated. Still, colleges and universities
are bracing for what could be challenging months to
come as COVID cases continue to rise.

College student stated plans for
attendance fall 2020:
Virtually
Virtually/In person
In person

To help campuses across the country best serve their
students during this time, AIG Retirement Services
conducted a study with EVERFI to understand how
students are faring in an ever-changing environment
and amidst these challenges.
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COVID-19 has increased college students’ anxiety, and
most students are concerned about their physical health.
Anxieties run high as students cope with
the unprecedented challenges of a global
pandemic, with 41% feeling more anxious about
the school year due to COVID-19.

How prepared do you think you are for the
following aspects of college?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

When it comes to college readiness, students
presented with a variety of challenges said they feel
least prepared to manage stress and anxiety.

Living independently – 68%
Keeping up with coursework – 67%
Staying organized – 65%
Maintaining a healthy lifestyle – 61%
Managing money – 60%
Building new friendships – 59%
Managing time – 58%
Building work experience – 58%
Fostering healthy romantic relationships – 56%
Finding help and resources that I need
to succeed in college – 53%

• Managing stress and anxiety – 47%
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What are your three biggest COVID-19 concerns for the 2020-2021 academic year?

42%

39%

35%

Getting sick

Well-being
of my family

My mental
health

Amid the pandemic, students are most
concerned about their own, and their
families’, physical and mental well-being.
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•
•
•

Remote learning – 34%

•
•
•

Getting a job after graduation – 19%

Diminished social life – 34%
Maintaining my friendships
and relationships – 25%
Affording tuition – 18%
None of these – 15%

The economic uncertainty brought on by the crisis
has created financial implications for students and
their families as they pay for college.
The economic fallout from the pandemic has
hit households across the country leaving
many families strapped for cash.

How many credit cards do you have
(including store credit cards)?

• 3 2% of students agreed that the pandemic has
placed additional financial stress on their family.

■ 1 credit card - 64%
■ 2 - 18%
■

• 3 8% are worried about having enough money to
last the semester.
• 4 0% of respondents said they wouldn’t be able to
pay off an unexpected expense tomorrow.
Financial debts could also become a challenge, as
57% said they will have student loans by graduation
and 35% said they have at least two credit cards.
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3 - 8%

■ 4 - 4%
■ 5 - 2%
■ More than 5 - 3%

Yet, students are channeling worry into action.
Due to the pandemic, 21% have considered or have
already taken on additional part-time or full-time
work to help offset the cost of college and 23% have
considered applying for or have already applied for
additional scholarships and grants.
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Impressively, college students are developing strong
financial habits amid the pandemic.
Surprisingly, despite all the new stress and uncertainty, college students surveyed this year are
showing better financial preparedness and financial habits than previous years. These improvements
in college students’ personal finance habits include:
Please indicate how often you have done each of the following things.
2020-2021 School Year

2019-2020 School Year

Improvement

Never made only the
minimum payments on my
credit cards

57%

42%

+15

Stopped spending when
cash was running low

75%

64%

+11

Checked my bank
account balances

72%

65%

+7
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Looking ahead, students plan to carry several already good financial habits into the future:
In the future, how likely is it that you will do the following?
2020-2021 School Year

2019-2020 School Year

Improvement

Plan to make your college
student loan payments on time

76%

68%

+8

Plan to pay off all your
college loans in full

76%

66%

+10

During the next year, to what degree do you plan to engage in the following behaviors?
2020-2021 School Year

2019-2020 School Year

Improvement

Plan to pay your credit
card bills on time

71%

60%

+11

Plan to pay your entire credit
card bill each month to avoid
paying interest

61%

52%

+9

Plan to create a budget for
spending and saving

53%

48%

+5

Plan to follow a budget to
limit your spending

57%

53%

+4
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Many students still want the
classic college experience,
campus and all.

Have you considered or taken any of the
following actions due to COVID-19?

The college years are a formative experience
for most students, foundational to their personal
lives, careers and relationships, which may be
why despite the challenges and changes the
pandemic has brought to college life, many
current college students didn’t consider altering
their college plans due to COVID-19.
A boon for universities amid investments in health
and safety measures, most students still seem to
want the college experience they signed up for.
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Dropping out to cut
costs for you and/or
your family

4%

Transferring schools

5%

Accelerating my course
of study with additional
online classes

6%

Delaying completion of
my studies until I can
safely return to campus in
person (i.e., gap year or year off)

10%

Living at home while
completing studies

16%

Taking all of my
classes online

20%

Findings reveal three-fold opportunities for higher
education administrators looking to enhance student
happiness and well-being:
1. I nvest in student mental health
The trend of rising levels of anxiety, depression and addiction during COVID-19 is well-documented outside of
our study. Recent data from the U.S. Census Bureau concludes that the pandemic affects young adults ages 18-29
more significantly, with 45% citing significant symptoms of anxiety from September 30-October 12, compared to a
32% national average. Free or affordable access to telebehavioral health services and designing COVID-19 policies
to prevent social isolation are key.

2. Offer financial education to help families stay the course on their college plans
While students’ adoption of strong financial behaviors is encouraging, there are still gaps that higher education
institutions can help their student bodies address. Disaster preparedness is one critical area where education
is necessary. Helping students prepare to weather unexpected costs during the pandemic—such as a job loss,
a changing financial situation at home, or someone they love falling ill—will further improve their resilience,
ensuring student financial hardships do not derail their education plans.

3. M
 any students want as close to the classic college experience as possible—so finding ways
to keep campuses open safely is paramount
Keeping students safely on campus is clearly the most critical priority for university administrators. The
College Crisis Initiative, which collects data on higher education institutions’ responses to crises, has identified
three commonalities among campuses with low infection rates: controlling foot traffic to and from campus,
comprehensive testing, and a strong sense of community that encourages students to follow guidelines.

Contact Us: 1-888-478-7020
AIG Retirement Services, a leading provider of defined
contribution retirement plans for higher education
institutions, conducted this research as part of its ongoing
commitment to increase America’s financial well-being.
AIG Retirement Services’ higher education clients play a
role in setting up the next generation for financial success.
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AIG Retirement Services is the right partner for your organization. Our group
retirement plans offer a flexible mix of services, technology and support,
allowing us to easily customize plans for groups both large and small. With
more than half a century of experience, we help Americans plan for and
enjoy a secure retirement.
Serving more than 22,300 group plans, AIG Retirement Services is a leading
provider for healthcare, government, higher education, K-12 and other
not-for-profit institutions.*
We are committed to the same unchanging standard of one-on-one service
we have delivered since our founding. Our goal is to help your employees
live retirement on their terms.
*Source: LIMRA SRI Not-for-Profit Retirement Market Survey 03/31/2020. Based on total assets in a survey of 25 major companies.

CALL 1-888-478-7020 CLICK lifeandretirement.aig.com/employers
Securities and investment advisory services offered through VALIC Financial Advisors, Inc. (VFA), member FINRA, SIPC and an SEC-registered investment adviser.
Annuities are issued by The Variable Annuity Life Insurance Company (VALIC), Houston, TX. Variable annuities are distributed by its affiliate, AIG Capital
Services, Inc. (ACS), member FINRA.
AIG Retirement Services represents AIG member companies — The Variable Annuity Life Insurance Company (VALIC) and its subsidiaries, VALIC Financial
Advisors, Inc. (VFA) and VALIC Retirement Services Company (VRSCO). All are members of American International Group, Inc. (AIG).
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