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Abstract

Improving student financial literacy has become a major goal of colleges and universities within
the United States in recent years. Many schools are now instituting programs to increase student
financial literacy in order to improve their students’ later quality of life and decrease student loan
default rates. The purpose of this study is to assess the current financial literacy of
undergraduate students at a southern New England university in order to provide insights on how
such a program could be customized to the unique needs of its student body. The Jump$tart
Survey was administered to 92 junior and senior students and the results were analyzed based on
student knowledge of income, money management, saving, spending and credit. Significant
differences concerning level of financial literacy between domestic and international students
were noted, however, no significant difference gender based differences were detected. Itis
recommended that the colleges and universities tailor their financial literacy education program

based on the cultural and ethnic differences among its student body.

Keywords: financial literacy, financial literacy education, Jump$tart survey, college

students
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Assessing the Financial Literacy of Domestic and International College Students

Consumers’ inability to make self-beneficial financial decisions in key areas relating to
consumer financing can have negative ramifications on the entire economy (Mandell & Klein,
2009). The impact of this on the economy is so great that financial literacy has become a public
policy objective of the Federal Government (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2007). College students, in
particular have been identified as a population most in need of developing these crucial skills.
With personal debt loads compounded by student loans students face very important challenges
as they enter the workforce (Avard et al., 2005). This issue has become so important that many
colleges and universities have identified financial literacy as a core outcome of their programs
(Lusardi & Mitchell, 2007).

The purpose of this study is to measure the current level of financial literacy of students
at a southern New England university. Further analysis is performed to determine if there are
significant financial literacy knowledge gaps between its domestic and international student
population. The information gathered from this study can be used to further customize a

university’s financial literacy education program according to the needs of its student body.

Literature Review
Financial literacy has been defined in various ways in the literature. These definitions
vary in terms of their focus, but all reflect an emphasis that financial literacy is necessary to
function in society (Bowen, 2002). In their research, Cude et al. (2006) outlined the specific
activities that demonstrate financial literacy in their definition.
Personal financial literacy is the ability to read, analyze, manage and

communicate about the personal financial conditions that affect material well-
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being. Itincludes the ability to discern financial choices, discuss money and
financial issues without (or despite) discomfort, plan for the future and respond
competently to life events that affect every day financial decisions, including
events in the general economy (Cude et al., 2006, p. 102).
The Jump$tart Coalition’s definition focused on outcomes. According to the Jump$tart
Coalition (2012); “Financial literacy is the ability to use knowledge and skills to manage
financial resources effectively for lifetime financial security.” Kim (2001) used an even broader
definition “Financial literacy is a basic knowledge that people need in order to survive in a
modern society”. For the purposes of the research conducted in this study, the focus will be on
the definition proposed by Cude et al. (2006) and students’ degree of comfort and familiarization
with various financial topics such as income, money management, savings, spending, and credit
(Jump$tart Coalition, 2012).

Low levels of financial literacy have been linked to high levels of personal and household
debt (Lusardi & Tufano, 2009); poor health (Joo & Garman, 1998); adverse health choices
(Peters et al., 2007); and inadequate retirement planning (Lusardi & Mitchelli, 2007). It has also
been found that individuals with lower financial literacy levels are more likely to have higher
inflationary expectations which further exacerbate the negative social and economic
consequences of poor financial literacy and lead to poorer general life outcomes (Bruine de bruin
etal., 2010). Young people are very susceptible to the lifestyle aspirations of advertising and
media and this is likely to increase reliance on debt (Fear & O’Brien, 2009).

Personal financial management is very important for college students. The average
outstanding college student loan balance per borrower is $23,300, and of the 37 million

borrowers who have outstanding student loan balances as of third-quarter 2011, 14.4 percent, or



Running Head: ASSESSING UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT FINANCIAL LITERACY 5

about 5.4 million borrowers, have at least one past due student loan account (Federal Reserve
Bank Of New York, Research And Statistics Group, Microeconomic Studies, 2012). This is in
addition to other consumer debt.

Since the 1990s, behavioral economics and behavioral finance theories have explored the
cognitive biases that are likely to lead to poor financial choices. Such biases, it is argued, may be
mitigated by financial literacy education (Cull & Whitten, 2011).

Creation of financial education programs designed specifically to enhance financial
literacy have been viewed as a solution to alleviating financial problems that individuals face
(Huston, 2010). However, the literature offers mixed evidence that education provides
measurable benefits (Hung, Parker, & Yoong, 2009). One reason for this is the lack of a
standard financial literacy measure (Huston, 2010). Hung, Parker, & Yoong (2009) also pointed
out that surveys that have been designed to measure financial literacy such as the Jump$tart
Coalition Survey, the Washington Financial Literacy Survey, and the Survey of Consumer
Finances do not collect sufficiently detailed information on individuals’ financial education and
variables related to financial decision making. In order to be effective, financial literacy
education, therefore, should be tailored to suit different demographics, life stages, and learning
styles (Huston, 2010).

Method
Population and Sample

The population for this study is college students enrolled in four-year programs in the

United States. The latest data available indicate that there were 13.3 million students enrolled in

the fall of 2010 in four-year institutions (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011). A
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convenience sample of 92 students enrolled in a southern New England university in fall 2012
was used in this study.
Instruments and Data Collection

The entire sample was tested for financial literacy level using an established instrument -
the Survey of Personal Financial Literacy, which has been administered annually since 1997 by
the Jump$tart Coalition for Personal Financial Literacy (Jump$tart, 2012).

In a 2005 study, Thomas Lucey assessed the validity and reliability of this instrument
(Lucey, 2005). The Lucey study compared internal consistency and between survey reliability
and found the survey questions to have p values of between less than 0.01 and .939. Further,
Lucey found facial validity to be high based on expert review and input, however the survey was
determined to have a slight social bias (Lucey, 2005). The Lucey study is the only published
study examining this survey instrument.

The survey instrument was partitioned into two sections. The first section contains 31
questions designed to test financial literacy, the second section includes 25 questions designed to
categorize demographic and financial behavior.

The financial literacy questions within the survey were divided into four subject
categories - income, money management, savings, and spending. A fifth category, credit,
included responses from the other categories.

The survey was conducted on Wednesday, October 24 during three class periods that
included Junior and Senior level students. Students were granted extra credit for completing the

survey. All students present completed the survey.
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Results
Table 1 shows the results of the survey in comparison to the results published from the
February 2008 Jump$start survey of 1030 students, which is the latest available.
Table 1

Comparison of percentage of correct responses on the Jump$tart Survey of Financial Literacy

Question Category Study Survey Jump$tart Survey (n=1030)
(n=92)
Income 59.7 56.1
Money Management 44.8 40.9
Savings 49.2 43.2
Spending 54.3 50.8
Credit 48.4 44.1

The authors also tested two variables to determine if there was a statistical significance in
survey correct response performance. Table 2 presents the results of the gender category
variable, and Table 3 presents the results of the variable that categorized whether the student was

international or domestic.
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Table 2

T-test of survey correct responses by gender

Variable n M SD
Male 39 51.4% 15.3%
Female 52 53.7% 16.1%
Degrees of Freedom 89
T Statistics 0.6881
Two tailed distribution P level 49318
t Critical Value (5%) 1.98698

There was not a significant effect for gender, t(89) =.06881, p > .05

Table 3

T-test of survey correct responses by domestic or international student

Variable n M SD
Domestic 49 58.5% 15.2%
International 42 45.9% 13.6%
Degrees of Freedom 89
T Statistics 4.19976
Two tailed distribution P level 0.00009
t Critical Value (5%) 1.98698

There was a significant effect for type of student, t(89) =.00009, p > .05
We further examined the breakdown of scores within each section, to assist in

determining which specific questions contributed to the score variations. This information will
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be used to refine the curriculum to focus on those areas within each section that indicate a

specific literacy challenge.

Table 4

Question score distributions of correct responses within the Income survey section.

Survey Section Domestic International t-test (a=.05)
(n=49) (n=43)
X S X S t-value df Two tailed p

Income 62.9% 21.4% 56.9% 20.0% 1.3894 89.627 0.1682
Money

535% 16.4% 36.4% 10.2% 6.0806 81.537 <.0001
Management
Savings 49.6% 25.0% 49.1% 26.3% 0.0931  87.0973 .926
Spending 67.0% 22.6% 425% 18.1% 5.7679  89.2929 <.0001

The domestic and international student samples showed significant differences in money
management and spending habits (p<.0001). The domestic and international student samples did
not show significant differences in income and savings knowledge/habits (p>.05).
Discussion

The results of this survey indicate there is not a large difference in performance of the
student sample and the 2008 sample of 1030 students on the Jump$tart survey. This confirms
the need for the colleges and universities to pursue a program of improving the financial literacy
of their students.

An analysis of two of the categorization variables indicated there was not a statistically
significant difference based on gender, however there was a statistically significant difference
based on whether the student was an international or domestic student. This issue is an

important one for colleges to address, and we recommend further study to determine whether this

performance difference is based on language barriers, or completely different cultural values and
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experiences. In addition to financial knowledge and experience, it is recommended that colleges
and universities consider the demographic, cultural and ethnic backgrounds of students when

forming financial literacy mentoring groups.
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