
 

CITIZENS SURVEY SHOWS THAT HEALTH, AFFORDABILITY CONCERNS  

WEIGHING ON STUDENTS AND FAMILIES HEADING INTO FALL 

Executive Summary 

Introduction: 

COVID-19 is impacting every facet of life. Paying for college and dealing with the life changes that go 

with that transition are is difficult for parents and their students in the best of times.  Layering on public 

health concerns, modified education formats, and overall economic uncertainty has created 

unprecedented stress.  

How is the pandemic, and its resulting uncertainties, impacting college financing and the decision-

making process around higher education? To better understand the impacts on families as they make 

these important life decisions, Citizens Financial Group, with the help of Mintel/Comperemedia, 

surveyed 487 parents of current or prospective college students and 545 students in early August 2020.  

Impact of COVID-19 

Students are feeling the impact of the pandemic in real time. Eighty-eight percent of prospective college 

students said that COVID-19 had some impact on their post-high school plans, choosing colleges closer 

to home, ones more affordable, or even choosing to forgo the Fall 2020 semester entirely. Just 6% of 

respondents said their colleges were continuing the Fall 2020 semester with a traditional in-person 

learning format, while a majority of students said their school had announced a change to the calendar 

for the upcoming term. Meanwhile, 48% of students also said that their school had announced COVID-

19 policies, such as limited ability to travel and return to campus or mandatory testing.  

Despite all of this, affordability remained the top concern for students and their families. Sixty-four 

percent of high school students and 52% of parents of high school students say affordability had a high 

impact on their student’s current post-high school plans. Furthermore, 44% of current college students 

and 36% of parents of current college students said that concerns around affordability had a high impact 

on their Fall 2020 enrollment plans.  

“The last few months have certainly added to the stress that families across the country experience 

when they think about how best to finance their children’s education,” said Christine Roberts, head of 

Student Lending at Citizens Bank. “Our survey shows that young adults are not immune to the impact of 

the pandemic and continue to be worried about their future. This year is more important than ever for 

families to have conversations around paying for college and that financial institutions continue to help 

their customers navigate these unique times and provide support for economic stability.”   

The economic uncertainty created by COVID-19 is directly impacting students, as they weigh the cost of 

college against their future earning potential. Nearly 4 in 10 current college students said that concerns 

about economic stability (38%) and concerns about the job market (38%) had high impacts on their Fall 

2020 enrollment plans. Similarly, nearly half (47%) of high school students said that concerns about 

economic stability had a high impact on their post-high school plans and 44% said concerns about the 

job market had a high impact on their plans.  



 

With nearly every school modifying its approach in the face of the pandemic, format for learning 

became a major consideration for students this year. More than one-third (37%) of current college 

students said a disinterest in an online learning format had a high impact on their plans for the Fall 2020 

semester.  High school students show even more concern with virtual learning formats, with 45% saying 

their disinterest in online learning formats had a high impact on their post-high school plans. These 

numbers were very similar to students’ worry over how COVID-19 is impacting the traditional college 

social experience, as 43% of current students and 45% of high school students said those concerns had a 

high impact on their Fall 2020 enrollment plans.  

There is a plurality of students who are wary of the overrall benefits of college in the current 

environment, with 42% of high school students and 39% of current college students saying that such 

concerns had a high impact on their future plans and nearly a third of high school students (29%) and 

current college students (31%) saying it had a low impact. Meanwhile, 21% of high school students and 

25% of current college students said this had no impact on their plans.   

What Does It Mean? 

The survey also showed that families continue to be more comfortable talking about how to pay for 

college earlier. Nearly half of respondents (48%) said they first spoke with their families about how to 

pay for college in their sophomore year of high school or earlier, with 20% saying the conversations 

began in 8th grade or earlier.  

In line with 2019 data, this year-over-year consistency trend is encouraging, says Roberts. “We always 

advise families to have open and honest conversations as early as possible. The conversation around 

what your family can afford in terms of college can be easier to have before your student falls in love 

with a particular campus or school team. This survey shows that there is a correlation between families 

talking about paying for college earlier and students understanding the significance of the financial 

impacts of college, especially during this pandemic.”  

 


