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Credit Cards
& Student Debt

When scholarships, student loans, employment earnings, and other income sources are not enough to pay for living and
education expenses, credit cards become an option that California college students turn to. While credit cards offer students
a way to pay their bills on time, they can also mean an accumulation of high-interest debt that students may need to pay off
in college and later in life. This spotlight brief explores what students told us in the 2018-19 Student Expenses and Resources
Survey (SEARS) about their experience using credit cards while attending college.

What percentage of students
use credit cards to pay for college?
The SEARS survey asked students whether they have at least one credit card
and if they carry over any amounts on their credit card(s) each month.

60 %

of students have at least one credit card in
their name that is billed monthly.
Of those students with a credit card:

77%

use their credit card to pay for education and/or living
expenses during the academic year. Among the students
paying for their education/living expenses with credit cards;

70 %
61%

“

Essentially, I use my
cards to survive.
Whatever cash I have,
I use for rent and
minimum monthly credit
card payments.

Student, MiraCosta Community College

say that it is the only way that they can
afford those expenses.

carry over an amount month-to-month

$4,306

The average amount that those
students carry over monthly

25% owe $5,000 or more

26%

of students
in the sample
reported
having some level of credit card
debt but did not report using
student loans as another way of
paying for college.

Students lack information about how to best finance their college education. They
need information that helps them determine when it is more prudent to take out a
low-interest student loan versus using high-interest credit cards. Campuses and
policymakers should provide financial literacy opportunities to help students make
informed borrowing decisions. It is important for students to learn that there are
low-interest loan options that may be more judicious than borrowing against credit
cards which could affect their long-term financial health.

Other Ways to Pay College Expenses in Addition
to Credit Cards
Students using student loans, their own income/savings, or cash assistance are more likely to have credit card debt, while
students using money from parents/guardians are less likely to have credit debt and more likely to have no debt or no credit
34%
card at all.

33%

41%

67%

Overall Sample %

37%

40%

59%

60%

Students using
Student Loans %

Students using
their own
income/savings %

63%

Monthly Credit Card Debt
greater than $0

22%

$0 Credit Card Debt
or does not have a
credit card

78%

Students using
Cash Assistance %

Students using
money from
Parents/Guardians %

Characteristics of Students with Credit Card Debt
The distribution of race/ethnicity among students with carryover debt is similar to the surveyed sample.
However, students who are Black/African American carry a higher amount of monthly credit card debt than other students.
Students with
Carryover Amount (Debt) %

Race/Ethnicity

(among those with debt)

$3,798

4%
4%

$4,184

45%
43%

Hispanic Or Latino

$4,280

27%
28%

White
Black Or
African American

Average monthly credit card debt

$3,435

16%
18%

Asian
Two Or More Races

Overall Sample %

$4,989

6%
6%

* Percentages do not add up to 100% due to rounding

Credit card debt is also higher among older students, with students who are 25 or older carrying $6,833 in credit card debt,
more than twice that of any other age group.

Students with
Carryover Amount (Debt) %

Age Group
18–19

Overall Sample %

Average monthly credit card debt
(among those with debt)

$891

10%
27%
19%
25%

$1,468

22–24

24%
18%

$3,153

25+

30%

20–21

47%

$6,833

In addition, credit card debt appears to be associated with living situation. Students who live off-campus or who have no
consistent place to live disproportionately carry over debt. Students living off-campus have more than three times the amount
of credit card debt as those living on campus.

Living
Arrangement
On campus or in collegeowned housing (dorm)

Students with
Carryover Amount (Debt) %

(among those with debt)

$1,646

4%
10%

With parent(s), guardian(s)
or other relative(s)

$2,697

37%
46%

$5,447

58%

Off-campus housing
No consistent place to sleep

Overall Sample %

Average monthly
credit card debt

43%

$7,836

1%
1%

Similarly, students with dependents have more than twice the amount of credit card debt as those without.

Dependency
Status

Students with
Carryover Amount (Debt) %

(among those with debt)

$3,466

77%
86%

Does not have dependents
Has at least 1 dependent

Overall Sample %

Average monthly
credit card debt

$7,142

23%
14%

Education/Living Expenses and Credit Card Debt
On top of tuition, students must also pay for everyday basic living expenses, like food, transportation and books while attending
college. For students with credit card debt, the average amount of debt is directly correlated with total monthly expenses:

Books

Food

Housing

Transportation

Personal Expense

Childcare

$3,500

Average Monthly Expense

$3,000
$2,500
$2,000
$1,500
$1,000
$500
$0

$0 to $999

$1000 to $1,999

$2,000 to $2,999

$3,000 to $3,999

Amount Of Credit Card Debt

$4,000 to $4,999

$5,000 or more

“

I often find myself paying gas or groceries with a credit card because I cannot afford to
pay with cash. All my books are purchased on credit and after interest, it breaks my
heart to see how much I am really paying simply because I can not afford it.
Student, California Lutheran University

“

Regarding my credit cards, both are maxed out and have been sent to collection
because I don't make enough to pay the minimum and they are not a priority at this time.
My greatest fear is the future. I feel I am caught in a cycle of needing to borrow money,
not being able to pay back, more loans, more credit cards.
Student, California State University-Bakersfield

“

With the limits to how much I can get through loans to help pay for expenses, I have
acquired more credit card debt because my credit cards help me pay for ordinary and
emergency expenses. These credit cards have high interest and are a struggle to
maintain payments. However, without them, I would starve and be without most things.
Student, University of California-Irvine

“

In order to continue my undergraduate education I have had to take on a lot of debt…not
only student loans but in credit cards as well.
Student, California Lutheran University
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