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Across demographic and economic 
groups, more than half of individuals 
with student loans feel concern about 
their ability to repay.

As Americans pursue and invest in more education, they accrue 
more student-loan debt. Student-loan debt has become an increas-
ingly important component on the balance sheets of many Ameri-
cans. In 1989, student loans were a relatively small component of 
the debt held by 29-to-37-year-olds. By 2010, they were second only 
to mortgage debt. (See “Student-Loan Debt Increasing.”) Growing 
student-loan debt has contributed to generations X and Y having 
less wealth than their parents’ generation had at the same age 25 
years ago.1

For a deeper understanding, it is instructive to consider exactly 
who has student-loan debt and who is worried about their ability to 
repay.2 According to the FINRA Investor Education Foundation’s 
2012 National Financial Capability Study (NFCS), 20 percent of all 
U.S. adults over age 20—and 35 percent of people in their 20s and 
30s—have student loan debt.3 Strikingly, more than half (57 per-
cent) of people with student loans are concerned that they may be 
unable to repay the debt. The concern cuts across demographic and 
economic groups but is more prevalent among women, people with 
financially dependent children, people not employed full time, and 
people with lower household incomes. 
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Who Has Student-Loan Debt?
Student-loan debt is not exclusive to those who have been to college. 
Nine percent of people with no more than a high school degree have 
student-loan debt. They could have incurred the debt for a nonde-
gree training certificate or by funding a child’s education. As much 
as 25 percent of people with some college education but no college 
degree have student-loan debt. Some of those people could still be 
in school, others may have completed a nondegree certificate, and 
still others may have failed to complete the degree for which they 
took out the loan. The incidence of student-loan debt is slightly 
higher for those with a college or graduate degree: 30 percent and 
28 percent, respectively.

Student-loan debt is held by adults across the income spectrum 
but decreases sharply with age. Across four income groups (less than 
$25,000, $25,000 to $50,000, $50,000 to $100,000, and more 
than $100,000), a similar 18 percent to 21 percent of people hold 
student-loan debt. The likelihood of having student-loan debt falls 
from 40 percent of people in their 20s to 30 percent of people in 
their 30s, 19 percent of people in their 40s, and 4 percent of people 
age 60 and older. 

African Americans and Hispanics are about twice as likely to 
have student-loan debt as whites. While 16 percent of whites have 

such debt, 34 percent of African Americans and 28 percent of His-
panics do. This difference is consistent with the fact white families 
have six times the wealth of African American and Hispanic families 
and are five times more likely to receive large gifts or inheritances.4 
Greater family wealth translates into greater opportunity, as adults 
can use the wealth to finance educations for themselves, their chil-
dren, or their grandchildren.

Who Is Worried about Repayment?
Fifty-seven percent of people with student loans are concerned 
about being unable to repay them. To understand who is most wor-
ried, we used a regression framework to measure the relationship be-
tween student-loan repayment concern and person-level and house-
hold-level characteristics. The regression model separately examines 
each characteristic—educational attainment, household income, 
age, race/ethnicity, the number of financially dependent children, 
gender, living arrangement, employment status, and region—while 
controlling for the remaining characteristics.

People with college degrees are less worried about repayment. 
People with some college but no degree and people with graduate 
degrees are 13 percent to 14 percent more likely than people with 
college degrees to be concerned about repaying student-loan debt. 
People with some college include those who did not complete their 
degree and those who received a nondegree certificate that is not as 
valuable as expected, possibly driving the higher rates of repayment 
concern. People with graduate degrees could have loans for both 
college and graduate school, increasing their repayment stress.

Individuals in lower-income households are substantially more 
likely to have concern about their ability to repay their student 
loans. For example, compared with people in households with in-
comes above $100,000, people in households with incomes below 
$25,000 are 86 percent more likely to worry about repaying their 

People in households with incomes 
below $25,000 are 86 percent 
more likely to worry about repaying 
their student loans.

Student Loan Debt Increasing

Student Loans
up $10,381 since 1989

Car Loans
up $302 since 1989

Credit Card Debt
up $1,215 since 1989

Other Debt
down $2,078 since 1989
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Sources: Authors’ tabulations of the 1989, 1992, 1995, 1998, 2001, 2004, 2007, and 2010 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF).
Notes: All dollar values are presented in 2010 dollars and data are weighted using SCF weights. Other debt includes nonprimary residential mortgages, lines of credit not 
secured by residential real estate, installment loans excluding student and vehicle loans, and other debt (e.g., loans against pensions or life insurance, margin loans).
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student loans. The concern is nearly as great for people with in-
comes between $25,000 and $50,000, who are 72 percent more 
likely to worry about repayment.

Having financially dependent children is strongly related to 
concerns about student-loan repayment, likely because of compet-
ing needs and expenses. Compared with adults who have no finan-
cially dependent children, adults with two financially dependent 
children are 18 percent more likely to be concerned about repaying 
their student loans. People not employed full time are more wor-
ried, even when controlling for household income.

People who live in the Northeast have greater concerns about 
ability to repay student-loan debt than people in the rest of the 
country. According to a report from the Federal Reserve Bank of 
New York, several Northeastern states have above-average student 
debt per borrower.5 Although some of these same states have below-
average student-loan delinquency rates, the higher debt levels could 
increase stress and concern around ability to repay.

Race and ethnicity, as a well as household structure, are not 
significantly related to concerns about student-loan repayment. Al-
though the descriptive statistics show that African Americans are 
more likely than non-Hispanic whites to worry about student-loan 
repayment, there is no statistically significant difference between the 
two groups after controlling for person-level and household-level 
characteristics, including income and employment status.

§

Student-loan debt has seen sharp increases in recent years, topping 
$1.2 trillion dollars in 2014. On average, the benefits of postsec-
ondary education outweigh the costs for people able to complete 
their degree.6 Nonetheless, the short-term burden of repaying loan 
balances and interest can delay homeownership, building a rainy-
day fund, and saving for retirement.

As prospective students contemplate their path, they should 
consider the likelihood of finishing their degree, earnings in their 
field of study, and the type of student loan  they want (federal or 
private). Once students have debt, income-contingent repayment 
initiatives in federal loans can help them meet their obligations with 
less financial strain. Loans do help students finance their education, 
but the goal is to complete the degrees without getting buried in 
debt. Early steps in the right direction can help people move up the 
wealth-building ladder and attain economic security.

Caroline Ratcliffe and Signe-Mary McKernan are senior fellows 
at the Urban Institute, based in Washington, DC. Contact them at 
cratcliffe@urban.org.

African Americans and Hispanics 
are about twice as likely to have 
student-loan debt as whites.
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