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by 

HOLLY HAMILTON 
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ABSTRACT  

 

For many traditional-aged students, college can be their first major financial undertaking. Along 

with navigating the task of funding a college education, traditionally aged students may face 

additional financial challenges while entering adulthood. This financial responsibility can cause 

added stress for students and have a bearing on their financial wellness. This study explored the 

impact of financial wellness on students' abilities to succeed in college. Through the exploration 

of four financial wellness measures, financial self-efficacy, financial socialization, financial 

strain, and financial optimism, the researcher sought to first understand the relationships among 

the various wellness measures and then to determine what impact, if any, financial wellness has 

on student success as measured by student GPA. Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy guided 

this study. Findings from this study revealed that financial socialization, strain, and optimism all 

had a statistically significant relationship with financial self-efficacy. However, the 

aforementioned financial wellness measures did not have a significant relationship with student 

GPA. This study makes the case for future research to take a different approach by exploring 

more financial wellness measures as well as different measures of student success, in particular 

holistic development measures.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The transition into college can create new challenges for students and perpetuate 

challenges and stressors that students may have faced before college (Sabaner & Arnold, 2021). 

For many students, this is the first time they have had significant educational expenses in tuition 

and fees. Many students are also entering a new level of financial responsibility and 

independence and are not equipped with the knowledge and tools to navigate the financial world 

successfully (Sachitra et al., 2019). This study examined how these newfound financial 

responsibilities and the associated challenges can affect student wellness ultimately, their success 

in higher education settings.   

Student success can be defined in many ways, as the literature review shows. Based on 

this literature review, to be discussed in the subsequent section, student success measures can be 

grouped into the following four categories: academic achievement, student advancement, 

persistence, and holistic development. Most often, student success is tied to those measures 

within the category of academic achievement (Arellanes et al., 2022; York et al., 2015). Grade 

Point Average (GPA) is one such measure. GPA is an easily quantifiable method for measuring 

student success and is directly tied to a student’s performance in their classes. This measure is of 

particular importance to this study as GPA was used as a dependent variable. 

When considering how to evaluate student success, one must also consider other factors 

that affect students’ abilities to succeed, including personal, social, and institutional 

characteristics. One such factor, and the focus of this study, is financial wellness. Financial 

wellness is a holistic concept focused on the overall financial health of students, considering 

financial capability, financial strain, precarity, and debt (The Ohio State University Office of 
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Student Life, n.d.). College presents a unique point of reference for financial wellness 

considerations and for those students who attend directly following high school because it begins 

the journey to financial independence and more financial responsibility (Astin & Astin, 2015). 

This pivotal point in students’ lives is a time at which great emphasis should be placed on all 

forms of wellness and success to ensure that students are prepared for their future lives. To best 

serve students, institutions and their agents must understand the relationship between students’ 

financial positions and their collegiate successes.  

Background 

 This study focused on the impact of financial wellness on student success. To effectively 

determine that impact, the first step was to explore the concept of student success. This 

background section will explore student success, the various metrics, and the associated factors. 

Beyond student success, this background will also review the various financial wellness 

measures explored in this study and the theoretical framework of self-efficacy, which was used 

to guide this study.  

Student Success 

Student success is a term used to describe various aspects of student achievement but is 

most commonly used in the context of GPA, retention, and graduation(Arellanes et al., 2022). 

Other factors, such as student levels of determination and resilience, also fall under the general 

concept of student success and are more commonly mentioned when asking students how student 

success is measured as opposed to the institutions’ and governing entities’ definitions (Delahunty 

& O’Shea, 2019). Such student-centered factors, therefore, are not explored as much through 

research.   
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When reviewing various student success frameworks, most student success measures fall 

under one of the following categories: academic achievement, student advancement, persistence, 

and holistic development. Academic achievement is most often associated with GPA and grades 

(York et al., 2015). It is one of the more commonly used categories of student success. These 

measures exist because of the need to quantify student success. By utilizing quantifiable metrics 

of student success, one can compare student success among various students across different 

institutions and demographics. Similarly, student advancement is based on creating a definitive 

measure of student success concerning degree completion (Cuseo, 2017). However, student 

achievement goes beyond degree completion and explores the next steps after degree 

completion, including post-graduation employment and educational advancement, as evident in 

studies such as the Baccalaureate and Beyond Study (B&B), administered by the National Center 

for Education Statistics (NCES) which tracks employment as well as professional and graduate 

program enrollment (Institute of Education Sciences, 2021). 

A third category of student success measures is persistence, which can be grouped with 

retention because both concepts are aimed at students’ continuous enrollment. The Student 

Clearinghouse Research Center’s Persistence and Retention Snapshot Report (2021) describes 

persistence as continuous enrollment at any institution, whereas retention represents continuous 

enrollment at one institution. Persistence is effectively a student-centered indicator of student 

success, while retention is an institution-specific indicator (Chen et al., 2019). 

The final category of student success to be discussed is holistic development. Holistic 

development refers to students’ abilities to develop as a whole person, including emotional, 

physical, social, intellectual, and ethical development (Cuseo, 2017). Holistic student success 

measures include institutional reputation, student well-being, transformative learning, self-
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efficacy, and self-esteem (Bowden et al., 2021). These measures are all related to the concept of 

thriving. This concept is influenced by many factors, including learning engagement, time 

management, healthy connections, optimism about the future, and commitment to meaningful 

contributions to the world (Schreiner, 2013). Holistic development, along with academic 

achievement, student advancement, and persistence, create a complete picture of what student 

success in higher education looks like.  

Student Success Factors 

After exploring various student success measures, one can then determine what factors 

have an impact on those measures. Based on Han and Rideout (2022), the factors that influence 

student success can be divided into three main categories: personal, social, and institutional. 

Personal factors are those that are based on an individual’s circumstances and include 

background factors and individual characteristics. One such factor is stress level. Higher levels 

of stress have been linked to lower retention in college students (Auerbach et al., 2016). College 

students report financial constraints as a source of increased stressed and an inhibitor of success 

(Denning et al., 2019; Eng & Matsudaira, 2021; Roksa & Velez, 2012). Thus, the financial 

aspect of college should be included in conversations regarding student success factors.  

Alternatively, social student success factors include those that are tied to the dynamics of 

various relationships that students have with peers, university faculty and staff, and their family 

units (Wen & Lin, 2012). The relationship between family dynamics and student success will be 

explored within this study by considering the impact of family financial socialization on student 

success as measured by GPA. The family unit is a significant source of social support for college 

students (Dorrance-Hall et al., 2017). Family financial socialization looks specifically at the role 

of the family in consumer behavior (Gudmunson & Danes, 2011). Specifically, parental 
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engagement has been found to be positively associated with student success (Roksa & 

Deutschander, 2018). This study went a step beyond general family socialization and looked at 

how knowledge and exposure to financial subjects within the family setting are related to 

students’ college performance as measured by GPA.  

Lastly, institutional factors of student success include those factors and characteristics of 

a school that have a significant impact on the student experience (Millea et al., 2018). Some 

factors within this category include class size, institutional commitment, and college costs. 

College costs are of particular importance to this study because it will explore the financial 

aspects of the lives of college students, including students’ abilities to pay for college. Although 

the causes of the college financial burden can differ, several studies have found a negative 

association between college costs and student success (Conger & Turner, 2017; Destin & 

Svoboda, 2018). This negative association validates the need for institutions and other interested 

parties (e.g., legislators, other government officials, and communities) to focus on reducing 

students’ chances of failing in higher education because of financial burdens.  

Each of the three categories of student success (i.e., personal, social, and institutional) 

factors mentioned above plays a significant part in this study. The importance of those categories 

will be discussed in further detail within the literature review. Self-efficacy, the theoretical 

framework discussed in the following section, forms the basis of the connection between 

personal, social, and institutional factors and student success.  

Theoretical Framework: Self-Efficacy 

Albert Bandura’s definition of self-efficacy and its surrounding theory was the basis for 

this study. Bandura (1977) defines self-efficacy as the conviction that one can execute a given 

behavior, resulting in a certain outcome. He hypothesized that self-efficacy levels determine 
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coping behavior, effort, and ability to sustain in the face of adversity (Bandura, 1977). Bandura’s 

(1977) theory of self-efficacy includes four sources: mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, 

verbal persuasion, and emotional and physiological states. Bandura’s theory asserts that one’s 

self-efficacy is directly affected by each of these sources. Each of the four sources of self-

efficacy will be briefly addressed below.  

The most direct source of self-efficacy is mastery experience. It refers to exposure to and 

participation in experiences that can build one’s familiarity and comfort with a particular task 

(Bandura, 1977). Mastery experiences can help individuals understand their abilities via a real-

life application of concepts that can be used when performing similar actions.  

Vicarious experience offers an outside view of a real situation. Bandura (1977) identifies 

using others and their experiences as models or examples of vicarious experiences. Model 

observer similarity can explain the significance of the effect that vicarious experience has on 

one’s self-efficacy. Model-observer similarity refers to the perceived similarity between the 

subject and the individual providing the vicarious experience (Schunk & Hanson, 1985). These 

experiences can be used to build self-efficacy even when one has little to no mastery experience. 

While mastery experience and vicarious experience are directly related to acts or 

performance of activities, verbal persuasion is concerned with using conversation to build 

confidence. Lent et al. (2017) describe verbal persuasion as the social motivation of 

encouragement. For college students, verbal persuasion can come from peers, teachers, subject 

matter experts, or oneself.  

Lastly, emotional and physiological states are concerned with the value of emotional 

arousal to personal competencies. Bandura (1977) hypothesized that emotional and physiological 

states help to determine the value that one places on their personal competencies. Each of the 
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other three sources of self-efficacy can work in conjunction with emotional and physiological 

states to affect one’s level of self-efficacy. When looking at financial wellness, which was the 

focus of this study, each of these sources of self-efficacy can be tied to the various aspects of 

financial wellness, which will be discussed below.   

Financial Wellness Measures  

 This study focused on financial wellness measures used in the Ohio State University 

Study on Collegiate Financial Wellness (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.). For 

the purposes of the aforementioned survey, financial wellness reflects all aspects of students' 

financial experiences, going beyond traditional measures of income and debt to explore attitudes, 

knowledge, and beliefs. Of the various financial wellness measures included in the Survey on 

Collegiate Financial Wellness, this study focused particularly on four measures, including 

financial self-efficacy, financial socialization, financial strain, and financial optimism. Each of 

these will be briefly discussed below. 

Financial self-efficacy was at the forefront of this study. Financial self-efficacy concerns 

students’ financial confidence and preparedness (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, 

n.d.). Financial confidence and preparedness are measured by one’s ability to make sound 

financial decisions and navigate financial responsibilities (Noor et al., 2020). Generally, a 

positive relationship exists between financial self-efficacy and financial productivity (Amatucci 

& Crawley, 2011). Additionally, higher financial self-efficacy has been linked to lower overall 

stress in college students (Heckman et al., 2014). However, further research is needed to evaluate 

a more specific relationship between financial self-efficacy and student success.   

Financial socialization refers to how parents engage students in financial learning 

opportunities (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.). The family financial 
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socialization theory introduced by Shim (1996) establishes the value of family financial 

socialization on young adult decision-making. Financial socialization brings the self-efficacy 

source of verbal persuasion into the conversation on financial wellness.  

Financial strain refers to feelings of worry or stress levels related to finances (Ohio State 

University Office of Student Life, n.d.). Alternatively, financial optimism concerns students’ 

attitudes regarding their financial futures (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.). 

Both of these wellness measures bring the self-efficacy source of emotional and physiological 

state into the conversation on financial wellness. When looking at students, financial strain has 

been linked to lower academic performance (Britt et al., 2017). Though literature connecting 

financial optimism to student success is virtually nonexistent, financial optimism and strain have 

been found to have a negative relationship with each other (Rehr et al., 2022). These financial 

wellness concepts tie to Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy and were used to help determine if a 

relationship existed between the various measures and student success as measured by GPA.  

Statement of the Problem 

College can create a challenge for students who are not only transitioning from one level 

of education to another but also transitioning from childhood to adulthood. Financially, college 

can be a significant undertaking for students and their families. Many students may face new 

financial challenges they’ve never experienced prior to the transition into college. This can create 

additional pressure and adverse psychological conditions that threaten the well-being and success 

of students. Student well-being is paramount to student success in terms of advancement and 

goal attainment. Within the conversation of general well-being, student financial well-being and 

its effect on student success is often overlooked. However, with college often being a major 

financial undertaking, further research is needed on the connection between one’s financial 



17 
 

situation and the ability to succeed as a college student. Therefore, this study will seek to 

contribute to the small body of research by further exploring the connection between financial 

wellness and student success. 

On a college campus, financial aid practitioners have a particularly significant role in 

helping students navigate the financial aspects of college and ultimately set students up for 

success. Financial literacy is one of the many focuses of financial aid offices. To provide 

effective financial literacy education, practitioners must first understand where students are 

concerning their understanding of and comfort with financial topics. Practitioners must also 

understand the sources of influence from which they are obtaining knowledge (i.e., family 

socialization, personal experience, prior educational opportunities). Only then can they build 

effective approaches to financial literacy education and go beyond to impact student wellness 

and overall success.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine what impact, if any, financial 

self-efficacy has on student success. In studying financial self-efficacy, the researcher also 

sought to determine if financial socialization, strain, or optimism can be used to predict financial 

self-efficacy. Additionally, this study explored the impact of financial socialization, strain, and 

optimism on student success. For the purposes of this study, student success was measured by 

self-reported GPA. Through the proposed analysis, the researcher determined whether or not 

financial wellness impacted student success. 
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Research Questions 

This study explored undergraduate students’ general perceptions and competencies 

related to financial subjects and the impact of those on their collegiate performance. Through a 

quantitative approach, this study addressed the following questions: 

• What is the predictive effect of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on financial 

self-efficacy?  

• What is the impact of financial self-efficacy on student success as measured by GPA? 

• What are the impacts of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on student success 

as measured by GPA? 

Significance of the Study 

This study sought to gain an understanding of the impact that financial wellness has on 

student success. For many traditionally-aged students, college can be their first major financial 

undertaking. Although some students have assistance from their families to help cover college 

costs, the students are ultimately responsible for ensuring that the bill is paid because their 

education is at risk if a balance is not resolved. Along with the task of funding a college 

education, traditionally-aged students may face additional financial challenges while coming into 

adulthood such as new financial obligations, and the task of personal budget management. This 

financial responsibility can cause added stress for students. Therefore, this study aimed to 

determine what impact financial responsibility and the associated stress have on students' 

abilities to succeed. Gaining a greater understanding of this impact can help to inform future 

higher education practices aimed at students’ wellness, particularly financial wellness.   
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Procedures 

This study utilized quantitative approach for analysis. Using archival data from the 2020 

Ohio State University Survey on Collegiate Financial Wellness (Ohio State University Center for 

the Study of Student Life, n.d.), the researcher performed a series of least square regressions. 

This procedure section will further discuss information pertaining to the research design, 

participants, setting, data collection and data analysis.  

Research Design 

The researcher utilized a quantitative research design to explore the research questions. 

The study used archival data obtained from the 2020 Ohio State University Survey on Collegiate 

Financial Wellness (Ohio State University Center for the Study of Student Life, n.d.). The 2020 

survey was the third administration of this survey, having been proceeded by the 2014 and 2017 

administrations. This survey included a total of 60 questions concerning college students’ 

financial attitudes, practices, and knowledge regarding financial subjects. The analysis included a 

series of least squares regressions to answer the three research questions.   

Participants and Setting 

This multi-institutional survey included students across 60 different institutions, 

including both public and private, as well as two-year and four-year institutions. Students were 

selected to participate via a random sample. The survey had a total of 29,883 respondents, 

indicating a response rate of approximately 12.7% (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, 

n.d.). The survey was administered in the spring semester of 2020 by the Ohio State University 

Center for the Study of Student Life and the College of Education and Human Ecology.  
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Data Collection 

The researcher obtained appropriate permissions via IRB approval from Georgia 

Southern University. Permission to use data was also granted by the Ohio State University’s 

Office of Student Life via an online request system. The survey included demographic questions 

along with various categories of questions, including the following: financial socialization, 

financial self-efficacy, financial strain, positive financial behavior, negative financial behavior, 

financial optimism, financial dependence, academics, general financial knowledge, and 

consumer debt. For the purposes of this study, questions from the categories of financial 

socialization, financial self-efficacy, financial strain, financial optimism, and academics were 

utilized.  

Data Analysis 

The researcher received anonymous data files in a Microsoft Excel format. All data from 

the original data set was exported to the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Data 

analysis was performed in SPSS, so the Excel file was converted to an SPSS file for analysis.  

Research question one addressed whether or not financial socialization, strain, and 

optimism can be used to predict financial self-efficacy. The dependent variable for this question 

was the financial self-efficacy mean, which was described as one’s confidence and level of 

preparedness pertaining to financial matters (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.) 

and was determined based on respondents’ answers to several self-efficacy-related questions. 

The independent variables were socialization mean, strain mean, and optimism mean, which, 

similarly to self-efficacy, were determined based on respondents’ answers to several questions 

related to each subject. The survey described financial socialization as the degree to which 

parents engage with children on financial topics, financial strain as the presence of stress or 
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worry resulting from financial situations, and financial optimism as one’s attitude regarding the 

financial aspects of their future (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.).   

Question two addressed the impact of financial self-efficacy on student success. The 

dependent variable for question two was student success. For the purpose of question two, 

student success was determined based on self-reported Grade Point Average (GPA). GPA was 

reported by respondents as a raw number and then rounded to two decimals. Financial self-

efficacy became the independent variable for this question.  

Finally, question three addressed the impacts of financial socialization, strain, and 

optimism on student success. Student success was the dependent variable for question three and, 

as in question two, was determined based on self-reported GPA. The financial socialization 

mean, strain mean, and optimism mean were the independent variables for this research question.  

This study also included descriptive analyses to include means and standard deviations 

for each of the individual variables. Analyses included a series of least squares regressions. 

These regressions were utilized to reveal what relationship, if any, existed between the various 

financial wellness categories and student success as measured by GPA.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Financial Wellness - a holistic view of one’s financial outlook, which includes traditional 

measures of income, financial literacy, debt, knowledge behaviors, and beliefs. (Ohio 

State University Office of Student Life, n.d.) 

Financial Self-efficacy - level of confidence and perceived preparedness for financial matters 

(The Study on Collegiate Financial Wellness National Descriptive Report, n.d.) 
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Financial Socialization - level of parental engagement between parents and their children 

concerning financial education (The Study on Collegiate Financial Wellness National 

Descriptive Report, n.d.) 

Financial Strain - presence of worry or stress due to finances (The Study on Collegiate Financial 

Wellness National Descriptive Report, n.d.) 

Financial Optimism - outlook regarding one’s financial future (The Study on Collegiate 

Financial Wellness National Descriptive Report, n.d.) 

Grade Point Average (GPA) - the average numerical value of grades earned in coursework over a 

particular period of time (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2013) 

Summary 

Student success is critical for the higher education community. To ensure that students 

are being effectively served, institutions and their agents must understand the various factors that 

affect student success. With the financial commitment that students must make to attend college 

and the transition to a new level of independence for most traditionally aged college students, it 

is important to explore students' financial wellness and its effect on student success. This study 

explored that relationship and considered various financial factors that may affect student 

success.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

To determine the impact of financial wellness on student success, one first should 

consider the definition of student success. This literature review will cover an in-depth 

exploration of student success. The review of student success will explore four measures: 

academic achievement, student advancement, persistence, and holistic development. In 

reviewing student success measures, it is also important to explore the factors that affect 

students’ abilities to have successful outcomes for the various measures. This literature review 

groups these factors into three main categories: personal, social, and institutional. The concept of 

self-efficacy, presented by Albert Bandura (1977), can be used as a lens to help one understand 

the effects of personal, social, and institutional factors on student confidence and success. Thus, 

self-efficacy served as the theoretical framework for this study. The study aimed to determine the 

impact of financial self-efficacy and other financial wellness items on student success. With that, 

it is important to understand the general concept of self-efficacy and the more specific concept of 

financial self-efficacy. Along with financial self-efficacy, this literature review will also explore 

additional financial wellness measures and their relationship to financial self-efficacy.  

Student Success 

At the center of higher education operations is the concept of student success. Student 

success is a term commonly used to describe academic success as measured by retention and 

GPA, among other measures (Arellanes et al., 2022). When exploring various studies on student 

success measures, one can find that what matters most in student success varies depending on 

who is being asked. Students may prefer to define and measure student success with different 

metrics than those used by institutions and practitioners. When exploring student success from 
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the lens of the student, the parameters under which student success is gauged may not be 

exclusive to grades, GPA, and completion. Weatherton and Schussler (2021) reviewed various 

research articles to determine how student success was most commonly defined and what 

frameworks informed those definitions. They found that approximately 40% of the 52 articles 

reviewed in the analysis failed to define student success explicitly and that others defined it 

based on academic outcomes. Furthermore, the study examined the differences in how students 

defined success versus the institutions, in that students measured success by outcomes, such as 

the acquisition of various skills and the ability to network, as opposed to traditional measures, 

such as GPA and time to completion (Weatherton & Schussler, 2021). Similarly, Delahunty and 

O’Shea (2019) found that while grades and time of completion matter to students, other factors 

that are not easily measured, such as students’ determination or resilience, also matter.  

Some common threads, however, do emerge when exploring literature on how student 

success is determined. Through a review of the literature on student success, York et al. (2015) 

determined that student success was often tied to students’ grades and grade point averages 

(GPAs). Additionally, the researchers discussed six components that make up a broader picture 

of student success. Those components include academic achievement, satisfaction, acquisition of 

skills and competencies, persistence, attainment of learning objectives, and career success (York 

et al., 2015). These components suggest that student success can be evaluated based on more 

than just the academic success measure of overall GPA. Cuseo (2017) offers a different but 

similar set of indicators for student success: retention, educational attainment, academic 

achievement, student advancement, and holistic development. York et al. (2015) use the term 

persistence to represent graduation rates and retention, the latter of which is specifically 

mentioned by Cuseo. Both studies also share that attaining certain skills can also be used to 
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measure student success. York et al. identify the acquisition of skills, which refers to measurable 

outcomes that identify points of development, and Cuseo uses the term holistic development to 

describe a similar idea. In both studies, academic achievement is directly related to class grades. 

Although not as closely related as the other components, Cuseo’s component of student 

advancement is related to the idea of career success presented by York et al. Cuseo’s student 

advancement is used broadly as it refers to career goals and further educational endeavors, such 

as continuing to a higher degree program. When merging the two frameworks, the following 

measures will be explored in this review: academic achievement, student advancement, 

persistence, and holistic development.  

Student Success Measures 

Academic achievement, student advancement, persistence, and holistic development are 

used within this literature review to group together various measures of student success. The 

following sections will explore these four categories and a few more commonly used measures 

falling under each category.   

Academic Achievement  

With academic achievement in the form of GPA being a widely used metric of student 

success and a determining factor for degree completion, a large body of literature exists to 

determine what factors affect student success in the form of academic achievement, some of 

which will be discussed below in further detail. Academic advising, also sometimes referred to 

as academic success coaching, is one such factor that has been thoroughly studied and shown to 

have some effect on student success. Academic advising can cover a variety of various tasks, all 

centered around student advancement and success. Larson et al. (2018) completed a qualitative 

study in which several academic advising practitioners were asked questions to define academic 
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advising. After completing an analysis of responses, the common theme was empowering 

students to navigate the academic environment successfully (Larson et al., 2018).  

Although much research validates the importance of academic advising on student 

success, much of it is based on outcomes such as student satisfaction (Hawthorne et al., 2022; 

Vianden & Barlow, 2015). There is, however, a body of work focused on the effects of academic 

advising on GPA. Centralized advising, where professional advisors are located in one 

administrative unit rather than individual academic units, is a concept utilized for many 

undergraduate programs (Pardee, n.d). A connection has been established between student use of 

centralized advising and GPA, indicating that those who utilize centralized advising, particularly 

within the first few semesters, have higher GPAs than those who do not (Kot, 2014; Mu & 

Fosnacht, 2019). As in the case of the literature mentioned above, letter grades and GPA provide 

a clearly quantifiable and significant measure of student success.  

Student Advancement  

Student advancement, as determined by Cuseo (2017), represents post-degree completion 

success. Two main sides of student advancement presented by Cuseo will be explored in this 

review: post-graduation employment and educational advancement. One can explore various 

data points concerning post-college employment, including obtaining employment within a 

certain time frame, salary amount, and relatedness to a degree. What is often overlooked in the 

study of post-college employment is the degree to which employment matches the college 

training of graduates as well as the human capital factor or skills and technical abilities (Martini 

& Fabris, 2017). Students may be obtaining employment, but research is not prevalent regarding 

how closely related employment is to students’ specific areas of study, which should be a direct 

indication of the effectiveness of students' education. 
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Post-college employment rates help determine institutional effectiveness, as evidenced by 

the data collected by the National Center for Education Statistics (Cataldi et al., 2014). College 

can be a pricey endeavor for many students, as the Baccalaureate and Beyond study reveals that 

the average amount of debt accumulated by students who earned bachelor’s degrees during the 

2007-2008 school year was approximately $48,309 (Institute of Education Sciences, 2021). With 

students incurring high levels of debt, post-college earnings are an important factor to consider, 

and that factor is also tracked within the same study. Overall, the median earnings of college 

graduates are significantly higher than those without postsecondary education (Ma et al., 2019). 

Additionally, unemployment rates are lower for college graduates (Ma et al., 2019). These 

outcomes for college graduates make the case for a continued focus on college enrollment and 

completion. Because of the impacts that college attendance and graduation have on adult 

success, post-college success can be an extension of student success.   

A four-year degree, however, is not always the culmination of students’ educational 

endeavors; graduate and professional degrees offer more training and preparation. The 

Baccalaureate and Beyond Study (B&B), administered by the National Center for Education 

Statistics (2021), revealed that approximately 23% of 2015-2016 baccalaureate recipients 

continued to master’s or doctoral degrees within a year of graduation. When looking at the 

profiles of students who continue to a graduate program, certain demographic characteristics 

seem to play a role in the likelihood of enrollment, such as Pell eligibility, a Federally funded 

need-based grant, with Pell grant recipients going on to enroll in master’s degrees at a higher rate 

than those who are not recipients of Pell. Student success goes beyond undergraduate graduation 

for students seeking employment and opportunities that either require or are enhanced by 
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graduate and professional degrees. It has implications leading to those additional educational 

opportunities.  

When looking at student success from the lens of advancement to advanced degrees, 

some of the same factors that inhibit other success measures, such as grades and GPA, can also 

affect students’ abilities to enroll in and complete advanced degrees. Underrepresented 

populations, those who are a part of the minority in higher education in terms of race, gender, 

and socioeconomic background, often face more barriers to college admittance and enrollment 

than their counterparts (Smith, 2020). The previously mentioned Baccalaureate and Beyond 

study revealed that those who identify as Black or Hispanic were less likely to complete a 

professional program or other doctoral level programs than those students identifying as White 

(Institute of Education Sciences, 2021). Kovacs (2022) found that applicants from 

underrepresented populations, those who identified as Black, Indigenous, People of Color, first-

generation college students, or having a lower socioeconomic status, had lower GPAs and GRE 

scores, both of which help to determine a competitive edge in the graduate application process. 

In addition, students from underrepresented populations were more likely to provide an 

application that was late or incomplete. For these students, some of the setbacks are not directly 

related to or attributable to their undergraduate experience. However, GRE test scores and 

undergraduate GPA directly reflect preparation that occurred at the undergraduate level and are, 

therefore, associated with student success at the undergraduate and graduate levels (Kovacs, 

2022). This discussion on student advancement makes a case for why degree completion should 

not be the end of the road when considering what success is for college students.  

Persistence 
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Persistence and retention are similar concepts aimed at students’ continuous enrollment. 

The Student Clearinghouse Research Center’s Persistence and Retention Snapshot Report (2022) 

describes persistence as one’s continuous enrollment at any institution instead of retention, 

which represents continuous enrollment at one institution. Effectively, persistence is more of a 

student-centered indicator, while retention is more of an institution-centered indicator (Chen et 

al., 2019). Graduation is a commonly used measure of student success, going hand in hand with 

the concept of persistence (Lord et al., 2013; Millea et al., 2018; Shoulders et al., 2020). 

Graduation indicates that a student has persisted all the way to the point of completion. When 

studying persistence and graduation, academic engagement has been found to have a significant 

relationship with persistence, as those who engage more with faculty have better retention and 

graduation rates (De Villiers & Werner, 2016; Hu & McCormick, 2012; Johnson & Stage, 2018).  

As discussed above, academic advising has been found to have a positive relationship 

with academic achievement measures. Academic Advisors are also a useful tool when attempting 

to improve persistence. For instance, the timing of academic advising sessions has been shown to 

affect retention, with Yang et al. (2021) finding that students who received advising within their 

first term were more likely to be retained in their third term. Instead of faculty advising housed in 

individual departments, centralized advising calls for an office staffed with professional advisors 

to serve the general student population. Chiteng (2014) studied the impact of centralized advising 

on GPA and attrition. Chiteng found that students who participated in centralized advising during 

their second term were likelier to return for their second year. Persistence is paramount to student 

success, and academic advising is just one tool to ensure student success through persistence.  

Student persistence, however, can be directly affected by college costs. Students who 

cannot afford college tuition often face no option but to drop out. There have also been indirect 
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links between financial status and persistence (Letkiewicz, 2014; Robb et al., 2011; Robb, 2017). 

For example, students with loan debt are generally more likely to have college persistence issues 

than those without debt (Robb et al., 2011).  Financial stress and negative financial behaviors 

have also been found to affect students’ academic preparation and performance, which can lead 

to voluntary or involuntary unenrollment (Hogan et al., 2013).   

Holistic Development 

Holistic development refers to students’ abilities to develop as a whole person, including 

emotional, physical, social, intellectual, and ethical (Cuseo, 2017). Bowden et al. (2021) 

explored five institutional and student success outcomes that go beyond the more common 

measures of educational attainment, academic achievement, and student advancement. 

Institutional reputation, student well-being, transformative learning, self-efficacy, and self-

esteem are outcomes. Bowden’s study found that student well-being, self-efficacy, and self-

esteem can be used to measure holistic student development and success.  

When looking at holistic development from the student perspective, Students’ definitions 

of student success do not always match those commonly used institutional measures. For 

instance, Delahunty and O’Shea (2019) explored academic success as determined by students 

rather than from an institutional point of view. Based on this qualitative study, while grades and 

time of completion matter to students, other factors that are not easily measured, such as 

students’ determination or resilience, also matter. Determination and resilience are student 

characteristics that can be acquired or polished within the college environment. Although many 

student-centered measures of success, such as those mentioned by Delahunty and O’Shea, are 

not easily quantifiable, they are still important to consider as they can point to some impact that 

college experiences have on students’ lives.   
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Thus far, several student-centered holistic development measures have been discussed. 

The concept of thriving is yet another student-centered holistic development measures. Schreiner 

(2013) lays out several factors that indicate whether or not a student is thriving: learning 

engagement, time management, healthy connections, optimism about the future, and 

commitment to meaningful contributions to the world. These factors presented by Schreiner were 

derived from five elements of well-being: positive emotion, engagement, meaning, 

accomplishment, and positive relationships (Forgeard et al., 2011). Han and Rideout (2022) used 

Schreiner’s concept of thriving to study students’ sense of belonging and task value. This mixed 

methods study reviewed students' perceptions during their senior year and recollected their 

perceptions from their first year. Sense of belonging and task value was higher during the 

students’ senior year than freshman year. Also, students with a higher sense of belonging were 

found to have higher academic achievement. This is an example of the interconnectedness of 

various student success measures. Sense of belonging falls into the space of holistic 

development, which can be viewed as a catch-all to describe any student success measures that 

do not fit into a more standard frame, such as GPA, completion time, retention, persistence, and 

class grades. The concepts discussed in this section, determination, resilience, thriving, and a 

sense of belonging, do not fit the traditional view of student success but are all used to give a 

more holistic view of it.  

When considering various categories of holistic development, financial wellness, 

therefore, can also be included. Financial wellness in this context refers to one’s attitudes and 

experiences concerning personal finance (Rehr et al., 2022). This study was centered on the 

concept of financial wellness and its relationship with student success. The financial wellness 
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section of this literature review will discuss the connection between financial wellness and 

student success.  

Student Success Factors 

  To understand and effectively interpret student success measures, the factors that affect 

those measures must be considered. While some student success factors were introduced in the 

previous section, this section will go into more detail regarding those factors that closely relate to 

the purpose of this study. Han and Rideout (2022) introduced three categories of influence that 

can be explored as factors affecting student success: personal factors, social support, and 

institutional factors. Saunders-Scott et al. (2018) explored the effect of several factors on student 

success and found similar results that can be categorized in the same manner as Han and 

Rideout. The three success factor categories introduced through Han and Rideout are the three 

general areas of student success factors that will be explored in this literature review. This 

section will furthermore connect all three categories of student success factors to financial 

wellness. Financial wellness, as defined by the National Financial Educators Council (2022), is 

concerned with one’s skills and knowledge of financial information that can be used to build 

individual confidence to fulfill personal, family, and community goals. This review will look 

specifically at student success factors that relate to and are affected by financial wellness.  

Personal Factors  

Personal factors include those items that vary based on individual circumstances and are 

personal, including student backgrounds and individual characteristics (Edwards, 2011). Mental 

health is one such personal factor. Stress and mental health have been shown to affect retention 

and completion significantly (Auerbach et al., 2016; Kivlighan et al., 2021). Findings from 

Kilvighan et al. (2021) indicate the importance of counseling for students coping with mental 
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health issues, including stress and distress, as it was found that students who participated in 

counseling saw greater increases in GPA. Financial stress can affect mental health, and its 

relationship with student success will be discussed in more detail later in the financial strain and 

stress subsection. This study on financial wellness and student success can be used to expand on 

stress and student success as it explored the dimension of stress that directly pertains to students’ 

financial wellness.  

Financial constraints are another personal factor that can significantly affect students’ 

abilities to succeed. Financial constraints can lead students to delay college entry, which has 

been found to have a significantly negative relationship with college completion (Roksa & 

Velez, 2012). Niu and Tienda (2013) acknowledge that most students who delayed college entry 

had lower socio-economic statuses and lower college readiness. Other financial factors have also 

been linked to student success outcomes. As in the case of Denning et al. (2019) and Eng and 

Matsudaira (2021), the amount of grant aid students received was found to have a significantly 

positive relationship with degree completion. Federal Student Aid, funding offered by the 

Department of Education, is determined based on students’ perceived needs (Federal Student 

Aid, n.d.). Students who are determined to be independent are those who do not need to provide 

parental information. Independent students who otherwise qualify for student aid are 

automatically offered more loans than those considered dependent (Federal Student Aid, n.d.). 

Per Denning’s (2019) study, independent students were more likely to graduate than those who 

were considered dependent and are required to provide parental data due to the understanding 

that parents of dependent students should bear some level of responsibility in funding the 

students’ education. Furthermore, Denning’s study found that time to degree completion was 

reduced with increased borrowing availability for dependent students deemed independent. This 
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is consistent with findings from other studies exploring the positive association between the 

amount of aid and college completion (Barr, 2015; Goldrick et al., 2016; Silva et al., 2023).  

However, some prior research has contradicted those of Denning and Goldrick, which 

indicated that higher levels of cumulative aid had been negatively associated with college 

completion (Herzog, 2018; McKinney & Burridge, 2015; Yang & Venezia, 2020). This could be 

because many students who borrow maximum loan amounts come from economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds and, as a result, face more challenges in pursuing higher education. 

Students who take out the maximum amount of need-based aid often face challenges in paying 

for college, as the aid is often insufficient to cover all costs (McKinney & Burridge, 2015).  This 

body of research concerning student aid amounts and success indicates that as the availability of 

funding generally increases, students’ abilities to succeed also increase.  

The financial constraints discussed above can arise from the manifestation of educational 

disadvantages. When exploring educational disadvantages, several personal factors should be 

considered. Focusing on the financial aspect of college, as is the focus of this study, those from 

certain backgrounds can face heightened financial barriers to success. For example, students 

from rural backgrounds tend to accrue more college debt, affecting their overall ability to pay for 

college and their stress levels (Rhodes, 2022). Similarly, students who identify as Black and 

Hispanic generally accrue more college debt than students of European descent (Institute of 

Education Sciences, 2021). Additionally, those from lower socioeconomic statuses tend to 

borrow more money to pay for college and have a more difficult time meeting their financial 

needs, which can cause college plans to stall (Baker et al., 2017). These and other characteristics 

that meet the definition of disadvantaged groups are personal factors that can inhibit students in 

many ways, including their financial well-being.   
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Social Factors 

Social support has been found to have a relationship with various student behaviors and 

other characteristics, such as procrastination (Yang et al., 2023), depression (Yu et al., 2023), 

anxiety (Cantekin et al., 2022), mental health (Hu et al., 2022), and financial stress (Murray et 

al., 2013). When looking at social support for college students, three main sources emerge: 

family, peers, and teachers (Wen & Lin, 2012). For this literature review, we will only explore 

the family source of social support as the literature will show that this source of support is more 

directly related to the financial focus of this study.  

The family unit is a particularly significant source of social support for young adults 

entering college as they navigate this new endeavor, higher education (Dorrance Hall et al., 

2017). In general, more parental engagement, including family conversation and parental 

interactions with schools, has been found to positively affect student success (Deutshlander, 

2017; Kiyama & Harper, 2018; Roksa & Deutschander, 2018). Roksa and Kinsey (2019) studied 

the relationship between emotional family support and student success and the relationship 

between family financial support and student success. Within this study, family emotional 

support was more closely tied to student success than financial support. An interesting dynamic 

was discovered regarding family financial support in that financial support was negatively 

associated with GPA for first-generation students, and no significant relationship existed for 

continuing-generation students. However, continuing-generation students with more family 

financial support were more likely to accumulate 24 credit hours within the first year. This same 

dynamic did not exist for first-generation students, as there was no significant connection 

between credit hour accumulation and family support. The family connection for college 
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students can affect the many aspects of a student’s college endeavors, including academic 

achievement, general student well-being, and, more specifically, financial well-being.  

Institutional Factors  

Institutional factors include characteristics of a given school that affect the student 

experience. This can include characteristics, including but not limited to faculty-to-student ratio 

or class size (De Paola et al., 2013; Diette & Raghave, 2015; Millea et al., 2018), institutional 

commitment (Lancaster & Lundburn, 2019), and college costs (Becker et al., 2023; Destin & 

Svoboda, 2018). The latter institutional characteristic, college cost, is particularly important to 

this study as it is directly related to the financial aspect of students’ college experiences and will 

be discussed below in further detail.  

Although college costs can vary from student to student within any institution, some 

institutions carry more of a financial burden for students than others. Students’ cognitive abilities 

can be affected by concerns related to financial burdens associated with higher education (Destin 

& Svoboda, 2018). When determining the effect of college costs on student success, it gives a 

better perspective to look at students who have experienced a significant price difference during 

their enrollment. This price difference could be due to transfer, loss of scholarships, or other 

funding (Deming & Dynarski, 2009), or, as in the case of Conger and Turner (2017), a loss of in-

state tuition. In the aforementioned study, a loss of in-state status for undocumented students 

caused a significant acceleration in dropout for some students and a significant decrease in 

degree attainment among those affected. The financial burden of college can prove too much. It 

can derail students’ higher education plans if ample financial resources such as scholarships and 

other aid forms are unavailable.  
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Theoretical Framework: Self-Efficacy 

A theoretical framework summarizes concepts derived from tested knowledge into a 

synthesized structure (Kivunja, 2018). The theoretical framework is used to create a foundation 

for the research performed. Grant and Osanloo (2014) described the theoretical framework as a 

blueprint of sorts for research. The theoretical framework for this study was the concept of self-

efficacy. As this literature review will go on to reveal, self-efficacy impacts individual behaviors 

and outcomes in many ways. This study specifically sought to understand the relationship 

between self-efficacy and student success.  

To properly understand how to promote student success in a higher education setting 

effectively, it is important to understand basic psychological concepts and how those concepts tie 

into student success. Self-efficacy is one such concept, having its roots in psychology but 

affecting students and practitioners in education. Albert Bandura’s definition of self-efficacy and 

its surrounding theory is the basis for this study. Bandura (1977) defines self-efficacy as the 

conviction that one can execute a given behavior, resulting in a certain outcome. He 

hypothesized that self-efficacy levels determine coping behavior, effort, and ability to sustain in 

the face of adversity (Bandura, 1977). The American Psychological Association’s (2009) 

definition of self-efficacy is centered around an individual’s beliefs in their abilities. At the heart 

of self-efficacy theory is that people’s beliefs influence what they do (Resnick, 2018). This 

framework and the sources of self-efficacy discussed below provided the theoretical foundation 

for this study.   

Sources of Self-Efficacy 

Within his theory of self-efficacy and through his research, Bandura (1977) provided four 

sources of influence for perceived self-efficacy: mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, 
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verbal persuasion, and emotional and physiological states. Each of Bandura’s four sources of 

self-efficacy has been demonstrated through research to affect self-efficacy in various situations, 

as evident by the literature presented below. 

Mastery experience refers to a person’s direct activities and exposure (Bandura, 1977). 

Bandura hypothesized that lived experiences help people understand their abilities to perform in 

similar situations in the future (Bandura, 1997). This is transferrable to various aspects of life, for 

instance, in Hoffmann and Plotkina’s (2021) study on using past financial experiences to 

improve self-efficacy and financial planning. In that quantitative experimental study, the 

researchers found that asking participants to recall and analyze prior financial experiences helped 

to increase their confidence in their abilities to employ successful money management 

techniques. 

Bandura (1977) identifies using others and their experiences as models or examples of 

vicarious experiences. Rather than using direct and hands-on experience to improve self-

efficacy, vicarious experience is thought to improve self-efficacy by giving the subject a peek at 

a particular situation through the eyes or experience of someone else. In an educational setting, 

vicarious experience can be used to help students complete tasks that are new to them. When 

exploring vicarious experience, model-observer similarity must also be considered. Model-

observer similarity hypotheses created by Schunk and Hanson (1985) state that the effects of 

vicarious experiences depend on perceived similarity between the subject and the individual 

from whom the vicarious experience is coming.  

Verbal persuasion involves using conversation to improve self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977). 

Verbal persuasion can be described as social motivation or social encouragement (Lent et al., 

2017). Unlike mastery experience and vicarious experience, there is no physical act or 
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performance to boost self-confidence. Verbal persuasion can take the form of peer influence, as 

in the case of Dortch (2016), a teacher or instructor (Kanadi, 2017), subject matter experts (Jiang 

et al., 2019), or self-motivation (Nurwendah & Suyanto, 2019).  

In Bandura’s (1977) model, emotional and physiological states refer to emotional arousal 

and its value concerning personal competencies. That value level is what determines the effect of 

emotional state on self-efficacy. Emotional state has been shown to affect self-efficacy 

significantly (Anstiss et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2022; Samson, 2014). When looking specifically at 

students, manipulating one’s emotional state through the introduction of positive or negative 

messaging has been shown to affect students' academic self-efficacy (Adrian Medrano et al., 

2016). This helps to validate Bandura’s inclusion of emotional and physiological states within 

the sources of self-efficacy.  

Financial Wellness Measures 

Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy and the four sources he presents offer a unique 

perspective to explore financial wellness and student success. This portion of the literature 

review will discuss the connections between Bandura’s four sources and the financial wellness 

parameters of the utilized survey instrument. As defined by Joo (2008), financial wellness 

includes financial satisfaction, the objective status of the financial situation, financial attitudes, 

and behavior that cannot be assessed through one measure. The Ohio State University Survey on 

Collegiate Financial Wellness utilized six measures to determine financial wellness. Those 

measures include financial self-efficacy, financial socialization, financial strain, financial 

optimism, positive financial behavior, and negative financial behavior (The Study on Collegiate 

Financial Wellness National Descriptive Report, n.d.). The aforementioned descriptive report 

offers descriptions for each financial wellness measure. This literature review will address four 
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wellness measures used in the analysis for this proposed study: financial self-efficacy, financial 

socialization, financial strain, and financial optimism. Financial socialization refers to how 

parents engage students in financial learning opportunities (The Study on Collegiate Financial 

Wellness National Descriptive Report, n.d.). Financial strain refers to feelings of worry or stress 

levels related to finances (The Study on Collegiate Financial Wellness National Descriptive 

Report, n.d.). Financial optimism concerns students’ attitudes regarding their financial futures 

(The Study on Collegiate Financial Wellness National Descriptive Report, n.d.). This study will 

focus on financial self-efficacy and its relationship with student success while considering the 

additional financial concepts of financial socialization, strain, and optimism.  

Financial Self Efficacy 

The general concept of self-efficacy can be isolated to specific categories of the human 

experience. This study was primarily concerned with financial self-efficacy and whether a 

significant relationship links it to student success levels. Financial self-efficacy refers to an 

individual’s confidence in making sound financial decisions and navigating various financial 

responsibilities (Noor et al., 2020). This definition closely mirrors the definition offered in the 

Study on Collegiate Financial Wellness National Descriptive Report mentioned above.  

Generally, those with high levels of financial self-efficacy are more financially 

productive or engaged in more positive financial behavior than those with low financial self-

efficacy (Amatucci & Crawley, 2011; Deenanath et al., 2019; Farrell et al., 2016). Financial self-

efficacy has been positively associated with several positive financial behaviors, including 

retirement planning (Asebedo & Seay, 2018), increased saving and investment (Farrell et al., 

2016), attainment of professional financial advice (Letkiewicz et al., 2014), and lower debt 

accumulation (Festa & Knotts, 2021). Financial self-efficacy has also been shown to have a 
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mediating effect on the relationship between procrastination and negative financial behaviors 

(Gamst-Klaussen et al., 2019).  

Colleges and universities have been tasked with the responsibility of improving financial 

literacy among students. Financial literacy is thought to positively influence self-efficacy and 

financial behavior, which is particularly important in student populations who are possibly 

incurring debt for the first time (Singh et al., 2019). College students who have been exposed to 

targeted financial education, specifically focused on debt management and decision-making, tend 

to have higher financial self-efficacy compared to those without targeted education (Brady et al., 

2021; Salas-Velasco, 2022).  

It is important to note that previous studies have found that while financial knowledge 

does have a positive influence on financial behavior, it alone does not guarantee positive 

financial behavior (Allgood and Walstad, 2013; Japelli & Padula, 2013). Financial knowledge is 

only one tool (Friedline & West, 2016). However, additional inputs are needed to boost self-

belief or financial self-efficacy. These inputs can be derived from direct experience such as 

personal financial opportunities, indirect experiences derived from second-hand knowledge, 

socialization or conversation with other individuals who’ve had relevant experiences, and 

exploration of the effects of emotional state on behavior which will be discussed in further detail 

in the following sections.  

In a higher education setting, financial self-efficacy in students has been linked to lower 

overall stress (Heckman et al., 2014; Lim et al., 2014). Additionally, student financial situations 

have been found to affect retention and overall student wellness (Baker & Montalto, 2019; Britt 

et al., 2017; Letkiewicz et al., 2014). The prior literature shows that financial self-efficacy 

reaches beyond financial health and influences overall well-being. Since financial self-efficacy 
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has been shown to have a positive relationship with student well-being, it is important to 

understand what impacts student financial self-efficacy levels. A student’s personal background 

can play a part in financial self-efficacy levels. Historically, underserved populations face many 

disadvantages, with financial self-efficacy being one area where these populations generally 

suffer. First-generation students have been shown to have lower self-efficacy levels than students 

whose parents have attended college (Rehr et al., 2022). African American students have also 

been found to have lower financial self-efficacy than their White counterparts (White et al., 

2021). Student income levels have also been proven to be related to self-efficacy, with income 

levels and self-efficacy being positively related (Heckman & Grable, 2011). When looking at the 

three student characteristics above, we can see a significant relationship between students’ socio-

demographic characteristics and financial self-efficacy levels. As evident in this literature, 

financial self-efficacy plays a significant part in students’ abilities to succeed.  

Financial Socialization 

Family financial socialization theory is derived from the general concept of consumer 

socialization (Lebaron & Kelley, 2021). Regarding self-efficacy theory, financial socialization 

closely relates to verbal persuasion as a contributor to self-efficacy. Consumer socialization 

highlights the importance of various socialization agents in one’s decision-making (Shim, 1996). 

As listed by Shim (1996), those agents include but are not limited to parents or families, peers, 

schools, and media. The basic premise of consumer socialization is that an individual's 

interactions with various agents will affect their decision-making. Financial habits and decision-

making improve financial well-being and build on the foundation created by financial 

socialization (Sheng et al., 2022).  
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Family financial socialization theory looks specifically at the role of the family in 

consumer behaviors. Gudmunson and Danes (2011) completed a critical review of financial 

family socialization. They established a conceptual model based on the thesis that research on 

finance has historically overlooked the importance of family socialization in the general field of 

personal finance. Family financial socialization theory will add to the conversation about young 

adults' financial self-efficacy by establishing the significance of family in young adults' financial 

behaviors. By understanding the role of the family, researchers can then understand how other 

knowledge gained from the family unit informs student financial self-efficacy.  

Financial socialization is particularly important in the lives of college students who are 

young adults as they have likely had little experience with financial management up to this point 

and are beginning to establish financial standards and behaviors (Montalto et al., 2019). Parental 

financial influence can be both implicit and explicit. Explicit communication refers to verbal 

communication between parents and children, while implicit communication refers to modeling 

behavior (Rudi et al., 2020). Explicit communication is more aligned with the concept of family 

socialization, although implicit communication can also be included in the concept of financial 

socialization. A positive association has been drawn between implicit parent communication and 

students’ practice of the same behavior that they have observed (Angulo-Ruize & Pergelova, 

2015). Explicit communication has been linked to positive financial behaviors in young adults, 

which include avoiding credit card debt (Webley & Nyhus, 2013) and making regular payments 

on debt (Smith & Barboza, 2014).   

As expected, parental financial disclosure has been found to have a significantly positive 

association with students' financial attitudes (Kim & Torquati, 2019). Parental financial 

communication, both implicit and explicit, has also been found to have a positive effect on the 
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financial self-efficacy of college students (Rudi et al., 2020). What may be a less obvious 

connection is the connection between family financial socialization and student success in 

college. Financial parenting has been shown to be important for children’s success as they 

continue to gain independence and adulthood (Serido et al., 2010). As in the case of Sabri et al.’s 

study (2020), parents' financial influence is positively associated with students’ GPAs. A review 

of the literature on family financial socialization revealed that more research is needed on the 

connection between it and student success.  

Financial Strain 

Strain and stress are more emotionally and physiologically driven parameters of financial 

wellness and, therefore, closely related to Bandura’s self-efficacy source of emotional and 

physiological states. Financial strain can also be linked to mastery experience as it directly 

reflects a student’s financial situation. As stated above, emotional and physiological states 

contribute to self-efficacy when discussing self-efficacy theory. This section covers the 

relationship between financial strain, stress, and student success.  

A significant body of research has emerged regarding the impact of financial strain and 

debt levels on students’ mental health (Adams et al., 2016; Cadaret & Bennett, 2019; Jessop et 

al., 2020; Peltz et al., 2021). For instance, Adams (2016) found that perceived stress could 

explain the relationship between financial strain and psychological symptoms or mental health 

issues. In some cases, financial stress can also cause students to work more, which, in turn, has 

been associated with depressive symptoms (Cadaret & Bennett, 2019). Debt accumulation in the 

forms of student loans and credit cards can lead to psychological distress in young adults (Zhang 

& Kim, 2018). Student loan debt amongst public and private school college students has 

constantly increased over the past several years (NCES, 2022). This is cause for concern, given 
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the links that have been drawn between this form of debt and young adults' psychological well-

being.  

When looking at credit card debt, several factors play a part in whether students use 

credit cards in a healthy way to build credit or in an unhealthy way by accumulating and 

consistently carrying debt. Students’ general attitudes toward the concept of credit, family 

socialization and model behavior, demographic characteristics, as well as employment status can 

play a part in whether and how students utilize credit cards (Zhu, 2019). Though both student 

loan and credit card debt have been found to have a negative impact on psychological well-

being, credit card debt appears to be more detrimental to psychological health (Zhang & Kim, 

2018). Additionally, students who carry debt from month to month are less likely to attain a 

bachelor’s degree when compared to students who do not own a credit card and those who do 

own a credit card but pay off the balance monthly (Andrews, 2021).  

When looking further at the direct impact of financial strain on student success, existing 

research is not as robust, although financial stress and strain have been linked to lower academic 

performance. Britt et al. (2017) studied the relationship between financial stress and 

undergraduate student retention, as well as the relationship between student debt levels and 

retention. In this study, financial stress generally had a negative association with retention. 

Although some students choose not to return in subsequent semesters, financial stress can cause 

some students to reduce credit hours rather than drop out (Robb, 2017). Financial stress has also 

been negatively associated with another measure of student success, GPA (Britt et al., 2017). It 

should be noted that the relationship between financial stress and academic performance may 

vary when looking at different levels of stress. Academic performance is not as easily associated 

with financial stress for students who are only moderately stressed versus highly stressed (Baker 
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et al., 2021). These findings suggest that there may be a need for a targeted focus on students 

with high financial stress, as these students were more likely to drop out.  

Financial Optimism 

 Although a reasonable amount of research is aimed at other financial wellness measures 

for college students, there is not much research framed around financial optimism. As with 

financial strain, financial optimism also speaks to the emotional state, a source of self-efficacy. 

From a general standpoint, it is known that financial optimists tend to have more favorable 

financial outcomes and engage in better financial behaviors than those who have a pessimistic 

financial viewpoint (Gielan, 2019). One of the contributing factors to financial optimism is 

family socialization, as family socialization has been positively associated with financial 

optimism (White et al., 2021).  

 Positive financial behavior is thought to be directly tied to financial confidence and 

optimism. However, without motivation to engage in positive financial behaviors, financial 

confidence may not result in positive financial behaviors. Sinnewe and Nicholson (2022) provide 

an example of this when establishing a positive association between marital status and positive 

financial behavior. This study found that those in committed relationships were more likely to 

focus on long-term financial goals than those who were single, with the partnership serving as 

motivation (Sinnewe & Nicholson, 2023).  

Additionally, financial fragility, which is concerned with one’s ability to handle 

unexpected expenses, is negatively associated with financial optimism (Chhatwani & Mishra, 

2021). When studied together, financial optimism and strain tend to have a negative association 

with each other (Geilan, 2019; Rehr & Regan, 2022; Rehr et al., 2022). While no literature could 

be found specifically linking financial optimism to student success, the inverse relationship 
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between financial strain and optimism and the close relatedness of the two topics indicate the 

possibility of a positive relationship between financial optimism and student success. However, 

further research is needed to validate this idea. 

Conceptual Framework 

This study sought to understand the impact of financial self-efficacy on student success. 

It was hypothesized that financial socialization, financial strain, and financial optimism come 

together to affect financial self-efficacy in the same way that mastery experience, vicarious 

experience, verbal persuasion, and emotional and physiological state come together to build 

one’s general self-efficacy. Furthermore, just as Bandura theorized that self-efficacy affects 

behaviors in general, this study hypothesized that the same relationship exists when looking 

more specifically at financial efficacy and student success. Financial strain, optimism, and 

socialization are thought to funnel into financial self-efficacy and student success in the same 

way that the four sources funnel into self-efficacy and general behavior, creating a sort of mirror 

image between the more specific concept and the general concept from which it is derived (See 

Figure 1).   

Figure 1 

Self-Efficacy and Behaviors versus Financial-self Efficacy and Student Success 
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Chapter Summary 

Student success is paramount to the mission of any institution of higher education. This 

literature review covered several ways in which student success is measured. Understanding the 

factors affecting student success is necessary to ensure that students get what they need to 

achieve their educational goals. Self-efficacy is one such factor, as it points to a student’s level of 

confidence in themselves, which has a direct impact on performance. General self-efficacy is 

needed to build students’ self-confidence. This concept of self-efficacy can be broken down into 

sub-areas, such as financial self-efficacy, to be explored independently. While research on 

general self-efficacy and student success is prevalent, less has been established on the impact of 

financial self-efficacy and general financial wellness on student success. The financial self-

efficacy of college students is important as this is a pivotal time in most students’ lives and often 

the beginning of financial independence. This literature review has provided background on 
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student success and financial wellness while making a case for this study that will contribute to 

the body of research on financial wellness and student success.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter will provide a thorough overview of the methodology used in this study. It 

will provide information pertaining to the research design, participants, setting, data collection, 

and data analysis. The limitations, delimitations, and assumptions of this study are also included 

in this chapter.  

Statement of the Problem 

College can create a challenge for students who are not only transitioning from one level 

of education to another but also transitioning from childhood to adulthood. Financially, college 

can be a significant undertaking for students and their families. Many students may be facing 

new financial challenges that they’ve not previously experienced. This can create additional 

pressure and adverse psychological conditions that threaten the well-being and success of 

students (Adams, 2016). Student well-being is paramount to student success in terms of 

advancement and goal attainment. Within the conversation of general well-being, student 

financial well-being and its effect on student success is often overlooked. However, with college 

often being a major financial undertaking, further research is needed on the connection between 

one’s financial situation and the ability to succeed as a college student. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine what impact, if any, financial 

self-efficacy has on student success. Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy guided this study. 

In studying financial self-efficacy, the researcher sought to determine if financial socialization, 

strain, or optimism can be used to predict financial self-efficacy. Additionally, this study 

explored the impact of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on student success. For the 
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purposes of this study, student success was measured by self-reported GPA. Through the 

completed analyses, the researcher sought to determine whether or not financial wellness impacts 

student success. 

Research Questions 

This study explored undergraduate students’ general perceptions and competencies 

related to financial subjects and the impact of those on their collegiate performance. Through a 

quantitative approach, this study addressed the following questions: 

• What is the predictive effect of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on financial 

self-efficacy?  

• What is the impact of financial self-efficacy on student success as measured by GPA? 

• What are the impacts of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on student success 

as measured by GPA? 

Significance of the Study 

 This study sought to gain an understanding of the impact that financial wellness has on 

student success. For many traditional-aged students, college can be their first major financial 

undertaking. Although some students have assistance from their families to help cover college 

costs, they are ultimately responsible for paying all expenses. Along with funding a college 

education, traditionally aged students may face additional financial challenges while entering 

adulthood. This financial responsibility can cause added stress for students. This study was 

completed to help determine the impact financial responsibility and the associated stress have on 

students' abilities to succeed. Gaining a greater understanding of this impact can help to inform 

future higher education practices aimed at students’ wellness, particularly financial wellness.   
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Procedures 

This study utilized quantitative deductive reasoning as the method of analysis. In 

particular, analysis included a series of least squares regressions, utilizing archival data. This 

procedure section will further discuss information pertaining to the research design, participants, 

setting, data collection and data analysis.  

Research Design 

The researcher utilized a quantitative research design, as this type of research is aimed at 

understanding what factors or variables influence certain outcomes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Specifically, this study explored the relationship between financial wellness measures and 

student success. This study utilized an ex-post facto or after-the-fact research design through 

archival data. The analysis included a series of least squares regressions to answer the three 

research questions. Archival data was obtained from the 2020 Ohio State University Survey on 

Collegiate Financial Wellness (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.). The survey 

was administered in the spring semester of 2020 by the Ohio State University Center for the 

Study of Student Life and the College of Education and Human Ecology. The 2020 survey was 

the third administration of this survey, having been preceded by the 2014 and 2017 

administrations. This survey included 60 questions concerning college students’ financial 

attitudes, practices, and knowledge regarding financial subjects.   

Participants and Setting 

The 2020 Ohio State University Survey on Collegiate Financial Wellness was a multi-

institutional survey that included a random sample of students across 60 institutions and 85 

campuses. Participating institutions included both public and private schools as well as two-year 

and four-year institutions. Of the 60 institutions participating, 38 were four-year public 
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institutions, 13 were four-year private institutions, and nine were two-year public institutions. 

Students were selected to participate via a random sample. The survey was delivered to 236,112 

students, of which 29,883 responded, indicating a response rate of approximately 12.7%. Of 

those who responded, 24,588 attended four-year public institutions, 23,601 attended private 

institutions, and 1,321 attended two-year public institutions (see Table 1).  

Table 1 

Survey Participation by Institution Type 

 Invited Student Responses Response Rate 

2-year institutions 19,255 1,321 6.9% 

4-year public institutions 193,256 24,588 12.7% 

4-year private institutions 23,601 3,974 16.8% 

All institutions 236,112 29,883 12.7% 

 

Survey participants were mostly traditional-aged college students, with 87.6% of 

respondents being within the 18-23 age range (see Table 2). The majority of respondents, 68.7%, 

identified as White or European American, 11% as Asian American, 14.4% as Hispanic/Latinx, 

8% as African American/Black or African descent, and 4.9% as either Middle Eastern/Arab 

American, Native American, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, or did not disclose (see Table 3). These 

percentages combine to total more than 100%, as students could select all that applied.  

Table 2 

Age of Respondents 

 % N 

18-23 87.6% 26,187 
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24-29 6.6% 1,967 

30-39 3.6% 1,070 

40-49 1.4% 438 

50-59 0.6% 183 

60 or older 0.2% 48 

Total 100% 29,883 

 

Table 3 

Race and Ethnicity 

 % N 

African American/Black or African Decent 8.0 2,388 

Asian/Asian American 11.0 3,279 

Hispanic/Latinx 14.4 4,284 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0.7 21 

Native American/American Indian/Alaskan Native 1.5 434 

Middle Eastern/Arab American 1.4 423 

White or European American 68.7 20,481 

Preferred Identity (in addition to or not listed above 0.2 56 

Prefer not to disclose 1.1 329 

Total  29,813 
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Data Collection 

The researcher obtained IRB approval from Georgia Southern University. The Ohio State 

University’s Office of Student Life granted permission to use data via an online request system. 

Once permission was granted by the Ohio State University Office of Student Life, access was 

granted via a shared and encrypted drive to review raw de-identified data. Data was presented in 

an Excel spreadsheet. The spreadsheet contained all data points collected during the 

administration of the survey. The relevant data points for this study were extracted and converted 

to an SPSS file for analysis.  

The researcher utilized GPA, self-efficacy mean, socialization mean, strain mean, and 

optimism means as variables from the archival data provided. Concerning GPA, respondents 

were asked to report using numbers only and rounding to two decimal places. The additional 

variables were mean scores based on each participant’s responses to the various questions within 

each category and were provided within the data set. Each category, with the exception of 

financial optimism, contained a total of four questions. Financial optimism contained three 

questions. Responses were based on a four-point Likert scale with the following response 

options: strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree (See Appendix A). For financial 

self-efficacy, socialization, and optimism, higher numbers indicate more positive outcomes. For 

financial strain, higher numbers indicate more negative outcomes. Table 4 contains composite 

means for all students who answered these questions.  

Table 4 

Composite mean scores 

Category Score 
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Financial Self-Efficacy 2.90 

Financial Socialization 2.88 

Financial Strain 2.65 

Financial Optimism 2.77 

 

Data Analysis 

Each of the three research questions was addressed through a series of ordinary least 

squares regressions, which is used when needing to analyze a possible linear relationship 

between a dependent variable and independent variables (Cramer & Howitt, 2004). It does so by 

finding the best-fit line between independent variables and dependent variables (Lewis-Beck et 

al., 2004). Analysis included Pearson’s Product-Moment correlation coefficients to determine the  

significance of individual independent variables. The researcher received de-identified data files 

in a Microsoft Excel document. All data from the original data set was exported to the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and analysis was performed in SPSS. Any incomplete 

data points or erroneous points were removed through listwise deletion, completely omitting 

cases with any missing data relevant to this study (Schafer & Graham, 2002). Any cases missing 

a response or containing erroneous data for GPA, financial self-efficacy mean, financial 

socialization mean, financial strain mean, or financial optimism mean were omitted. Of the 

29,833 respondents, 3,987 respondents, approximately 13.36%, were removed due to incomplete 

or erroneous data. The data points used as independent variables for questions one and three 

included the mean of socialization, the mean of strain, and the mean of optimism. Financial self-

efficacy means served as the independent variable for research question two. Each of the 

dependent variables is a joint score resulting from multiple questions within each category. The 
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mean score for each participant was provided with raw data from the Ohio State University 

Office of Student Life.  

Research question one addressed whether or not financial socialization, strain, and 

optimism can be used to predict financial self-efficacy. The dependent variable for this question 

was the financial self-efficacy mean, which is described as one’s confidence and level of 

preparedness pertaining to financial matters (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.) 

and is determined based on respondents’ answers to several self-efficacy-related questions. The 

independent variables were socialization mean, strain mean, and optimism mean, which, 

similarly to self-efficacy, are determined based on respondents’ answers to several questions 

related to each subject. The survey describes financial socialization as the degree to which 

parents engage with children on financial topics, financial strain as the presence of stress or 

worry resulting from financial situations, and financial optimism as one’s attitude regarding the 

financial aspects of their future (Ohio State University Office of Student Life n.d.). 

Research question two addressed the impact of financial self-efficacy on student success. 

The dependent variable for question two was student success. For the purpose of question two, 

student success was determined based on self-reported Grade Point Average (GPA). 

Respondents reported GPA as a raw number and then rounded to two decimals. Financial self-

efficacy was the independent variable for this question.  

Finally, research question three addressed the impacts of financial socialization, strain, 

and optimism on student success. Student success was the dependent variable for question three 

and, as in question two, was determined based on self-reported GPA. The independent variables 

were financial socialization mean, strain mean, and optimism mean.  
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The research also included descriptive statistics to include means and standard deviations. 

Cronbach’s alpha was utilized to verify the reliability of financial socialization, strain, optimism, 

and financial self-efficacy means. Financial self-efficacy, socialization, and strain all had alpha 

values between 0.8 and 0.9. Financial optimism had an alpha value of 0.66. However, financial 

optimism had three data points compared to the four data points of each of the other groups 

(Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d). This could partially account for the lower 

alpha value as fewer data points can affect its strength. Scores between 0.8 and 0.9 are generally 

accepted as good. Scores within the 0.6 to 0.8 range are acceptable though not ideal while 

anything below 0.5 is unacceptable (Sheposh, 2023). Inferential statistics included a series of 

least squares regressions. These regressions were utilized to reveal what relationship, if any, 

exists between the various financial wellness categories and student success as measured by 

GPA.  

Limitations, Delimitations, and Assumptions 

A limitation of this study was that data was limited to that of students who voluntarily 

participated, as there were no requirements for participation. Some respondents did not complete 

the survey in its entirety and were removed from the analysis. This study was limited in terms of 

diversity as 68% of respondents identified as White or European American, and 87% reported an 

age between 18 and 23. Additionally, the survey instrument utilized a self-reported GPA rather 

than official institution records. In addition to GPA, this study included financial self-efficacy, 

socialization, strain, and optimism as variables. While financial self-efficacy, strain, and 

socialization all generally had acceptable alpha scores, financial optimism had an alpha score of 

0.66, indicating less-than-ideal reliability (Sheposh, 2023). Therefore, results should be 
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evaluated with caution as a lower alpha score indicates a potential lack of inter-relatedness and 

consistency amongst items within the category (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).  

A delimitation of this study was that the data analyzed represented only one iteration of 

this survey and did not include previous administrations of the same survey instrument from 

2014 and 2017. Additionally, although the Ohio State University Survey on Collegiate Wellness 

contains six financial wellness categories, this study only addressed four: financial self-efficacy, 

financial socialization, financial strain, and financial optimism. These four categories were 

selected based on their relatedness to the four sources of self-efficacy which are mastery 

experience, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion and emotional and physiological state. This 

study evaluated student success based on student GPA and did not include additional student 

success measures.  

The researcher assumed that the sample was an accurate representation of the population 

in question. Additionally, it was assumed that participants answered questions honestly, as all 

data was self-reported. Finally, the researcher assumed that the survey instrument, the Ohio State 

University Survey on Collegiate Financial Wellness, exhibits reliability.  

Chapter Summary 

By exploring the relationships among various financial wellness measures and the impact 

that those measures have on students’ GPAs, this research will help inform the general body of 

research aimed at improving student success through a focus on student wellness. The financial 

focus of this study will help expand a scarce body of research aimed at student financial wellness 

and how this portion of students’ lives interacts with their academic performance. The various 

financial wellness measures analyzed, financial self-efficacy, socialization, strain, and optimism, 
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each focus on a specific portion of a student’s financial picture, and this analysis will help to 

explore the variances between each category’s impact on student success. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to determine what impact, if any, financial wellness had on 

students’ abilities to succeed. Specifically, this study explored the impact of financial self-

efficacy, financial socialization, financial strain, and financial optimism on student GPA. 

Financial self-efficacy is described as the feeling of confidence related to financial matters (Ohio 

State University Office of Student Life, n.d.). Financial self-efficacy was thought to be 

influenced by each of the other financial wellness measures used as variables: financial 

socialization, financial strain, and financial optimism. Financial socialization refers to the degree 

to which parents and guardians actively provide learning opportunities concerning personal 

finances (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d). Financial strain refers to feelings of 

stress pertaining to finances (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.). Finally, 

financial optimism refers to one’s attitude regarding his or her personal financial future (Ohio 

State University Office of Student Life, n.d.).  

Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy was the theoretical framework guiding this 

study. The theory of self-efficacy asserts that an individual’s behavior is influenced by several 

sources, which include mastery experience, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and 

emotional and physiological state. Bandura (1977) defines self-efficacy as the conviction that 

one can execute a given behavior, resulting in a certain outcome. In Bandura’s theory, each of 

the four aforementioned sources contributes to self-efficacy, which then influences behavior. 

Similarly, this research tested the hypothesis that financial socialization, financial strain, and 

financial optimism contribute to financial self-efficacy, which then influences student behavior 

in the form of academic achievement.  
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Research Questions 

The first research question addressed the relationship that financial wellness has with the 

other financial wellness measures of financial socialization, strain, and optimism. Research 

questions two and three addressed the impacts of each wellness measure on student GPA. The 

research questions for this study were as follows:  

1. What is the predictive effect of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on financial 

self-efficacy?  

2. What is the impact of financial self-efficacy on student success as measured by GPA? 

3. What are the impacts of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on student success 

as measured by GPA? 

Study Overview 

This research utilized archival survey data. The survey instrument for this study was the 

2020 iteration of the Ohio State University Survey on Collegiate Financial Wellness (Ohio State 

University Office of Student Life, n.d.). This multi-institutional survey includes responses from 

29,883 students across 60 institutions and 85 campuses, of which 25,986 were represented in this 

study after listwise removal and removal of data that did not fall within allowable metrics (e.x., 

GPA above 4.0). Additionally, respondents included students from both two-year and four-year 

institutions as well as public and private institutions. The survey included 60 questions 

concerning college students’ financial attitudes, practices, and knowledge regarding financial 

subjects. Each of the three research questions was addressed through a series of ordinary least 

squares regressions. Least squares regression analysis is appropriate when looking to analyze a 

possible linear relationship between a dependent variable and independent variables (Cramer & 

Howitt, 2004). A statistically significant linear relationship would indicate that as the 
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independent variables increase or decrease, the dependent variable also increases or decreases, 

presenting some level of predictability. Data was analyzed using SPSS.  

Results 

Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) for the variables of interest to the 

present study are located in Table 5 below. Each wellness variable was represented using a 

nominal scale of measurement: 1 represented the response of strongly disagree, 2 disagree, 3 

agree, and 4 strongly agree. An average was used to represent responses to the four questions in 

each category of financial self-efficacy, socialization, and strain, and the three questions 

pertaining to financial optimism. GPA was reported using an interval scale and was self-

reported. All responses were rounded to two decimal places, and responses falling outside of 0 

and 4 were not included in the analysis. Pearson’s Product-Moment correlation coefficients, 

Pearson’s r, are presented in Table 6. Pearson’s r was used to measure the linearity of the data. 

Student success, as measured by GPA, did not significantly correlate with any financial wellness 

variables, including financial self-efficacy, socialization, strain, and optimism. Nevertheless, all 

other correlations tied to research question one were statistically significant and in the expected 

direction, with financial strain inversely related to all other variables. Results specific to each 

research question will be explained in further detail below. 

Table 5 

Zero-Order Bivariate Correlation Matrix of Financial Strain, Optimism, Socialization, Self-

Efficacy, and GPA 

Variable M SD Min. Max. 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Self-Efficacy  2.90 0.64 1.00 4.00 - 0.25 -0.42 0.48 0.06 

2. Socialization 2.87 0.81 1.00 4.00  - -0.29 0.22 0.03 
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3. Strain 2.65 0.78 1.00 4.00   - -0.46 -0.02 

4. Optimism 2.77 0.62 1.00 4.00    - 0.01 

5. GPA (Student Success) 3.41 0.87 1.12 4.00     - 

Note. M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; Min. = Minimum Value; Max. = Maximum Value. 

N = 25,986 

Research Question One 

What is the predictive effect of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on financial self-

efficacy?  

 Financial self-efficacy was the dependent variable, while financial socialization, financial 

strain, and financial optimism were the independent variables for this regression. The results of 

the standard ordinary least squares regression concerning the first research question revealed a 

statistically significant omnibus model, F(3,27839) = 3802.26, p < .001, R2 = 0.291. All three 

predictors—financial strain (-), socialization (+), and optimism (+) significantly predicted 

financial self-efficacy. The standardized regression coefficients were as follows: Socialization β 

= 0.11, t(25985) = 74.36, p < .01; Strain β = -0.215, t(25,985) = -36.78, p < .01; Optimism, β = 

0.360, t(25,985) = 62.76, p < .01. The unstandardized regression coefficients of socialization, 

strain, and optimism are displayed in Table 6. The value of standardized coefficients will fall 

between -1 and 1. The stronger relationships are those whose β value is closer to 1 or -1. A 

review of the standardized regression coefficients indicated that as financial socialization and 

optimism increased, and strain decreased, financial self-efficacy increased. Additionally, 

financial optimism was the strongest predictor of financial self-efficacy β=0.360, t(25,985) = 

62.76, p < .01, whereas financial socialization was the weakest predictor of financial self-

efficacy β=0.11, t(25985) = 74.36, p < .01 (See Table 6).  
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Table 6 

Regression Coefficients for Financial Socialization, Strain, and Optimism 

Predictor b S.E. β t p CI95% a 

Socialization 0.087 0.028 0.11 74.36 < 0.001 0.079, 0.095 

Strain -0.176 0.004 -0.215 -36.78 < .0.001 -0.185, -0.167 

Optimism 0.371 0.006 0.360 62.76 < 0.001 0.359, 0.382 

Key. b = Unstandardized Regression Coefficient; S.E. = Standard Error; β = Standardized 

Regression Coefficient; t = t-statistic; p = Statistical Significance. 

a 95% confidence interval of the unstandardized regression coefficients.  

Research Question Two 

What is the impact of financial self-efficacy on student success as measured by GPA? 

For research question two, GPA was the dependent variable, and financial self-efficacy 

was the independent variable. A regression analysis was completed to evaluate this research 

question. Upon completion of analyses, the findings revealed that financial self-efficacy (p = 

0.29) was not a significant predictor of students’ GPAs. As a result, the analysis concerning 

question two was halted, and no further results regarding research question two are included in 

the findings. 

Research Question Three  

What are the impacts of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on student success as 

measured by GPA? 

GPA served as the dependent variable for research question three, while financial 

socialization, strain, and optimism served as the independent variables. A regression analysis 

was completed to test research question three. Regarding research question three, strain, 
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optimism, and socialization (p = 0.36) were not significant predictors of students’ GPAs. No 

linear relationship was identified. Similar to research question two, further results regarding 

research question three are not included due to the insignificance of the relationship.  

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter provided data regarding the relationships amongst various student wellness 

measures and the relationships that those wellness measures had with student success as 

measured by GPA. Data was obtained from the Ohio State University Office of Student Life 

Study on Collegiate Financial Wellness. A series of ordinary least square regressions were 

completed to explore these relationships.  

 A portion of this study yielded significant results while another portion of results were 

insignificant. Analysis revealed statistically significant relationships between financial self-

efficacy and the financial wellness measures of financial socialization, financial strain, and 

financial optimism. Financial optimism was the strongest predictor of financial self-efficacy, 

while financial socialization was the weakest predictor. Analysis to test research question two 

revealed no statistically significant linear relationship between financial self-efficacy and student 

success as measured by GPA. Similarly, the analysis of question three revealed that the impact of 

financial socialization, financial strain, and financial optimism on student success, as measured 

by GPA, was not statistically significant.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND IMPICATIONS 

This study sought to gain a deeper understanding of financial wellness's impact on 

students’ abilities to succeed at the collegiate level. Previous research has explored the 

relationships among various financial wellness measures such as self-efficacy, optimism, and 

socialization (Amatucci & Crawley, 2011; Deenanath et al., 2019; Farrell et al., 2016). 

Additionally, prior research has explored the relationship between financial wellness and overall 

stress among college students (Heckman et al., 2014; Lim et al., 2014; Murray et al., 2013; 

Rhodes, 2022). When looking at student success, the relationship with financial wellness has 

been explored primarily from the viewpoint of degree completion and retention rather than GPA 

(Barr, 2015; Goldrick et al., 2016; Roksa & Velez, 2012; Silva et al., 2023). This study 

specifically explored the GPA aspect of student success to determine what relationships, if any, 

exist between GPA and various financial wellness measures. Findings from this study can assist 

campus communities in better-serving students and improving financial literacy, financial 

wellness, and student success.  

The conceptual model presented in Chapter Two illustrated a two-tiered relationship 

between financial wellness and student success, with the first tier representing a hypothesized 

linkage in which financial socialization, strain, and optimism fed into financial self-efficacy. The 

second tier represented the hypothesized relationship between financial self-efficacy and student 

success. This study affirmed the tier one portion of the hypothesis, indicating that financial 

socialization, strain, and optimism are all related to financial self-efficacy. Although this study 

did not confirm the suspected relationship between self-efficacy and student success, this chapter 
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will explore potential reasons for this and discuss additional ways financial wellness can impact 

student success.  

Summary of Results 

The researcher reviewed data from approximately 25,986 students from both two-year 

and four-year institutions and public and private institutions. Data was obtained from the 2020 

iteration of the Ohio State University Survey on Collegiate Financial Wellness (Ohio State 

University Office of Student Life, n.d.). The overarching goal of this study was to determine 

what relationship, if any, exists between financial wellness and student success as measured by 

GPA. Before addressing that question, the researcher sought to understand the relationship 

among the various financial wellness measures, including financial self-efficacy, financial 

socialization, financial strain, and financial optimism. Following Bandura’s (1977) model of self-

efficacy, the researcher proposed that financial socialization, strain, and optimism feed into 

financial self-efficacy in the same way that mastery experience, vicarious experience, verbal 

persuasion, and emotional and physiological state influence general self-efficacy. What follows 

in Bandura’s model is that self-efficacy then determines behavior. In the case of this study, the 

behavior being explored is student performance. GPA is the indicator that is used to measure 

student behavior.   

 The research questions for this study were:  

1. What is the predictive effect of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on 

financial self-efficacy?  

2. What is the impact of financial self-efficacy on student success as measured by 

GPA? 
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3. What are the impacts of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on student 

success as measured by GPA? 

A series of least square regressions were conducted to answer these research questions. 

As hypothesized in research question one, financial socialization, strain, and optimism all had a 

statistically significant relationship with financial self-efficacy. Financial socialization and 

optimism were found to have a positive relationship with financial self-efficacy. Findings 

indicated an inverse relationship between financial self-efficacy and financial strain. 

Additionally, financial optimism was the strongest predictor of financial self-efficacy, whereas 

financial socialization was the weakest predictor of financial self-efficacy. 

Research question two addressed the relationship between financial self-efficacy and 

GPA. It was hypothesized that financial self-efficacy would have a positive relationship with 

student GPA. The findings of this study did not support this hypothesis, as the model was not 

statistically significant. Similarly, results pertaining to question three, which addressed the 

impacts of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on GPA, were not statistically significant.  

Discussion 

This study sought to understand the dynamics between various financial wellness 

measures and the relationships of those measures with student GPA. For this study, financial 

wellness encompassed four categories: self-efficacy, socialization, strain, and optimism. 

Research question one addressed the relationships among the various financial wellness 

measures. Socialization, strain, and optimism were expected to have a significant relationship 

with financial self-efficacy. Research question two then addressed the impact of financial self-

efficacy on student success. Finally, research question three explored the remaining three 

wellness measures to determine if their combined relationship with student success differed from 

that with financial self-efficacy.  
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Research Question One 

What is the predictive effect of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on financial self-

efficacy?  

Reviewing previous research, financial self-efficacy emerged as a crucial financial 

wellness measure. Financial self-efficacy is determined by gauging students’ financial 

confidence and preparedness (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.). Research 

question one explored the relationships that financial socialization, strain, and optimism each had 

with financial self-efficacy. Each of the three wellness measures had a significant relationship 

with financial self-efficacy. Both financial optimism and socialization had a positive relationship 

with financial self-efficacy, while financial strain had a negative relationship with financial self-

efficacy (See Figure 2). Results for each dependent variable will be discussed in further detail 

below.  

Figure 2 

Research Question One Results 
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Results indicated that financial optimism was the strongest predictor of financial self-

efficacy. The Ohio State University Office of Student Life (n.d.)  defines financial optimism as 

students’ attitudes regarding their financial futures, whereas self-efficacy concerns financial 

confidence and preparedness. Alternatively, Noor et al. (2020) describe financial self-efficacy as 

an individual’s confidence in making sound financial decisions and navigating various financial 

responsibilities. Based on the definitions provided, the two concepts are similar in that both are 

concerned with future outlook. The findings indicate that one’s attitude regarding one's financial 

future may indicate one's confidence regarding the subject. While other factors could ultimately 

affect one’s financial self-efficacy, this study showed that a strong level of financial optimism 

could be a good indicator of financial self-efficacy. However, additional research related to this 

relationship could not be found. Therefore, more research is needed to understand why it may be 

the strongest predictor of self-efficacy of the three concepts explored.   

Although still significant, the relationship between financial socialization and financial 

self-efficacy was the weakest of the three explored in research question one. Financial 

socialization refers to how other individuals, particularly parents, engage students in financial 

learning opportunities (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.). It is important to note 

that although prior research is not plentiful, parental financial communication, both implicit and 

explicit, has previously been found to positively affect college students' financial self-efficacy 

(Rudi et al., 2020). Additionally, prior research has connected financial socialization to financial 

optimism, finding that financial socialization can be used to predict financial optimism levels 

(White et al., 2021). While that particular study did not explicitly include the concept of self-

efficacy, it speaks to the potential interconnectedness among financial wellness measures.  
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Of the three relationships addressed with research question one, only financial strain had 

an inverse relationship with financial self-efficacy. Financial strain is described as feelings of 

worry or stress levels related to finances (Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d.). 

Financial strain is a particularly important concept for college students as they are often stepping 

into some level of financial responsibility and may face bills for the first time. The inverse 

relationship between financial strain and financial self-efficacy is intuitive and expected, given 

the negative nature of the concept of strain. The findings of this study confirmed that the 

negative nature of strain is counterproductive to financial self-efficacy. Looking further at the 

interconnectedness of various wellness measures, a limited body of prior research has found that 

financial strain also has an inverse relationship with financial optimism and can also be used as a 

predictor of financial optimism (Chhatwani & Mishra, 2021; Rehr & Regan, 2022; Rehr et al., 

2022). Chhatwani & Mishra (2021) explored the relationship between financial literacy and 

financial fragility with financial confidence and found that financially literate individuals who 

exhibited high financial confidence were less likely to be financially fragile. For the 

aforementioned study, financial fragility was determined similarly to the way that financial strain 

was determined in the Ohio State University Survey on Collegiate Financial Wellness (Ohio 

State University Office of Student Life, n.d.). Additionally, Rehr and Regan (2022) utilized the 

Ohio State University Survey on Collegiate Financial Wellness to complete a comparative 

analysis of financial wellness between trans-spectrum students and cisgender students. Both 

groups of students exhibited an inverse relationship between strain and optimism.  

This research focused on each wellness measure’s relationship with financial self-

efficacy. However, as evident in the discussion above, the strength of correlations between 

various wellness measures explored here indicates a strong and potentially symbiotic relationship 
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among them all. A symbiotic relationship would support the idea that, beyond the relationships 

that socialization, strain, and optimism have with self-efficacy, each of these wellness measures 

may be dependent on the other wellness measures. These findings open the door to the 

previously explored idea that each of these wellness measures is possibly dependent on the 

others (Chhatwani & Mishra, 2021; Rehr & Regan, 2022; Rehr et al., 2022; White et al., 2021).  

For example, financial literacy had a negative relationship with financial fragility, with those 

who exhibited high financial literacy being less likely to have difficulty handling emergency 

expenses or exhibiting lower financial strain (Chhatwani & Mishra, 2021). Additionally, White 

et al. (2021) found that while financial knowledge and self-efficacy had a positive relationship 

within a general population sample, this relationship was not significant for African American 

students. However, financial self-efficacy increased for African American students when 

financial management was paired with financial knowledge as an independent variable (White et 

al., 2021). Further research is needed to explore the concept of dependency and possible 

causation. This will be discussed in more detail in implications for future research.  

Research Question Two 

What is the impact of financial self-efficacy on student success as measured by GPA? 

This study hypothesized that financial socialization, strain, and optimism help mold 

financial self-efficacy, influencing student behaviors. The particular student behavior here was 

academic performance as measured by GPA. Research question two aimed to determine if 

financial self-efficacy could predict GPA. The findings pertaining to research question two 

indicated that there was not a significant relationship between the independent variable of 

financial self-efficacy and the dependent variable of GPA (See Figure 3). 
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Figure 3  

Research Question Two Results 

 

Prior research is sparse on the relationship between financial self-efficacy and student 

success. However, financial self-efficacy has been previously linked to other wellness topics. As 

with the concept of general self-efficacy, it is thought that one’s financial self-efficacy has a 

direct impact on financial behavior (Asebedo & Seay, 2018; Farrell et al., 2016; Festa & Knotts, 

2021; Letkiewicz et al., 2014). For instance, Asebedo & Seay (2018) explored and confirmed a 

link between self-efficacy and retirement planning. Additionally, Farrell et al. (2016) found a 

positive relationship between financial self-efficacy and savings and investments. In addition to 

the relationships between financial self-efficacy and financial behaviors, higher financial self-

efficacy has been linked to lower stress levels for college students (Heckman et al., 2014; Lim et 

al., 2014). These relationships indicate the importance of financial wellness on the general well-

being of adults and the population in question for this study, college students.  

Due to the use of archival data and the desire to limit the scope, this research did not go 

further into the behavioral aspect of the conceptual framework presented in Chapter Two to look 

at other behaviors that may be more closely related to financial wellness. Behaviors such as debt 

incurrence and accumulation of savings and investments have been associated with financial 

wellness measures, supporting the conceptual framework presented. For instance, the 

accumulation of savings and investments has been positively associated with self-efficacy, and 

debt incurrence has been found to have a negative relationship with self-efficacy (Farrell et al., 
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2016; Festa & Knotts, 2021). Based on Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy (1977), behaviors are 

thought to result from self-efficacy directly. Although the studies mentioned above did not 

explore self-efficacy directly, the focus on financial behaviors indirectly ties in with the concept 

of self-efficacy. In the conceptual framework discussed, self-efficacy was thought to impact 

certain behaviors. Rather than explore the impact of self-efficacy on student success, specifically 

GPA, the aforementioned studies explored the impact of self-efficacy on various financially 

focused behaviors.  

Research Question Three  

What are the impacts of financial socialization, strain, and optimism on student success as 

measured by GPA? 

Research question three utilized least squares regression with socialization, strain, and 

optimism as the independent variables. GPA was used as the dependent variable. The findings 

pertaining to research question three indicated that there was not a significant relationship. The 

combined model with the three independent variables could be used as predictors of GPA (See 

Figure 4).  

Figure 4 

Research Question Three Results 

 

This study combined socialization, strain, and optimism into one model and did not 

explore each individually. Prior research with a similar model could not be located. The 

discussion below will explore the dynamics of each independent variable separately.   
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Prior research pertaining to the three financial wellness measures in research question 

three and student success is limited. No research could be located linking financial optimism to 

student success in the form of academic achievement, student advancement, or retention. 

However, what can be said is that financial optimists tend to have more favorable outcomes 

financially and engage in better financial behaviors than those with a pessimistic financial 

viewpoint (Gielan, 2019).  

Looking specifically at socialization, parents' financial influence has previously been 

positively associated with students’ GPAs (Sabri et al., 2020). No additional research pertaining 

to this particular relationship could be found. However, socialization has previously been linked 

to other positive outcomes. Financial parenting has been shown to be important for children’s 

success as they continue to gain independence and adulthood (Serido et al., 2010). Additionally, 

prior studies have consistently shown a positive relationship between financial socialization and 

the financial behavior of college students (Angulo-Ruize & Pergelova, 2015; Smith & Barboza, 

2014; Webley & Nyhus, 2013). For instance, prior studies have found that young adults who 

received explicit financial communication from parents were more likely to avoid credit card 

debt and make regular payments on debt (Smith & Barboza, 2014; Webley & Nyhus, 2013).   

Although not plentiful, prior research on financial strain and student success is more 

prevalent than the other wellness measures in question three. Financial strain has been linked to 

lower academic performance (Becker et al., 2024; Destin & Svoboda, 2018). Financial strain and 

stress have also been linked to retention issues in college students (Britt, 2017). Additionally, 

financial strain can cause students to reduce the number of credit hours, leading to extended 

timeframes for degree completion (Robb, 2017). Although this study did not find a significant 

relationship between financial socialization, strain, optimism, and GPA, previous research has 
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found that the likelihood of a significant relationship between financial strain and academic 

performance increases with the level of financial strain. Those with more moderate levels of 

financial strain did not necessarily exhibit lower levels of academic performance, while there did 

appear to be a significant relationship between financial strain and GPA for those with 

considerably high levels of strain (Baker et al., 2021).   

While some examples of prior research utilizing GPA as the success measure have been 

provided, a few studies have utilized other measures, such as completion and retention, to 

determine the effect of financial wellness on student success. Although this particular study did 

not find a significant relationship between financial wellness and GPA, prior research has found 

significant relationships between financial wellness and other student success measures. These 

measures include overall student wellness, credit hour enrollment, and persistence (Baker & 

Montalto, 2019; Britt et al., 2017).  

When using GPA to measure student success and a survey only soliciting current 

students, one must consider what is not captured in these results. Those students who cease 

enrollment are not considered here. Students with more debt and greater financial constraints are 

more likely to drop out than students with lower or no debt and fewer financial constraints (Britt 

et al., 2017; McKinney & Burridge, 2015). Therefore, GPA may not effectively capture the 

picture of student success as it relates to financial wellness for those students who face 

enrollment interruptions. Additionally, students who left college for other reasons are not 

considered here. For this study, the GPA variable utilized self-reported data. This could affect 

the results as it opens the door to potential inaccuracy of data. Furthermore, the GPA variable 

was reported as a raw number rather than a categorical variable. Breaking the variable down 

categorically and completing individual analysis on each category could have shown conditional 
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relationships that this study could not capture. Considering all of the above factors that inhibit 

the effectiveness of GPA as the dependent variable makes it possible for future studies to 

consider other student success measures, such as persistence and holistic development measures 

discussed within the literature review. This will help practitioners capture a more complete 

picture of the relationship between financial wellness and student success and will be discussed 

in further detail below 

Implications for Future Research 

As discussed in the literature review, the concept of student success encompasses many 

forms of measurement. There are student success outcomes that are easily quantifiable, such as 

GPA, completion rates, and class grades. Then there are other measures of success, such as those 

falling under holistic development, which look at student’s abilities to develop as a whole 

person, including emotionally, physically, and socially (Cuseo, 2017). This particular study only 

explored the success of the GPA measure. Falling under the category of academic achievement, 

GPA is an easily quantifiable and widely used measure of student success. Though based on the 

individual student, GPA is a more institutionally focused measure as it allows the institution to 

compare one student's success to another. On the contrary, holistic development measures, such 

as determination, resilience, thriving, time management, and learning engagement, consider the 

student’s perception of their own success. Holistic development measures are not easily 

quantifiable and offer a different perspective for the evaluation of student success.  

Alternative Student Success Measures 

Across the board, research exploring the relationship between financial wellness and 

various student success measures is lacking. Although not plentiful, prior research has examined 

the relationship between student finances and persistence. Students with loan debt, particularly, 
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are more likely to have persistence issues than students without debt (Letkiewicz, 2014; Robb, 

2017; Robb et al., 2012). Further research is needed to explore the relationships that different 

forms of debt, such as student loans and credit cards, have with various student success 

measures, such as persistence and completion. By using a qualitative approach, future research 

can utilize interviews to understand student perceptions regarding the effects of loan debt on 

their abilities to maintain enrollment or complete their program of study in a timely manner.  

There is an even greater gap in literature exploring the relationships between financial 

wellness and student success from a holistic development viewpoint. Qualitative approaches, 

such as interviews and focus groups, may best fit a study on the relationship between financial 

wellness and holistic development because holistic development is not easily quantifiable. The 

inability to quantify holistic development concepts definitively should not diminish its value to 

scholars or practitioners. Previous research has suggested holistic development concepts more 

closely align with students’ definitions of success and satisfaction with institutions (Delahunty & 

O’Shea 2019). Students paying money in return for the service of education should feel as 

though institutions take their overall well-being and satisfaction seriously. Still, holistic 

development should bring a different perspective to the conversations surrounding improving 

student success. A holistic development focus could more closely capture the student's 

perspective on success and goal attainment.  

While questions two and three of this study utilized various financial wellness measures 

as independent variables and GPA as the dependent variable, research question one utilized 

financial wellness concepts as both dependent and independent variables, with financial self-

efficacy being the independent variable and socialization, strain, and optimism being the 

independent variables. The structure of question one can be altered to create a study with similar 
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analysis but different implications. In a study focused on holistic development, financial wellness 

could be utilized as a holistic student success measure rather than a student success factor. 

General self-efficacy was identified earlier as a holistic development success measure (Bowden 

et al., 2021). Financial self-efficacy can be studied through a quantitative approach as a potential 

outcome or dependent variable, with other financial wellness measures such as strain, optimism, 

socialization, positive behavior, and negative behavior being the independent variables. While 

similar to the idea behind research question number one for this study, further research could 

break down each wellness measure into individual models and analyses, helping to better 

separate and identify the strengths of each relationship.   

Further research should also include mixed methods studies. This approach can be used 

to capture various success measures, those that are easily quantifiable and those that are not. The 

idea of a symbiotic relationship among the various wellness measures was introduced within the 

discussion. A mixed methods study could be utilized to further explore this concept, by utilizing 

various financial wellness measures. The quantitative aspect could include regressions utilizing 

GPA, persistence, and thriving as dependent variables. Although thriving is a holistic 

development concept and not easily quantifiable, the concept can be approached similarly to the 

wellness measures of this study. With those measures, each one was determined based on a 

series of questions with responses on a Likert scale. Independent variables would include various 

financial wellness measures, including those not explored in this study. A mixed methods study 

utilizing multiple success measures will help practitioners determine if relationships exist among 

the various success measures. A qualitative study could explore perceptions regarding the 

relationships between various financial wellness measures and student success. By utilizing 

focus groups or interviews, one can obtain the opinions of the students related to how various 
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wellness measures and student success measures resonate with them; holistic development 

measures, such as the concept of thriving, determination, and resilience, can be compared to 

those falling under academic achievement, student advancement, and persistence.  

Additional Financial Wellness Measures 

In addition to the need for studies focused on other student success measures, future 

studies should also factor in additional aspects of financial wellness not covered in this study. 

This study only explored a select group of financial wellness categories (i.e., financial self-

efficacy, financial socialization, financial strain, and financial optimism) and their relations to 

GPA. The Ohio State University Study on Collegiate Financial Wellness explored six financial 

wellness categories: financial self-efficacy, financial socialization, financial strain, financial 

optimism, positive financial behavior, and negative financial behavior. Two of these, positive 

financial behavior and negative financial behavior, were not explored in this study. Prior 

research explored the relationships between financial behavior and other wellness measures, such 

as socialization and literacy (Khurshid et al., 2024). However, there is a gap in the literature 

pertaining to the relationship between financial behavior and student success. Future research 

can include these measures and their relationship with student GPA to determine if there is any 

significance in those relationships.  

In addition to these wellness measures, further research should be completed to explore 

other aspects of financial wellness, particularly financial literacy. Financial literacy, as described 

by Federal Student Aid, includes financial education to understand how to earn, manage, and 

invest money effectively (Federal Student Aid, n.d.). Disparities have been found when 

comparing self-reported financial literacy levels and measured literacy levels in college students, 

indicating that students may not be as knowledgeable as they assume they are (Davis et al., 
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2023). Institutions are required by the United States Department of Education to provide 

financial literacy opportunities to students. Because of the necessity to provide these 

opportunities, institutions should understand literacy's impact on student success. Exploration of 

the additional financial wellness measures provided in the Ohio State University Study on 

Collegiate Financial Wellness, as well as financial literacy, can provide a more complete picture 

of financial wellness's impact on student success.  

Demographically Focused Research 

In addition to the gaps mentioned above regarding additional financial wellness, more 

can be done to investigate the relationship between financial wellness and student success. One 

area for future exploration is population-specific research, which can be used to identify 

relationships specific to certain groups. This study examined a sample representing the general 

population of college students in the United States. When looking at the problem of financial 

wellness from a critical theory perspective, we can begin to identify population-specific issues. 

As discussed in Chapter Two, students from various marginalized groups, such as those of 

Hispanic or African American descent, those from lower socioeconomic statuses, and those from 

rural environments, face particular challenges related to financial strain at a greater rate than 

their counterparts (Baker et al., 2017; Institute of Education Sciences, 2021; Rhodes, 2022). 

Future research should look at these and other marginalized groups specifically to determine if 

certain phenomena within these groups are not significant within other groups of students. A 

series of analyses breaking students into groups for comparison would achieve this and provide 

an angle on the relationship between student success and financial wellness that currently is not 

well represented in research. For a quantitative study with a critical theory focus, multivariate 

analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) would allow the researcher to determine if there are 
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statistically significant differences between groups of students. A qualitative study could utilize 

focus groups or one-on-one interviews to better understand student perspectives regarding the 

influences of financial wellness on student success from a critical lens. 

Implications for Practice 

The findings of this study revealed significant relationships between financial self-

efficacy and socialization, strain, and optimism. However, it also revealed insignificance in the 

relationships between financial wellness measures and GPA. Nevertheless, there is still a need 

for practitioners to be aware of students’ financial well-being.  

Overall Student Wellness 

A greater focus on student wellness and mental health is needed to improve the problems 

identified in previous literature regarding the effects of financial strain on student mental health 

(Adams, 2016; Cadaret & Bennett, 2019; Zhang & Kim, 2018). Due to the inherent financial 

obligation, the potential for financial-related stress will exist to some extent for students. Mental 

health campus resources are vital to student success in general. By providing ample campus 

resources, students will be better prepared to tackle any mental health issues arising from various 

issues, including financial strain and stress. This creates an opportunity for financial aid 

practitioners to work with counselors and other relevant personnel on workshops and other 

efforts to improve student wellness.  

The financial strain students face can cause some to turn to student loans. Student loans 

can help students obtain their educational goals but may come at a cost that may prove 

challenging later in life. While student loans are typically deferred until after college completion, 

these loans and the responsibility that comes with them can still add to financial strain, delay 

major life decisions, and hinder students’ financial optimism (Zhang & Kim, 2019). Students 
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who leave college with debt looming over their heads may face challenges with repayment and 

quality of life after college (Velez et al., 2019). The concept of loan forgiveness, though not new, 

is currently high on the list of important topics among legislators and their constituents. Loan 

forgiveness provides an opportunity for debt relief, aiming to improve students' quality of life 

post-college. This is evident when exploring the many legislative proposals being tracked by the 

National Association of Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA), some of which address public 

service loan forgiveness improvements, student loan relief for Medicare and Social Security 

recipients, and deferment opportunities for young entrepreneurs (NASFAA, 2024). Some believe 

that loans should be forgiven. Others believe students should be responsible for the loans they 

have willingly taken out. What is evident is that the consumer cost of higher education is high. 

Students are leaving school, some with a degree and some without, but many cannot afford 

repayment. These loans can affect students’ college endeavors and lives post-college. 

Practitioners at the institutional level must do their due diligence to understand what challenges 

students face financially and assist students with resources that will provide relief from financial 

strain in their current and future state. Furthermore, institutions and college systems should go 

beyond campus walls and work with legislators to identify long-term fixes to the problems of 

rising student loan debt amounts and college affordability. The hope is that these collaborative 

efforts will improve students’ financial optimism while simultaneously reducing strain. 

Although this study explored some of the more indirect aspects of financial wellness, 

several studies have also explored the very relevant role of students’ ability to pay on their 

abilities to succeed. Students from disadvantaged backgrounds, such as those from rural areas 

and lower socioeconomic statuses, tend to have a more difficult time paying for college than 

their counterparts, and this causes their college plans to stall (Baker et al., 2017; Rhodes, 2022). 
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Students face financial barriers to success from the point that they enroll. Some cease to pursue 

their educational endeavors before one can even begin to look at the effect of financial wellness 

on GPA or other success factors that depend on the student's ability to meet the financial 

requirements of enrollment. For this reason, higher education institutions must focus on student 

financial wellness and the implications of financial wellness on student success. Institutions can 

achieve this by providing more opportunities for students to receive financial education and 

assisting students with securing financial assistance through grants and scholarships or student 

employment to reduce student loan borrowing and financial strain. 

Retention and Persistence 

The necessity of financial literacy efforts in a college setting is directly related to the 

significance of the financial undertaking of paying for college. During every term at any given 

institution, this financial undertaking causes students to discontinue their educational endeavors 

because of their inability to pay. For students, this can change the trajectory of their futures. 

Students intending to reenroll upon improvements in their financial situations may never 

reenroll. Other students may eventually re-enroll but at the expense of going further into debt. 

Institutions should monitor and understand the trends concerning student financial strain, as lack 

of affordability can majorly impact attrition. An institution focused on retention must understand 

students' challenges, including financial issues.  

Financial Literacy 

Institutions that administer Federal Student Aid are required to engage in financial 

literacy efforts. These efforts should be intentional and focused on helping students understand 

how to manage personal finances (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). Financial literacy 

efforts can be used to improve holistic student development and success. Bandura’s (1977) 
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theory of self-efficacy showed that mastery experience, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion, 

and emotional and physiological state contribute to self-efficacy, which affects behavior. 

Practitioners should create a financial literacy curriculum and opportunities that utilize all 

sources of self-efficacy in some way. The use of financial case studies or worksheets requiring 

students to use their actual financial information and create budgets would provide a mastery 

experience. Providing opportunities for students to hear from recent college graduates or other 

individuals with relevant financial experience could provide vicarious experience. Verbal 

persuasion includes lectures or modules providing examples of good financial decision-making. 

Finally, to tie in emotional and physiological states, practitioners can focus on providing 

opportunities to learn techniques to improve emotional states when faced with financial stressors. 

The hope is that using all four sources will create a stronger foundation for students and generate 

positive behaviors amongst students by improving financial self-efficacy. 

Practitioners need to focus on ways to increase student financial literacy. Though not 

explored within this study, financial literacy has been connected to other financial wellness 

categories, including financial optimism and strain (Chhatwani & Mishra, 2021; Zhang & Fan, 

2022). Many institutions require an orientation class or an introduction to college class. Financial 

modules can be utilized as a form of financial socialization to provide more exposure and 

education on the various types of aid available to students and improve student financial 

wellness. Financial modules should include learning opportunities for students that fall under 

each source of self-efficacy, providing opportunities to directly apply personal mastery 

experiences, vicarious experiences of peers and instructors, financially motivating verbal 

persuasion, and awareness of emotional and physiological state. Alternative methods of 

information dissemination can also be used. Examples include financially focused campus events 
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such as financial aid days, email blasts to students, and special student group presentations. The 

important factor is to ensure that institutions are providing educational opportunities that are 

mandatory for students. Financial aid practitioners are often so inundated with processing student 

aid that they do not have many opportunities to provide students with general financial literacy 

and financial wellness assistance. Financial aid administrators should consider empowering other 

campus partners, such as academic faculty, student ambassadors, and others, to get vital financial 

literacy information out to students. 

Summary 

 Financial wellness is a concept of particular importance for college students who are 

transitioning to adulthood and for the institutions that they attend. Due to the financial 

obligations created by attending college, institutions are, by default, tasked with assisting 

students with some aspects of financial wellness. Institutions administer financial aid and 

provide scholarships to students to reduce strain and increase students’ ability to pay. Along with 

offering financial assistance to students, institutions should also provide some level of financial 

literacy and feel a sense of responsibility to help students in their financial wellness journeys. 

Findings from research question one demonstrated an interconnectedness among financial 

wellness measures and can contribute to the body of research on college students' financial 

wellness. These findings confirmed some of the hypotheses behind the previously presented 

conceptual framework. This framework aimed to establish the similarity of Bandura’s self-

efficacy model to a financial self-efficacy model, with financial socialization, strain, and 

optimism being utilized as the sources of financial self-efficacy. While this study did not show a 

relationship between financial wellness and the particular student success measure of GPA, 

financial wellness should still be explored through further research and considered when looking 
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at overall student wellness and success. This will help practitioners ensure they provide students 

with the resources needed to fulfill their educational goals and become productive citizens.  
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APPENDIX A 

MEAN SCORE SURVEY QUESTIONS  

Financial Self-efficacy 

 I am confident I can manage my finances. 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

  

I feel in control of my finances. 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 I am confident in my ability to plan for my financial future. 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

 When faced with a financial challenge, I can figure out a solution. 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

Financial Socialization 

 Prior to and/or during colleges, did your parents and/or guardians: 

  Provide financial advice? 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

  Have conversations about money with you? 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

  Tell you what you needed to know about money management? 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 
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  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

  Model Sound financial management? 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

Financial Strain 

 I have enough money to participate in most of the same activities as my peers. 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

 I feel stressed about my personal finances in general. 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

 I worry about being able to pay my current monthly expense. 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

 I worry about having enough money to pay for school. 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

Financial Optimism 

 When I think about my financial situation, I am optimistic about my future. 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 

 

 After graduation, I will be able to support myself financially. 

  Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 
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 I think that the cost of college is a good investment for my financial future. 

Strongly disagree 

  Disagree 

  Agree 

  Strongly disagree 
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Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
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Expiration Date: Exempt 

Subject: 
Institutional Review Board Exemption Determination - Limited 

Review 

 

The following protocol involves activities that do not require full approval by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

according to federal guidelines. 

Protocol #: H24150 Title: The Impact of Financial Wellness on 

Student Success 

As authorized in the Federal Policy for the Protection of Human Subjects, your research protocol is determined to be 

exempt from full review under the following exemption category(s): 

Review Type: Exemption 4: Secondary research uses of identifiable private information or 

identifiable biospecimens, if at least one of the following criteria is met: The 

identifiable private information or identifiable biospecimens are publicly available; 

Information, which may include information about biospecimens, is recorded by the 

investigator in such a manner that the identity of the human subjects cannot readily be 

ascertained directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects, the investigator does 

not contact the subjects, and the investigator will not re-identify subjects. 

Any data use agreement or agreement change required by the data owner must be 

supplied to the IRB prior to execution for review. This approval is contingent upon 

researcher compliance with the conditions of the data use agreement (where required) 

and current institutional data security policy. 

Therefore, as authorized in the Federal Policy for the Protection of Human Subjects, I am pleased to notify you that 

the Institutional Review Board has approved your proposed research with the understanding that you will abide by 
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Special Conditions: None 

No COVID Safety Plan No in person procedures were included in this protocol. 

Any alteration in the terms or conditions of your involvement may alter this approval. Therefore, as authorized in 

the Federal  
Policy for the Protection of Human Subjects, I am pleased to notify you that your research, as submitted, is exempt 

from IRB Review. No further action or IRB oversight is required, as long as the project remains the same. If you 

alter the project, it is your responsibility to notify the IRB and acquire a new determination of exemption. Because 

this project was determined to be exempt from further IRB oversight, this project does not require an expiration 
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