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Financial Fragility Among Modern Learners
Many U.S. adults are unable to cover an unexpected expense 
of $400 to $500 (Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve 
System, 2025, p. 41), a state we define here as “financial 
fragility”. This experience is especially common in the college 
student population. In the Fall 2024 Student Financial 
Wellness Survey (SFWS) conducted by Trellis Strategies 
(Trellis), over half of all undergraduate respondents—58 
percent at two-year schools and 53 percent at four-year 
schools—reported they would have trouble coming up with 
$500 in cash or credit in case of an emergency. This financial 
fragility was especially common among parenting students 
(70 percent) and first-generation students (67 percent). 

Furthermore, over a quarter of SFWS respondents (28 percent) 
indicated they had run out of money six or more times in the 
past year. This represents a structural budget deficit where 
individuals’ finances are regularly in crisis with no opportunity 
to get ahead. A lack of emergency fund means that any sudden 
expense—such as a car repair, medical bill, or technology 
issue—becomes an acute financial emergency.

Ultimately, these financial challenges can jeopardize a student’s 
ability to remain enrolled in higher education. In Trellis’ surveys 
of individuals with some college but no credential, 35 percent 
of respondents indicated finances as a primary reason for 
stopping out. 

Institutional Emergency Aid Programs 
To support students facing these challenges, many college 
campuses have begun implementing emergency aid 
programs. These programs vary widely in their definitions and 
administration, but most emergency aid focuses on helping 
students who have experienced a financial shock such as 
sudden medical expenses or housing emergencies. In contrast 

to traditional financial aid, which is proactive but slow to adjust 
to changing financial circumstances, emergency aid is a rare 
form of reactive financial support designed to address acute, 
short-term needs. 

Research on emergency aid is still developing, and outcomes 
vary across different programs. Some studies have identified 
positive impacts on GPA during the term the aid was received 
(Gill and Miller, 2022) and improvements to short-term degree 
completion (Rossman et al., 2022), while analyses of other 
programs found no or limited statistically significant outcomes 
from emergency aid (Geear, 2020). Researchers highlight the 
challenge of identifying which students would benefit most 
from emergency aid and the fact that emergency aid does 
not remedy long-term financial insecurity. However, evidence 
suggests that appropriately targeted aid—paired with effective 
case management (Evans et al., 2017)—can provide much-
needed relief to students who might otherwise not finish  
their degree. 
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The Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund
Further research on emergency aid stems from the COVID-19 
pandemic, when severe economic disruptions caused 
financial struggles for individuals and organizations across 
the country. As a part of the Coronavirus, Aid, Relief, and 
Economic Security (CARES) Act signed into law in 2020, 
the federal government implemented the Higher Education 
Emergency Relief Fund (HEERF), which provided colleges 
and universities with funds to use for student emergency 
grants. The Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental 
Appropriations Act and the American Rescue Plan, both 
signed into law in 2021, provided further funding known as 
HEERF II and HEERF III, respectively. Across all three pieces 
of legislation, about $75 billion in aid was allocated for higher 
education, with roughly half of that aid earmarked for direct 
emergency funding to students (NASFAA, n.d.). 

Recent research indicates that HEERF aid was effective in 
addressing acute financial barriers and supporting student 
success during the pandemic. A study conducted at Southern 
New Hampshire University found that students who received 
HEERF emergency grants were more likely to stay enrolled 
the next term compared to control groups (CHEPP, 2023). 
Similarly, a survey of students found that those who received 
HEERF funding reported it significantly alleviated financial 
stress and helped them stay in school, while those who did  
not receive HEERF funding were more likely to say they had  
to pause their studies (Perez & Bitar, 2025). 

Due to deadlines for disbursing awards, all HEERF funding was 
largely exhausted for most institutions by 2023. While some 
state-level programs have sought to replicate the support 
systems that emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
scale of emergency aid under HEERF has  
not been maintained. 

Prevalence of Emergency Aid in the  
Wake of COVID-19
Beginning in Fall 2021, Trellis began asking respondents to 
the annual Student Financial Wellness Survey (SFWS) about 
their experiences with emergency aid. Longitudinal analysis 
shows that students’ access to emergency aid dropped sharply 
from 44 percent in 2021, when institutions had access to 
HEERF funding and were using it to help students, to just six 
percent in 2023, when HEERF funding was no longer available. 
This trend remains even when the analysis is restricted to only 
the nineteen institutions that participated in the SFWS during 
all four implementations, indicating that it is not an artifact of 
institutional sampling.

Student populations who face other challenges during 
college, such as parents and first-generation students,  
also reported receiving emergency aid at higher rates.  

Since the beginning of the year, have you received
emergency aid from your institution?

Respondents who answered ‘Yes’.

Institutions that participated in all four years (n=19)

All institutions (n=252)

Fall 2021 Fall 2022 Fall 2023 Fall 2024

44%

19%

7% 5%

44%

17%

6% 4%
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Implications for Practice
For campuses evaluating the continued implementation of emergency aid programs,  
we recommend the following principles: 

Clear Goals

Campuses need to define the purpose of the program, including the types of emergencies 
that will be covered, student eligibility criteria, and appropriate mechanisms for 
distributing funds.

Holistic Intervention

Emergency aid to address acute financial challenges should be one component of a 
larger system of care that supports the student after funds are disbursed. This includes 
screening for connection to public benefits, reviewing financial aid and any obligations 
owed to the institution, and assigning an individual to follow up with the student.

Emergency Aid Referrals 

To facilitate the early detection of emergency situations, campuses should integrate  
low-pressure financial screenings into standard campus workflows. Some examples 
include asking during the payment plan process if a student has experienced a  
financial emergency and integrating financial questions into the intake process  
at counseling centers.

Student Stories

To assist with development and fundraising efforts, it is essential to capture first-hand 
stories from students that have received the aid, in addition to tracking the quantitative 
impact of the funding.

Reactive Student Support

Campuses should evaluate multiple options for reactive student support including 
emergency aid, completion aid, “in-kind” support and connections, car repair services, 
and cash disbursement programs.

Unsurprisingly, emergency aid receipt was associated with 
other markers of financial insecurity, with higher rates among 
students experiencing basic needs insecurity, those reporting 
difficulty concentrating on coursework due to financial stress, 
and those providing financial support to family members. 
Student populations who face other challenges during college, 
such as parents and first-generation students, also reported 
receiving emergency aid at higher rates. Pandemic-era 
emergency aid had a slightly different distribution than in 
following years. In 2021, when we can assume the majority 
of aid was related to HEERF disbursements, full-time students 
were more likely to receive emergency aid compared to their 
part-time peers and there was no notable difference across 
age groups. However, in 2022 through 2024, part-time 
students and those aged 25 and older were more likely to 
receive aid.  

Conclusion
College students, like many Americans, often lack the means 
to establish a sufficient emergency fund. Without a financial 
safety net, common unpredictable expenses like car repairs 
can derail a learners’ academic pursuits. Reactive support 
systems like emergency aid can support modern learners 
as they navigate temporary financial hurdles, ultimately 
facilitating college completion.



TRELLIS STRATEGIES SPOTLIGHT REPORT BRIEF

Recent Trellis Strategies publications
Student Financial Wellness Survey Report: Online Learners
	 Schuette, A., Fletcher, C., Cornett, A., and Ashton, B. (2025). Student Financial Wellness Survey Report: Online learners. 

Trellis Strategies. https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/student-financial-wellness-survey-report-online-learners/

Busting the Myth of Self-Financing College 
	 Fletcher, C. (2025). Busting the Myth of Self-Financing College. Trellis Strategies. https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/busting-

the-myth-of-self-financing-college/

Understanding First-Generation Students: Financial, Academic, and Well-Being Insights
	 Mentzer, Lydia (2025). Understanding First-Generation Students: Financial, Academic, and Well-Being Insights. Trellis Strategies.  

https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/understanding-first-generation-students-financial-academic-and-well-being-insights/

About Trellis Strategies
Trellis Strategies is an experienced research partner dedicated to advancing education and workforce development. With nearly 40 years  
of expertise, we specialize in qualitative and quantitative research services, including surveys, interviews, focus groups, and case studies.  
Our proficiency in qualitative research and quantitative analyses enables us to extract insights from extensive datasets, guiding strategic 
decision-making in areas such as student success and outcomes.

Our expertise extends to diverse fields including data analysis, market research, policy analysis, and more. We address topics such as  
adult learners, student finances, and institutional effectiveness. Trellis Strategies offers a collaborative approach to data-driven decisions, 
contributing to positive transformations in education and workforce development.

Newsletter Subscription
Interested in receiving our monthly newsletter, Strategies 360, via email?  
Subscribe here: https://www.trellisstrategies.org/insights/newsletter/

www.trellisstrategies.org© 2026 Trellis Strategies
71646

References
Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System. (2025). Economic Well-Being of U.S. Households in 2024. https://www.federalreserve.
gov/publications/report-economic-well-being-us-households.htm 

Evans, W., Kearney, M., Perry, B., and Sullivan, J. (2017). Increasing Community College Completion Rates Among Low-Income Students: Evi-
dence from a Randomized Controlled Trial Evaluation of a Case Management Intervention. National Bureau of Economic Research.  
https://www.nber.org/papers/w24150 

Gill, J. and Miller T. (2022). Examining the Impact of Emergency Aid at Dallas College. The Hope Center for College, Community, and Justice. 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED644117 

Greear, A. (2020). Examining the Effect of Emergency Assistance Programs on Student Retention in Rural Community Colleges. The University 
of Tennessee at Chattanooga. https://scholar.utc.edu/theses/635/ 

National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrator (NASFAA). (n.d.). Higher Education Emergency Relief Funds Comparison Chart. 
https://www.nasfaa.org/uploads/documents/HEERF_Funds_Comparison_Chart.pdf

Perez, S and Bitar, J. (2025). How Higher Education Emergency Relief Funding Shaped Student Experiences During the Pandemic. EdTrust. 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED672511 

Rossman, D., Karon, J., and Alamuddin, R. (2022). The Impacts of Emergency Micro-Grants on Student Success: Evaluation of Georgia State 
University’s Panther Retention Grant Program. Ithaka S+R. https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/the-impacts-of-emergency-micro-grants-on-stu-
dent-success/

The Center for Higher Education Policy and Practice (CHEPP). (2023). Does Basic Needs Funding Improve Persistence Among College 
Students? Findings on how HEERF Dollars Impacted Student Persistence at SNHU. https://www.chepp.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/
Basic-Needs-II_10_02_2023.pdf 

https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/student-financial-wellness-survey-report-online-learners/___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzpjOm86N2MzY2IzMGE5NTU4MGQyNjE5ZjkzODQ1MTBkNjNmMzc6Nzo0NmU2OjcxZDFhOTI2YTYwMmM2NDFkZDJlNGM1NTZkNjU5ZTAzZDQ3NDFkY2ZmZTY0ZDYzNDE5M2RlNjEyY2JlOGQ3ZWE6cDpUOk4
https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/busting-the-myth-of-self-financing-college/___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzpjOm86N2MzY2IzMGE5NTU4MGQyNjE5ZjkzODQ1MTBkNjNmMzc6Nzo5NGNkOjVlMDQyMmNjYmYwMTQwMzk0NDllZmY5NTg3NzI3NjZlNjBjMjQ0ZWZlMzhiNjA1NTc2NTA3ODczODRkNjg2YzU6cDpUOk4
https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/busting-the-myth-of-self-financing-college/___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzpjOm86N2MzY2IzMGE5NTU4MGQyNjE5ZjkzODQ1MTBkNjNmMzc6Nzo5NGNkOjVlMDQyMmNjYmYwMTQwMzk0NDllZmY5NTg3NzI3NjZlNjBjMjQ0ZWZlMzhiNjA1NTc2NTA3ODczODRkNjg2YzU6cDpUOk4
https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/research-studies/understanding-first-generation-students-financial-academic-and-well-being-insights/___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzpjOm86N2MzY2IzMGE5NTU4MGQyNjE5ZjkzODQ1MTBkNjNmMzc6NzozZDM4OjM2Nzk2NzZiOTIwM2ZiMzU2NGZjMjI0N2VlZTg5NDUzNDhkNGJmMDY3N2EyYTQ0MzMwZDdjNzg5MmI4ZDg2YTU6cDpUOk4
https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r01/___https://www.trellisstrategies.org/insights/newsletter/___.YXAzOmhvdGRvZzpjOm86N2MzY2IzMGE5NTU4MGQyNjE5ZjkzODQ1MTBkNjNmMzc6NzoxOTc5OjlmNDQ4ZjNlMTgwMmNjZDZjYjYwNjVjOTg4MzFjNDVmYmM1ODdiNzdkMWNjOWJjOWI5ZTQ1Zjk3MjNiYjUyZTk6cDpUOk4

