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y sincere congratulations to all the MU 
undergraduates who participated in the 

McNair Scholars Program during the 2005-2006 
academic year. Under the careful guidance and 
support of a faculty mentor, each student was 
intensely engaged in over a yearõs worth of 
research or scholarly activity. The papers presented 
here represent the culmination of the hard work, 
dedication and energy put forth by both the scholars 

and the mentors. This publication is interdisciplinary; therefore, it reÿects 
a variety of topics and writing styles speciþc to the scholarsõ disciplines 
which allows for a rich and interesting reading experience. Six were 
chosen to be presented in their entirety. Many other strong contributions 
are listed in this publication. All participants are to be commended for 
their enthusiasm towards discovery and their commitment to pursue an 
advanced degree.

he McNair Scholars Program is a University wide effort attracting 
student and faculty from an array of academic departments. Since 

1989, students have had the opportunity to learn about the importance 
and excitement of graduate education and gain the skills and tools needed 
to successfully apply for and excel in advanced studies. The program 
strives to mirror the example of high standards and perseverance set in the 
memory and legacy of astronaut and scientist, Dr. Ronald E. McNair. The 
participants, faculty mentors and the program staff are united in the intent 
to begin building the foundation for these emerging scholars to have a 
strong and ÿourishing academic future.

lthough the papers written by these students truly do reÿect the 
end product of the research and scholarly process, the papers also 

represent the start of the next phase of their educational journeys. We are 
proud to highlight the work of these talented young researchers in the 
fourteenth edition of the MU McNair Journal. Our best wishes as they 
begin to shift from learners charged with obtaining knowledge to scholars 
engaged in producing knowledge.

Brian L. Foster 
Provost



College students who are considering study beyond 
the baccalaureate level realize their dreams through the 
McNair Scholars Program at the University of Missouri-
Columbia (MU). MU was one of the original fourteen 
universities selected to develop a program established 
by the U.S. Department of Education and named for 
astronaut and Challenger crew member Ronald E. 
McNair. The purpose of the program is to provide 
enriching experiences that prepare eligible students for 
doctoral study.

One of the most exciting aspects of the McNair 
Scholars Program is the opportunity for junior or senior 
undergraduate students to participate in research 
experiences. McNair Scholars receive stipends to conduct 
research and engage in other scholarly activities with 
faculty mentors from the areas in which they hope to 
pursue graduate study. These research internships are 
either for the academic year or for the summer session 
and are under the supervision of faculty mentors. For 
academic year internships, students work a minimum of 
ten hours per week during the fall and winter semesters. 
Summer interns work full-time for eight weeks.  

McNair Scholars also attend professional conferences 
with their mentors, go to graduate school fairs, prepare 
for graduate school entrance exams, receive guidance 
through the graduate school application process and 
obtain information on securing fellowships, graduate 
assistantships, and loans. Participants learn about 
graduate school life, advanced library skills, and effective 
ways to present their work. At the completion of the 
research internships at MU, McNair Scholars make 
formal presentations of their research to faculty and peers 
at the McNair Scholars Conference and submit papers 
summarizing their work. Students who participated as 
juniors the previous year continue in the program during 
their senior year for graduate school placement and to 
further develop their skills.

Participants must meet grade point average standards; 
be U.S. citizens or permanent residents; and qualify as 
either a þrst generation college student with an income 
level established by the U.S. Department of Education, or 
a member of a group that is underrepresented in graduate 
education.

 All students who wish to be involved submit an 
application to the program. A committee composed 
of faculty members and representatives from both the 
graduate deanõs ofþce and the McNair Scholars Program 
selects participants and approves faculty mentors. 
Research internships are offered to those students who are 
juniors or seniors and are identiþed as having the greatest 
potential for pursuing doctoral studies.
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The United States over the past 24 years has experienced a 
400% increase in the prison population. Federal and state prison 
populations rose from 330,000 in 1980 (Lynch & Sabol, 2001), to 
over 2 million in 2004 (US Department of Justice, 2005). Having 
been so successful on the òget tough on crimeó agenda, the 
publicõs attention has now turned to the over 600,000 offenders 
released to our communities each year (Visher &Travis, 2003). 
Research shows over a three year period 7 of 10 offenders will 
be rearrested and over 50% will return to prison. President Bush, 
in his 2004 State of the Union Address proposed a broad new 
reentry initiative, saying, òWe know from long experience that if 
they [ex-offenders] canõt þnd work, or a home, or help, they are 
much more likely to commit crime and return to prison.ó The 
fact is, very little is known about how to manage the enormous 
number of individuals reentering society, how ex-prisoners 
can effectively be reabsorbed into our communities (Lynch & 
Sabol, 2001), on how post-incarceration education impacts the 
reentry process. Presently lacking effective methods to prepare 
individuals for society, our nation can expect to continue to pay 
for re-incarceration costs, be victimized by repeat offenders, 
and operate without the tax revenue generated by gainfully 
employed ex-offenders.

 One signiþcant factor in the reentry process, and the 
prison population as a whole, is educational attainment. Prison 
populations are less educated than the general population. The 
U.S. Department of Justice reported 41% of state and federal 
prisoners do not have a high school diploma (or equivalent) 
compared to 18% of the general population (Wolf Harlow, 
2003). Minority rates are highest; blacks (44%) and Hispanics 
(53%). Correctional education programs have been instituted 
to help inmates develop the skills necessary to function within 
the prison industry along with employment after their release. 
Dating back to 1789 in Philadelphiaõs Walnut Street Jail (Gehring, 
http://www.ibiblio.org/icea/history.htm), correctional 
education is nothing new. Research has repeatedly shown an 
inverse relationship between level of education and recidivism 
(Mace, 1978; Holloway & Moke, 1986) a þnding which supports 
education within correctional institutions. The ultimate goal of 
correctional education is to help inmates become self-sufþcient 
so they can reenter society as law abiding, productive citizens 
and family members. Findings from the Three State Recidivism 
Study in 2001 indicated that participation in correctional 
education programs reduced the probability of incarceration by 
29% (Steurer, Smith, & Tracy, 2001). A study of seven Alabama 
colleges providing correctional education to prisoners reported 
even more signiþcant þndings with college graduateõs recidivism 
rates at 5% (Gainous, 1992). College courses however are being 
cut from educational programs in state prisons. Over 31% of 
state prisons offered college courses in 1995 compared to 26.7% 
in 2000. Federal prisons have increased their post secondary 
educational opportunities from 68.8% to 80.5% over the same 
period (Wolf Harlow, 2003). 

A tremendous gap in the literature exists in the relationship 
between post-incarceration educational achievement and 
recidivism. Over 80% of state and federal prisons offer basic 
adult education (Wolf Harlow, 2003) placing offenders in an 
opportune position to pursue further education upon their 
release. Ex-prisoners when they leave prison often demonstrate 



a tremendous þnancial need therefore qualifying for both grants 
and loans to fund their education. Are todayõs offenders aware 
of the educational opportunities available to them and how does 
this impact the individualõs reentry process? 

Post-release education has not become part of rapidly 
expanding reentry initiatives. Instead, attention focuses on 
immediate employment; but how beneþcial is it to simply 
become members of the òworking pooró? The average wage 
for an ex-offenders is less than a òliving wageó ($9.00 per 
hour) and the most common jobs are factory and warehouse 
(29%), food service (20%), and construction or demolition 
(11%), (Kachnowski, 2005, Visher, Kachnowski, LaVigne, et. al, 
2004). Additionally, a recent survey of over 3000 employers in 
four major cities revealed two of three employers would not 
knowingly hire an ex-prisoner (Holzer, Raphael, & Stoll, 2004). A 
technical education or college degree would likely alleviate some 
of the obstacles presently facing todayõs offenders. The purpose 
of this study was to examine educational attitudes, experiences 
and aspirations of men who had unsuccessfully attempted to re-
enter society from prison.  

The following research protocol was reviewed and approved 
in its entirety by the University of Missouri Institutional Review 
Board and the Missouri Department of Corrections Research 
Director. 

n

Eligible participants consisted of male offenders conþned 
during the month of February, 2006 at the Missouri Department 
of Correctionsõ Fulton Reception and Diagnostic Center in mid-
Missouri. Additional criteria included at least one unsuccessful 
attempt at reentry and the ability to understand and complete the 
survey written at a sixth grade reading level. Using this criterion, 
the Missouri Department of Corrections generated a list of all 
the offenders who qualiþed. Two hundred survey packets were 
distributed by DOC staff to every individual who qualiþed at the 
time of the study. Conþdentiality was protected as surveys were 
returned to investigators through the mail system in unmarked 
envelopes with no identifying information on the surveys or the 
envelopes. There was no way to determine who participated 
and who did not. Participation was completely voluntary and 
without incentive. 

A return rate of 49% was achieved as 98 respondents 
participated in the study.  The men ranged in age from 17 to 
51 years old with an average age of 31 years. Prison histories 
ranged from one prior incarceration lasting 4 months to 10 prior 
incarcerations for a total of 27 years. The average participant had 
been to prison 3 times for a total of just over 5 years. The release 
prior to current incarceration lasted from a couple of days to 8 
years with an average release time of just over 8 months. Of the 
two reasons offenders are re-incarcerated, most were back on a 
probation or parole violation (64%) compared to committing a 
new offense (36%).

n

Guided by a literature review and the investigators own 
experience, a 58 item self-report survey instrument was designed 
to assess many functional areas of reentry. The þnal design was 

reviewed by several experts including academic and correctional 
professionals along with former offenders to establish content 
validity. The instrument was divided into six components 
including social support, community resources, housing, 
health, employment, and education. While the educational 
component will be the focus of the present study, remaining 
areas will be analyzed in future research. Six items on the survey 
targeted educational achievement, attitudes, aspirations, and 
obstacles. Participants were asked about achievement and goals 
in a multiple choice format. A Likert Scale was employed to 
assess how much offenders believed they would beneþt from 
more education. Next, þnancial obstacles were identiþed. The 
educational section concluded with an open ended inquiry 
concerning the biggest obstacle preventing the participant from 
pursuing an education.  

n

The purpose of this study is to assess offendersõ post-
incarceration educational attitudes, aspirations, and challenges. 
Frequency distributions were calculated to identify patterns of 
responses. A comparison was then made between what offenders 
planned to do educationally and what they would do if given 
the opportunity. Next, a dichotomous dependent variable was 
created to compare low rates of recidivism (1-2 times in prison) 
to high rates (3-10) to better understand recidivism rates.  A chi -
square analysis was conducted to assess the relationship between 
education and recidivism. Short answer responses were then 
coded and recorded to further elucidate themes emerging from 
quantitative analysis. 

As in previous studies of offender populations, the sample 
shows a disproportionately low level of educational achievement 
when compared to mainstream society. While just over half 
(52.5%) have a high school diploma or equivalent, many did not 
have a high school education (34.3%). Post-secondary educational 
achievement included òtechnical school certiþcatesó (3.0%), 
òsome collegeó (7.1%), and òcollege degreesó (1.0%). On a scale 
of 1-5 offenders were asked to rate the expected beneþt of more 
education. A mean score of 4.41 was calculated as a majority of 
participants (72.9%) reported they would beneþt òvery muchó. 
Given four choices offenders reported òmore educationó would 
help them get the job they want most (54.7%) over òbetter work 
historyó (27.4%), òbetter work skillsó (17.9%), or òbetter people 
skillsó (14.7%).

A Pearson chi-square analysis was conducted to identify the 
relationship between low (1 or 2 times in prison) and high (3 
to 10 times) rates of recidivism, and educational achievement 
(high school or less vs. more than high school). A statistically 
signiþcant (p=.042) negative correlation between recidivism and 
educational achievement was identiþed (Table 1). Twenty one of 
the respondents have been to prison 1 or 2 times and are much 
more likely to have at least some post-secondary education over 
offenders who have been to prison 3-10 times (n = 76). 

Offendersõ educational plans upon release were then 
compared with what offenders would do if given the opportunity 
(Table 2). It was found 38.1% planned to pursue a post-secondary 
education and 34.3% were thinking about it. When given the 
opportunity however, twice as many participants would attend 



a technical school (23.7% vs.46.3%) 
and over four times as many would 
attend college (14.4% vs. 55.2%). Some 
offenders reported an interest in both 
technical and academic pursuits. Of 
the 34% of the sample without a GED, 
19.6% plan to obtain an equivalency 
diploma, an additional 3.3% would do 
so if given the opportunity. The number 
of offenders not interested in pursuing 
a post incarceration education dropped 
from 13.1% to 5.2% when presented 
with an educational opportunity.

Open ended responses indicated 
the single greatest obstacle preventing 
offenders from pursuing a post-
incarceration education was funding 
(47.3%). Other reoccurring responses 
included transportation (10.8%), 
cognitive ability (9.7%), time (4.3%), 
work (3.2%), and family (2.2%). Only 
5.4% of respondents reported there 
were no obstacles preventing them from pursuing an education. 
The survey identiþed speciþc funding sources offenders believed 
they could access. Grants and loans were reported to be the most 
common funding available (47.3%), less than half of the sample. 
Vocational Rehabilitation (37.3%), personal þnances (22.7%), and 
family and friends (16.4%) were other choices. Some offenders 
indicated funding sources other than the choices given and many 
reported access to a combination of sources.

Because a self report survey instrument was utilized, 
certain limitations in the study exist. Although the protocol 
was designed to protect the anonymity of the respondents, it is 
expected some offenders still believed they could be identiþed 
by Department of Correctionsõ staff. Responses could therefore 
be skewed to either impress correctional staff, or to avoid 
perceived consequences. Additionally, because the study focuses 
so much on the intentions of  participants, it must be noted that 
an individualõs intentions and actions do not always agree. The 
limitations of the study are believed to be minimal however and 
the þndings valid.

The following conclusions can be drawn from the results. 
Although the offender population is less educated than the rest 
of society, they are aware of potential educational beneþts. Most 
offenders reported more education would help them secure 
the job they want most and they would beneþt very much. 
Why then are more offenders not pursuing a post-incarceration 
education? The most common response was the lack of funding. 
Financing an education for an ex-offender however seems very 
realistic. Having just been released from prison, most offenders 
demonstrate an extremely high þnancial need. Much of the 
criteria used to qualify for federal grants and loans are need 
based. It is therefore expected offenders returning to society 
would likely be eligible for þnancial aid.

The comparison between educational plans and aspirations 
if given an opportunity indicate most offenders are not aware 
of post secondary educational opportunities available after 

release. Over 90% of the participants want to attend a technical 
school or college; over half do not know how. Knowledge of 
G.E.D. opportunities are more prevalent with the gap between 
plans and aspirations at about 3%. Because offenders are aware 
of G.E.D. opportunities, mechanisms seem to be in place to 
inform offenders about education. Post secondary education 
unfortunately does not appear to be incorporated into the 
information.

Because there is such a strong relationship between 
post secondary education and lower recidivism, and most 
offenders report they would pursue more education if given 
the opportunity, a deþnite need has been identiþed. To develop 
ways to make offenders aware of educational opportunities and 
encourage such pursuits would beneþt not only the offender 
population but society at large.

Ongoing work of the investigators includes the creation of 
the Educational Opportunity and Resource Center. The program 
would address many of the needs identiþed in the present study. 
Information would be distributed though the prison system 
and probation and parole ofþcers. Upon release from prison 
the individual could contact the center with questions about 
educational opportunities and resources. The center would help 
to facilitate the educational process for interested offenders by 
answering questions, assisting with þnancial aid and admissions 
applications, and helping the individual þnd the right 
òeducational þtó. The center would provide no direct funding 
to ex-offenders but would simply introduce them to already 
available resources. 

A program such as this is expected to produce better 
outcomes for individuals willing to work for positive change 
in their lives. Because a better education will likely lead to 
a better career and greater life satisfaction, better outcomes 
are also predicted for the spouses and children of offenders. 
Beneþts to the community would include lower crime rates, 
and safer neighborhoods. Fiscal beneþts would be derived from 



money saved on costs associated with re-incarceration, along 
with offenders contributing to the tax base through gainful 
employment as opposed to costing the government tax dollars.

Beneþcial research in the future would include analyzing 
the exact relationship between post-incarceration education and 
outcomes. Realistic career paths for former offenders would also 
need to be identiþed as different crimes would produce different 
obstacles. Additionally, support systems which would enable 
ex-offenders to smoothly transition from prison to an academic 
environment would need to be identiþed.
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The þnancial behaviors of full-time college students differ 
compared to others. Many students, upon entering college, are 
just beginning to become knowledgeable about the practice of 
þnancial management. Financial decisions that are made during 
this time, however, will have dramatic effects on their future 
þnancial well-being. The circumstances within which each 
student þnds his or herself while in college will help teach and 
encourage best þnancial practices, either as a result of formal 
education or the òschool of hard knocks.ó  In some cases, the 
lessons learned can be costly.  For example, according to Lea, 
Webley, and Walker (1995), full-time students are more likely to 
be employed part-time and rent their housing rather than own 
and are more susceptible to greater levels of debt. A form of debt 
that is continually on the rise within the student population is 
credit card debt, the focus of this paper. 

A major þnancial decision that students face is whether to 
obtain a credit card and to what extent the card or cards should 
be used to make purchases. Henry, Weber, and Yarbrough (2001) 
describe many students as being on the brink of þnancial crisis. 
College students, soon to be college graduates, have higher 
expected lifetime earnings than non-graduates and are seen as 
a lucrative, secure market for credit card companies (Barron 
& Staten, 2004; Brustein, 2005; Warwick & Mansþeld, 2000). 
Given this fact, when a credit card is obtained, it is primarily the 
studentõs responsibility to know how to manage its potential 
purchasing power and associated costs, and many students have 
neither the education nor experience of the best practices of credit 
card management.

The focus of this study is to examine how credit card 
behaviors vary by certain student characteristics, in an effort to 
improve the þnancial literacy education efforts of the Personal 
Financial Planning Departmentõs Ofþce for Financial Success.  
The primary characteristics of interest are student year in school, 
student social group membership, and studentsõ level of þnancial 
responsibility and independence to help understand credit 
behaviors of students at the University of Missouri-Columbia. As 
a guide, these research questions will be addressed:

1. Does taking a course in personal þnance inÿuence credit 
card use behaviors?

2. Does belonging to a peer organization, such as a freshman 
interest group (FIG) or sorority/fraternity, inÿuence credit 
card use behaviors?

3. Is there a relationship between parental monetary 
contribution (þnancial dependence) and student credit card 
behavior? 

4. Does student credit card use behavior vary by year in 
school?

The þrst research question addresses whether credit card use 
behavior changes when students complete a course in personal 
þnance. Perry and Morris (2005) recently conducted an analysis 
of the 1999 Freddie Mac Consumer Credit Survey. They found 
that those individuals with higher levels of þnancial knowledge 
are more likely to engage in more responsible þnancial 
management behaviors. This fact holds true for students as well, 
meaning that a course in personal þnance should encourage 
students to make more sound þnancial judgments. To support 
this, Chen and Volpe(1998) conducted a study geared speciþcally 
towards college students that provided evidence of student 



þnancial literacy, by examining studentsõ range of knowledge 
and how that knowledge inÿuenced studentsõ þnancial decisions. 
They found that those with less knowledge are more likely to 
have incorrect opinions leading to poor decisions in the areas of 
general þnancial knowledge, saving, borrowing, and investing. 
The following null hypothesis will be tested to determine the 
relationship between taking a personal þnance course and credit 
card use behavior.

H0: Taking a personal þnance course has no effect on   
 student credit card use behavior.
Along with positive þnancial behaviors induced by greater 

amounts of þnancial knowledge, it is important to appraise the 
inÿuence that peers have on þnancial decisions. This issue is 
addressed by looking at those studentsõ þnancial management 
behaviors who are members of a freshman interest group (FIG) 
their þrst year in school, or a fraternity or sorority. Dr. Lois Vitt  
(2004) contends that consumers make decisions according to their 
values, those things that are important in shaping oneõs personal 
and social identities. Social groups where students choose to 
associate with others, such as sororities, fraternities, or FIGs, are 
likely to inÿuence members due to the strong member allegiances 
(Scott, 1965; Norvilitis, Szablicki, & Wilson, 2003). The following 
null hypothesis will be tested to determine the effects of social 
inÿuence on student credit card use behavior.

H0: Belonging to a FIG or a sorority/fraternity has no effect
 on student credit card use behaviors.
The third research question addresses whether the level of 

student þnancial independence has an effect on credit card use 
behaviors. Research conducted on a non-random, convenient 
sample of college students from three Northeastern colleges 
found that students who are given parental assistance in the 
payment of monthly credit card bills tend to have higher credit 
card balances than students that do not receive any assistance 
(Palmer, Pinto, & Parente, 2001; Kidwell, Brinberg, and Turrisi, 
2003). These studies concluded that parental monetary support 
signiþcantly inÿuences money management attitudes and 
behaviors, not necessarily in the direction of best practices. These 
results lead to the following null hypothesis that will be tested to 
determine whether student þnancial independence has an effect 
on student credit card behavior.

H0: Increased parental contribution has no effect on student  
 credit card use behaviors.

Research question number four addresses whether, and in 
what ways, credit card use behavior varies by year in school. 
According to a report on undergraduate students and credit 
cards conducted by the Nellie Mae Corporation (2005), of those 
students that have applied for a Nellie Mae student loan and 
have a credit card, 43% obtained the card during freshman year 
and 56% obtained their þrst credit card at the age of 18. Also 
noted in the same study was a 71% growth rate in credit card 
ownership between the studentsõ freshman and sophomore 
year. With this growth in credit card possession over studentsõ 
academic career, it is important to examine how and in what 
ways credit card behaviors differ across academic levels in order 
to focus outreach at the appropriate teachable moments. 

Also, Bianco and Bosco (2002) conducted a þnancial literacy 
study that examined student credit card use and credit card 
solicitation on the campus of a private university. They found 
that year in school was signiþcant in determining the number 

of credit cards that a student had. It is inferred that a student 
in their fourth year has more cards than a student in their þrst 
year due to a greater opportunity to be exposed to credit card 
solicitors. The current research, more speciþcally, will examine 
the behaviors of those students that have cards and the impact 
that college matriculation has on those behaviors. The following 
null hypothesis will be tested to determine whether credit card 
behaviors vary by year in school.

H0:  Year in school is not signiþcant in determining positive  
 credit card use behaviors.

An online survey was administered to all undergraduate 
and graduate students, including professional students, at the 
University of Missouri ð Columbia. The purpose of the survey 
was to gain knowledge on studentsõ retail experience, credit 
use and personal þnancial management. The survey was pre-
tested on a convenient group of students, and following making 
appropriate changes to the questionnaire, the þnal survey was 
e-mailed to 27,003 students. To complete the survey, the student 
had to click on a web address within the e-mail. Students had 
30 days to complete the survey. At both ten and twenty days, 
reminder emails were sent to the entire population. Students 
were offered the opportunity to have their name put in a drawing 
for one of three $150 gift certiþcates as an incentive to complete 
the survey. 

A total of 7,342 surveys were completed and returned, 
reÿecting a response rate of 27.19 percent. For the current 
research, all respondents who held no credit cards, who were 
unaware of their level of debt, who were unaware of their 
parentõs annual income, and who were under the age of 18 were 
deleted from the sample. Also, outliers believed to be erroneous 
responses were removed.  For example, one respondent reported 
holding 76 credit cards and others reported a grade point average 
of greater than 4.0. The þnal sample used for the purpose of this 
study totaled 3,445 student responses. 

The sample includes freshman (10.6%), sophomores (13.93%), 
juniors (21.22%), seniors (27.75%), and graduate students 
(26.5%) from all colleges on the university campus. The majority 
of respondents were Caucasian (86.65%), followed by Asian 
American (5.17%) and African American/Black (3.57%). The 
majority of respondents were female (68.01%) and from a 
suburban town (38.18%). Respondentsõ GPAs ranged from a 
minimum of 1.16 to a maximum of 4.0.

In this study, þve key questions relating to credit card use 
behavior were picked from the survey in order to measure and 
determine studentsõ ability to make þnancially sound decisions 
with their credit cards. The þve credit card management 
behaviors selected represent negative þnancial practices. A þve-
point Likert scaling method was used for all questions. Students 
were asked to report how frequent they only paid the minimum 
payment on their credit card, with responses ranging from 1-very 
often to 5-never. Students were also asked the extent to which 
they agreed to the following statements: my credit cards are 
usually at their maximum credit limit, I frequently use available 
credit on one credit card to make payment on another credit card, 
I never pay off my credit card at the end of each month, and I 



frequently take cash advances on my credit card. Responses 
ranged from 1- strongly agree to 5- strongly disagree. For each 
question, a response of 1 would denote credit card management 
behavior that is not consistent with sound þnancial practices, 
and a response of 5 would denote behavior that is more 
consistent with sound þnancial decision-making.

Each dependent variable was analyzed using multiple 
regression techniques, utilizing the Statistical Analysis System 
(SAS).  The independent variables were coded as dummy 
variables indicating student completion of a personal þnance 
course, current or past membership in a Freshman Interest 
Group (FIG), current membership in a sorority or fraternity, 
þnancial independence from parents, and student year in 
school. Other variables of interest were entered as control 

variables and coded as dummy variables. These control 
variables included studentsõ total level of debt by category, 
parental annual income by category, race, home residence by 
type of town, and gender.  Student grade point average (GPA) 
was also of interest but was coded as a continuous variable.  
The mean values for all dependent and independent variables 
are present in Table 1.

A Proc GLM procedure was used for the multiple 
regressions for all dependent variables, resulting in estimated 
regression coefþcients which were deemed signiþcant if the 
coefþcient is signiþcant at the .05 level, or less. This procedure 
is a more efþcient than ordinary least squares for the categorical 
dependent variables presented in this study. The regression 
results for all variables are present in Table 2. 





All þve dependent variables, if the behavior is frequently 
engaged in, would be a sign of unsound þnancial decision 
making. This study found that there is a signiþcant negative 
relationship between those students that have taken a personal 
þnance course and the likelihood of frequently using one credit 
card for payment on another. The multiple regression analysis 
produced a positive estimate of 0.0472 at a signiþcance level 
less than .05. This means that the students who have taken a 
personal þnance course strongly disagreed more with their 
reported frequency of this credit card mismanagement behavior 
than those students who have not taken a course in personal 
þnance. Also, with respect to question two, there is a signiþcant 
negative relationship between those students that have belonged 
to a FIG and their likelihood to frequently take cash advances 
and a signiþcant positive relationship between those students 
that have belonged to a Greek organization and their likelihood 
to frequently take cash advances. With respect to question three, 
those students who are þnancially independent are signiþcantly 
more likely to only pay the minimum payment on their credit 
card, maintain their credit card at its maximum limit, and never 
pay credit cards off at the end of the month. When analyzing 
year in school, freshman and sophomores are signiþcantly more 
likely than graduate students to frequently take cash advances. 
Sophomores are found to have a signiþcant negative relationship 
with only paying the minimum payments on credit cards and 
never paying credit cards off at the end of the month compared 
to graduated students. Sophomores, juniors, and seniors are less 
likely than graduate students to frequently use one credit card to 
make payments on credit card bills.

When examining the other student characteristics, overall, 
students with greater levels of debt are more likely to partake in 
unsound credit card use behaviors compared to students without 
debt and those students whose parents are in higher income 
categories tend to make more effective credit card use decisions 
compared to those students whose parents are in the lowest 
income category. Overall White and Asian American students 
tended to make more þnancially sound credit card use decisions, 
compared to African-American students, and students from a 
medium size town are found to display signiþcantly less sound 
credit card use behaviors than students who reside in rural areas. 
Male students and students with higher GPAs are more likely to 

conduct effective credit card use behaviors compared to females 
and those with lower GPAs. 

This study examined þve speciþc credit card management 
behaviors that exempliþed unsound þnancial management to 
understand how the behaviors were dependent on changes in 
speciþc student characteristics. The student characteristic of 
taking a personal þnance course was found to be inÿuential in 
determining whether a student would use one credit card for 
payment on another. In this case, the null hypothesis is invalid 
and taking a personal þnance course has an effect on credit card 
use behavior. This þnding provides support to previous research. 
As in Chen and Volpeõs study (1998), this study found that 
decreased knowledge of correct þnancial management practices 
decreases the likelihood of making better credit card management 
decisions. In this case, the decrease in knowledge leads to the 
poor decision of using one credit card for payment on another.

The student characteristic of belonging to a social group such as a 
FIG or Greek organization was found to be inÿuential in determining 
whether a student would take cash advances. The null hypothesis 
was invalid and belonging to a FIG or Greek organization has an 
effect on credit card use behavior.  Those students that belonged to 
a FIG were less likely to take cash advances, where those students 
belonging to a Greek organization were more likely to take cash 
advances. Those who belong to a Greek organization may þnd that 
they are in circumstances that require a need to access cash more 
frequently than those who are not. The social environment that these 
students þnd themselves may encourage a need to access cash. In 
comparing this þnding with previous research, Dr. Lois Vitt (2004) 
contends that decisions are made based on values. In this case, it 
could be that those students in Greek organizations are more likely 
to take cash advances because they value cash more in shaping their 
personal and social identities compared to those who are not in 
Greek organizations.

Those students who are þnancially independent from their 
parents are more likely to practice three out of þve credit card 
management behaviors that exemplify unsound þnancial 
management. Financial independence does affect credit card 
use behavior. Therefore, the null hypothesis is invalid. Previous 
research found that dependent students are likely to have more 
debt than independent students (Palmer, Pinto, & Parente, 2001). 



This study concluded the opposite. Those students who do not 
depend on the þnancial support of their parents are more likely to 
have trouble with only making the minimum monthly payment 
on credit cards, having credit cards at their maximum credit limit 
and not paying off cards at the end of the month. 

There are many signiþcant dependent variables across 
academic levels. Freshman, sophomores, juniors, and seniors 
were compared to graduate students to measure how þnancial 
management behavior changes across academic level. 
Sophomores are less likely than graduate students to practice 
three out of þve credit card management behaviors that exemplify 
unsound þnancial management. Also, as noted earlier, there is a 
profound growth in credit card ownership between freshman and 
sophomore year (Nellie Mae Corporation, 2005). This may be a 
sign that the sophomore level is a prime moment to teach students 
þnancial management behaviors that will be beneþcial to them for 
the rest of their academic career.

Students with higher amounts of debt outside of credit card 
debt and students whose parents are from lower income categories 
tend to be less likely to practice sound credit card management 
behaviors. All signiþcant variables were compared to students with 
the lowest debt level and to those students whose parents are in 
the lowest income category. An increase in the level of overall debt 
combined with limited income impairs studentsõ ability to make 
sound þnancial decisions, although this interaction was not explored. 
Students whose parents are in a lower income category are less likely 
to have the þnancial support that can help prevent being in a position 
to make an unsound credit card management decision. 

White and Asian American students, compared to African 
American students, male students, compared to females, and 
those students with higher GPAs practice more sound credit 
card use behaviors.  White and Asian American students may 
have better credit card management skills compared to African 
Americans due to learning credit card management in their 
family, allowing them to use credit cards to work effectively for, 
as opposed to against, them. Those with higher GPAs may be 
exhibiting greater levels of human capital, which enables them to 
better understand how to effectively manage credit cards.

By examining the þve speciþc credit card management 
behaviors that are a reÿection of credit card mismanagement, 
campus education can be geared in an effective manner towards 
those students with the greatest likelihood of making unsound 
credit card use decisions.  Populations to target with education 
outreach in at least one of these þve areas include students 
who have not taken a course in personal þnance, students who 
participate in a Greek organization, students who are þnancially 
independent, graduate students, students with greater levels of 
debt, students whose parents are in a lower income category, 
African Americans, students from a medium size town, females, 
and students with lower GPAs.

Hopefully these þndings will help reach the University of 
Missouriõs Personal Financial Planning Departmentõs goal of 
effectively providing þnancial education to those in need. This 
study concludes that there are populations with credit card 
mismanagement behaviors. Increased credit card management 
education provided through þnancial counseling at the þnancial 
aid ofþce on campus or through the Personal Financial Planning 

Departmentõs Ofþce for Financial Success will provide students 
with information enabling them to have better, stronger þnancial 
futures. 

Increased education can more successfully be achieved through 
campus þnancial support for curriculum designed to address the 
issues of credit card mismanagement and other unsound þnancial 
practices. Curriculum that educates students in the best þnancial 
practices creates an opportunity for students to decrease their level 
of debt. With less overall debt, students are able to focus more on 
school and less on ways to decrease their debt. This gives students 
more of an opportunity to complete their college education. 
Support for this curriculum is needed from campus administrators 
and faculty, as well as students. The impact is one that will be 
felt throughout campus and the number of individuals whose 
þnancial future will be changed for the better is likely to exceed all 
expectations.
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