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On the Edge of a “Default Cliff”: New Survey Shows Student 
Loan Borrowers Are Struggling to Keep Up  

As families across the nation face ever-rising living costs, student loan burdens continue to exacerbate 
financial struggles for millions of borrowers. In the absence of reliably updated data on the state of the 
federal student loan portfolio from the U.S. Department of Education (ED), TICAS commissioned Data for 
Progress to complete a representative survey of federal student loan borrowers currently in repayment.1

Our findings show that managing student loan debt is making it more difficult for borrowers to keep 
up with their other bills, to find secure housing, or to save for retirement. In addition, too few 
borrowers know about ways to lower their monthly payments or access debt relief. 

These findings bring even greater urgency to ongoing concerns about a looming “default cliff,” where an 
unprecedented number of borrowers struggle so much to repay their loans that they default on their 
payments in droves.   

Awareness of Payment Plans & Relief Options 
  

• Nearly two thirds of respondents (62%) report being enrolled in a non-income-based repayment plan, with 
41% in a standard plan, 12% in an extended plan, and 9% in a graduated plan. 

• 34% of respondents have heard “a lot” about income-based repayment plans, and more than half (51%) 
have heard at least “a little.” 

• Advanced degree holders consistently show the highest awareness of relief options (41% have heard “a lot” 
about income-based repayment and Public Service Loan Forgiveness). 

• Borrowers age 45 and older are less informed than younger borrowers about Public Service Loan 
Forgiveness (only 17% of borrowers age 45+ have heard “a lot” compared to 32% of those under 45).   

• Most borrowers (59%) are familiar with using their StudentAid.gov account to manage repayment. 

How Student Loans Impact Household Finances  
 

• 42% of borrowers report that their loans have negatively 
impacted their ability to cover their basic needs. Nearly 
half (49%) of those with some college, no degree report 
these impacts, compared to 41% of advanced degree 
holders.  

• Advanced degree holders were more likely to report negative impacts on housing plans (52%) and retirement 
savings (60%). 

• More than one third (37%) of borrowers report that their loans have negatively impacted their ability to 
cover healthcare costs for themselves or their dependents.  

• 52% of borrowers report that their loans have negatively impacted their ability to save for retirement.  

• 45% of respondents report that their debt has negatively impacted their housing plans.    

Those with some college, no 
degree were more likely to report 
negative impacts on basic needs.  

 

49%

https://www.filesforprogress.org/datasets/2025/11/dfp_ticas_student_borrower_survey_tabs.pdf
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Trust in Government  
 

• Only 38% of respondents trust the federal government either “a great deal” or “somewhat” to deliver on 
student loan benefits.  

Experiences with Delinquency and Default 
 

• 20% of borrowers report that their loans are currently in delinquency or default, including 33% of those 
with some college, no degree, and 29% of Black borrowers, and 32% of those with an associate’s degree. 

• 24% of borrowers report having been in default at some point, including 38% of those with some college, no 
degree, 36% of Black borrowers, and 31% of those with an associate’s degree. 

Experience with Loan Servicers 
 

• Most borrowers (61%) report having communicated with their servicer to resolve an issue with their account. 

• 75% of those who have communicated with their servicer had their issue resolved. 

• 48% of this group report having experienced long wait times for assistance.  

• Only 14% of respondents report using paid third-party assistance, such as credit counseling, but 79% of those 
who have used paid assistance found it helpful.  

• About 3 in 4 federal borrowers believe their loan balance is correct, 11% say they believe it is incorrect, and 
13% don’t know. 

• 24% of respondents report their servicer has at some point provided them with inaccurate information. 

Perceived Return on Investment of Debt 

• Only 41% of borrowers report that their debt was 
“worth it”, with 48% saying it was not worth it, and 11% 
saying they’re not sure.  

• Advanced degree holders are most likely to say their 
debt was worth it (48%), compared to 29% of 
associate’s degree holders and 27% of those with some 
college, no degree. Borrowers with associate’s degrees 
also report more difficulty than those with bachelor’s or 
advanced degrees. 

• Female borrowers were less likely to say their debt 
was worth it (37%) compared to male borrowers (47%). 

 
1The survey was conducted in September 2025 and conducted in English. The sample was weighted to be representative of student borrowers by age, 
gender, education, race, geography, debt amount, and servicer. The margin of error associated with the sample size is ±3 percentage points. Results for 
subgroups of the sample are subject to increased margins of error. For more information, visit dataforprogress.org/our-methodology. 

41% - debt was 
“worth it” 

48% - debt was 
“not worth it” 

11% - “not sure” 

https://www.dataforprogress.org/our-methodology
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