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Abstract

Financial literacy is a critical life skillwith far-reaching implications for individualeconomic
well-being and national financial stability. This study provides an empirical analysis of
financial literacy levels among 150 college students across South Indian urban institutions,
examiningknowledge,attitudes,behaviours,anddigitalfinancialengagement.Usingamixed-

methodsapproachwithstructuredquestionnairesandstatisticaltechniquesincludingANOVA, T-
tests, correlation, regression, chi-square, and factor analysis, the study finds that overall
financial literacy is moderate (mean score: 63.5%). Commerce and management students
significantlyoutperformpeers fromother disciplines. Agender gap in financial knowledge is
statisticallyconfirmed. Parentalfinancialbehaviour and formal financialeducationemerge as
the strongest predictors of financial literacy outcomes. Digital financial exposure positively
influences financial behaviour but also introduces new risks. The study recommends
embedding financial literacy into college curricula across all disciplines and developing
targeted, evidence-based interventions for educational institutions, regulators, and financial

service providers.

Keywords:Financialliteracy,collegestudents,India,behaviouralfinance,digitalfinancial

exposure, financial education

1. Introduction

Financial literacy — defined as the ability to understand and apply financial skills including
budgeting,investing,andpersonalfinancialmanagement—hasbecomeavitalcompetencyin an era
of growing financial complexity and digitalization. Despite its importance, research
consistently reveals alarmingly low levels of financial literacy among young adults globally,

and India is no exception.
The transition to college represents a critical financial inflection point. Many students
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independentlymanagebudgets,loans,anddiscretionaryspendingforthefirsttime.Financially
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unprepared students are more susceptible to poor debt management, financial fraud, and

inability to plan for long-term goals such as retirement or homeownership.

India presents a particularly urgent context. While smartphone adoptionand digitalpayments
havesurged—especiallypost-COVID-19—theReserveBankofIndia(RBI)andtheNational

Centre of Financial Education (NCFE) have documented a persistent gap between the
proliferation of financial products and consumers' ability to navigate them. College students
face unique pressures: rising education costs, Buy Now Pay Later (BNPL) schemes, peer-
driven spending, and exposure to high-risk investment instruments like cryptocurrency. Yet

financial literacy is rarely a compulsory subject in Indian college curricula.

This study critically examines the current financial literacy landscape among Indian college
students, identifies demographic and contextual predictors, and proposes actionable

interventions for educational institutions, policymakers, and financial service providers.

2. ResearchProblemandObjectives

Despitetheacknowledgedimportanceoffinancialliteracy,empiricalstudiesonindiancollege

students remain limited and predominantly knowledge-centric, overlooking attitudinal and
behavioral dimensions. The digitalization of financial services has introduced new
complexities — from fintech apps and BNPL platforms to online investment tools — that

interact with financial literacy in understudied ways. This study fills these gaps.

ResearchObjectives

 Assesscurrentfinancialliteracylevels(knowledge,attitudes,behaviours)across
academic disciplines and demographic profiles.

» Examinetherelationshipbetweendemographicvariables(gender,discipline,family
income, year of study) and financial literacy.

+ Evaluatetheinfluenceofparentalbehaviour,peernetworks,anddigitalexposureon
financial literacy outcomes.

« Investigatetheimpactofformalfinancialeducationonfinancialknowledge,attitudes, and
behaviours.

« Identifypsychologicalandbehaviouralfactorsmediatingthelinkbetweenknowledge and

actual financial behaviour.
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3. ResearchMethodology
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Study Design: Cross-sectional quantitative survey using a structured, self-administered
questionnaire administered online (Google Forms) and offline across colleges in Bengaluru,

Coimbatore, and Chennai.

Sample:150undergraduateandpostgraduatestudentsselectedviastratifiedrandomsampling,
stratified by academic discipline  (commerce/management,  science/technology,

arts/humanities), gender, and year of study.

Instrument: Five-section questionnaire covering (1) demographics, (2) financial knowledge
(150bjectivequestions),(3)financialattitudes(Likertscale,50points),(4)financialbehaviour (12
statements, 60 points), and (5) contextual factors including parental influence, peer influence,
digital exposure, and formal financial education. Content validity was established through
expert review; Cronbach's Alpha for all sub-scales exceeded 0.75.

Analytical Methods: Descriptive statistics, One-Way ANOVA (Tukey HSD post-hoc),
Independent Samples T-test, Pearson Correlation, Multiple Linear Regression, Chi-Square

tests, and Principal Component Analysis (PCA).
4. Key Findings

OverallFinancial Literacy

The mean overall financial literacy score was 79.36 out of 125 (63.5%), indicating moderate
but insufficient levels. Financial knowledge averaged 8.42/15 (56%), with the weakest areas
beingretirementplanning(25%correct),taxplanning(32%),investmentdiversification(41%), and
insurance mechanics(48%).While financialattitudeswere moderately positive,anotable
attitude-behaviourgapemerged,consistentwithbehaviouralfinanceconstructssuchaspresent bias

and self-control failure.

AcademicDiscipline(H1 —~ANOVA)

ANOVA revealed a highly significant difference across disciplines (F = 8.74, p < 0.001).
Commerce/management students scored significantly higher than science/technology (mean
difference = 2.84, p< 0.01) and arts/humanities students (meandifference = 3.62, p <0.001).
This reinforces the equity concern that students outside commerce fields — the majority of

Indian college enrolments — receive little formal personal finance education.

GenderandFinancialKnowledge(H2-T-test)

Male students scored significantly higher than female students (8.94 vs. 7.76, t = 3.12, p =
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0.002).Thisgendergap,consistentwithinternationalliterature,ismorepronouncedin
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investment and stock market literacy. Importantly, female students showed comparable or
slightlyhigher financialattitude scores, suggesting structuralratherthan motivationalbarriers
toknowledgeacquisition.Gender-specificinterventionsshouldthereforefocusonknowledge-

building, not attitude change.

ParentalFinancialBehaviour(H3—-Correlation& Regression)

All parental behaviour indicators correlated significantly with student financial literacy.
Frequency of family financial discussions was the strongest predictor (r = 0.53 with overall
literacy, p < 0.01), followed by parentalsavings behaviour (r = 0.51 with financial behaviour
scores). Regression analysis showed parental behaviour explained 34% of the variance in
student financial literacy(R? = 0.34, F=18.85, p< 0.001), validating SocialLearning Theory as

a core mechanism of financial socialisation.

DigitalFinancialExposure(H4—Regression)

Digitalexposurevariablescollectivelyexplained38%ofvarianceinfinancialbehaviourscores
(R?=0.38,F=22.35,p<0.001).Socialmediafinancialcontent wasthestrongest predictor(3

= 0.28), followed by fintechapp usage (f = 0.24)and online investment platforms (f = 0.22).
However, digital engagement is a double-edged sword: while it enhances financial
participation, it also exposes students to impulsive spending nudges, misleading influencer

advice, and gamified investment platforms without commensurate knowledge.

FormalFinancialEducation(H5-Chi-Square)

Astrongassociationwasfoundbetweenformalfinancialeducationandfinancialliteracylevels (Chi-
Square=42.18,df=2,p<0.001).Studentswhoreceivedformalfinancialeducationwere
approximately three times more likely to be highly financially literate (38.3% vs. 15.1%).
Students without any financial education were over three times more likely to fall in the low
literacy category (47.2% vs. 14.9%).

FactorStructureofFinancial AttitudesandBehaviours

PCA with Varimax rotation identified four latent dimensions explaining 78.21% of total
variance: (1) Financial Planning Orientation (41.71%), (2) Risk and Investment Attitude
(16.50%),(3)SavingandSpendingDiscipline(11.57%),and(4)DigitalFinancial Engagement

(8.43%). This multidimensional structure reinforces the inadequacy of knowledge-only

assessments of financial literacy.
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5. ImplicationsandRecommendations
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ForEducationalInstitutions

Financial literacy should be introduced as a mandatory interdisciplinary module across all
degree programmes, covering budgeting, savings, investment basics, insurance, taxplanning,
and digital financial safety. Pedagogy should shift from passive instruction to experiential
learning — budget simulations, stock market games, peer coaching, and real-world financial

planning exercises.

ForFinancialService Providers

Banks, mutual fund houses, insurers, and fintech firms should partner with institutions to
deliver campus-based financialwellnessprogrammes. These should be gender-sensitive, with
outreach specifically targeting female students to address the knowledge gap documented in

this study.

ForRegulatoryBodies
SEBI, RBI, IRDAI, and NCFE should mandate enhanced financial literacy disclosures in

digital financial products popular with young consumers, particularly BNPL and gamified
investing platforms. Fintech platforms should be required to embed risk disclosures, cooling-

off features, and accessible financial education resources.

For Policymakers

A nationally coordinated financial literacy policy with accountability targets for college-age
populations is needed. Public investment should support evidence-based curriculum
development, educatortraining, and longitudinalevaluationofinterventioneffectiveness. The
MinistryofEducationandfinancialregulatorsshouldcollaborateonaunifiednationalstrategy ~ for

youth financial literacy.

6. LimitationsandFutureResearchDirections

ThisstudyislimitedtourbanSouthIndianinstitutions(Bengaluru, Coimbatore, Chennai)and may
not generalise to rural or Northern/Eastern India. Its cross-sectional design precludes causal
inference; longitudinal tracking of students across their academic careers would yield
moredefinitivefindings.Self-reportedattitudinalandbehaviouraldatamaybesubjecttosocial

desirability bias, and the quality or credibility of digital financial information consumed was

not fully captured.
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Futureresearchshouldexaminelong-termfinancialoutcomesofcampusliteracyprogrammes,

develop comparativestate-level studies, and explorethe intersectionoffinancial literacywith
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mental health (financial anxiety and academic performance). As Al-powered advisory tools
and embedded finance proliferate, research on their role in student financial decision-making

will become increasingly urgent

7. Conclusion

This study, while comprehensive, has several limitations. The sample is limited to college
students from three South Indian cities, which restricts generalizability to other regions with
different backgrounds. The cross-sectional design captures only a single point in time,
preventing conclusions about causality or changes over time. Additionally, reliance on self-
reporteddatamayintroducebias,asrespondentsmightpresentmorepositivebehaviors.Lastly, the
study does not deeply examine the quality and impact of digital financial information. Future
research should use broader samples, longitudinal designs, objective data, and deeper analysis

of digital financial literacy.
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