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Why is This Study Important? 

Post-secondary education can open the door to
better job opportunities and economic security —
but it often comes with a high price tag. Rising
tuition, housing costs, and other expenses make it
harder for many students to afford a college or
university education without financial help.

This is where student financial aid comes in. Each
year, the Government of New Brunswick (GNB)
invests millions of dollars to help students pay for
school through loans, grants, and bursaries. In
2023–24 alone, GNB dedicated $70 million to
student financial assistance — about 14% of its
total post-secondary education budget.   This
investment is meant to make education more accessible, more affordable, and
ultimately, more achievable.

Does financial aid actually make a difference in students’ decisions and outcomes?
This study digs into this by investigating how financial aid in New Brunswick relates
to three important questions:

Do students who receive financial aid enroll in post-secondary education at
higher rates?
Are they more likely to complete their programs?
After graduation, are they more likely to stay and work in New Brunswick?

These questions matter because they speak to both educational and economic
goals in the province. New Brunswick, like many provinces, wants to support
student success and keep young skilled workers in the region. As tuition continues
to rise faster than inflation, understanding how financial aid supports these goals is
more important than ever.

By examining the link between financial assistance and key student outcomes, this
study helps fill a critical knowledge gap and supports evidence-based decisions
about how to make post-secondary education work better — for students, for
communities, and for the province as a whole.
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How Was This Study Completed? 
To undertake this study, we used several linked administrative data sets accessed
through NB-IRDT, described in the full report. These include data from the province’s
Student Financial Assistance Program, public post-secondary institutions across NB,
and the NB Citizen Database, which provides basic demographic and geographic
information for NB residents.

By combining financial aid records with enrollment and graduation data from NB’s
public universities and colleges, this study investigates key student outcomes and
tracks trends across different types of programs and income levels. It examines the
proportion of NB students that apply for financial aid, enroll in post-secondary
education, complete their post-secondary program, and - following graduation -
remain in the province. We use  statistical analysis to explore how factors like sex,
field of study, and students’ neighbourhood income levels before enrolling relate to
their chances of graduating and staying in NB after graduation. These analyses help
assess whether students who receive financial aid are more likely to complete their
programs and remain in the province compared to those who don’t apply for aid.

While reading the results on the next pages, it’s important
to remember that there are certain limitations to this
study. For instance, this study does not capture all
students who may have received financial aid or pursued
post-secondary education. Only NB residents with a valid
NB Medicare number could be included in the analysis,
which means some eligible students may be left out.

Additionally, the study only includes students who
enrolled in publicly funded post-secondary institutions in
NB. Students who left the province to study, transferred
to schools outside NB, or attended private institutions are
not captured in the data. However, despite these
limitations, the data still represent a large and meaningful
portion of NB students, and the findings offer valuable
insights into how financial aid relates to post-secondary
enrollment, completion, and retention in the province.

Limitations 
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Student Financial Assistance Over the Years

On the one hand, these results could suggest that more students

are enrolling in post-secondary education because of the availability

of financial aid. On the other hand, it’s possible that individuals who

would have enrolled anyway are now choosing to apply for aid.

Either way, the reliance on student aid is increasing in NB. 

In NB, the share of college and university students
receiving financial aid has been growing. 

Now, over half of post-secondary students receive
some form of financial aid – mainly student loans.

Do some students rely on financial aid more than others?

Students from lower-income neighbourhoods: Highly reliant on aid

Lower-income students are highly reliant on financial aid to pursue
higher education, and the decline in students enrolling without aid
is most pronounced in this group. 

Although the number of students receiving aid

hasn’t changed much in the last two decades, the

number of students enrolling without aid has been

decreasing.

Students from higher-income neighbourhoods: Increasingly reliant on aid

We don’t see the same level of decline in enrollments among higher-
income students, but we do see a growing share enrolling with
financial aid – whereas previously, a larger share enrolled without. 



Do Aid Policies Impact Post-Secondary Enrollments?
Students have faced frequent changes in the policies and programs that govern
factors like aid eligibility and repayment. This is a main reason why it’s difficult to
measure how financial aid impacts student outcomes (like enrollments).

Student Financial Aid Data

91%

Administrative
records for both
graduates and
non-completers

While our findings show an increase in
student aid, this differs from trends
reported by the Maritime Provinces Higher
Education Commission (MPHEC), which
point to a decline. 

These differences reflect the distinct data
sources and methods used in each study.
Our analysis is based on administrative
data, which offers a different lens than
survey-based approaches and may capture
aspects not available by other means.

Administrative Data

For example:

From 2010-2015, there was a decline in enrollments in
undergraduate degree programs. This decline coincided with:

Increasing tuition costs.

The introduction of the NB Student Grant for Students
from Low-Income Families.

The introduction (and later removal) of parental and
spousal income assessments for student loan eligibility.

With so many changes taking place during the same timeframe, 
it’s difficult to untangle the effects each one may have had.

26%
Self-report survey
responses from
graduates only

Graduate Survey Data

of graduates

of students

Sample

Sample
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Does Financial Aid Impact Graduation and Retention?

Graduation rates

Students pursuing a Bachelor of Education.

Students studying Social and behavioural sciences and law.

Students in Business, management, and public administration.

Financial aid does not seem to impact graduates’
decisions to stay in NB.

This isn’t necessarily a negative finding, though.

Previous work by NB-IRDT   shows that NB residents who
attend a college or university in the province are inclined to
stay, with 97% of college students and 89% of university
students still living in NB one year after graduation.

Since this study only shows results for students who lived in
NB before enrolling in higher education in NB, the most
likely explanation is that their retention rates were already
high enough that there was little room left for factors like
financial aid to improve retention significantly more.

Overall, receiving aid has only a small
association with completing a college
program. However, when we break
these results down by field of study,
we see a larger impact for some
undergraduate programs.

Financial aid is linked with a higher probability of graduating for:

CollegeUndergrad

60% 60%

Aid recipient

Non-applicant

78% 76%
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With tuition on the rise and fewer students enrolling in post-secondary programs,
financial aid is becoming an even more vital tool for supporting access to education
in New Brunswick.

The proportion of students receiving financial aid has increased – but this doesn’t
mean more students are getting aid. In fact, the number of students receiving aid
has gone down – just not as sharply as the number of students enrolling without
aid. This suggests that financial aid may be helping some students stay enrolled,
especially those from lower-income neighbourhoods. Still, the overall decline points
to a continued need to ensure that aid is both accessible and effective for those
who need it most.

While some students receive financial aid through grants and bursaries, 90% of
students who receive aid take on debt in the form of loans. For those who
graduate, this investment can pay off — but students who leave school without a
credential may be accruing debt without receiving the same return on investment
as those who complete their programs. Understanding where financial aid is most
strongly linked to program completion can help refine how support may be best
delivered.

Finally, while this study did not find a clear connection between financial aid and
students’ decisions to stay in New Brunswick after graduation, that may be due in
part to already strong retention rates. Still, as the province looks to build a skilled
and educated workforce, making post-secondary education more affordable and
achievable remains a key strategy for all.

Conclusions 

Questions?
Contact Us
Tel: (506) 447-3363
Website: https://www.unb.ca/nbirdt/
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