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Not long ago, credit cards were re-
served for those who could prove that
they had the income and self-discipline
to manage credit. A college student
could not obtain a credit card unless a
parent co-signed.

In the past ten years, the stereotype
of the financially struggling student has
been replaced by the image of the credit
card wielding student who wants for
nothing. Credit cards have given stu-
dents financial freedom – freedom to
purchase clothes, electronic equipment,
and exotic spring vacations. But many
question whether that freedom has
come at too high a price – increased
bankruptcy filings among young adults,
students being forced to drop out of
school because of debt, and students
graduating and starting life with a high
debt load.

Complaints from students and par-
ents in Maryland spurred several state
legislators to introduce legislation to ad-
dress credit card marketing to students.1
No legislation was enacted, and the
hearings that were held to consider the
legislation left unanswered questions
about the extent of credit card market-
ing on Maryland public campuses and
the policies, if any, of public colleges and
universities regarding credit card solici-
tation.

This report addresses those unan-
swered questions, including:

• What type of credit card market-
ing occurs on Maryland cam-
puses?

• Do schools have policies in place
to prohibit or limit credit card mar-
keting to students?

• Do schools sell their students’ per-
sonal information to credit card is-
suers?

• Do colleges provide any educa-
tion to students about the proper
use of credit cards?

The results of this survey show that
credit card marketing varies widely
among Maryland colleges and universi-
ties. Some schools prohibit credit card
marketing on campus, some allow mar-
keting with certain restrictions, and oth-
ers have no restrictions. Specific find-
ings include:

ü Credit card vendors are setting up
tables on some campuses in vio-
lation of university policies prohib-
iting or limiting tabling.

ü At least two schools currently sell
their student lists (names, ad-
dresses and telephone numbers)
to credit card issuers.

ü Several schools have exclusive
marketing agreements with one
credit card issuer for which they re-
ceive financial compensation.

ü Only one school that allows on-cam-
pus marketing has a comprehen-
sive written policy specifically gov-
erning credit card marketing.

ü A few schools teach students about
credit card use and personal fi-
nance as part of student orientation.

Executive Summary
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ü Most education about credit cards
and personal finance provided by
schools is voluntary and few stu-
dents attend.

We recommend the following ac-
tions be taken in order to address the
problems and issues raised by credit
card marketing to college students.

• Colleges and universities in Mary-
land should establish specific writ-
ten policies with the input of stu-
dents, parents and administrators
on credit card marketing to stu-
dents.

• Colleges and universities should
be prohibited from selling students’
personal information to commer-
cial entities.

• Colleges and universities should
provide credit card education as a
required part of freshman orienta-
tion. The education should be pro-
vided by university personnel or by
an independent source, not a credit
card issuer.

• Personal finance education should
be a graduation requirement for all
Maryland high school seniors.

• Credit card issuers and universi-
ties should crack down on unau-
thorized marketing on college cam-
puses.

• Credit card issuers should adopt
more conservative lending policies
for college students and should
place reasonable credit limits on
accounts based on students’ in-
come.

• Congress should enact a national
interest rate cap for credit cards,
require higher minimum payments,
require disclosure of the length of
time it will take to pay off an ac-
count if only the minimum payment
is made, place limits on late fees
and penalty interest rates, and pro-
hibit penalty interest rates for late
payments to other creditors.2
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The “buy now, pay later” attitude of
many in our society has trickled down to
college students, who during the last
twenty years have become the target of
credit card companies eager for new
customers. Prior to the late 1980s, ex-
tending credit to college students was
uncommon. However, since that time
credit card companies, eager to find new
customers, started pursuing college stu-
dents as potential customers.3  In order
to issue credit cards to college students,
credit card companies have to ignore
their own underwriting standards which
normally prevent them from extending
credit to individuals who are unemployed
or have very low incomes.4

In 1994, when Congress held hear-
ings on credit card marketing to students,
student cards usually had limits of $200
to $300, and it was unusual to find stu-
dents with high credit card debts.5  In the
past ten years, the number of students
with credit cards has increased dramati-
cally, as has the average amount of stu-
dent debt.

• In 1990, approximately one-half of
all college students had at least one
credit card.6  According to a 2001
study by Nellie Mae, 83% of under-
graduate students had at least one
credit card, a 24% increase since
1998.7

• The Nellie Mae study also found that
the average credit card balance was
$2,327, and 21% of cardholders
have high level balances between
$3,000 and $7,000. Graduating
seniors have an average of
$20,402 in combined education
loan and credit card debt at the time
they graduate.8

Credit card issuers have slick mar-
keting campaigns aimed directly at col-
lege students encouraging them to ob-
tain and use credit cards, regardless of
whether or not they can afford it and of
what their parents may want them to do.
For example, Visa ran an ad that stated:

“Free from parental control
at last. Now all you need is
money. Cha-ching.”9

A quick internet search yields numer-
ous sites aimed at selling credit cards
to college students. The Chase Platinum
for Students credit card advertises online
that it is “perfect for small purchases like
pizza and CD’s – and it’s helpful for big-
ger things like tuition or a new futon.”10

This attitude – that it’s perfectly fine to
charge a pizza on your credit card – led
the College Board to warn students,
“Imagine being 30 years old and still pay-
ing off a slice of pizza you bought when
you were in college.”11  It sounds far
fetched, but unfortunately it’s becoming
all too common.

Introduction
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The survey was conducted by the
Maryland Consumer Rights Coalition
and the Maryland Public Interest Re-
search Group during 2003. A question-

tial questionnaire. We were unable to get
responses from each official contacted.
However, we did get responses from at
least one key person at each school.

FIGURE 1: UNIVERSITY ENTITIES CONTACTED
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Survey Methodology

naire (see Appendix A) was sent to key
officials at the 12 four-year public col-
leges and universities in Maryland. The
schools surveyed were:

Bowie State University (Bowie)

Coppin State College (Coppin)

Frostburg State University (Frostburg)

Morgan State University (Morgan)

Saint Mary’s College of Maryland (St. Mary’s)

Salisbury University (Salisbury)

Towson University (Towson)

University of Baltimore (UB)

University of Maryland, Baltimore (UMAB)

University of Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC)

University of Maryland, College Park (UMCP)

University of Maryland, Eastern Shore (UMES)

See Figure 1 for the entities con-
tacted at each university. Follow-up tele-
phone calls and e-mails were made to
officials who did not respond to the ini-
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Today, credit cards are widely avail-
able to college students, with no require-
ment for a parent to co-sign. Credit card
companies solicit college students
through a variety of methods, including

direct mail mar-
keting, the
internet, tables
set up on cam-
pus offering
“freebies” (i.e. t-
shirts, water
bottles, compact
discs, posters)
for those who

sign-up for a credit card, and affinity cards
(an exclusive agreement between a credit
card issuer and a university to market

cards with the university’s logo).12  Credit
card issuers hire vendors to conduct the
tabling events on campuses.13

As of 2001, 83% of college students
had at least one credit card,14  a dramatic
increase from 10 years earlier.15  This in-
crease is due in large part to the deci-
sion of credit card companies to sus-
pend normal underwriting practices for
college students and to aggressively
market credit cards to students. It is this
aggressive marketing that has garnered
substantial media attention.16

The results of our survey show a va-
riety of practices and policies regarding
credit card solicitation on public college
and university campuses in Maryland.

Survey Results

FIGURE 2: UNIVERSITY POLICIES ON CREDIT CARD MARKETING
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Source: Survey Responses

1. Credit card companies can have tables on campus, but can only hand out information, not accept applications.
2. Credit card companies can have tables on campus, but can only hand out information, not accept applications.
    Vendors must provide educational materials about credit cards with applications.
3. Credit card tabling is permitted only at certain athletic events.
4. Student lists including names, addresses and phone numbers are sold to MBNA.
5. Sells student list without addresses or phone numbers.

While UMCP’s official policy
is to prohibit credit card mar-
keting elsewhere on campus,
students report that it is com-
mon to see credit card vendors
set up outside dining halls and
other areas of campus.
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See Figure 2 for complete results. Four
schools prohibit any credit card market-
ing to college students on their campuses:
Bowie, Coppin, UMBC and UMES. The
other schools allowed some form of credit
card marketing.

Tables on Campus

Four schools allow credit card ven-
dors to set up tables on campus, with no
substantive limits on solicitation:
Frostburg, Morgan, UB and UMAB.
Frostburg allows student organizations to
sponsor credit card vendors to set up
tables on campus. Frostburg has a writ-
ten off-campus vendor policy. (See Ap-
pendix B.) Morgan allows vendors, but
states that it raised its fee to $350 per
day, which has reduced the number of
vendors dramatically.17  UB charges $100
per day to vendors, with the only restric-
tion that they not “harass” students, fac-
ulty or staff.

 UMAB  has a facilities use policy al-
lowing outside vendors set up tables on
campus and charges $75 per day. (See
Appendix C.)

Salisbury and Towson allow tables on
campus, but limit credit card vendors to
handing out applications, not accepting
completed applications. Towson also re-
quires credit card vendors to hand out
credit education materials along with
credit applications. Towson is the only
school to have a written policy specifically
addressing credit card solicitation. (See
Appendix D).

UMCP allows student athlete teams
(for non-revenue sports) to market the
alumni association’s affinity card at sport-

ing events. While the alumni association
states that  they do not intentionally mar-
ket to students at these events,18  students
report that they are actively solicited to
complete credit card applications during
the sporting events.19 According to the
Maryland Department of Legislative Ser-
vices, in 2001 UMCP’s alumni associa-
tion had an $8.5 million contract with a
credit card issuer to solicit alumni for af-
finity credit cards.20

While UMCP’s official policy is to pro-
hibit credit card marketing elsewhere on
campus, students report that it is com-
mon to see credit card vendors set up
outside dining halls and other areas of
campus.21 University officials acknowl-
edge that unauthorized tables are set up
on campus by credit card vendors and
that because of the size of the campus it
is difficult for the university to eliminate
the unauthorized activity.22

Selling Student Lists

Two schools acknowledge selling stu-
dents’ personal information (including
names, addresses and telephone num-
bers) to credit card companies. Towson
University sells its student list to MBNA.23

Salisbury sells its student list to anyone
who requests it.24  The University of Balti-
more (UB) stated they provide their stu-
dent directory to anyone who requests
it.25  However, due to complaints from stu-
dents about solicitations, UB changed
their student directory to include only stu-
dents’ names, hometowns and informa-
tion about attendance.
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1. Towson’s program is not mandatory.
2. UMBC’s program is not mandatory.
3. Financial education is sometimes provided by resident assistants or orientation leaders.
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Bookstore Inserts

At least three schools allow credit
card applications to be inserted in book-
store bags: Frostburg, St. Mary’s and the
University of Baltimore. Most of the book-
stores are managed by independent com-
panies and several of the bookstore man-
agers refused to respond to our ques-
tions due to “corporate policy.”

Personal Finance
Education

While all of the schools except for UM
College Park responded that they pro-
vide some form of personal financial edu-

cation for students, many of the programs
are offered only occasionally, most are
not mandatory, and none are credit
classes. See Figure 3 for specific types
of personal financial education by school.

Four schools (Bowie, Frostburg,
Salisbury, and Towson) state that money
management, personal finance or credit
card education are provided as part of
freshman orientation. Bowie, Frostburg
and Salisbury state that all freshmen at-
tend these programs. Towson’s program
is not mandatory, but highly recom-
mended to students. UMBC provides a
financial management seminar as part of
its “Welcome Week” program. All stu-
dents have access to the seminar, but
only about 50 attend.

FIGURE 3: TYPES OF FINANCIAL EDUCATION PROGRAMS BY UNIVERSITY

Source: Survey Responses
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The other schools provide financial
education on an ad hoc basis and atten-
dance is voluntary. Coppin provides
money management workshops. Morgan
provides debt management education for
its financial aid loan recipients. St. Mary’s
stated that it has no set program for fi-
nancial education, so it varies from se-
mester to semester. If credit education is
provided at St. Mary’s, it is usually done
by a resident assistant or a student ori-
entation leader. UB offers debt education

programs through its financial aid office.
UMAB provides debt management and
consumer credit programs through
brown bag lunches, orientations and
health fairs. According to UMAB, all
graduating students attend some form
of credit education and all incoming stu-
dents are “exposed to it”. UMES pro-
vides sessions on credit card manage-
ment, which are open to all students, but
not mandatory.
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While most agree that credit cards
can be beneficial when used properly, it
is clear that the improper use of credit
cards can have disastrous long-term
impacts. Whether college students are
prepared to use credit cards responsi-
bly probably depends on the particular
student. However, a recent study found
that 21% of students with credit cards
have balances over $3,000.26  This is a
significant amount of debt for a popula-
tion that generally has little or no income.
Bankruptcy filings among 18 to 25 year
olds increased 51% between 1991 and
1999.27

According to a 2001 GAO report,
some credit card issuers have adopted
a code of conduct to govern solicitation
of college students for credit cards.28

(See Appendix E.) The code applies to
tabling companies and vendors and is
touted as promoting responsible mar-
keting practices. However, it appears to
be a common occurrence at UMCP and
other schools for tabling companies to
operate in direct violation of university
policy.29  Based on the blatant disregard
of university policy that occurs at the
UMCP campus and other schools, it ap-
pears that the voluntary code of conduct
is not effective. The desire to tap into
the college student market appears to
outweigh any concern for the welfare of
the students.

The combination of aggressive credit
card marketing and lack of education
about credit has led many students into
financial difficulty prior to college gradu-
ation. Some university administrators
state that they lose more students to
credit card debt than to academic fail-
ure.30  According to the Consumer Credit
Counseling Service of Maryland and
Delaware, approximately 10.6% of their
clients are between the ages of 18 and
26.31  Bankruptcy filings among 18 to 25
year olds are on the increase. A testa-
ment to the breadth of the problem is
the fact that a credit counseling organi-
zation aimed solely at college students
with credit card debt is advertising on the
Internet.32

Unfortunately, the problems resulting
from credit card use by teenagers and
young adults seem to be getting worse –
high school students are the latest “mar-
ket” to be exploited by credit card
issuers.33 As a society, we need to ask
ourselves if we want our young adults to
start out their life burdened by credit card
debt. If not, we need to take steps to as-
sure that credit card marketing to college
students is limited, that credit card terms
are reasonable and that students have the
knowledge to use credit wisely and re-
sponsibly.

Credit Card Marketing Limits Needed
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Many college students have very little
understanding of personal finance issues
in general and credit cards in particular
when they obtain their first credit card,
and the result can be devastating to their
futures. High schools in this country gen-
erally do a poor job of educating students
about personal finance issues. In a na-
tionwide survey of basic personal finance,
high school seniors received an average
grade of 50%, a failing grade by any stan-
dard.34  In Maryland, only one jurisdiction
requires that students take a course
which includes instruction in personal fi-
nance as a graduation requirement.35

The education about personal finance
and credit cards at most universities is
inadequate. University officials know that
college students are going to receive a
barrage of offers for credit cards, particu-
larly since some of the schools have fi-
nancial agreements with credit card com-
panies allowing them to market on cam-
pus. Officials also know that many stu-
dents do not have the knowledge neces-

sary to sort through the offers and under-
stand the varying terms and the conse-
quences of late and missed payments on
credit cards.

Students often fail to understand even
the basic fact that a credit card is a high
interest rate loan.36  In spite of historic
drops in federal funds and prime rates in
recent years, credit card rates remain ex-
ceptionally high.37  The average credit
card rate in 2001 was 14.9%. A recent
internet search revealed student credit
card rates ranging from 14% to 21% for
the “preferred” rate. The “non-preferred”
rate or “default” rate – imposed if a pay-
ment is late or charges go over the limit
– ranged from 20% to 29%.

Another important fact that college
students often fail to understand is the
importance of making more than the
minimum monthly payment on their
credit card debt. If cardholders make
only the minimum payment on a credit
card, it will take them years to pay off even

Personal Finance Education Needed

Monthly minimum Number of months Total interest
payment amount to pay payment

$30 120 months $2,095.89

$50 43 months $   645.57

$70 28 months $   396.47

$90 20 months $   289.02

Source: Payment calculators at Bankrate.com

FIGURE 4: MINIMUM REPAYMENT SCHEDULE ON $1500 CREDIT CARD LOAN AT 21%
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relatively small balances and they will pay
a significant amount in interest.

For example, a student with a $1,500
credit card balance at 21% who pays
the minimum payment of $30 per month
(2%) will take ten years to pay off the
account and will have paid $2,096 in in-
terest. (See Figure 4.) Even scarier is
the prospect for students with higher bal-
ances. A $5,000 credit card balance at
15% with only the minimum 2% monthly
payment paid would take 32 years to
pay off, with a total interest cost of
$7,789.38  These figures illustrate that
college students, without some self-re-
straint and knowledge of credit, could
easily still be paying for all that pizza
they ate in college when they are 30, or
even 50!

Another issue that students (and
adults) often fail to understand is how
credit card fees can add up quickly and
make it difficult to pay off credit card
debt. In addition to the interest that ac-
crues on a credit card account, there
are annual fees, late fees, over-the-limit
fees, and penalty interest rates that can
add significantly to the amount owed.

Since the mid-1990s there has been
a steady rise in penalty fees imposed
on consumers.

• In 1995, the revenue generated for
credit card companies from pen-
alty fees was $8.3 billion. By 1998,
the revenue from penalty fees in-
creased to $18.9 billion.39

• Late fees, which now average $29,
are one of the fastest growing

sources of revenue for the credit
card companies.40  This is due in
large part to the fact that most
credit card issuers have eliminated
any grace period for late payments
and now impose a late fee if a pay-
ment is not received by 2 p.m. on
the due date. 41  Some companies
set the time due as 8:00 a.m. on
the due date.

A relatively new development is the
penalty interest rate. If a cardholder is
late making a payment, the issuer in-
creases the interest rate to a higher rate
(sometimes as high as 29%).42  All of the
major credit card companies now im-
pose a penalty interest rate the first time
a payment is late.43  Even more egre-
gious is a provision in many card agree-
ments that allows a credit card issuer to
raise your interest rate if you are past
due to another creditor.44

Many college students do not under-
stand the long term ramifications that
mismanagement of credit cards can
have on their credit rating.45  High credit
card balances and late payments will
lower a person’s credit rating, which
means they will pay higher interest rates
for other types of credit, or may be de-
nied additional credit entirely.46  In addi-
tion to its impact on the cost of credit, a
poor credit rating may also increase the
cost of automobile insurance, increase
the amount required for utility deposits,
and make it more difficult to rent an
apartment.47  A bad credit rating can
even hinder employment opportuni-
ties.48  In some cases, excessive credit
card debt can lead to bankruptcy.49
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A number of states have considered
legislation to address the issues caused
by credit card marketing to college stu-
dents and several have enacted legis-
lation. According to a 2001 GAO Report,
legislation to limit credit card solicitation
on college campuses was introduced in
at least 24 states.50 As of 2001, Arkan-
sas and Louisiana had enacted legisla-
tion.51  In 2002, West Virginia passed
legislation.52  The proposals address
credit card marketing in a number of
ways, including: banning the use of free
gifts as incentives to apply for credit;
requiring a student’s parent or guardian
to give written consent before they can
obtain a card; prohibiting debt collection
actions against parents unless they co-
signed the card; requiring credit card
issuers to register with administrators
before marketing on campus; requiring
that universities provide credit card edu-
cation for students; and prohibitions on
selling student information to credit card
issuers.53

In Maryland, a number of bills have
been introduced over the past few years
to address the issue of credit card mar-
keting on college campuses, although
none of them have been enacted.

• In 2002, House Bill 903, which
would have prohibited public uni-
versities and colleges from sell-
ing their student lists to commer-
cial entities passed the House,

but was not voted on in commit-
tee in the Senate. The same bill
was previously introduced in
2001 (as H.B. 819).

• In 2001, House Bill 45 and its
companion bill, Senate Bill 470,
proposed to limit the amount of
credit that could be extended to
students.

• Also introduced in 2001, House
Bill 875 would have required the
Maryland Higher Education
Commission to establish guide-
lines for the marketing of credit
cards on campuses.

• House Bill 959, introduced in
2001, would have required that
education be provided to college
students about credit cards and
would have prohibited creditors
from issuing cards to students
unless they attended the credit
education program.

• In 2000, House Bill 764 proposed
to prohibit the selling of student
information to credit card issuers,
prohibit free gifts from being used
as incentives to sign up for a
card, require education on credit
cards, and prohibit credit card
companies from taking legal ac-
tion against parents unless the
parents agreed in writing to be
liable.

Recent Legislative Action
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1. Colleges and universities in Mary-
land should establish specific written poli-
cies with the input of students, parents
and administrators on credit card mar-
keting to students.

2. Selling of student lists to commer-
cial entities without specific permission
of students should be prohibited. Recent
studies indicate that more than one-third
of college students received their credit
cards through mail solicitation.54

Some Maryland schools operate un-
der the mistaken belief that they must
sell their student lists upon request.55

Those schools should reevaluate their
policies and stop selling their lists.

3. Credit card marketing tables
should not be allowed on campus. If
schools do allow tables, marketing tac-
tics such as giving away “freebies” to
students who apply for cards should be
prohibited. These free items are likely
to entice students who do not need or
want a credit card (or who already have
a card) to sign up for one. A 2001 study
by the State PIRGs found that one-third
of respondents applied for a credit card
at an on-campus table, and of these,
80% applied in order to get the free
gifts.56

4. If credit card tabling is allowed,
credit card vendors should be prohib-
ited from taking applications from stu-
dents on the spot, to lessen the likeli-
hood that a student will be pressured
into signing up for a card that they do
not want or need.

5. Allowing student groups to spon-
sor credit card companies should be
prohibited. The student groups are en-

ticed by the money they are paid by the
credit card companies and are not in a
position to regulate the aggressive mar-
keting of credit card vendors.

6. Credit card companies should act
responsibly and set reasonable credit
limits for college students, so that stu-
dents will be less likely to be over-
whelmed with high credit card balances.

7. Universities should not allow
bookstores to include credit card inserts
in shopping bags. If a university does
allow book bag inserts, it should require
the bookstore to also include an educa-
tional brochure to help students make
informed decisions about whether to
sign up for a card and how to use it re-
sponsibly. The educational brochures
should be written by a source indepen-
dent of the credit card company and the
content should be approved by the uni-
versity.

8. Colleges and universities should
provide credit card education as a re-
quired part of freshman orientation. The
education should be provided by univer-
sity personnel or by an independent
source, not a credit card issuer.

9. Personal finance education
should be a graduation requirement for
all Maryland high school students.

10. Congress should enact a national
interest rate cap for credit cards, require
higher minimum payments, require dis-
closure of the length of time it will take to
pay off the account if only the minimum
payment is made, place limits on late fee
and penalty interest rates, and prohibit
penalty interest rates for late payments
to other creditors.57

Policy Recommendations
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1)  Are credit card companies allowed to solicit students on campus?

1a) What type of solicitation is allowed?  (e.g. tables in student union, at sports events,
inserts in book stores?)  

1b) Where does solicitation take place?  How often?
1c) If so, are there restrictions on the solicitations?  What are they (e.g. Code of Conduct

designed by company or school, age limitations)?
1d) Have there been complaints about solicitation practices (e.g. by students, parents)?
1e) Are fees charged to credit card companies who solicit on campus?  What are they?

2) Are student lists (with names, addresses and/or phone numbers) provided to credit card
companies?

2a) If so, what information is given (names, post or email addresses, phone number)?
2b) If so, for what fee?

3) Does your university/office/association have a financial relationship with any credit card
company under which the university receives a payment for the number of applications or a
percentage of purchases?

3a) What percentage of your overall operating budget does this constitute?
3b) Do you offer an affinity card?

4) Does the university provide education for students about responsible use of credit cards?

4a) If so, what type of education is provided (e.g. credit card management, debt manage-
ment, academic or nonacademic course, bankruptcy lawyer)?

4b) If so, who is provides the information (e.g. credit card company, university, unaffiliated
source?)

4c) How many students take advantage of or have access to this education? Is it manda-
tory?  How is it publicized?

Appendix A: Survey Questionnaire
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Appendix B: Frostburg State University
Off-Campus Marketing Policy
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Appendix C: UMAB Facilities Use Policy
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Appendix D: Towson Solicitation Policy
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Appendix E: Solicitation Code of Conduct
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