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For its ninth edition, the national 
study on students' living conditions 
took place in an unprecedented 
context, related to the COVID-19 

pandemic and lockdown. While students' 
responses provide information on major 
trends in their living conditions and on 

certain newly introduced themes in the 
survey (such as gender-based and sexual 
violence in higher education, racism and 
discrimination, the use of digital tools in 
access to employment, the relationship 
to the environment or even the use of 
libraries), the additional survey carried out 

in July 2020 also provides information on 
how periods of lockdown can affect living 
conditions and studies. 

box 1 :  the 2020 study : two surveys linked to the health crisis

the 2020 living conditions survey
More than 250,000 students were invited to 
participate in the OVE survey between March 
12 and May 11, 2020. With nearly 100,000 
students participating, the survey recorded 
an overall response rate of 39%. The results 
presented here are based on the 60,014 forms 
which were fully completed by students 
undergoing studies at the time of the survey. 
The responses relate to the living conditions 
during the 2019-2020 academic year, until the 

start of lockdown in March 2020: therefore they 
do not account for the specific context of the 
health crisis.

The student life during lockdown 
survey 
To measure the effects of the health crisis on 
student life, an additional survey was carried 
out in July 2020 among students having 
completed the 2020 Living Conditions survey, 
who agreed to be contacted by the OVE for a 

new survey. This represented 45,000 students 
enrolled for the 2019-2020 year, in universities, 
preparatory courses for grandes écoles (CPGE), 
engineering, business or cultural schools, or 
grands établissements. Of these, 6,300 students 
responded to the complementary survey, 
representing an overall participation rate of 
14%. The analysis of these results is based on 
the 6,130 fully completed questionnaires. 

Feres belghith,
Director, OVE

odile ferry,
Research manager, OVE

théo patros,
Researcher, OVE

Élise tenret,
Advisor to OVE



2

OVEINFOS • aPril 2021

an improvement  

in general  

satisfaction undermined 

by the first lockdown

In 2020, students reported being rather 
satisfied with their studies: 64% were 
satisfied or very satisfied, while only 
10% reported dissatisfaction (figure 1). 
This proportion had clearly increased 
compared to 2016, when 60% of stu-
dents reported satisfaction while 11% 
students reported dissatisfaction. 
Satisfaction with studies varies depen-
ding on courses, ranging from 78% for 
students in preparatory courses to 
grandes écoles, to 52% for students in 
public education courses. 

However, this improvement seems 
to have been hindered by the health 
crisis. Indeed, in the Student life during 
lockdown survey, only 39% of students 
reported general satisfaction with 
courses provided during lockdown, 
and 25% found them unsatisfactory 
(see OVE Infos #421). This lower rate 
of satisfaction relates to relations 
with teachers in particular. In the 
Living Conditions survey, more than 
half of students reported satisfaction 
with the availability and pedagogy of 
teachers, while only 43% of students 
were satisfied with their exchanges 
with teachers during lockdown, through 
online classes. 

Indeed, during the first lockdown, 
traditional teaching methods (onsite 
classes) were altered for a large majority 
of students: only 2% of students 
reported no changes in conditions in 
their institution (formally or informally). 

Lockdown led to a massive switch 
to digital tools in higher education 
to ensure pedagogical continuity. 
Digital tools enabled students to stay 
connected to their study environment, 
77% of them communicated with 
their teachers directly, 87% of them 
exchanged with other students in 
their study programme, 73% received 
documents or course materials, and 
69% participated in online courses or 
work sessions. The use of digital tools 
in higher education was therefore 
accelerated by lockdown measures. In 
2016, only 29% of students reported 
spending more than 2 hours online for 
their studies, this proportion increased 
to 37% in the spring of 2020. Lockdown 
certainly played a role in this increase, 
as 69% of students reported following 
online courses.  

However, digital tools did not overcome 
all obstacles associated with pursuing 
studies in a context of lockdown. Beyond 
technical issues, such as problems with 
internet connections (reported by 39% 
of students), or related to the use of new 
digital tools (17%), the survey finds the 
main difficulty related to the teaching 

context: 51% of students reported 
problems with organising their work or 
managing their time during lockdown. 

a clouded vision  

of the future 

Lockdown had a detrimental effect 
on the plans of a large number of 
students: 45% of students believe 
the first lockdown will negatively 
impact the rest of their studies. 21% 
of students reported the lockdown 
changed their career plans. At the 
end of the first lockdown, only 67% 
of students intended to continue 
their studies as planned before the 
lockdown, 8% intended to change their 
discipline, and 4% said they wished 
to end their studies. Likewise, 9% of 
students reported wishing to extend 
their studies beyond what they had 
initially planned, probably due to a 
perception that integrating the job 
market had become more difficult. 

The situation seems more critical 
concerning students’ prospects for the 

the disruption of students'  
environments by the health crisis 

figure 1: general satisfaction with studies

60 % 29 % 11 %

64 % 26 % 10 %

39 % 36 % 25 %

Satisfied or very 
satisfied

Rather 
satisfied

Dissatisfied, or very 
dissatisfied

2016

2020

During the first 
lockdown

Sources : Living Conditions surveys (2016 and 2020) and Student life during lockdown (2020) 

1 More data from the Student life during lockdown survey are available in OVE Infos 42 (also 
in English).
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start of their careers — improvements 
measured by the Living Conditions 
surveys between 2016 and 2020 seem to 
have stopped following the lockdown. 
Indeed, in 2016, 54% of students rated 
their chances of finding jobs in France 
as good or very good, compared with 
14% who considered them poor or very 
poor (figure 2). By spring 2020, these 
proportions had increased to 68% for 
students optimistic about entering the 
job market in France, while only 8% of 
students were pessimist. Considering 
prospects for starting a career abroad, 
in 2016, 40% considered them good 
or very good while 21% considered 
them poor or very poor — in 2020, this 
represented 45% and 18% of students 
respectively. A reversal of this trend 
can be observed following the health 
crisis: after the first lockdown, only 
41% of students were optimistic about 
entering the job market in France while 
only 28% of students were optimistic 
about starting their careers abroad. 

figure 2: assessment of chances of entering the job market

The impact of reduced income  
from paid work 
on students’ budgets
The importance of  

paid work in  

students’ income 

The Living Conditions survey 
identifies three main sources 
of income in students' budgets: 
family support, wages and 

benefits. As in 2016, income from 
these three sources constitute the 
bulk of students' budgets (90%). The 
structure of students' budgets remains 
substantially the same between 2016 
and 2020. In 2020, family support was 
the main source of income for students 
(42% of students’ income), followed by 
income from employment (25%), and 
benefits (23%) (figure 3). Quantitatively, 
employment provides the most income, 

as it amounts to 728 euros per month on 
average (for the students who receive 
it) — while income from family support 
and benefits represents 532 euros and 
334 euros respectively. 
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The health crisis disrupted the structure 
of students’ budgets deeply, reducing 
income from paid work. Hence, during the 
first lockdown, 36% of students who had 
jobs stopped working and 21% reduced 
their working time. For those who stopped 
working, the loss of income stood at 274 
euros on average per month, while those 
who reduced working time lost 86 euros 
on average per month. Among those who 
completely stopped working, foreign 
students and students aged 26 and over 
suffered the biggest losses, respectively 
426 euros and 414 euros on average per 
month. 

The interruption of  

paid work due  

to the health crisis 

In 2020, 40% of students reported 
working during the academic year 
(excluding internships). This proportion 
is roughly the same as in 2016 (38%). 
However, paid work covers a wide range 

of activities: a quarter of all students 
carry out work unrelated to studies with 
working time below 50% (time-to-time 
jobs), 8% carry out work related to their 
studies, 3% carry out work competing 
with studies (not related to studies, 
working half-time or more, for less than 
six months per year) and 5% have work 
that highly competes with studies (not 
related to studies, working half-time or 
more, for more than six months a year). 

The most frequent type of work carried 
out by students were babysitting and 
childcare (18%), sales or cashier jobs 
in retail or distribution (17%), tutoring 
or private lessons (13%), and waiting 
tables, cooking, or receptionist or 
concierge jobs (in restaurants, hotels or 
for individuals — 14%). Certain activities 
are mostly carried out by women, with 
proportions of female students over 70% 
(babysitting, receptionist), while other 
jobs such as courier, deliveries or driving 
are carried out by male students in nine 
cases out of ten. 

Among the students reporting working 
in 2020, different explanations are 
put forward: 78% of students consider 
working improves their standard of 
living; 73% consider it allows them to 
gain professional experience; 65% report 
it enables autonomy from their parents; 
while 51% report working is imperative for 
them. These reasons vary depending on 
the type of activity. Students exercising 
work that highly competes with studies 
(more than half-time and more than six 
months per year) are the most likely to 
report working is imperative for them 
(86%), and the most likely to report their 
job negatively impacts their studies 
(32%, while this is only the case of 18% 
of all students).  

figure 3: average monthly income in 2020

Figure 4: Type of work during the academic year (2020) 

42 %
2 %

23 %

25 %

2 %
3 %

3 %

Average student monthly income: 919 €

Family support  532 €

Other resources 
597 €

Savings 134 €

Student loans 479 €

Income from paid work 728 €

Benefits
334 €

Support from 
partner
401 €

60 %

8 %

25 %

3 %5 %

No employment 

Highly competing employment

Competing employment

Time-to-time job

Employment  
related to studies

Source:  Living Conditions survey 2020

Source: Living Conditions survey, 2020



5

OVEINFOS •  aPril 2021

The health crisis deeply disrupted 
students’ employment during the first 
lockdown, 58% of working students 
stopped, reduced or changed their jobs. 
Of these, 36% stopped working altogether 
— this was more prevalent among younger 
students (under 20) and women. Among 
the students who stopped working, 27% 
reported receiving partial-unemployment 
benefits. At the same time, students 
forced to stop working were also those 
who benefited the most from financial 
support, mainly from their family (41%, 
while this represented 26% of those 
who continued working, and 36% of all 
students). 

For the students who could continue 
working during the health crisis, work was 
often altered. 5% of students who did not 
work before the first lockdown said they 
had started working during this period. 
Changes in the educational environment 
had longer-term consequences beyond 
the lockdown: among students who 
stopped working, 37% did not start working 
in the month following the first reopening, 
9% changed jobs, and 13% resumed the 
same job but reduced their working hours.  
 
 
 

financial situations  

were improving before  

the health crisis

The Living Conditions survey also enables 
an analysis of the economic and financial 
situation from the point of view of 
students. Overall, during the academic 
year, one-fifth of students reported 
experiencing significant or very significant 
financial difficulties. This proportion is 
slightly lower than figures for 2016 (23%). 

Another vulnerability indicator from 
the Living Conditions survey confirms 
this slight improvement: in 2020, 26% of 
students said they did not have enough 
money to cover their monthly needs 
compared to 29% in 2016. This drop 
affects the most vulnerable students in 
particular, for example students with 
lower-income backgrounds: in 2020, 24% 
reported financial difficulties and 32% felt 
they did not have enough money to cover 
their monthly needs, compared to 29% 
and 36% respectively in 2016. 

This situation deteriorated with the health 
crisis: during the first lockdown, a third of 
students reported financial difficulties. 
Among them, one in two students (17% of 
all students) considered these difficulties 
greater than usual. Students who were 
more financially independent from their 
families (working students and foreign 
students) appear to have been the most 
affected. 

Food expenses constituted the main issue 
for students, they were reported by 56% 
of students who encountered financial 
difficulties during the first lockdown. In 
addition, a quarter of students whose 
financial difficulties worsened during 
lockdown said they were not always 
able to properly feed themselves for 
financial reasons — this was the case 
for 6% of all students on average. In less 

Working is  
imperative for me

Working enables autonomy 
from my parents

Working allows me to gain 
professional experience

Working allows me to improve 
my standard of living

51 %

65 %

73 %

78 %

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 %

figure 5: Perception of paid work in 2020

Source: Living Conditions survey, 2020

Sources: Living Conditions surveys (2016 and 2020) and Student life during lockdown (2020) 

figure 6: financial difficulties in 2016, 2020, and during the first lockdown
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Stability in  housing  

was disrupted by  

the health crisis 

Data from the Living Conditions 
2020 survey confirms students’ 
housing changes little over time 
during a “classic” academic year: 

as in 2016, a third of students live with 
their parents and a third rent homes, 
alone or with their partner. Among other 
types of housing, rates of house-sharing 
and student housing also remain stable, 
each representing 12% of students. 

During the first lockdown, however, 44% 
of the students surveyed reported having 
left their usual housing for the academic 
period. The family circle (parents and, 
to a lesser extent, siblings or partner) 
appears to have been a haven during 
the health crisis, as more than three 
quarters of the students who changed 
their housing, mostly living away before 
the crisis, were confined with at least 
one of their parents. 63% of students 
who changed their housing situation 
mentioned the wish to be closer to 
their family — slightly below the wish 

Housing: a return to the family home
during the health crisis

cases, financial difficulties also resulted 
in delays or inability to pay rent (38% 
of students who experienced financial 
difficulties). 

Faced with these difficulties, students 
could benefit from family and public 
support. 36% of students reported 
receiving financial assistance (52% 
of students who reported financial 
difficulties) and 19% reported material 
support (24% of students who reported 

financial difficulties) during lockdown. 
In general, family or close ones were 
the main providers for students (22% 
of students received financial support 
from them, while 13% received material 
support), followed by support from the 
CROUS (French office of student services), 
with 11% of students reporting receiving 
this type of financial aid. 

Source: Living Conditions survey, 2020

Figure 7: TYpe of housing during the academic period
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not to be alone (66%) and above the 
wish to live in a bigger space (62%). 
Whether triggered by lockdown or not, 
living together could also have been a 
source of conflict during this period: 
34% of students report relationship 
difficulties with the people with whom 
they were living. Among students who 
did not change their housing, the most 
frequent reason reported was they did 
not wish to do so (53%) or this was not 
an option for them (35%). 

The lockdown resulted in a slight 
improvement in satisfaction with 
housing conditions on the part of the 
students: whether or not they changed 
accommodation, 84% of students 
surveyed reported being satisfied 
or very satisfied with their housing 
conditions during the first lockdown, 
while this figure stood at 78% during 
the “normal” period preceding the 
lockdown. However, half of students 
reported experiencing feelings of 
isolation or loneliness during the 
lockdown. Unsurprisingly, those who 
suffered the most were students living 
alone during lockdown (76% of them, 
as opposed to 41% for students who 
spent lockdown with their parents 
and 38% for those who spent it with 
friends). Foreign students were also 
more likely to report feeling lonely 
or isolated during this period (61% as 
opposed to 50% overall). 

students in the paris 

region left the family 

home later

Excluding the period of the health crisis, 
students’ housing changes with their 
age: at the age of 18, 49% of students 
still live with their parents while this 
is only the case for 29% of them at the 
age of 21. Leaving the family home is 
generally followed by a drop in general 
satisfaction with housing (52% of 
students living in their parents’ home 
are very satisfied compared to only 33% 
of those having left the family home) 
— however satisfaction with proximity 
to the place of study increases (23% of 
students living with parents report being 
very satisfied, as opposed to 44% for 
those having left the family home). 

The process of leaving the family home 
clearly varies with geography. In the 
Ile-de-France region excluding Paris 
(particularly in the suburbs) and in 
municipalities with fewer than 100,000 
inhabitants, students are more prone to 
live with their parents (56% in the outer 
suburbs of the Paris region, 51% in the 
inner suburbs, and 46% in municipalities 
with less than 100,000 inhabitants). By 
contrast, in bigger cities, a large majority 
of students have left the family home 
(only 15% live with their parents in other 
cities with more than 300,000 inhabitants, 
and this is the case for 10% of them in 
municipalities of 200,000 to 300,000 
inhabitants). Once more,  Paris stands 
out with 29% of students living with 
their parents. The appeal of educational 
opportunities in large cities as well as 
difficulties to find accommodation and 

transport in the Paris region explain 
these differences. 

housing:  

the highest expense 

for students

Housing remains the highest expense for 
students, with an average of 484 euros in 
accommodation costs (388 euros in rent 
and 96 euros in costs related to housing). 
The cost of rent (paid by the student, with 
or without support from their parents, 
excluding any public financial support) 
varies depending on the size of the city 
of residence (with an average amount 
of 636 euros in Paris). Unsurprisingly, 
students living in Paris report the 
highest dissatisfaction with the cost of 
housing (27% compared to 18% overall). 
At the same time, difficulties in finding a 
deposit or a guarantee for housing have 
not increased since the 2016 survey, and 
even seem to have slightly decreased: 
in 2016, 17% of students living in rented 
or shared accommodation reported 
difficulties in securing a deposit for their 
housing, while this figure stood at 16% in 
2020.

Public support can cover a portion of rent 
costs: 59% of students having left the 
family home reported having benefited 
from public support for their housing. 
The average amount received was 169 
euros. This figure is slightly higher in the 
Paris region on average (up to 191 euros 
on average in Paris). 
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significant vulnerabilities 

in  

mental health 

In the spring of 2020, students reported 
a generally positive state of health: just 
over two-thirds of them considered 
themselves to be in good or very 

good health. This varies depending on 
characteristics such as gender, nationality 
or the profession of parents: female 
students, foreign students and students 
with lower-income backgrounds were 
slightly less likely to report good or very 
good health. Likewise, older students and 
students moving towards autonomy in 
housing were also less likely to report a 
good state of health.

However, a share of students faces mental 
health issues: nearly a third of students 
(30%) reported signs of psychological 
distress in the four weeks preceding their 
completion of the survey (the survey took 
place in the spring of 2020, hence students’ 
responses partially related to their 
situation at the time of the first lockdown). 
This prevalence varies depending on 
different factors. 37% of female students 
showed signs of psychological distress, 
compared to 22% of male students. This 
was the case for 25% and 13% of female 
and male students respectively in 2016 
(Student Health survey), and 20% of 
students overall. Foreign students are 
also more affected: 35% as opposed to 
29% of French students. Finally, students 
with scholarships based on social criteria 
also appear more vulnerable, 34% of 
them showed signs of psychological 
distress, while this was only the case of 
28% of students without scholarships.   

Regarding their state of health during the 
first lockdown more specifically (over a 
longer period than the Living Conditions 
survey, i.e. eight weeks instead of 4 weeks, 
which limits the comparison), similar 
proportions emerge, with nearly one in 

three students (31%) showing signs of 
psychological distress, and even higher 
proportions among foreign students 
(42%), female students (35%) and students 
with scholarships based on social criteria 
(34%). 

1 Including dual citizenship.
2 Employees and factory workers.
3 Intermediary professions.
4 Managers and intellectual professions.

vulnerability in health  
persisted during the lockdown

Figure 8: self-assessment of health

Source: Living Conditions survey, 2020
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Among various signs of distress, 
anxiety and exhaustion were the most 
common: 34% of students were often or 
constantly "very anxious" and 35% often 
or constantly "exhausted". Students also 
reported feeling "sad and downcast" 
and "discouraged" more often during 
lockdown. In addition to these signs of 
distress, certain specific issues were 
related to lockdown: 50% of students 
reported suffering from loneliness 
or isolation during lockdown, 34% 
experienced relationship difficulties with 
the people with whom they lived, and 7% 
said they experienced the loss of a loved 
one. 

access to health depends 

on financial resources 

and the health context

84% of students consulted a general 
practitioner at least once over the 
previous twelve months. However, a 
third of students said they abstained 
from medical examinations or treatment 
at least once over the previous twelve 
months for financial reasons. Indeed, 
17% of students did not see a specialist, 
16% did not see a general practitioner or 
a dentist, and 11% of students did not see 
a gynecologist. Regardless of the type of 
care, female students forgo it more often 

than male students. Financial reasons 
are not the only reasons reported by 
students who forego medical care or 
examinations. Among other reasons, 
lack of time or waiting for health issues 
to pass came first (before financial 
reasons), as reported by 42% of students. 
39% of students also reported abstaining 
from care because the waiting period 
was too long. 

During lockdown, students were less 
prone to seek care, and more prone to 
forgo care as 29% of students declared 
needing medical care during this period. 
Yet, a third of these abstained from 
seeing a doctor. 

*Please note the comparison is limited by the difference in length of periods between both surveys 
(8 weeks in the Student life during lockdown survey and 4 weeks in the Living Conditions survey.

Sources: Living Conditions surveys (2016 and 2020) and Student life during lockdown (2020) 

NEVER RARELY SOMETIMES OFTEN CONSTANTLY

Very nervous
Beginning of 2020* 10 19 32 30 9

During the first lockdownDuring the first lockdown 1313 1818 3434 2828 66

Downhearted and 
blue

Beginning of 2020 15 26 34 21 4

During the first lockdownDuring the first lockdown 1616 2121 3535 2323 55

Calm and peaceful
Beginning of 2020 3 18 33 41 6

During the first lockdownDuring the first lockdown 22 1616 3030 4646 77

Worn out
Beginning of 2020 5 14 34 35 12

During the first lockdownDuring the first lockdown 1212 2424 2828 2424 1111

Happy
Beginning of 2020 2 9 29 52 8

During the first lockdownDuring the first lockdown 44 1616 3535 3939 66

So down in the 
dumps that nothing 
could cheer you up

Beginning of 2020 31 24 25 17 4

During the first lockdownDuring the first lockdown 4343 2222 1919 1212 44

Table 1: psychological fragility before and during the first lockdown (%)
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1 Only women were invited to answer this question (n=37 936).

The two main reasons reported were waiting 
for health issues to pass (44%) and fear of 
exposing oneself and contracting COVID-
19 (42%). Financial issues is the fourth 
reason reported by students (23%), 
representing only 2% of all students. 
Students in psychological distress are 

three times more likely not to have seen 
a doctor when they felt they needed it 
(18%, as opposed to 6% of students not 
showing signs of psychological distress). 

Type of medical care (%)

... to consult a specialist

... to consult a general practitioner

... dental care

... eyeglasses, contact lenses

... to consult a doctor for contraception or  
gynecological reasons1

... to obtain contraception

17 %
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4 %

Abstaining from medical care  
for financial reasons (%)
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Figure:  33% of students reported abstaining from medical exams or trea-
ment at least once over the previous 12 months for financial reasons.

Scope: All respondents (n=60 014).

Source: Living Conditions survey, 2020

Figure 9: abstaining from medical care for financial reasons
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FOCUS on...

Gender-based and sexual violence in higher education

For the first time, the Living Conditions 
2020 survey measures the prevalence of 
gender-based and sexual violence among a 
representative sample of French students. 
The students were questioned on facts, 
perpetrators and consequences of this 
violence, as well as its impact on their 
studies. 

The survey reveals that 4% of students (5% 
of women and 3% of men) declared having 
experienced gender-based and sexual 
violence during the academic year. 4% of 
female students and 2% of male students 
reported having been the target of sexual 
comments, attitudes or proposals, while 2% 

of female students and 1% of male students 
reported forced sexual intercourse. 
Following these events, more than one in 
five victims did not speak to anyone, more 
than one in two victims spoke to close ones, 
and slightly less than one in four victims 
reported the event to a group within the 
institution (student union, administrative 
staff, prevention unit). This gender-based 
and sexual violence, which becomes more 
frequent as the academic year advances, 
has an impact on students’ studies and 
their academic experience in particular: 14% 
of victims of sexual comments, attitudes or 
proposals and 15% of victims of touching 
or forced sexual intercourse said they 

considered changing disciplines, 6% and 
11% respectively were absent for more than 
two weeks, 37% and 42% of them said they 
had difficulty concentrating on their studies 
after the event. 

The perpetrators of this violence are 
overwhelmingly other students (68% 
of verbal abuse and 71% of touching or 
forced sexual intercourse). Teaching or 
administrative staff are also reported as 
perpetrators of this violence (comments 
or proposals in 20% of cases and forced 
touching or sexual intercourse in 6% of 
cases). 

the perception of climate changE

Reflecting trends among young people 
in general, students seem particularly 
preoccupied with the issue of climate 
change and ecology: 86% of students 
surveyed said they were worried or very 
worried about climate change. These 
proportions are particularly high among 
female students (89%) and students with 
higher education levels (85% of students 
who completed one year of studies, as 
opposed to 89% of students who completed 
five years of studies). 

Concerns about the environmental crisis 
lead to changes in lifestyle for a large 
number of students: more than one in 

two students reported changing their diet 
or their transport habits for ecological 
reasons. Nearly half of students who 
reported not having changed their lifestyle 
said they wished to begin doing so. These 
attitudes — in particular the change of diet 
— are more frequent among students of 
higher-income backgrounds (57% changed 
their diet as opposed to 45% of students 
of lower-income backgrounds) and female 
students. Changes in lifestyle are also more 
frequent as studies progress, as more than 
60% of students having completed five 
or more years of higher education report 
changing their diet, which could also be 
linked to greater financial autonomy. 

However, participation in climate events 
or demonstrations is less frequent: 26% of 
students reported having attended courses, 
conferences or meetings related to the 
environment and 17% participated in a 
march, demonstration or mobilisation on 
ecological issues. This engagement is more 
frequent among students having completed 
a year of studies, students in activist 
groups (associations or union members or 
representatives) and female students. 
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This booklet presents the key results 
of the national survey on students' 
living conditions conducted by the 
Observatoire national de la vie étudiante 
in the spring of 2020. Presented by theme, 
findings include figures on the student 
population, ethnic origins, the choice of 
disciplines, the pace of studies, student 
life on campuses, discrimination, future 
prospects, employment, housing, budget 
and health. A final section presents results 
of the additional survey on living and 
study conditions during the spring 2020 
lockdown. 

REPÈRES
2020

find out more 

REPÈRES 2020

How did the health crisis and the lockdown 
it triggered impact studies, housing 
conditions or students’ financial situations? 
How did students experience this period?  
To answer these questions, the Observatoire 
national de la vie étudiante interviewed 6,130 
students enrolled for the 2019-2020 academic 
year in universities, preparatory classes for 
grandes écoles (CPGE), engineering schools, 
engineering, business or cultural schools, 
or grands établissement in spring 2020, as 
an extension of the 2020 Living Conditions 
survey.

InfosSeptember 2020

OVE

Faced with the COVID‑19 pandemic, 
the president of France announced 
on Saturday 14 March 2020 that all 
educational institutions would be 

closed. This closure vastly changed the 
conditions of student life, and new forms of 
teaching and evaluation had to be put into 
place. University services, such as student 
restaurants, libraries, etc, were also shut 
down, upending students' daily routines 
and social life. Most businesses and corpo‑
rate sites also closed, disrupting work‑study 
programmes, jeopardizing student jobs 
and freezing plans for internships. Border 
closings quashed students' hopes for inter‑
national study and exchange. The lockdown 
measures were in place up to 11 May 2020. 
It was further decreed that the universities 
would not open before September, and even 
then distance learning probably would be 
maintained. All these measures have had a 
profound impact on the higher education 

paths and perspectives of students. 

How have the pandemic crisis and the 
lockdown period affected students' acade‑
mic progress, their living conditions and 
financial resources? How have they lived 
through this period? To answer these ques‑
tions the Observatoire national de la vie 
étudiante (OVE) followed up on its 2020 
Living Conditions survey, and recontacted 
6,130 students enrolled in 2019‑2020 at uni‑
versity or in preparatory courses for grandes 
écoles (CPGE), engineering schools, business 
schools, art and architecture schools or 
Grands établissements in the spring od 
2020. (Box). This survey queried students 
on their family situation, changes in their 
paid work, the upheaval in their studies, 
and health issues. The respondents revealed 
major transformation of their living and 
study conditions during lockdown. For some 
of the student population these changes 

engendered various sorts of fragility, as their 
circumstances grew more precarious and 
they had trouble keeping up with their stu‑
dies. The long‑term effects could be felt well 
after the end of the health crisis. 
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I n many respects, students’ living 
conditions had improved compared to 
2016 before the first lockdown: students 
reported higher satisfaction with their 

study situation, were more optimistic about 
their career opportunities and showed less 
signs of financial vulnerability. The health 
crisis disrupted living conditions and 
academic studies. On top of educational 

issues, financial and material difficulties 
and psychological distress disrupted 
students’ environments. Although the 
effects of a very partial reopening and 
a second lockdown since the start of 
the 2020 academic year have not yet 
been measured, trends identified in the 
complementary survey highlight significant 
educational, economic and psychological 

vulnerabilities affecting students — which 
could have deepened with the progression 
of the health crisis. 

CONCLUSION  


