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1 Motivation

The Caltech Graduate Student Council (GSC) published a report in Fall 2016 in an effort
to raise the graduate student stipends in response to increased housing costs in and around
Pasadena. In Fall 2017, the GSC put together a survey to collect information directly from
the graduate students to estimate a more comprehensive cost of living. This report aims to
demonstrate that although minimum stipends have increased in recent years, incomes are
still not commensurate with the cost of living in Pasadena. Our motivation is to use this
data to orient the priorities of the GSC in representing the needs of graduate students and
to make recommendations for improving quality of graduate life at Caltech.

2 Survey Respondent Demographics

From October 24, 2017 to November 27, 2017, anonymous responses were collected from
Caltech graduate students.

1. Out of the 1277 graduate students, 874 (68.4%) took the survey.

2. 67.5% identified as male and 32.5% identified female (no option for non-binary was pro-
vided). The actual graduate student population is 70% male and 30% female according
to the registrar1.

3. 42.5% of the survey respondents were international students, compared to 45% of the
actual population which is international.

3 Overview of Student Finances

The survey results demonstrate that the minimum graduate stipend falls short of providing
the means to reasonable standard of financial health for many students. Housing presents
the dominant financial burden. Additionally, we need to recognize the varying financial
obligations of individual graduate students based on personal financial situations, such as
additional international student cost burdens or the need to support dependents.

3.1 Financial Health

1. 21% of the graduate students reported no savings.

2. 16.4% of graduate students reported having students loans, medical debt, or credit
card debt of more than $10,000. These debts may require monthly payments which
are additional financial burdens.

1http://www.registrar.caltech.edu/academics/enrollment
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3. 61.3% of all students reported that they receive additional financial support from other
sources (likely fellowships).

4. 27% of the students reported that in a relationship with shared financial obligations,
and 5.7% have dependents whom they support financially.

3.2 Income

Graduate students were asked to report their monthly income after taxes were deducted (i.e.,
the amount of money deposited into their bank accounts every pay period).

1. The average for all graduate students was $2,384/month.

2. 9.5% of graduate students reported earning income from work not related to research.

3.3 Cost Burden Due to Housing

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) defines families who pay
more than 30% of their income for housing as cost-burdened, and those who pay more than
50% of their income for housing as severely cost-burdened. Thus, a single graduate student
making the minimum monthly stipend of $2,750/month is cost-burdened if their rent exceeds
$825/month, and severely cost-burdened if their rent exceeds $1,375/month. Out of the 794
students who reported paying rent in our survey, 46% pay over $825 per month, and
9% pay over $1375 per month.

4 Housing

Overall, housing is the primary cost burden for graduate students at Caltech. Those who live
in Caltech-owned apartments spend less on average in rent than those who live off campus.
However, while 73.6% of graduate students surveyed specified a preference for Caltech-owned
housing, there are currently only enough available apartments to house 45% of the graduate
population.

Living near campus has benefits for both graduate students and Caltech as a whole. A core
aspect of the academic experience is being part of a connected community of researchers, and
the dynamic interactions such a community fosters. The shortage of graduate housing
precludes many graduate students from being maximally involved in the Caltech
community.

In addition, graduate housing shortages lead to hindered work productivity. Many
graduate students frequently work long hours and weekends, and living near campus is both
sensible and desirable. However, the median rents in Pasadena cost more than 30% of the
graduate student monthly income, and the median rent available is higher than the rent
reported. This reveals that graduate students must spend time and effort looking
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for cheaper rent, and are forced to balance proximity to Caltech and financial
security.

We want to recognize the efforts of the administration to expand the availability of Caltech
subsidized housing. We know that off-campus housing previously available to undergraduates
will be renovated and re-purposed for graduate housing starting Fall 2018 with the opening
of the Bechtel Residence. These changes will lead to additional housing for 94 graduate
students, increasing the 45% of graduate students living in Caltech-owned housing to 52%.
However this still falls short of the fraction of graduate students who expressed
a desire (arguably a need, based on our analysis of costs) for the cheaper housing
that Caltech offers.

4.1 Housing costs

The median rent for a graduate student living in Caltech housing is $715 per month. The
histogram of all rents paid in Caltech housing is seen in Figure 1 on the following page.
Graduate students who live in non-Caltech housing pay a median of $910 per month, with
the corresponding histogram in Figure 2. More than half of all students surveyed had to
move in the past year. Frequent moves come with added costs, as well as significant time
spent searching for housing. 38% of students reported having to put down over $1000 for
security deposits and 33.7% spent over $1000 in moving expenses.

Figure 1: Rent paid by graduate students in Caltech housing

4.2 Preference for Caltech-owned Housing

Currently, Caltech-owned housing is available for only 45% of graduate students (575/1277).
73.6% of graduate students reported that they would prefer to live in Caltech-
owned housing if it was available for the duration of their time at Caltech. This number
goes up to 86.8% for international students (See International vs. Domestic Students).
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Figure 2: Rent paid by graduate students in non-Caltech housing

The financial impact of this shortage of Caltech-owned housing on G2s and above is sig-
nificant, because housing is guaranteed for G1s. Assuming an incoming class size of 200,
approximately 375 beds are available to non-G1s. From our survey responses, we estimate
that there are about 750 students who would prefer to live in Caltech-owned housing if it
was available. Thus, about 50% of G2s and above who want affordable Caltech-
owned housing are effectively forced to pay $200 more per month for off-campus
housing due to lack of availability. In other words, the students who lose the housing
lottery (and those who do not enter but would take Caltech housing if it were guaranteed) are
burdened with an additional $2400/year (based on median cost), because Caltech is unable
to meet housing demand.

Figure 3: Percentage of graduate students who would prefer to live in Caltech-owned housing
(by year of study)
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4.3 Comparison to Pasadena Rental Costs

For students renting non-Caltech housing, the trends in the Pasadena rental market have a
significant impact on their housing costs. For example, over the past few years, rents have
risen from a low of $863 per month per bedroom in a 2 bedroom apartment in January 2014,
to near peak of $1042 for the same type of room at the time of the survey in November 2017
(Figure 4). If rents continue to rise, the pressures of high housing costs will only
increase.

Figure 4: Median rent per room in a 2 bedroom apartment in Pasadena since Jan. 20142

5 Non-housing Cost of Living

In addition to housing costs, graduate students must spend their stipend on other necessary
expenses. Behaviors such as skipping meals indicates that there are significant financial
pressures on students. We outline these below.

5.1 Utilities

Students living in Caltech housing also reported lower utilities in comparison to
those off campus. Utilities include electricity, water, internet, trash, etc. 75% of students
living in Caltech-owned housing reported paying less than $100 per month for utilities. In
comparison, only 53% of graduate students living in non-Caltech housing pay less than $100
per month for utilities.

2https://www.apartmentlist.com/rentonomics/rental-price-data/
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5.2 Transportation

Transportation costs are also higher for students living in non-Caltech housing. This can
be attributable to the proximity of Caltech housing to campus, which reduces the amount
of gas used, and in many cases eliminates the need for a car, with the associated costs of
insurance, registration, parking, etc.

Figure 5: Costs of transportation for students living in Caltech owned and non-Caltech
housing

5.3 Food

Of the graduate students surveyed, 65% spend less than $500 on food. For comparison,
if students dined exclusively at Chandler (a common meal option on campus), they would
spend $821 on food (according to the Dean’s estimated budget). However, 64 graduate
students (7.7% of the respondents) still had to skip a meal because they couldn’t
afford it or needed money for something else during their time at Caltech. 60
out of 64 reported that they had to skip meals at least once a month.

5.4 Healthcare Costs

The majority of the graduate students (87%) are enrolled in the health insurance plan
provided by Caltech. The cost of health insurance was $456 for the 2017-2018 academic year.
In addition, students paid $118.00 for dental insurance, bringing the baseline annual cost of
insurance to $574. More than half of students (54%) reported having to pay out of pocket
for health-related costs not covered by insurance for an average cost of $606. More than half
of students (53%) have used off-campus healthcare services. Women graduate students are
more likely to seek off campus healthcare (64% of women, 47% of men). Women are more
likely to cite quality of care, privacy concerns, and needing services not offered
as their reasons for going off campus for healthcare.
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We would like to note that the Graduate Studies Office offers an emergency fund for which
medical or dental bills not covered by insurance are qualifying expenses3. We encourage
graduate students experiencing these additional financial burdens to make use of this re-
source.

6 International vs. Domestic Graduate Students

Out of the 871 respondents, 394 (45.2%) were international students. This number is repre-
sentative of the actual proportion of international students reported by the Graduate Studies
Office.

In general, survey results demonstrate that international students bear a higher financial
burden than domestic students. On average, the monthly salary of international students is
$2,315, whereas the domestic graduate students reported it to be $2,443. Similarly, annual
household income for international students who are in a relationship with shared financial
obligations reported lower income ($57,556) when compared to domestic graduate students
in the same category ($64,648).

Financial disparity between international and domestic graduate students may be due a
number of factors including:

1. Visa restrictions that prevent spouses/partners of international students to legally
work and may restrict students’ ability to receive income from work not related to
research. 14.2% of domestic graduate students reported earning income not related to
research, whereas only 3.9% of international students reported earning non-research
related income. This is especially true for international students who take care of
children. See next section for more detail.

2. Lack of financial assistance for additional needs including cell phone costs, plane
tickets, car payments, or insurance-related costs. In terms of other financial help,
42.7% of international students received financial assistance regarding these expenses
in comparison to the 76.6% reported by domestic students.

3. Costs for visa renewals are unique to international students. Depending on their
home country, some students have to renew their visa stamps every year. 22% of
international students reported paying more than $1000 in visa renewals.

4. Tax refunds for international students are likely lower because students filing
as non-resident aliens cannot claim the standard tax deduction ($12000 in 2018) which
translates to a tax refund that is $1440 less than domestic students (for the 2018 tax
brackets)4,5.

3http://www.gradoffice.caltech.edu/financialsupport/emergencyfund
4https://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/taxes/federal-income-tax-brackets/
5https://www.irs.gov/individuals/international-taxpayers/nonresident-alien-figuring-your-tax
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7 Costs for students with children/dependents

7.1 Students with children/dependents

1. Of the 874 survey respondents, 48 students indicated that they have financial depen-
dents. Assuming a representative sample, there are around 70 graduate students who
provide financial support for dependents.

2. Of the respondents with dependents, 81% were men and 19% were women.

3. The plurality (36%) of students with dependents spend $100-249 on care for their
children/dependents each month, with a nontrivial fraction (21%) spending more than
$500 a month.

7.2 Childcare Assistance Program (CCAP)

Caltech has a Childcare Assistance Program6 which is available for “eligible faculty, post-
doctoral scholars, graduate students, and campus staff with dependent children ages 10 and
under.” Applicants may request up to $5000 to defray childcare program costs. Currently,
the website lists the following eligibility requirements:

1. Be unmarried, or have a spouse / same-sex domestic partner who is

(a) Employed at least 50% time, or

(b) A full-time student, or

(c) Considered legally disabled as defined by the Internal Revenue Code.

However, these requirements do not consider visa restrictions on international students. Most
international students are on F1 student visas. F1 visa holders are able to obtain F2 visas
for their spouses under which they are unable to work in the United States. Therefore,
any married international students with children were automatically ineligible
under the previous CCAP requirements.

The GSC’s conversations with Human Resources this past year should have re-
sulted in a change in the requirements to include students with spouses/partners
who do not work due to visa restrictions.

We would like to note that the current CCAP only reimburses expenses incurred from li-
censed childcare centers, nursery schools, etc., even though the policy change discussed above
implicitly recognizes that there are non-childcare center living expenses that are burdensome,
even when a partner remains at home, presumably to provide care that would obviate the
need for childcare centers.

The current work requirements and limitations on the types of expenses that can
be reimbursed can also discourage students from receiving the proper support

6Childcare Assistance Program
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since childcare can easily cost more than what the spouse may be able to earn.
We received the following responses from our survey to the question ”What is the reason
your partner does not work?”

1. ”It is cheaper to have her stay home and not have an additional income than it would
be to enroll our children in childcare while she worked.”

2. ”It doesn’t seem financially worth it for her to work and pay for childcare.”

3. ”My wife takes care of the child which is more than a full-time responsibility. Also,
day care is more expensive than college, so her earning potential (even though she is a
college graduate) is too low to cover the costs of daycare.”

4. ”Childcare is too expensive even with my partner working full-time.”

7.3 Caltech Dependent Healthcare Reimbursement Program

The Graduate Studies Office provides reimbursement of dependent healthcare costs, up to
$100 per month per dependent7. Of the students with dependents who answered the sur-
vey, 38% responded yes when asked, “Are you receiving aid from the Caltech Dependent
Healthcare Reimbursement program?”

8 Total Budget

The Graduate Studies Office posted the following estimated budget for 2017-2018 (Ta-
ble 2), which they constructed after the minimum graduate student stipend was raised
to $33,000/year ($2,750/month). Many of these values do not match up with actual
costs.

Per YEAR On-Campus On-Campus On-Campus Off Campus
(1-bed) (2-bed) (4-bed) (2-bed, non-CIT)

Room $14,580.00 $8,580.00 $7,260.00 $15,431.00
Board $9,855.00 $9,855.00 $9,855.00 $9,855.00
Utilities $1,320.00 $1,140.00 $1,020.00 $1,800.00
Books/Supplies $1,300.00 $1,300.00 $1,300.00 $1,300.00
Personal Expenses $3,925.00 $3,925.00 $3,925.00 $3,925.00
Transportation $3,020.00 $3,020.00 $3,020.00 $3,020.00
Total $34,000.00 $27,820.00 $26,380.00 $35,331.00

Table 1: Yearly cost of living estimate as provided by the Caltech Graduate Studies Office8

The Graduate Studies Office’s estimated budget, despite exceeding the minimum before-
tax student stipend for on-campus single apartments and off-campus apartments, does not

7Caltech Dependent Healthcare Reimbursement Program
8http://www.gradoffice.caltech.edu/documents/312-2017-18 estimated budget.pdf
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Per MONTH On-Campus On-Campus On-Campus Off Campus
(1-bed) (2-bed) (4-bed) (2-bed, non-CIT)

Room $1,215.00 $715.00 $605.00 $1,285.92.00
Board $821.25 $821.25 $821.25 $821.25
Utilities $110.00 $95.00 $85.00 $150.00
Books/Supplies $108.33 $108.33 $108.33 $108.33
Personal Expenses $327.08 $327.08 $327.08 $327.08
Transportation $251.67 $251.67 $251.67 $251.67
Total $2,833.33 $2,318.33 $2,198.33 $2,944.25

Table 2: Monthly cost of living estimate as provided by the Caltech Graduate Studies Office

account for many student expenses. Firstly, students may have a spouse unable to work due
to visa or disability, children, or elderly family members for whom they provide room, board,
health insurance, and other personal expenses. In addition, our survey results show that
international students (who make up 45% of the graduate student population) have increased
expenses, compared to domestic students. Finally, the lack of potential for savings leaves
students unprepared for large, unexpected expenses, such as a deposit on an apartment,
moving costs, and healthcare or other emergencies.

9 Proposed Changes

9.1 Housing

It is clear that the cost of housing, especially non-Caltech owned off campus housing, is
burdensome to graduate students. The ability to afford a place to live, with enough money
left over to sustain a reasonable standard of living, is paramount to graduate students’ ability
to conduct research and complete a thesis. We can already see that for some, costs have
reached a point where it became necessary to skip meals. This should never occur at an
institution like Caltech, much less any research institution.

We suggest the following changes:

1. The minimum stipend be raised to $36,400. This is a $2,400 increase over the current
minimum stipend and corresponds to the median difference between Caltech and non-
Caltech housing.

-OR-
The minimum stipend be raised to $34,680, which corresponds to the estimated Social
Security cost-of-living adjustment (2% for 2017)9, and a non-Caltech housing sup-
plement program be implemented (see Appendix A) to offset the additional financial
burdens of students not granted Caltech housing. We anticipate this to be an admin-
istrative burden and hold that option 1 is the preferred option.

9https://www.ssa.gov/oact/cola/colaseries.html
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2. Caltech build or acquire enough housing to provide subsidized rents for the 75% of
graduate students who desire Caltech housing.

3. Single income graduate students with dependents should receive priority for Caltech
owned housing and the rent per unit should not exceed 50% of minimum stipend.

4. An annual stipend review process be implemented that adjusts the graduate student
stipend based on the maximum of either the median rent increases for Pasadena, or
the federal government’s annual cost-of-living adjustment.

Model of housing at peer institutions: Stanford currently offers housing for 55% of its grad-
uate students and will complete a large housing project that will expand this capacity to
80% in 202010. Princeton, currently houses 70% of eligible graduate students and has pub-
licized a 10 year plan to improve quality and condition of graduate student living spaces
through redevelopment and reallocation11. These schools have recognized the pressures of
rental markets on graduate students and the benefits of building community through campus
housing. We believe that Caltech must prioritize the acquisition of more and better graduate
housing to remain competitive with other programs.

9.2 Reevaluation of Childcare Assistance Program (CCAP) eligi-
bility requirements

The financial burden of dependent care is especially large on a graduate student stipend,
and although Caltech offers support programs, we believe the discussion in Section 7 demon-
strates their shortcomings. Specifically, the work requirements of CCAP do not account for
the high cost of childcare in the area, which lead graduate students to reasonably conclude
that it would be better for partners not to work and care for the children/dependents in-
stead. This leaves graduate students in a position without access to these support programs.
Furthermore, the anticipated relaxation of the partner work requirement for international
students is an implicit recognition of the costs of supporting dependents that exist in addition
to childcare or after-school programs, additional costs which are still deserving of Caltech’s
financial support.

Therefore we suggest the following changes:

1. The CCAP remove the partner work requirements for both international and domestic
graduate students

2. The CCAP allow the financial assistance that is awarded be applied to costs of care
beyond childcare/after-school type programs.

Model of dependent support at peer institutions: Caltech’s “Child Care Assistance Program”
provides families with children under the age of 10 years up to $5,000/year toward child-
care only. Berkeley offers a Graduate Divison Student Parent Grant which awards up
to $11,000/year. The median grant was $8000 and the median income for recipients was

10https://newgradhousing.stanford.edu/faq#necessary
11http://hres.princeton.edu/graduates/my-housing/frequently-asked-questions
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$28,000. Key additional benefits of this program are that support is offered for children up
to age 18 and the grant money may be applied toward not only childcare, but also health
insurance and housing and living expenses12,13.
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Appendix A Housing Supplement Program

In order to offset the expense disparity between those offered Caltech housing through the
lottery program and those living in unsubsidized off campus housing, we would like to con-
sider a non-Caltech housing supplement program. An estimated housing price could be
established for each of the tiers of housing that Caltech offers - 4 or 2-bedroom shared hous-
ing and single or 2-bedroom apartments - based on prices of similar units of comparable
quality within walking distance of Caltech. Students that apply for the lottery for whom
Caltech is unable to provide housing could then submit proof of external housing (e.g. lease
or rent statements) to request reimbursement for 50% of the difference between Caltech’s
subsidized housing and the estimated Pasadena housing price. This would provide several
advantages:

1. Students would be able to afford housing near Caltech, granting them all of the asso-
ciated benefits

2. Students would continue to be incentivized to find low-cost housing, since they are
sharing the cost burden (50%) with Caltech

3. Caltech would be incentivized to continue to expand housing options for graduate
students, since they would now be sharing (50%) the cost burden of Pasadena housing
prices

4. Students would feel less of a disparity between those who make or do not make the
Caltech housing lottery

Appendix B Sense of community and appropriateness

of campus spaces

The main focus of this report is to present the current status of cost of living for Caltech
graduate students. However, we wish to report other interesting results from the student
survey. The GSC Survey attempted to assess how strongly graduate students felt a sense of
community within Caltech. The results are shown in Figure 6.

The results indicate that graduate students tend to develop strong relationships within their
labs and somewhat within their options, but this bond becomes weaker as the circle widens
to divisions and other groups within Caltech.

When asked about satisfaction with Caltech’s common spaces for activities, students were
most dissatisfied with spaces for napping (57% somewhat or extremely dissatisfied) and for
religious/spiritual activities (27% somewhat or extremely dissatisfied). Greater than 60%
of students were somewhat satisfied or extremely satisfied with spaces for social gatherings,
private work space, group studying, meetings, and large events.

GSC is very excited about the new Hameetman Center. We believe the space will act as a
catalyst to create a stronger sense of community among members of Caltech.
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Figure 6: Caltech graduate students’ sense of community

Student Affairs have agreed to include storage space on the second floor of Hameetman
Center for a portable stage that fits in the elevator. This stage will be set up in the main
floor for student activities.

Appendix C Miscellany

Here we compile various statistics from the survey that we have not synthesized or analyzed
in depth. They are presented as is.

C.1 Student Life

58 students (7%) reported sleeping at a friend’s residence or in their office (or other similar
situations) due to lack of having a signed lease/official residence while at Caltech. Of these,
23% did so for longer than 4 weeks.

8.7% of students said they utilize Caltech Dining Services (CDS) daily with 43% of students
using CDS options at least 2-3 times a week. 76.8% of students stated they would use CDS
more often if there were more lower priced options. 56% said they would use CDS more
often if there were expanded hours. We note that since the time the survey was conducted,
Chandler has extended its hours to include a dinner service. 22% of students said they would
use CDS more often if there were more options available for dietary restrictions/choices.

12% of students were vegetarian or vegan.
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C.2 Roommates

Figure 7 shows the number of roommates that Caltech students live with.

Figure 7: The number of roommates that Caltech students live with. A nontrivial fraction
live with 3 or more roommates

C.3 Financial Situation

Of students that have been a TA, 226 (or 42%) did so for financial reasons (either to get
paid more, or because they didn’t have enough funding).

Male students reported 5.4% more monthly salary after tax.

10.8% of male students reported earning income from sources not related to research, as
compared to 6.9% of female students.

22% of students have reported decreases in savings since starting at Caltech.

34% of students do not have enough savings to cover their current standard of living for at
least 3 months.

7% of students are helping to support family members not living with them (e.g., out of
state or country)

56% of students’ spouses do not work, only 10% of which do so by choice.

27% of students are in a relationship with shared financial obligations (like rent)

C.4 Satisfaction with academic related events

We asked students about their satisfaction with the frequency of events related to the follow-
ing: tours and trips, career exploration, careers in academia, careers in industry, mentorship
programs, teaching, workshops for research skills, and discussions with faculty.

16



Satisfaction with frequency Extremely or somewhat
satisfied

Extremely or somewhat
dissatisfied

Tours and trips 43.4% 9.1%
Career exploration 43.9% 16.4%
Careers in academia 44.9% 14.8%
Careers in industry 41.1% 19.4%
Mentorship programs 40.9% 14.4%
Teaching 51.3% 7.6%
Workshops for research skills 36.8% 17.5%
Discussions with faculty 49.6% 14.7%

Table 3: Satisfaction with various academic events on campus

We see that students are most satisfied with teaching related events, but overall satisfied with
most types of programming. Students are clearly least satisfied with workshops for research
skills and programming related to careers in industry. The GSC will take this information
into account when determining what programming to plan in the future.

C.5 Emergency Preparedness

47% of students do not have at least a 3 day supply of food and water in case of emer-
gency.

C.6 Dependents

Male students were twice as likely (6.9% as compared to 3.3%) to have dependents that they
support.

83% of students with dependents did not receive assistance from CCAP, 69% of which were
due lack of eligibility/applicability.
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