
 

Communicating ISAs  

Research Results  
 

Method 
I ultimately spoke to 8 students in person about their student loans and the idea of an ISA. Each 
interview was conducted in person and lasted for 30 - 60 minutes. The first four interviews 
involved in depth conversations and a card sort. The last four interviews focused on interacting 
with paper prototypes.  
 

Overall Results 
Students in the area were incredibly positive to this idea. They were skeptical that the money 
would work out in BFF’s favor, but massively saw the appeal. 7 out of the 8 asked if they program 
was coming to the area. When asked what adjectives they would use to describe the program, 
they frequently used words including easier, stable, fair, humane, and affordable.  
 
* This document is available for external parties. All student names have been changed.  
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Findings and Solutions 
 

Understanding the concept  
How do you communicate a new idea to students? Focus on starting with what they understand.  

 

Too good to be true 
Students believe it’s too good to be true, but they’ll still take it. They consistently believe it’s out 
of character with what they’ve seen, and believe the fund is making an unwise decision. They 
view it as getting a great deal. For them, college no longer seems like a way to get ahead in a 
career, but instead is a requirement that to avoid guaranteed poverty.   
 
“I mean, it’s more stable for me, but the process as a whole, for you, seems unstable” – Tracey, 
sophomore at Carnegie Mellon  
 
“There might be a lot of people not making enough money so it might not work out for you guys.” 
Jillian, student at Vet Tech 
 
“It’s a dream. It’s just not real. Not going to be real. Making this happen isn’t going to be easy.” – 
Kevon, student at CCAC 
 
“This is just too good to be true. That’s not how higher ed works.” – Charlotte, senior at UPitt 

Suggestion  
Explain enough of how it works, but worry less about convincing them of your estimates. Based 
on my conversations, students will sign up regardless. Let them believe they’re getting a great 
deal - they are. Eventually, showing how the numbers have worked for real students (with names 
changed) will be key to pushing more widespread acceptance that this can work.  
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Side by side comparison 
Students like understanding all their options and having it straightforward and laid out. They 
loved the comparison chart over everything else. It felt easy to see how an ISA fit in with other 
things they know, and understand the basics based on the scenario they’d experience 
 
“I like the comparison part, where it tells you how it lines up. It made it clear.” – Amanda, 
sophomore at Carnegie Mellon 
 
“Definitely this one more. It’s got everything laid out for you and you can see all the options,” – 
Kevon, student at CCAC 
 
“This is my favorite part. You can see what happens in each situation,” – Hope, student at CCAC 
 

 

Suggestion 
Use the comparison chart beyond just the calculator. A nicely visualized version can help 
students think about the future and understand the ISA is a more secure method.  
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You don’t shop for aid 
Students shop for college. They don’t shop for aid. One student applied to 23 colleges (!), but 
when I asked about her loans, she talked about subsidized loans as a Carnegie Mellon specific 
program. Students who are well-informed still don’t separate the loans from the school they get 
them. Many googled around for loans to make sure it was a good deal, but mostly stumbled on 
high-interest rate sites and were scared off.  
 
“We spoke to the cranky lady at the school. She did some numbers and did a credit check on my 
mom and just sort of said ‘You’re going to take this, this, and this’. It was all laid out for us.” – 
Jillian, student at Vet Tech 
 
“I looked at private loans and I got scared. I put them in the calculator and put the interest rate in 
and did the longest amount of time without paying them off, which isn’t realistic I guess, but like 
15 years, and if I was borrowing like $10,000 it would have increased to like $40,000 or 
something.” – Jamie, sophomore at Temple 
 
“CMU told me how much I needed to take in loans. They have a subsidized program where they 
pay the interest while you’re in school. So I didn’t look at private loans really. These seemed 
better.” – Amanda, sophomore at Carnegie Mellon 

Suggestion 
Strong partnership with the school or a program to drive students to the program will be key. 
That is the space they trust and outside of that is scary territory. Students aren’t doing in-depth 
searches, and because they don’t believe there’s an alternative, BFF would have to compete with 
large banks on SEO to drive students. This means it’s also really key to make sure the financial 
aid officers understand the program and when to push it to students.  
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It’s a trade 
The biggest hurdle for students to overcome in understanding the program was the set time 
frame. For students having it explained verbally, I had to go back and clarify that the time was set 
regardless of income. This confused students at first because it was counter to what they 
understood.  
 
“So if I sign up for this, if I make more income out of school, I pay it back in less time, and if I 
make less income, I pay it back for longer,” – Charlotte, senior at UPitt 
 
“If I make a lot of money, I’ll pay it off faster, and if I only make a little it’ll extend my time,” – 
Jamie, sophomore at Temple 

Suggestion 
In my final prototypes, focused on the set amount of time as the first piece. This seems to 
resonate more with students and the confusion minimized. Depicting it as trade - a known 
amount of in exchange for a known amount of time - might make it that much clearer. 
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Monthly payments aren’t telling 
Graphs of monthly payments don’t mean much to the students because they’re typically not 
paying now. The only student for whom the payment really hit home was a student whose 
parents are currently paying on her loan, while she receives a copy of the statement. When 
testing the website, the payment that was put out was around $500 lower. However, the amount 
taken out wasn’t the same as her loan. Regardless, just seeing a lower number got her excited.  
 
“I only found out what my monthly payments would be like a week ago. My partner made me log 
in and look. I was really scared, but they’re half of what I expected.” – Tristan, senior at UPitt 
 
“I don’t know, I think my monthly payments would be like $50 - $75? I didn’t really look,” – Jamie, 
sophomore at Temple  
 

 

Solution 
I tried many ways to simplify the graph around monthly payments. Ultimately, it was simple and 
students understood, but it didn’t provide real value to them. Seeing the actual numbers is 
important, but the payments per month as income increases doesn’t seem to have the same 
impact. Students cared much more about the percentage number, and the protections, than the 
monthly payments.  
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Trust comes from my peers 
When asked what would make them trust the program, every student said “hearing from students 
who have gone through it.” Institutions aren’t what drive trust for them, instead it’s their peers. 
This is somewhat counter to the idea that the ISAs need to be marketed through the school. The 
distinction I’ve noticed is that students won’t find out about it unless it through the school, but 
they won’t trust it unless they can hear from those who have gone before. Both pieces are 
critical.  
 
“I want to hear claims from people who have done the program. Are collectors calling them? 
Have they made their payments?” – Kevon, student at CCAC 
 
“I want to see other people who have gone through and paid. Proof of the protections, maybe 
someone after and someone in the midst of it to tell me what it’s like.” – Amanda, sophomore at 
Carnegie Mellon 

Solution 
Make sure you’re keep good records of students and interviewing throughout. Their testimonials 
will be key to go beyond early adopters. Think about an “alumni” network early.  

 

Aligning to their outlook 
Understanding what students value and how they view the world can help you position the 
product within their vision. 

 

Cynical Outlook... 
Students have become cautious (aligns with Gen Z trend of fiscal conservatism) and all seem to 
believe they will struggle to find a job, even those in STEM fields. The unrelenting media 
coverage may have something to do with this. This is part of why they believe it’s too good to be 
true - they assume everyone will be screwed, so the fund will lose money.  
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… and a limited sense of time 
Traditional undergrads don’t have a real sense of time. They’re pushing off learning about their 
loans, figuring out jobs, everything. This is understandable. Many described not realizing they 
needed to make a college decision until late in the game, so it’s a lot to navigate at once, and 
they’re frequently told to just not worry about it until they graduate. Specifically, they don’t grasp 
that while they may struggle a year or two out of college, they’re likely to get a decent salaried 
job within 3 or 4 years. The working adults understand this, but 18 years can’t really wrap their 
heads around what 10 years out means.  
 
“I think the product is good. It will give a lot of people hope, if it happens. We’re skeptical. We 
have to be skeptical, because we’re talking about money. It’s survival. You’ll get evicted if you 
don’t pay, you’ll have your lights turned off. You have to be skeptical.” – Kevon, student at CCAC 
 
“The system is just frustrating. I mean, I went to college to break out of the cycle of low-paying 
jobs, but I feel like I’m being put right back in with loans.” – Tristan, senior at UPitt 
 
“I mean, I know art students. Who knows if they’ll ever get jobs. It might just not work for a lot of 
people here. I’m still pre-med, so it’ll be years before I’m able to make a salary.” – Tracey, 
sophomore at Carnegie Mellon 

Suggestion 
Lean into this conservative nature. Talking about “supporting you while you find your footing” and 
“forgiving during a crisis” is reassuring to students and helps convey the idea that you believe 
they’ll succeed. It also signals that their income will increase, and helps get them comfortable 
with paying more when that happens because they had security when it didn’t. An ISA can 
essentially tell them “don’t worry about the payments a little longer, focus on figuring out your 
life.” 
 

 

Working towards pragmatic passion 
Students consistently loved the feature of “Pick a career based on passion, not loan payments” 
despite saying this wouldn’t change what they’re plan for the future is. In many cases, the 
calculation for cost of living has already happened for them as they decide what they want to do 
going forward, ruling out harder lifestyles because of financial insecurity well before the concern 
of loan payments comes up.  
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“I knew I wanted to work with animals, but being a vet takes so long and there aren’t a lot of 
openings. I looked at zoology and they make a decent amount, but it’s a long program and not a 
lot of jobs. So I’m happy with the Vet Tech program. It’ll give me skills I need.” – Jillian, student at 
Vet Tech  
 
“I really wanted to be an actress, but I just don’t think I could handle the starving artist life. I’m 
probably going to go to law school after this. I don’t know really know why.  I don’t know, I think 
I’d be good at it.” – Amanda, sophomore at Carnegie Mellon 
 
“I’ve changed my major twice already. The loan payments weren’t really the thing, just living in 
general. I didn’t think I could make it as an artist and not be starving. And then I just didn’t love 
film so now I’m doing advertising.” – Jamie, sophomore at Temple 

Suggestion 
Instead of actually changing their career decisions, the ISA seems to tap into a dream of what 
they were told the world should be. They’re still going to be incredibly pragmatic and 
conservative, but the ISA seems to cut through some of the cynicism. Keep the language as way 
to attract students, but expecting measured impact in this area wouldn’t be advised.  
 
 

 

People not banks 
While it wasn’t the first thing students loved about the program what held them to it was the idea 
of paying it forward. It made the prospect of paying it back not as frustrating. They liked the idea 
that when they do well, they help those who didn’t get lucky and are where they themselves 
could have been. Students in majors with higher salary expectations called it out specifically. 
Interestingly, the students who didn’t expect to make a lot worried about being selfish and taking 
it, but ultimately said they would.  
 
“I know I won’t be making a lot after school, so taking it is sort of selfish, but I definitely would.” – 
Jillian, student at Vet Tech 
 
“I’d rather go this route. I know it’s more fair, and wouldn’t be a burden on me. And maybe I do 
well and can pay it forward.” – Tristan, senior at UPitt 
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“I like this, it reminds me of a Kiva loan. It’s not a handout, you’re just helping others get on their 
feet.” – Hope, student at CCAC   

Suggestion 
Describing it as a fund is key to students understanding how the ISA works. Students will always 
approach it from their own personal needs first, and want to understand the details before being 
sold on the social good aspect. But the social good aspect may tip the scales for them.  

 

The motive isn’t profit? 
Students have been somewhat traumatized by student loans and financial institutions. Notably for 
the students entering college now, they are old enough that their first formative experience was 
the financial crisis of 2008. For working adults, all lived through it, and for many, it’s why they’re 
back in school. Most students I spoke with expressed at least mild resentment for banks. They 
understood that a bank’s motive is profit, and that they were navigating the system with 
conflicting goals than the institutions they approached. Because of this, they are skeptical that 
another model would exist. When they accept it as real, they use words like ‘humane’ describe 
the model.  
 
“I just know that people want their money. Everyone has to protect their investments.” – Kevon, 
student at CCAC 
 
“I don’t like the idea of a private entity lending me money. At least with the government, I mean, 
they sort of work for you, so you’re getting money you pay for with taxes.” – Charlotte, senior at 
UPitt 
 
“Loans feel like the government is trying to take you money. This feels like someone is trying to 
help you,” – Amanda, sophomore at Carnegie Mellon 

Solution 
Transparency will serve you will in helping to win over distrustful students. Helping them 
understand your motives is key to getting them bought in. Once they get it, they’re sold.  
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Financial instability 
Undergrads have a strange relationship to money. For many, living on campus isolates them from 
the costs of the real world. Upon leaving the campus bubble, most struggle with paying rent, 
electricity, and food while working part-time minimum wage jobs. They’re suddenly made very 
aware of money because they have none. Interestingly, they go from often no sense of money, to 
the sense that money is very very hard to come by. They can’t envision what their future salary 
will be or feel like once they’re no longer a student.  
 
“I moved off campus this year, and it’s only been two weeks, but it’s really hitting me. I’m seeing 
the money just constantly leave. It’s kind of heart breaking,” – Tracey, sophomore at Carnegie 
Mellon 
 
“I have a love hate relationship with money. My parents kept me sheltered from the money 
issues as a kid, so I didn’t realize it would be so hard. My lights got shut off last month because I 
forgot to pay electric” – Charlotte, senior at UPitt 
 
“I mean, I feel bad saying it, but a huge reason I signed up to be an RA was the free housing and 
meal plan. I liked the job, but really, I just didn’t know how I was going to afford things 
otherwise.” – Tristan, senior at UPitt 

Solution 
It is important to have  a constant awareness that these students don’t have a real sense of what 
an income beyond part-time minimum wage will feel like. I haven’t seen a great way to convey 
this short of a full simulation of bill paying that feels like overkill. Instead, focusing on the idea of 
stability is a huge appeal to students. They’re used to constant fluctuations, and having a sense 
that this will be more stable by adjusting to them constantly will be reassuring.   

 

Debt is necessary, but not wanted 
Most students aren’t opposed to debt – it’s been normalized as a thing that is necessary – but 
that doesn’t mean they like it. Even those who had an overall positive experience thus far with 
student loans acknowledge that not having debt is always the goal. They’re just not strongly 
motivated to find another way since it feels inevitable and easy to sign up for.  
 
“Debt just sits there in the back of your mind” – Tracey, sophomore at Carnegie Mellon  
 

Better Future Forward     Samantha Zucker // Design and Research
August 25, 2017                   srzucker@gmail.com 



 

“Loans just felt like something I had to do. There wasn’t another option. In some ways it worried 
me -- I was taught not to owe people things. But everyone said I’ll land a great job and pay it all 
back.” – Tristan, senior at UPitt 
 
“Trying to go to college and get an education shouldn’t bar you from a happy life,” – Charlotte, 
senior at UPitt 
 

Solution 
The constant issue with debt is that it ties students down in an invisible way and prevents them 
from getting into adulthood. Playing up that ISAs mean nothing is growing in the background is 
appealing for most students. Students with low interest rates care less, but won’t be bothered.  
 

 

Working With Working Adults 
 

Debt becomes more risky, but also necessary 
The working adults we spoke to were not a homogenous group by any means. They exemplified 
how the education space isn’t serving those who aren’t on a traditional path. One student talked 
about how her mom has been in school for 9 years, and after maxing out her own student loans, 
was still allowed to take out a Parent Plus loan for her daughter’s education. Another, a mother 
recently laid off, is going back to school the same week her teenage son starts college. 
Navigating debt in this space feels full of impossible unknowns, and so students of all ages take 
out the debt and simply hope for the best.  
 
“I really love this program because as an adult going back to school there isn’t a lot of things for 
someone like me. There’s Pittsburgh Promise, but I can’t get that… You hit a certain age and I 
have friends who retired early because going back to school now seems hard but they weren’t 
planning on retiring now.” – Hope, student at CCAC  
 
“The interest rate on the loans has gotten higher but the interest rate on savings has gone down. 
When I was in school, I paid off my loans by putting money in the bank. Now it doesn’t work, and 
the tuition just keeps going up.” – Hope, student at CCAC 
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Solution 
An ISA can potentially fill a real gap for working adult students stuck in the middle of too young to 
retire but too old to see the point of retraining. The income percentage feels more real to them, 
and they may not be working all that long. Knowing there’s an end date becomes that much more 
important.  
 

 
 

Educated through experience 
Working adult students from low-income backgrounds knew far more about the actual process of 
student loans, and the various programs around them, than students, or even those who pay off 
loans as expected. They understand the system, and understand it’s not set up in a way that 
helps them succeed. Instead, between rising interest rates and tuition, and stagnant wages, these 
students have accepted that it’s just hard. They’re not naive about what they’ve signed up for, 
they’re instead trying to find the best option out of a lot of risky ones.  
 
“I know how it works because my mom has been in school for the last 9 years. She’s doing an 
online double major bachelor's degree, so she’s been through all of it. She maxed out her loans 
last year. I always knew I’d have to take out loans.” – Jillian, student at Vet Tech 
 
“They’ll garnish your wages, up to 30%. And a lot of times the education isn’t enough to get you 
a job. I’ve seen it happen to friends. Or I read about it in forums.” – Kevon, student at CCAC 
 
“Well with the federal loans, you can do an income-contingent plan, but the problem is your 
interest is still growing. And if you have an emergency - say you get sick or loss you job - you can 
never get rid of them.” – Hope, student at CCAC 

Solution 
Acknowledge that the system isn’t working and you’re aim is to have their back. Gaining their 
trust will take time, but they’re more likely to understand in totality how the ISA works.  
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Deep Dive into the Terms  
 
Some terms would trip up students. It seemed to be specific to the individual but a few things to 
watch out for: 
 
% of your income - some students needed to reread a few times to verify this meant the income 
you make after you finish school, not their parents income now. They’re used to filling out FAFSA 
and loan forms, so starting with “After you finish college…” at the beginning may help. In a similar 
vein, “Only what you can afford” raises the same questions of whether parents are included in 
this math.  
 
After 10 years you’re done –  students understand the words, but this idea is so foreign to them 
that they consistently get tripped up. They continue to use loan language around it, disbelieving 
that it’ll be ‘waved off’ and not fully grasping that they don’t pay it off early if they pay more. 
Presenting it as a reversal of “instead of a set amount of money you pay back, with an ISA what is 
set is the amount of time,” may help. Reiterating seems to also help.  
 
Pay it forward, not back – Students really loved this idea, and once they understood it, 
completely latched on. But it wasn’t always immediately clear to students what it meant. When 
trying to make sense of it within the model of student loans, students assumed they’d be pushing 
off payment in some way. The ‘click’ for students when they get it may be worth the initial 
confusion. Always pairing this with a definition that clearly states “When you return money you 
borrowed to the fund, it becomes available for more students to take advantage of this program, 
rather than generating profit for banks,” or something similar should help them get to a point of 
understanding.  
 
Pay what you can afford –  many students didn’t associate the percentage payments with 
‘affordable’ - to them, affordable is something they define, not you. I’d lean more towards stable 
and manageable, rather than affordable. Otherwise, you may run into issues of students 
expecting to be able to lower payments based on budgeting issues.  
 
Not dependent on your zipcode –  This is definitely a term that only works in government. 
Students either didn’t understand what this meant, or actually wanted it based on zipcode so it 
could take into account when they live somewhere with a high cost of living. It doesn’t resonate 
the idea of “wont discriminate based on the neighborhood you grew up in” 
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Positive vs negative positioning - Students didn’t seem to have a preference for positive or 
negative statements. They liked “No interest” and “Can’t default” and a lot of options that offered 
a structure of “positive instead of a negative”. Notably, both “Less Risky” and “More Protection” 
didn’t get a lot of traction as features that captured their attention. They seem far more focus on 
the content than how it’s expressed. Putting effort to making it as easy as possible to explain is 
the best course of action.  

The ISA Name 
 
The name got many mixed reviews, but alternatives fared worse. Overall, when paired with 
‘Fund’, students didn’t seem as negative to the name. On it’s own, it felt cold and legal.  
 
About Income-Share Agreement, students said  

- It sounds like a buzzword tactic.  
- Cold and scary, professional. Very government based. 
- Share reminds me of the stock market, I don’t like that.  
- It’s not going to be all of my income, but some. I’m neutral, maybe negative? 
- It’s more formal, plain and understandable.  

 
About “Future Forward Income Partnership” 

- Partnership sounds like there’s going to be lots of people involved who all need to be 
paid back 

 
About BFF Fund 

- I mean, I see what you’re trying to do with the BFF. It just makes me roll my eyes 
 
My final prototypes went back to the Better Future Forward’s ISA Fund, later calling it “Our Fund.” 
Reactions became more positive.  
 
Some suggestions students offered:  

- Pay as you can 
- Sliding Scale Agreement 
- Budget Borrowing Program 
- Income Percentage Program 
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