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7 million
borrowers defaulted on their federal student loans.

0
should.

Out Loan simplifies repayment strategies for 
federal student loans, enabling borrowers to 
take ownership over the repayment process 

and successfully pay off their loans.

In 2014, in the United States:
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“Every borrower has the right to an 
affordable repayment plan. Every borrower 
has the right to quality customer service, 
reliable information, and fair treatment, 

even if they struggle to repay their loans.”

President Obama

Atlanta, Georgia | March 10, 2015
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Total outstanding student debt in the United States currently stands at a staggering $1.3 
trillion, $1.1 trillion of which is owned and guaranteed by the federal government. What that 
translates to is an average debt burden of $27,800 per borrower - up 50% from 2007. 

These numbers are hugely problematic, but what’s worse is that as of early 2014, nearly 7 
million borrowers defaulted on their federal student loans. Since student debt is almost 
impossible to discharge under bankruptcy, the government extracts as much as they can 
out of defaulting borrowers by garnishing their wages and / or taking money out of their tax 
returns and Social Security income. 

However, in a 2009 effort to make repayment easier and more affordable, the government 
introduced the option of income-based repayment, which capped borrowers’ repayments at 
15% (now 10%) of their discretionary income. Discretionary income is defined as the amount 
borrowers have left over after accounting for what the government decides are basic living 
expenses. It is generally the difference between their gross income and 150% of the federal 
poverty line (which currently stands approximately $17,000 p.a. for a family size of 1). 

What this means is that for borrowers who earn less than 150% of the poverty line, their 
monthly loan payment should be $0. So if all struggling borrowers can sign up for income-
based repayment and have their monthly repayment amount be determined by their income 
- the default rate on student loans should, in theory, be 0. But it isn’t, it’s 13%. 

We spent the this past year understanding what the challenges are that prevent borrowers 
from successfully paying off their loans, with the goal of designing a product or service 
that improves their repayment experience, and allows them to stay clear of default. 

CONTEXT
The Right to Affordable Repayment
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Armed with the design research methods we learned in our first year at DSI, we began to 
investigate why so few struggling borrowers take advantage of the repayment options 
available to them.

Our process included a mix of primary interviews with different kinds of borrowers, and 
secondary research from news articles, papers and blogs online. The more people we spoke 
with, the easier it became to understand the structure of the student lending universe. We 
mapped the system, and started reaching out to other stakeholders - from debt advisors 
like Lynn Sabulski (Assistant Director of Debt Management at SVA, and one of our earliest 
champions and advisors) to personal finance management companies like LearnVest.com. 

We started noticing a few things, especially as we talked to struggling borrowers: 

• The primary reason borrowers don’t make their repayments is that they cannot afford 
them. Life got in the way; we heard stories of unemployment, illness, injury and family 
tragedies. Some had stopped repaying entirely and were delinquent or in default; all of 
them felt frustrated, stressed and generally overwhelmed by their loans.  

• The majority of tools and resources available for borrowers with student loans are 
targeted mainly at those who can pay more - with strategies that emphasize paying as 
aggressively as possible to minimize total interest collected. 

• All the information bout repayment and student loans made available by government 
agencies (ex: studentloans.gov, nslds.ed.gov) is poorly designed, difficult to read, with 
lots of text, complicated definitions and financial jargon. Even private companies (ex: 
Student Loan Hero, Tuition.io) and blogs (ex: The Empowered Dollar) who fare better on  
design, end up explaining concepts in words, rather than by using visuals, rarely taking 
into consideration users who do not have a basic understanding of finance and credit. 

• Very few borrowers had a solid understanding of how their loans were structured, and 
were too intimidated by the math involved to follow. For example, they had a limited 
knowledge of the way interest is calculated, or how much of their principal balance was 
being paid off over time. 

PROCESS > Research
Searching for Barriers

We found  that the two main reasons why struggling borrowers were not taking advantage 
of the repayment options available to them were:

1. they were are unaware that the options even existed, and 

2. of the few who were - they didn’t understand them enough to choose the best plan. 
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Intro:

1. Inequality, lack of financial tools

2. Design: finding a user group

3. Focusing on Student Debt

Photo: news headline

“I don’t have a plan. I have no clue how loans are 
structured.”
- R, delinquent borrower

“There is no communication. They don’t make the 
process easy. I learned everything on my own.” 
- F, borrower in repayment

“When he told me I defaulted, I walked out with my 
tail between my legs... I had no idea.”
- L, borrower in default

Photo: Notes from interviewing Lela, a borrower who defaulted on her student loans
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The Student Lending Universe : A Competitive Analysis

Easy to 
Understand

StudentLoans.Gov

Young Adult Money
Broke Millennials

Frugaling
Teaching Money
*CapitalOne
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Static

Interactive

Most of the resources available for 
struggling borrowers are really difficult to 
understand and/or static (vs. interactive), 
i.e. lots of descriptive text, advice and 
instructions but nothing to contextualize 
their loans. 

The interactive tools that are available to 
manage student loans are mainly targeted 
at aggressive repayers who are able to 
pay more quickly and / or have a better 
grasp on financial literacy. 

Easy to understand, 
interactive for 

struggling borrowers
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This is what the current system looks like: government resources that are meant to help 
students are heavy, intimidating, jargon-filled and confusing.
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Surprised that very few borrowers were aware that they had more than one repayment option, 
we began to explore how the government promoted income driven repayment. In the words 
of Shahein Nasiripour, Chief Financial and Regulatory Correspondent for the Huffington Post: 

It sometimes appears that the White House has done a better job promoting 
Obama’s role in expanding access to income plans than the Education 
Department has done informing eligible borrowers that the plans exist.

Obama Administration Exaggerates Enrollment In Critical Student Loan Plan As 
Borrowers Suffer, Huffington Post, April 7 2015

To make matters worse, loan servicing companies have failed to deliver the kind of support 
and protection that should be made available to federal student loan borrowers. 

According to Nasiripour, a direct result of this is that many borrowers who could be signing 
up for income based repayment (IBR) don’t. They end up paying hundreds more than they 
have to every month. Additionally, 3 out of 5 borrowers who sign up for IBR fall behind on 
their loans one year later because they don’t realize they have to reapply for income based 
repayment anually.

By identifying that a lack of awareness and understanding of repayment options were 
the two major barriers preventing borrowers from choosing the most appropriate plans 
for themselves, we were able to reframe this issue as an information and communication 
design challenge. So we asked ourselves:

How might we redesign the repayment process for borrowers with federal student loans, so 
that they can quickly and easily identify the best repayment plans for themselves? 

PROCESS > Research
Turning Barriers to Leverage Points
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Which brings us back to Reagan’s words – although he said them in the context of privatizing federal services, 
they are relevant in a different but similar context here. When the government’s help comes through such a 
complex and confusing website, it is no wonder borrowers are turning away from the information.

“Servicers have provided inadequate 
information on repayment options and 

failed to enroll [borrowers] in an income-
driven repayment plan.”

Sarah Bloom Raskin, Deputy Secretary of the Treasury

Tampa, Florida | November 6, 2014

““There should be no reason that a 
borrower goes into default. We have too 

many tools available.”
Cynthia Battle, Department of Education

Atlanta, Georgia | December 2 2014
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2

1

3

CHOOSE THE RIGHT 
OPTION AND MAKE A 
PLAN

STICK TO 
YOUR PLAN

3
STEPS TO 

SUCCESSFUL 
REPAYMENT

KNOW AND 
UNDERSTAND

 
YOUR 
OPTIONS

We started off by thinking through the steps that a borrower needs to take in order to 
successfully pay off their student loans. First, they would have to understand what options 
were available to them, second they would have to actually take the action of signing up for 
the right plan through StudentLoans.gov and finally, they would have to learn and develop 
strategies by which they can easily stay on top of their repayment.
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After spending many weeks researching and identifying our leverage points, we began the 
difficult but exciting ideation process. We were encouraged to first go really wide: 100 ideas 
on 100 post-its seemed like an impossible task. But once we got into it, it became easier and 
we got much more creative - tossing out some blue sky ideas, many of which in one way or 
another shaped our final product.

Keeping the circle of repayment in mind, we presented our ideas to our thesis team, who 
helped us weed out the best ones. We then began to test out our ideas in the form of small 
scale, low fidelity prototypes. 

Our process has always been to make, test, iterate, test, iterate, etc. as a continuous loop. 
Although the research process formally ended at the end of the Fall semester, it has been our 
practice to consistently refer back to the insights that framed the initial ideas we were testing 
– and continue to inform Out Loan today. 

PROCESS > Prototyping
Going Wide, Going Deep
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How much time do 
you spend on 

religious activities?

This will ensure your monthly payments are managable

Do you have Federal Direct Loans? 
You might qualify for Public Student Loan Forgiveness!

Step 1: Do you work for any of these places?

public school

non-profit
(501c3)

companyfederal, state or local 
government public service

health services library services

public interest 
law

 services for disabled 
or elderly

Is it a religious 
organization?

early
childhood
education

Do you have a 
perkins loan?

Is your school in a 
low income area?

teacher other school 
services

librarian

Is it a labor 
union?

Is it a�liated with a 
political party?

other 
government 
employee

military
service

public safety/
law enforcement

Peace Corps
AmeriCorps

Work for a university? Private non-profit 
universitity employees qualify for loan forgiveness

Work oversees? Employees of US based non-profits 
who work oversees qualify for loan forgiveness.

Less than 
10 hrs

More than 10 hrs

You most likely 
qualify for PSLF!

Ask your employer 
to confirm.

foreign 
government 
organization

Employed by a 
US delgation?

yes

no

You qualify for Public Student Loan Forgiveness!

Time spent on religious activities does 
not count towards the 30 hours per 
week you must work to qualify. 

You probably don’t qualify for PSLF, 
ask your employer to confirm.

yes

yes

no

yes

no

no Sorry, you don’t qualify for PSLF.

Sorry, you don’t 
qualify for PSLF

emergency
management

Step 2: Enroll in an Income Based Repayment Plan

Step 3: Submit the employer certification letter

Step 4: Make 120 on time payments

Step 5: File the Public Student Loan Forgiveness application

Step 6: Receive loan forgiveness from the federal government!
Thank you for your public service!

Download the letter here.
Repeat annually or every time you switch employers. This will make your 
life much easier when you are submitting the final paperwork.

If you are struggling to pay your loans, you can defer them or apply for 
forebearance. Don’t worry, the months you payed before deferment or 
forebearance count towards your 120 payments. 

This form will be available on studentaid.ed.gov once the first cohort is eligible 
for loan forgiveness (2017).

no

no

yes

yes

You qualify for Teacher Loan 
Forgiveness!

After 5 consecutive years of 
teaching in low income 
neighborhoods and paying your 
loans, they will be forgiven up to 
$5000. If you work as a special 
education teacher, you can qualify 
for up to $17500 in loan 
forgiveness! Direct and FFEL loans 
qualify. To apply, complete the 
teacher loan forgiveness application 
with your school’s chief 
administrative o�cer.
*If you have remaining loans, apply
for PSLF after completing Teacher 
Loan Forgiveness.

You qualify for Teacher 
Cancellation!

After one year of teaching, 
your Perkins loans could be 
cancelled if you teach at a 
school for low income 
families, work as a special 
education teacher for 
children  with disabilities, or 
teach mathematics, science, 
foreign languages, or 
bilingual education, or any 
other field of expertise with 
a shortage of qualified 
teachers.

Peace corps and Americorp 
members can make advance 
lump sum payments towards 
their loans and still qualify for 
PSLF.

If you served for 1 year in a 
hostile fire/imminent 
danger pay area your 
direct and perkins loans 
may be partially cancelled.

National Defense 
Student Loan Discharge

FAQ

Have loans in default? Once they are 
rehabilitated you can apply for PSLF.

You can’t prepay. You must make monthly loan 
payments for at least ten years.

Want to leave your job right after sending in the 
120th payment? You must continue to work at 
your qualifying employer until you receive loan 
forgiveness. 

Full time is an annual average of at least 30 
hours per week.

Don’t like your job? You don’t have to stay at the 
same job for all 10 years. Just make sure you are 
working for an eligible employer as you make each 
of the 120 payments

Early Prototypes:

Representing Public Student Loan Forgiveness 
through a Choose Your Own Adventure Style 
decision tree / map

Testing out a comics to break income based 
repayment down for borrowers using simple, 
relatable language.

Developing a game around a character, 
Sherlock Loans, who helps you uncover the 
best repayment option for yourself. 

Trying out an early 90s computer game format 
to help borrowers go through the process of 
understanding their repayment options. 
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Once we understood how complex and confusing public service loan forgiveness and income 
based repayment options actually are, we began to test out ways in which to explain some of 
their concepts to people without completely overwhelming them. 

We started by creating flow charts of all of the options for forgiveness and repayment - it 
took us a while! Next, we converted the charts to a clickable prototype (using InVision) to test 
with users and get their feedback. We also tried to make it into a game – a build your own 
adventure style game and Sherlock Loans (a game styled format with Sherlock Loans as the 
main character) - to see if a more playful approach worked better.

It was always our intention to use an approach that combined design principles with 
behavioral science - since behavioral biases can be extremely useful in understanding what 
influences our choices and decision making. In the context of student loans, some of the 
behavioral biases most apparent were:

Time Inconsistency: The inability to recognize or understand gains in the future by 
committing to short term “pains” in the present. 

Choice Overload: Triggering an automatic threat response and causing people switch off by 
presenting too much information to them (especially complex information) at one time. 

Salience: Our attention is drawn to what feels relevant to us, so it is important to keep 
information as personal as possible.

LEARNING / FEEDBACK:

After testing mini prototypes of these different formats, we found that although users 
thought the games were fun, they preferred a Turbo Tax like format of simple questions 
and a clean, friendly interface - so that they could quickly and easily get to the information 
they needed. We also heard that gamifying the process took away from our “legitimacy” as 
information providers, undermining some of the credibility and trust we were trying to build.

This was a key lesson learned in the beginning, which hugely guided our design choices for 
building the final version of Out Loan later.  

PROCESS > Prototyping
Step 1: Understanding Options | Accounting for Behavioral Biases
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Modelling Repayment Strategies with Excel
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As we started to get a clearer picture of what needed to be designed to help users better 
understand their forgiveness and repayment options, we realized that awareness alone 
wasn’t enough to trigger action and switch to a better repayment plan. They needed an extra 
push. 

So we turned to the positive deviants in our system - aggressive repayers who were fully in 
control of their loans and on track to successfully and quickly pay them off. 

What we found was that many of these borrowers had created their own tools to help them 
with repayment - complex looking excel sheets with advanced algorithms and formulas that 
allowed them to model outcomes in different future scenarios. So, for example, if their priority 
was to pay off their loans as quickly as possible, they were able to figure out a repayment 
schedule with a shorter tenor than the standard repayment plan; however if their priority was 
to both make payments as well as save towards a specific goal, they were able to figure out a 
strategy that allowed for both of these outcomes. 

In a nutshell, they were able to understand their options in the larger context of their 
budget and lifestyle choices, which made it easier for them to choose the right repayment 
strategies for themselves. 

However, not everyone has a background in math or economics, or works in financial 
services. It seemed unfair that the only resources that actually allowed borrowers to 
contextualize their loans required them to also have a high level of financial literacy and / or 
proficiency in Excel (!). 

So we asked ourselves, how might we visualize these spreadsheets so that all borrowers 
can quickly understand their loans in the context of their lifestyles?

PROCESS > Research
Step 2: Choosing the Right Option | Learning from Positive Deviants
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Evolution of the Out Loan Dashboard:
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Converting an Excel spreadsheet into an elegant, easy to use interface was much harder 
than we anticipated. After thinking through the kind of interactions we wanted to include, 
we developed a spreadsheet that calculated different repayment scenarios for each user 
depending on their loan and financial information. It also allowed  them to play with the 
numbers and see in real time how their decisions would affect both their budget and their 
repayment amounts in the short and long term. 

We made a few versions of it based on user feedback, and confirmed the final calculations 
with experts and advisors from the financial aid office, among others.

Since we didn’t have a developer in the beginning, our prototyping process was to walk users 
through the same questions they would see on the final web app, but using Excel. As they did, 
we showed them what the online process would look like by using wireframes we mocked up 
on Illustrator. 

After each individual prototype, we asked for immediate feedback on the design and process, 
and then followed up later with a list of five questions:

• What was the most beneficial piece of information you learned? What felt most 
important?

• Did any part of the process feel overwhelming?

• Would you use the calculator again as your expenses and income change? If so, would 
you pay a small fee for it? Would you donate a small percentage of the amount of money 
Out Loan helps you save to keep the service running?

• How would you best describe the service?

• Can you think of any information we haven’t covered?

Each design was progressively better than the last based on really useful and honest 
feedback from a mix of borrowers, web and interaction designers and our team of advisors. 

The spreadsheet was a really useful low fidelity prototyping tool that allowed us to quickly 
get feedback from users without having to build an elaborate product, and eventually proved 
to be even more useful to manage all the calculations and the logic systems required when 
we finally found a developer to help us code the dashboard online. 

PROCESS > Prototyping
Iterations Upon Iterations
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OutLoan.org

Progress Report - Final_Ledits.indd   20 5/4/15   8:26 PM



21

With the lessons learned from our prototypes in mind, we began to design our final product - 
Out Loan - a web app that simplifies repayment strategies for borrowers with federal loans. 

Out Loan offers two main services: 

First, it leads users through a simple set of questions and answers (think Turbo-Tax or Oscar 
Health) to determine their eligibility for income based repayment and loan forgiveness. 
Users are then given simple and clear instructions on how to sign up for any of these plans, if 
they decide to opt in. 

Second, users are asked a few basic questions about their income, expenses and goals (if 
applicable), after which they are directed to a dashboard that helps them visualize their loans 
in the context of their budget and their spending. The dashboard enables them to see how 
these short-term decisions play out in the long-term through a timeline that recalculates 
interest and tenor as users decide to put more money towards their loans. Importantly, 
they can toggle between different repayment plans to see how they affect their budget and 
payments, both today and in the future.

Outloan.org is now live. We built the first part of our service using Squarespace’s developer 
platform, and worked with a developer, Alexandra Ackerman, to build the beta version of part 
2: the Out Loan dashboard.

PRODUCT > Out Loan
Simplifying Repayment for Federal Student Loans
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Part I: Eligibility for Loan Forgiveness & Income Based Repayment
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The first part of Out Loan helps users easily and quickly identify the repayment and 
forgiveness plans they’re eligible for. 

The intricacies of each option, as well as the number of specific details borrowers need to 
know about their loans and jobs in order to qualify and apply for income based repayment 
and loan forgiveness are tremendous and hard to find. Out Loan breaks down a lot of this 
information into simple yes / no and multiple choice questions, which makes it really easy for 
borrowers to navigate through this process.  

DESIGN CHOICES AND FEEDBACK

• In an effort to keep the design clean and account for “choice overload”, we chose to keep 
the text minimal and incorporate as much “white space” into each frame as possible. 

• We played with different type sizes to draw the user’s eye towards the most important 
information first.

• We incorporated “breadcrumbs” at the bottom of each page to help users keep track of 
where they are in the process, and how much they have left to go.

• Finding the right balance between too much and too little information was really 
challenging - we decided to include “learn more” options in certain places where we got 
feedback that users wanted more information, without overwhelming users who don’t 
want to know any more than they have to. 

• Finally, we created a robot as the Out Loan mascot, who has different avatars and 
appears on a few screens like Microsoft’s Clippy did, offering helpful tips and hints to 
users throughout the process. 

PRODUCT > Out Loan
Loan Forgiveness and Repayment
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Part II: Out Loan Dashboard
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The Out Loan dashboard is preceded by a series of questions that ask the user to input their 
loan information as well their income, expenses and savings goals (if they have any). This 
information is presented back to them through an interactive dashboard, which allows users 
to play with their budgets and see the effects of their loan repayments visualized over time.

DESIGN CHOICES AND FEEDBACK

• Accounting for time inconsistency biases, we introduced a timeline that allows users to 
quickly see how much less time it takes to pay off their loans if they pay more now, and 
vice versa. 

• The sliders give users a sense of control and play - and see the immediate effects of 
adding a few dollars to their loans, or reducing their expenses by a certain amount on 
their budgets. 

• The idea of introducing a separate savings slider, as well as including the money left 
over or under helps users understand that it is possible to save for things despite having 
student loans.

• We made sure it was easy to flip between daily, monthly and yearly balances because we 
realized that not everyone thinks through their budgets and expenses the same way.

• Introducing the daily option was particularly powerful, as we heard from users that it’s 
much easier to grasp the effects of saving $5 a day than $150 a month on their loans. 

• Simply showing a user the amount of interest saved or added on by flipping between 
different plans was also really effective - and helped borrowers understand how their 
decisions affected their loans in the present as well as the future. 

PRODUCT > Out Loan
Simplifying Repayment for Federal Student Loans
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“A tool like this should 
be on every financial aid 
website, because it’s so 
hard to visualize this when 
explaining to students.”
Celeste Orangers

Assistant Dean, Academic Policy and 
Institutional Research, NYU
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“A tool like this should 
be on every financial aid 
website, because it’s so 
hard to visualize this when 
explaining to students.”
Celeste Orangers

Assistant Dean, Academic Policy and 
Institutional Research, NYU

NYU Gallatin

Although we had been individually prototyping both parts of our service as soon as we 
started building pieces of it - we had a wonderful opportunity to present to a group of NYU 
students from the Gallatin School in early April - our first experience of prototyping Out Loan 
with a group. 

In general, the feedback was really encouraging and very positive - most students said 
that they found it useful, and that they were interested in trying out our dashboard once it 
went live. The Assistant Dean of Academic Policy and Institutional Research at NYU was 
particularly impressed, validating our hunch that the service would also be really useful for 
college student aid offices and financial counsellors. 

It was a really interesting experience to see how a group setting changed the kinds of 
questions users asked, the ways in which they understood the service, and the advantages 
of learning from their peers. We found that many of their questions were specific to their 
individual contexts - some of which we weren’t qualified enough (being students, not financial 
advisors) to answer. We thought it could therefore be interesting to do workshops in the 
future in conjunction with the college or university’s financial aid advisor or counsellor. 

Out Loan Beta

Towards the end of April, we were also able to launch a beta version of the Out Loan 
dashboard, thanks to our incredibly talented developer, Alexandra Ackerman. We are really 
excited by the response it has received - we’ve had almost 500 unique visitors on our website 
over the past two months, a number of whom have given us really positive feedback on its 
design and usefulness, as well as suggestions on what could be improved. 

PROCESS > Testing
Taking the Plunge and Going Live

Progress Report - Final_Ledits.indd   27 5/4/15   8:27 PM



28

We’ve also had the opportunity to present our service to at least one representative from each 
stakeholder in the student lending universe:

• Educational Institutions: NYU, SVA

• Financial Institutions: American Express, Capital One

• Loan Providers: Navient, ECMC

• Government: US Digital Service, White House Social and Behavioral Sciences Team, 
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau

It has been incredible to see how these organizations have responded to our service, each 
offering their own perspective on how Out Loan can find a place to live beyond our thesis. 

For example, the American Express design team suggested that we could pitch our product 
to banks as an additional value added service that they can offer millennial customers, who 
many financial institutions are now looking to target. Banks could create a special account 
centered around student loans, which would include our dashboard and help customers 
make repayments quickly and easily.

Wendy Kincaid, the Vice President of Web Strategy at Navient, offered to forward our project 
to the Department of Education, because they are working on redesigning the student loan 
repayment process in a more “user-centered” way. 

What we were most excited about were our meetings with the three government agencies 
that we connected with - USDS, SBST and CFPB. All three were extremely impressed with our 
project, from a User Experience, Behavioral Science and Financial Literacy angle respectively. 
Erie Meyer, from USDS, told us that they are currently working on putting together a team to 
specifically work on redesigning the student lending user experience with the Department 
of Education. In this context, she said that we were “miles ahead” along the process - a huge 
compliment and a major win for us. 

We’re thrilled that we’ve been able to have these conversations, which have been both 
tremendous validation for our process and design, as well as helped us think through what 
could be in store for Out Loan in the future. 

PROCESS > Presenting
Reaching Out to Stakeholders
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“You’re miles ahead in doing exactly what 
we’re trying to do.”

Erie Meyer, US Digital Services

“That we’ve spent the last hour talking about 
this as if it were a product, not a project, is a 

huge testament to your design.”
Miles Begin, American Express

Photo: Presenting Out Loan to the Design Team at American Express

Progress Report - Final_Ledits.indd   29 5/4/15   8:27 PM



30

It is hard to summarize the breadth of what we’ve learned over the course of thesis in a single 
paragraph, or even a page – but here are a few of our most important learnings:

1. How to have a difficult conversation

People do not want to talk about their finances, especially when they are overwhelmed 
by them. We found that by approaching the topic from the user’s perspective they almost 
instantly feel more comfortable – talking with them, rather than at them. We found that a 
major part of the discomfort people experience when talking or even thinking about finances 
stems from a lack of confidence in dealing with them, because without formal financial 
education, the complex language feels foreign. However, given the right tools and approach,  
it is possible to make users overcome their fear of finances, and make smarter and more 
informed decisions about their financial future.

2. The user knows best

All of our biggest insights and design iterations have been driven by conversations with our 
users. When we initially thought that understanding loans in the context of a user’s lifestyle 
was the last stage of the repayment process, we started picking up from users early on that 
context played a key role in the kinds of repayment strategies they choose. Similarly, when 
we tested the idea of gamifying the repayment options process to keep it light and playful, 
we heard that users cared more about getting through the information quickly, than they did 
about a fun learning experience. 

3. Simplicity is clarity is kindness

Sha Hwang, a designer who was a guest lecturer at our Dataviz class this semester, 
introduced us to the concept of “simplicity is clarity is kindness”. When the information is 
heavy and dense as in the case of student loans, but equally applicable in so many other 
contexts, the act of simplifying and clarifying is tremendously valuable to a user. Organizing 
complex pieces of information into thoughtfully designed formats is a skill that we’ve both 
learned over the course of the semester, and will probably find hugely useful going forward.

4. Invite feedback

Because thesis is intentionally meant to be a project that is close to our hearts, it is frequently 
useful to invite feedback not only from users, but other designers, advisors and experts as 
well – a fresh pair of eyes can pick up little details (and sometimes even obvious errors!) that 
we might have missed, given how closely involved we are with the project. Inviting feedback 
required us to develop a thick skin – not everyone found the name “LoanBro” as funny as we 
did (!) – and a stronger spine – learning to defend the premise of our project has only made 
our value proposition stronger. 

LEARNING
The 6 most important lessons we learned

Photo: Testing our prototype using Excel and Illustrator with Jeff
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5. 2 > 1

We’ve also learned a lot from working together. Design is itself a collaborative process – and 
it has been so helpful to have someone to talk every aspect of the project out with: to bounce 
ideas off of, to challenge ideas, to build ideas and to work towards building something 
together to challenge the status quo. Working together has also helped us recognize our core 
competencies – making us much more efficient as a team that’s able to play off each other’s 
strengths, and broaden the scope of what’s possible. 

6. Don’t be afraid to reach out

We never expected to come as far with thesis as we have, and we feel very fortunate and 
grateful that we have been able to connect with many organizations and individuals that 
have been incredibly generous with their advice, feedback and time. A major lesson learned 
here, however, is not to feel afraid of reaching out to people - the worst that can happen is 
that they won’t respond, however we’ve been pleasantly surprised to learn how open people 
have been to speaking with us and hearing about our project. We would have never imagined 
that we’d be talking to two different teams at the White House, a federal government agency, 
and a number of major financial companies and lenders about Out Loan when we started the 
project - but if we hadn’t decided to contact them in the first place, we would have never had 
the opportunity to present our ideas to them!

Photo: Testing our prototype using Excel and Illustrator with Jeff
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Out Loan has received some really incredible feedback, perhaps the most rewarding of which 
is to hear that it has been really useful for borrowers with student loans. Some of our favourite 
responses include: How has no one else thought about making this? and Where was this when I 
was trying to pay off my loans?!

To know that we’ve made a direct impact on a few of our users - from choosing a better 
repayment plan that saves them a significant amount of money, to choosing a job moving 
forward that could put them on track to public service loan forgiveness - is one of the most 
fulfilling experiences we’ve ever had. It also begs the question: how much of an impact could 
we possibly make if we managed to actually build Out Loan to scale?

Our conversations with stakeholders have helped us think through how Out Loan could live 
beyond just being a thesis project. We’ve been delighted to see the interest that some banks 
have shown in potentially offering Out Loan’s dashboard, in particular, as a value added 
service to them. However, we believe that its greatest impact, and most natural home, would 
be with the US government. 

We were therefore extremely excited to learn that the government is moving in the same 
direction as Out Loan, and are hopeful to be able to contribute towards the redesign of their 
system. Although we aren’t sure if Out Loan will exist as Out Loan in the future, we do know 
for sure that it will be an inspiration for the government, and even for financial institutions, for 
thoughtful, delightful user centered design in the future.

WHAT’S NEXT?
From Thesis to Beyond
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Out Loan would not have been possible without the support our incredible team of advisors, 
our DSI cohort, our friends and families, and most importantly - the users and stakeholders 
we tested and retested our ideas with. 

Huge, huge thanks especially to:

Jeffrey Franklin, Alexandra Ackerman, Cheryl Heller, Team Quiet Room, the DSI 2015 Cohort, 
the Core Four, Lynn Sabulski, Jane Engelbardt, Alexandra Fiorillo, Claire Lin, Nick Shakespeare, 
Sean Tierney, Hugh Francis, Partha Rakshit, Adela Solis, Patricia Romeu, Kim Dacosta, 
Michael Williams, Anish Hariharan, Alex Todaro, Jen Lowe, Rachel Branciforti, Tina Hererra, 
Justin Levinson, Sara Jean Bartky, Rob Walker, Alex Knote, David Kadamus, Bill Gordon, DJ 
Kadamus, Nick Villani, Chelsea Maudlin, Miles Begin, Erie Meyer, Wendy Kincaid, Lindsay 
Bergin, Sophie Lasoff

HUGE THANKS
Out Loan Champions

Progress Report - Final_Ledits.indd   33 5/4/15   8:27 PM


