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PROBLEM DEFINITION
It’s a catch-22: to be financially independent, you have to get a good job. To get a good job, you have
to have a college degree. To get a college degree, you probably have to take out student loans. And
those same student loans make it extremely challenging for graduates to be financially independent.
In fact, over 60% of students are graduating with college loan debt. The average student debt loan is
more than $30,000. Graduates find that actually paying off their loans takes years upon years,
hindering them from making big life decisions like marriage or home ownership.
The student loan problem is pervasive and getting worse – and has far-reaching impacts for
consumers, as well as financial institutions.
How might we connect college student and recent graduates with ways to reduce their
student loan debt?
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INNOVATIVE SOLUTION
Our solution is called “Hero.”
Working on a similar problem but focusing on awareness of current choices on future student debt, a
previous i3 team developed a concept called “Debt Dragon.” This has been in the Filene incubator
and is being tested with credit unions across the country.
Debt Dragon does a great job of helping college students estimate their student loan debt and
compare it based on different decisions (live at-home versus on-campus, a state-school versus an
out-of-state one) – but it stops short of helping them actually reduce their loan burdens.
That’s where Hero comes in. This concept is integrated right with Debt Dragon so that after students
understand the cost of their college education, they can immediately turn to their network for help in
reducing the burden. By reducing the amount college students have to borrow on the front end, they
can drastically decrease the amount they will have to pay over the course of their lifetime in student
loan interest and other expenses.
Hero allows students to email their friends and family directly for help in paying for their student
expenses including tuition and more. The friends and family can make one-time donations (ex:
graduation gifts) or set up recurring payments (ex: Aunt Sally wants to help by paying $20 a month).
The transaction can take place right on the Hero website, and everyone can see the positive financial
impact on the student – dollars of interest saved, months and years of payments escaped.
The concept is similar to existing crowdfunding platforms, but is even better. While most of those
platforms charge steep fees, Hero doesn’t charge any. To take it one step further, Hero can be
branded for each credit union, and promoted as a membership benefit. Hero contributions are
deposited right into the college student’s credit union account so that it can earn interest until it’s
needed. No credit union account? No problem. Hero will connect directly to credit union websites to
allow for online account opening, and then can navigate back to the platform.
Credit union employers can even contribute to their employees’ student loans via Hero.
Contributions on Hero can occur from before the student is actually in college until that last student
loan payment is made, and the graduate has (with the help of the many Heroes in his or her life) slain
that impending dragon of debt.
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PROTOTYPE
In designing our prototype we first brainstormed about the user interface and how we’d like the user
experience to be. The goal was to create a tool that was easy enough to navigate through all while
easily explaining student loan debt and their repayment progress. The idea was something that was a
standalone portal where you can sync your student loan data from the various loan servicers. Hero
has now evolved to pull information directly from Debt Dragon into our Hero Product. We created
rough hand drawn sketches of the concept pages we envisioned and then transformed those into a
working prototype.
The first image is the setup page to information about your current loan servicing company, annual
income, etc. It also allows you to link your account to an existing Debt Dragon Account and pull the
information from there.
The second two images are the dashboard and plot your escape prototype. These two screens show
the aggregate of your student loan debt combined with what the contributions of your Hero’s are
contributing to help you reduce your overall student loan debt. This helps you understand the details
of your progress, your Hero’s contributions and how long you have until you’re able to slay your Debt
Dragon!
The final image gives you your personal ranking compared to others who are burdened with student
loan debt. We also try to make student loan debt more tangible by comparing it to everyday items like
a new car (or in our live demo, how many Starbucks coffees you can get).
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Working Prototype:
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TESTING AND RESULTS
Once we had our prototype developed we needed to make sure we were headed in the right
direction. To accomplish this we surveyed potential consumers and conducted a focus group of
millennials.
Focus Group
We met with a group of 17 individuals ranging in age from 19 – 26. We began the conversation with
gathering their general feelings around student debt and how they each were managing their own
debt. From there we showed the demo of Hero and asked for feedback through a series of questions.
• 18% were current students using student loans to pay for college
• 88% had some amount of student loan debt
• 35% said their student loan debt was overwhelming
• 18% had donated to a crowdsourcing website before
• 93% of those with student debt said they would use Hero
Survey
We surveyed 20 potential consumers and asked them two questions. First, were they familiar with
Debt Dragon? And second, if you were in high school and headed to college, would you use Hero.
• 33% were familiar with Debt Dragon
• 93% would use Hero
In addition to giving great insight into the usefulness of Hero, the participants in the surveys and focus
group asked questions that will be important to answer before bringing Hero to market.
• Need to fully explain why Hero is different than a simple Go Fund Me account
• Does the student have to be 18 years of age to participate
• Does the CU distribute funds directly to the school or is that done by the student
• How does someone get out of the program and stop receiving funds
Based on our testing, Hero shows immense potential with our target demographic. We believe our
testing has proved Hero is a product that would be used by credit union members and would help
credit unions attract the often sought after millennial demographic.
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BUSINESS MODEL AND 3-YEAR FINANCIAL PROFORMA
Overview
Hero is the next step that a Debt Dragon user would take to help fund their college expenses. It is
essentially a crowd-funding tool that allows users to call on their Heroes to make either one-time or
recurring payments that can be used towards their college expenses that they have already
calculated with the Debt Dragon app. The funds that the user receives, will sit in an interest-bearing
savings account until the funds are needed.
Overview of Debt Dragon’s Business Model
In order to understand Hero’s business model, you must first understand Debt Dragon’s since Hero is
an enhancement to Debt Dragon. Debt Dragon’s business model consists of an offering of twenty
shares of ownership to form a CUSO. The capital that is raised would be used to develop, expand,
and market the product. Even though the founding CUSO credit unions are expected to make an
initial investment of $10,000 in year one, $5,000 in year two, and $2,500 in years three through five,
the main benefit besides the projected profits of the app, would be being able to use the app for free
as long as they remain an owner.
The Value of Hero
The added value that Hero contributes to an already successful concept, Debt Dragon, primarily
affects the end-user. The end-user is able to fill that void after Debt Dragon is complete. Now that the
user knows how much debt they are going to incur, they can call on their Heroes to help fund their
college. Throughout the app, not only will they will be able to track how much they are falling short,
but they will also be able to see how much money their Heroes are saving them on future interest that
would accrue on their loans. The funds that are raised by their Heroes are deposited into an account
at the credit union.
Hero’s Business Model
Hero would be part of the ongoing development costs that are already accounted for in Debt
Dragon’s Pro Forma. We are only anticipating a slight increase from the $50,000 in year two and
$52,500 in year three that is designated for Ongoing Development Expenses. Even though the
platform would already be built and this would simply be an enhancement, there is additional
developing that would be required in order to make the crowd funding element work.
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The development would happen over a two-year period. In the first year, the prototype would be
finalized and built for a web-based application. The development costs in year one includes
enhancing the Debt Dragon application to have a seamless continuation to Hero, and also building a
crowd-funding tool that integrates with an open API. Year two would be focused on building Hero
tailored to Apple and Android apps.
Please see the Three-Year Pro Forma for more information.
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COMMENTS, NEXT STEPS, AND CALL TO ACTION
If no one takes action on student loans, the crisis will continue indefinitely with detrimental impact to
the lives of consumers. Credit unions, founded on the principles of people helping people and
grassroots advocacy, have a chance to make real impact with the Debt Dragon and Hero concepts.
Take time today to ask about helping to develop the prototype further, or about piloting the program
at your credit union!
Together as Heroes, we can slay the many dragons of student loan debt and rescue the next
generations from lives of “enslavement” repaying their college education. Freedom from student loan
debt is possible, and as credit unions, we can make it happen!
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ABOUT FILENE
Filene Research Institute is an independent, consumer finance think and do tank. We are
dedicated to scientific and thoughtful analysis about issues affecting the future of credit
unions, retail banking, and cooperative finance.
Deeply embedded in the credit union tradition is an ongoing search for better ways to
understand and serve credit union members. Open inquiry, the free flow of ideas, and debate
are essential parts of the true democratic process. Since 1989, through Filene, leading
scholars and thinkers have analyzed managerial problems, public policy questions, and
consumer needs for the benefit of the credit union system. We support research, innovation,
and impact that enhance the well-being of consumers and assist credit unions and other
financial cooperatives in adapting to rapidly changing economic, legal, and social
environments.
We’re governed by an administrative board made up of credit union CEOs, the CEOs of
CUNA & Affiliates and CUNA Mutual Group, and the chairman of the American Association of
Credit Union Leagues (AACUL). Our research priorities are determined by a national
Research Council comprised of credit union CEOs and the president/CEO of the Credit Union
Executives Society.
We live by the famous words of our namesake, credit union and retail pioneer Edward A.
Filene: “Progress is the constant replacing of the best there is with something still better.”
Together, Filene and our thousands of supporters seek progress for credit unions by
challenging the status quo, thinking differently, looking outside, asking and answering tough
questions, and collaborating with like-minded organizations.
Filene is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. Nearly 1,000 members make our research,
innovation, and impact programs possible. Learn more at filene.org.

“Progress is the constant replacing of the best there is with something still better.”
—Edward A. Filene
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