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What Citizens 
Can Do

I.D. = Membership Card

Live Where You Want

Work Without Special Permission

Defense from Outside Aggression
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The basis for 
belonging
“Why is it that I was taught 

about  Abraham Lincoln, 
George Washington, all  this 

irrelevant stuff. It’s good 
for history, but that’s not 

good for now.”

---Michelle,  MAF client 3



Renting an 
Apartment

Getting Promoted 
at Work

Security Deposit
+

Credit Check

Job Performance
+

Credit Check

Pay more for the same service
Or

Denied access, even if able to pay
BUT SHE IS FULLY BANKED

Credit = Character
Or

“If you won’t take care of your own money, 
you won’t take care of mine.” 
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How Racial Inequality Widens

Your Score Ain’t Like Mine
Same Score, Different Outcome
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Would you hire him? Starting salary? 

Please imagine that your company is in the 
process of hiring someone for an Assistant Store 
Manager position. The current Assistant Store 

Manager has screened the applicants and 
selected a handful of qualified candidates 
for additional review. (Over 1,000 hiring 
managers involved in the experiment)

CONTROL GROUP: Resume Only

TEST GROUP: Resume + Bad Credit Score
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Credit Scores Amplify Racial Inequality
Rourke L. O’Brien and Barbara Kiviat (2018) “Disparate Impact? Race, Sex, and Credit Reports in Hiring,” Socius

Bad Credit Score
Versus

No Credit Information Provided for Additional Review

White Male (Greg Baker)

Black Male (Tyrone Washington)
Lower Starting Salary Recommended for Black Male, Same Bad 

Credit Score
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Deep Dives with Mission 
Asset Fund
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Mission Asset Fund (MAF)

MAF Lending Circles
Repayments on Social Loan reported to 3 Credit Reporting Agencies
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168 AVERAGE  
POINT  

INCREASE  TO 
CREDIT  
SCORE

90%  
SUCCESS  
RATE TO  

ESTABLISH  
CREDIT  
SCORES

$1,051
REDUCTION  

IN HIGH  
COST DEBT

$3.7M IN  
TOTAL LOAN  

VOLUME
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Key Features-
Lending Circles
● Decision-making power is high

○ You decide payout order (if 
change needed) & monthly 
payment: 50, 100, or more

● Coordination costs are low

● Risk and worry are low

○ Full payout ensured, even if 
someone leaves the circle 13



Key Assumptions
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Knowledge is 
Power

But Education Isn’t 
Enough

“Financial literacy explain only 0.1% 
of the variance in financial 

behaviors” in an analysis of 201 

studies

--Source: “Financial Literacy, Financial 
Education, and Downward Financial 
Behaviors,” by Daniel Fernandes, John G. 

Lynch, Jr., and Richard G. Netemeyer in 
Management Science 60 (2014): 1861-
1883.
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It’s Not What You 
Know

It’s Who You 
Care About 

(Network Effects)

Holding constant income, education, 
and occupation

If more people in your social 

network are requesting financial 

help, you will have less to invest

Blacks and Latinx household heads 

tend to have more people in their 

networks requesting assistance
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Not Just In Your Head 
Dilip Soman and Heekyung Ahn’s (2011) parable 
of the economist renovate the family’s bathroom. 

● Options: either “break into” their child’s low-

interest “college fund” (mental account) or 

take out a higher interest loan.

The mental account of “college fund” or other 

accounts such as “Christmas savings” rely on 

relationships to keep them enforced; If you 
damage your child’s future or the baby’s 

Christmas, discipline & punishments from people 

you know (Bandelj, Wherry, & Zelizer 2017: 7).
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A Deep Dive in 
Student Debt
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Seen and Unseen
Student loan debts now greater than auto loans or 
credit card debt: 1.5 trillion in 2018

Non-monetary qualities affect value of debt: 

Same amount of debt more likely evaluated 

negatively when relationships or autonomy 

endangered (testable, not tested)

My co-authors: Parijat Chakrabarti (center), Isabel Jijon (l.), & 
Kathleen Donnelly (r.)
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I am a single mother … and am only 

able to work part time… but Navient seems to think that 
money just grows on trees…. They are taking 85% of my 
earned income every single month…. They taking child 
support money away from children with separated parents. 
My children already have it bad enough ... and Navient 
wants to take it a step further and rob them of money they 
are entitled to for their own selfish gain. This is not right; this 
is going to negatively impact my innocent children.
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Responsible, if given 
the chance

I am trying to show that I’m honorable, 

that my intentions are good, but

“the lender refused to work with me.” 

This doesn’t make sense to me 

because I’m trying to “do the right 

thing,” and I am  willing to “take 

responsibility,” to “pay what I owe.” 
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Policy Context
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Policy Timeline

The Early Years The Crisis Years

Guaranteed Student Loan 
Program 1965

Replaced Perkins Loan Program of 1958 

(See review in Shireman 2017)

Debt Financing Changed
1992 Higher Education Act 

reauthorization; PLUS parent 
loans no caps (Eaton et al. 2016)

Student Debt Up Sharply
28% rise  # in borrowers, but  300% in total 

debt, 2000-2016 (Mckay & Kingsbury 2019)

CFPB Returned $750M 
From 2011-2018, CFPB 

received 60,000 student 
loan complaints
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Costs of borrowing rose

Costs of student loans jumped 40%,  from $21 to $48 billion 
between 2003 and 2012

Avg student loan borrowing down at wealthy private colleges 

but up at the bottom 89 percent (Eaton et al. 2016: 527). 

Costs driven by rise in profits for proprietary colleges with 

capital from equity markets, student loan interest, and 

interest for colleges’ institutional debts (Eaton et al. 2016: 

530-1). 
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Consequences of Borrowing

Source: http://www.dignityanddebt.org/projects/student-debt-racial-disparities/
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Data & Approach
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Number of Complaints

Downloaded 25,214 non-federal student loan complaints 
originally collected between March 2015 and January 2018

Out of  25,214 complaints, only 7,147 had narratives. 

4,475 complaints tagged as requests for flexible payment 

options, trouble managing payments, or disagreements over 

the fees being charged. (Largest thematic groups)

Stratified sub-sample of 564 complaints for in-depth analysis
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Stratified Sub-Sample

● Random draw from the set of 4,475 complaints
● One set of complaints were closed with relief (n=282) 

● The other set, closed with explanation (n=282)

● In MaxQDA, two researchers a piece coded a set of 140 

complaints to test concerns about relationships & 

autonomy 

● Initially, 75 percent inter-coder reliability across 280 

complaints; after revision, 90 percent inter-coder 
reliability
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Typical Complaint (excerpt of 
free response)
II contacted AES [American Educational Services] to explain 
to them I had just had a new baby and I am not [making] that 

much money to be able to take care of … the kids and myself.... 

I have even asked if I can do something to lower my payment… 

& I just keep getting told that they can’t do anything for me 

and if I don’t pay my bill then they will report it to my credit 

report. I feel as if they would like me to be homeless with my 

… children in order for me to be able to pay my monthly 
payment.
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Data Limitations

A limited set of publicly available meta-data, so we are not 
able to see the socio-economic status of the complainant or 

their parents, their current credit score, race, gender, or 

income. 

Cannot say anything about the distribution of these problems 

across the population of complaints we have sampled

No unique identifiers for complainants, so can’t see if one 

person made multiple complaints
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Themes Found When Consumers Tag 
“Lack of Flexible Payment  Options”
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Themes Found When Consumers Tag 
“Lack of Flexible  Payment Options”
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Data Possibilities: 
Structural Topic Models
• For the first 4,000 narratives, we used a computer program to read the 

narratives
• Possible to train the machine to isolate what happens on phone 

calls (converted to text) or in emails
• What themes are in these encounters?
• Do we see autonomy and the capacity to self-govern as relevant
• Dignity quotient: the social respect shown to the consumer & their 

responses to high versus low dignity encounters



Student Debt & 
Relational Damages (n=40)
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1. Hidden Costs 
A close reading of 564 complaint narratives 
submitted to the Consumer Financial 
Protection Bureau  (categorized as problems 
with flexible payment options, trouble 
managing payments, or disagreements over 
fees) revealed other costs inflicted

➔ Family troubles                          
Family members affected by debt as 
co-signers & as collateral damage

➔ Risks to employment
Places of employment called, bosses 
harassed for the borrower’s payments

➔ Diminished hope for the future
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[I have a ] student loan with Wells Fargo. 
[They are] constantly calling me from 
different numbers to collect since at least … 
2015. They also constantly call and harass my 
cosigner, and now they’ve called my boss’s 
PERSONAL cell number. I don’t know how 
they even got that number!

My job at risk

The boss is 
annoyed; didn’t sign 
up for this
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A talk with my boss, tears from 
mom
Person A: My boss has had to have several ‘talks’ with me 
because she asked [the debt collectors] to stop calling my 

place of employment and they wouldn’t.

Person B: They would call my job and say things like, ‘We 

know she’s there. Put her on the phone!’ My manager had to 

tell them to stop calling and harassing me…. They call up to 

five times a day…. There were times my mom literally got off 

the phone with them in tears because of how they treated and 
berated her for having no money.
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Dinging relationships, lowering 
scores
“My co-signer was my brother and had a similar name as my 
father; they had my father and brother mixed [up]. It was a 

mess.” To make matters worse, the company was reporting 

late payments and non-payments to the credit bureau, 

dinging her father’s credit score. The problem was not fixed, 

even after she made them aware of it.
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Taking “Child Support Money”

“They taking child support money away from children with 
separated parents…. Please hear my concerns. Please assure 

me that something is going to be done about this unethical use 
of child support monies by this company. I just want to be 

heard and I want my daughters’ child support money to be used 

for what is intended to be used for.”

Recall 
“breaking into 
the college 
fund”
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Autonomy Violations 
(n=326)
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They won’t work with us

I put my loans in forbearance and hoped that by the time [it] 
ran out, [I would be better].… Unfortunately my [situation] has 

only gotten worse, much worse…. I am unable to do much of 

anything for myself…. I have to sit down and take a break after 

bathing or even just getting dressed…. [After asking for 

another period of forbearance, I learned that] they will not 
lower the monthly payments or work with my family in any way 
to help us in this time. 
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Confusing Procedures
Rigged Rules (n=190)
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Military deferments shouldn’t be 
this hard
“I am leaving the country shortly for military activation. For 
over a month, I 've been trying to get Navient to apply a 

military deferment to my loans. Despite repeated 

communications, for the entirety of this time I have been 

evaded, misled, and outright lied to. As of now… there is still 

no deferment on any of my loans.”
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Channeling into higher cost 
options
5 months prior to my graduation date, I called the servicer to 
extend the deferment through my graduation. AES advised 

they were unwilling to extend my deferment despite verifying 

my enrollment as a full-time student. ...  AES then advised it 

wasn’t a big deal and I could just do a forbearance after the 

grace period for the additional months. ... There are negative 

ramifications to a forbearance and I feel they were misleading 
when I should be eligible for deferment. Clearly an attempt to 
deceive in-school students out of their grace periods.
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No Hope for Opportunity
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Assaults on Worth

● Education debt at first seemed to offer an opportunity 
for “investments in oneself” to cultivate one’s full 

potential (Zaloom 2019). 

● But it resulted in “assaults on their worth” as “their 

dignity, honor, relative status, or sense of self [was] 

challenged” (Lamont et al. 2016: 6; also see  Wherry, 

Seefeldt, & Alvarez  2019). 

● Disrespectful, opportunistic, vile: “incredibly harassing, 
and disrespectful” ; the staff “were rude and demanding, 

not wanting to listen to [my daughter].”
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Trapped and demoralized

● “This is called financial slavery. I could be in a financial 
prison.” 

● After calling Discover Student Loans, “the guy” …  “gave 

me *false info* from the beginning… [a representative] 

there told me I could do income based repayment back in 

the Fall…. But they don’t have a recording [of our 

conversation].”

● “I can barely afford to pay for my housing and food…. 
what the heck was the point of college?”
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Discussion & Conclusion
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Future Research

● Holding amount of debt constant, how big is the effect of  relational 
damages or autonomy violations on perceived  value of student debt?

● How do student debt evaluations  vary in a random sample drawn from 

Credit Unions or others, & how do they vary by gender, race, parental 

education, type of school, whether the degree was conferred, and 

number of years past the degree?

● How might relational damages and autonomy violations be given as 

much attention as punitive damages and procedural violations? 
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