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INTRODUCTION

PURPOSE

The Canada Student Loans Program (CSLP) strives to increase client awareness of loan repayment obligations, improve the repayment rate of borrowers, reduce the cost of loan administration and improve loan portfolio performance.

The research reported here was done among CSLP borrowers who attended private institutions.  The research addressed areas surrounding client contact early in repayment, Interest Relief and other debt management tools.  Specific areas explored included:
(
Knowledge of repayment obligations and options

(
Expectations and satisfaction with the process

(
Attitudes and behaviour with respect to repaying their loan, including seeking help to repay their loan.

METHOD

Number/Location of Groups

Four 2-hour focus groups were conducted October 18-24, 2005, with two groups in each of Toronto and Calgary.

Group Size

There was a total of 30 participants, with 6 to 8 participants in each focus group.

Qualified Participants/Sample Source

Participants were recruited from lists provided by Human Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC) of CSLP borrowers who had attended a private institution.

Participants from the list also had to meet the following qualifications:

(
Had not returned to school/were not currently attending school

(
Were not employed in marketing research, the media, or by HRSDC.

Participant Incentives

Participants were paid an incentive of $70.

LIMITATIONS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

It is important to note that this research was qualitative in nature, not quantitative.  As such, the results provide an indication of participants’ views about the issues explored, but cannot be statistically generalized to the full population. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

PRIOR TO LOAN CONSOLIDATION

(
Almost all the participants recalled receiving the Consolidation Package at some point after leaving school and prior to when their first loan payment was due.  However, there were several indications that there is room for improvement in how effectively the Consolidation Package conveys information:

--
Over half the participants admitted they only skimmed the document or read parts of it.

--
Many participants did not recall seeing any information in the Consolidation Package about IR or Revision of Terms, even though there is in fact some information about each in the Package, albeit the information is limited.  The failure to notice the repayment assistance information even occurred among some participants who claimed to have read the entire document.

(
Participants were split on whether or not they signed and returned the loan agreement form.  Those who did not usually had concerns about their ability to make the payments.  Their understanding was that if they did not sign and return the document, the CSLP could not start withdrawing payments from their bank account.  Some were very surprised when payments began to be withdrawn from their account.

(
With regard to overall perceptions of the Consolidation Package, some participants said they found the Consolidation Package to be fine as is, and had no suggestions for changes.  These were mainly participants who knew they were able to make the payment amount indicated on the loan agreement form.  Participants who were concerned about making payments were more critical of the Consolidation Package in terms of ease of reading and content.


Some of the participants’ issues with the Consolidation Package included:

--
While the telephone number is easy to find, some participants did not think this was a number to call to discuss difficulties making loan payments.  The latter were concerned that calling to discuss such difficulties could lead to even greater pressure to pay.

--
A number of participants said they found the language used in the Consolidation Package difficult to read and understand.  They recalled it as being written in a legalistic, technical fashion.

--
The majority of participants did not notice the information in the Consolidation Package about IR or Revision of Terms.  In this context, many suggested the Package should have information about options for borrowers who are having difficulty making loan payments.

(
With regard to other sources of information about student loan repayment:

--
Word-of-mouth:  Word-of-mouth from other students/friends was the single most common way participants first heard about IR.  However, weaknesses of this channel include:  (a) the borrower usually does not learn much about IR, other than that it can help, and (b) there is little word-of-mouth about Revision of Terms.

--
School:  Few participants received information about student loan repayment from their school.  Indeed, some participants suggested the private institutions only care about making sure students get loans -- because this is revenue for the school -- and deliberately avoid providing information about repayment because this might scare students away.  That said, a number of participants thought that dissemination of loan repayment information via the school would be a good way to reach borrowers.

--
Website:  Few participants went to a website for information about student loan repayment, and those who did were dissatisfied with the website as a source of information.

TELEPHONE INTERACTION WITH THE SERVICE PROVIDER

(
Almost none of the participants received a proactive call from the Service Provider prior to loan consolidation.  Rather, most calls were either initiated by the borrower, or by the Service Provider because of some triggering event -- usually a missed payment.  Overall, over half the participants had telephone interactions with the Service Provider.

(
Some participants did not like the automated dialing system used by the Service Provider.  Aside from a general dislike of being “called by a machine”:

--
Some did not like being called and then put on hold for awhile before being put through to a representative.

--
Some did not like the fact that when they did reach a representative, the representative answered the phone as if the borrower had initiated the call, and did not appear to know why the Service Provider had placed the call to the borrower.

(
The perceived manner of the telephone representatives generally ranged from “acceptable” to “helpful.”


Some participants were satisfied with the experience and had no criticisms, while some others did not like some aspects of the experience and felt it could be improved.  Some examples of issues raised by participants included:

--
Long times spent on hold

--
Some telephone representatives do not seem sufficiently knowledgeable about the program

--
Telephone representatives do not consistently bring up repayment assistance options in contexts where the caller is describing financial difficulty making payments

AWARENESS AND UNDERSTANDING OF REPAYMENT ASSISTANCE OPTIONS

(
Over half of the participants had heard of IR, while the balance had not.  Most of the participants had not heard of Revision of Terms.  Participants said they would like to have been better informed about both options.

(
Among those aware of IR, understanding appeared to be quite limited, and sometimes inaccurate.

PARTICIPANT SUGGESTIONS FOR COMMUNICATION

The single most frequent suggestion for how to communicate the existence of the repayment assistance options was to put the information in the Consolidation Package.  Notably, the Consolidation Package already contains descriptions of both IR and Revision of Terms.  This has several implications:

(
Borrowers tend to have limited self-insight into how best to communicate information about loan repayment.  In particular, it appears borrowers tend to overestimate the ease of communicating information to them via the printed word.

(
Communication materials on loan repayment assistance need to be designed using a “push” approach, by which we mean (a) one should not assume the target is actively and diligently looking for the information, and (b) particular focus should be placed on the attention-getting qualities of the communication materials/method.

(
It is probably important to design a multi-faceted communication approach which uses different communication methods and venues, and perhaps including communication at different times in the life cycle of a loan.

Participants made various other suggestions, including for example the development of a pamphlet on what a borrower should do if he or she has difficulty making loan payments, and providing information sessions on student loan repayment at postsecondary institutions.  With regard to the latter, it should be noted that a few participants were skeptical that private institutions would be motivated to provide information about loan repayment, and suggested it might be more feasible if the information sessions were run by a third party.


DETAILED FINDINGS

PRIOR TO LOAN CONSOLIDATION

Level of Concern about Being Able to Start Repaying the Canada Student Loan

Participants were asked to rate their level of concern with respect to “whether and how you would be able to start repaying your Canada Student Loan.”  About half the participants said they were “very concerned”, while the other half said they were only “somewhat” or “not” concerned.

The level of concern was tied to employment status after leaving school.  Those who were working in good jobs -- which were typically jobs related to their field of study -- were less concerned about being able to start making student loan payments.  Concern was higher among those who, after leaving school, were either unemployed or underemployed (the latter typically a low-paying job not in the borrower’s field of study, taken to try to pay basic living expenses).

With regard to participants who experienced financial difficulty after they left school:

(
Some participants commented they had not expected to be in this position, and that before leaving school they were optimistic about finding a job in their field of study.  Unlike the other research Sage Research conducted with CSLP borrowers who attended public institutions, participants who attended private institutions were likely to mention that they believed they would find a good job, because the institution had assured/“promised” them job opportunities by getting a degree from the institution.  Some participants were bitter about what they believed they had been promised and the reality of the job market.  This experience by private institution borrowers may be relevant to one of the communication options discussed later -- namely, the school as a source of information about loan repayment.  

· Few participants received information about student loan repayment from their school, but many thought this would be a good communication approach.  However, some participants suggested the private institutions only care about making sure students get loans -- because this is revenue for the school -- and deliberately avoid providing information about repayment because this might scare students away.

(
Basic expenses such rent, food, and utilities take precedence over loan payments.  As some participants noted, not meeting these expenses has more immediate adverse consequences than not making a loan payment.

(
Borrowers who are working or looking for work may consider living expenses a higher priority than making student loan payments --e.g., daycare expenses, or car payments (may need a car to look for work).  Their view is that getting a good job is a higher priority than making loan payments, because the only way they can hope to pay off the loan is to get a good job.

(
Some participants had other debt in addition to a Canada Student Loan -- for example, a provincial student loan, loans from other schooling experiences, or credit card debt.  In a context of limited financial means, and inability to make payments for all of the different debts, some participants had to choose which ones to pay -- for example, paying the debt with the higher interest first.  Several participants beleived that the Government of Canada could be more lenient about late or missed payments than commercial lenders.

CONSOLIDATION PACKAGE

Recall of Receiving the Consolidation Package

Almost all participants said they received the Consolidation Package at some point after leaving school and before their first loan payment was due.  It should be noted that “Consolidation Package” is the Program’s label for this information, and not one that borrowers would necessarily use or recognize.

What was Done with the Consolidation Package

(
Approach to reading the Consolidation Package:  Less than half the participants said they read the entire Consolidation Package, while over half said skimmed it or read parts of it.


Participants who only skimmed the document or read parts of it said they only looked for information on “when and how much.”  When asked  why they only skimmed the document, several reasons were given:

--
They knew they would be able to afford to start making loan payments, so all they needed to know was when and how much.

--
The date of the first payment was several months away, and they said they would worry about whether and how to make payments when the date got closer.


For example, a few participants were focused on looking for work at the time, so that they could later make loan payments.

--
They were very concerned about their ability to make loan payments, and reading the Consolidation Package was stressful, so they did not read it all at once.


Note that this reaction is in part a comment on the writing style of the Consolidation Package and as will be described later, a number of participants felt the Consolidation Package is somewhat difficult to read and understand.

While there were participants who said they read the entire Consolidation Package, other evidence suggests that some did not actually notice all of the information provided in the package.  In particular, many participants did not recall seeing any information in the Consolidation Package about Interest Relief (IR) or Revision of Terms, even though there are in fact references to both of these in the Consolidation Package.

The participants’ approach to reading the Consolidation Package indicate that improvements need to me made when communicating information about loan repayment to borrowers.

(
Whether or not the Loan Agreement Form was Signed

Participants were split on whether they signed and returned the loan agreement form:  some did, and some did not.

Several did not sign and return the form either because they forgot or they thought the form  only had to be returned if there was a change in the information.

More often, participants did not sign and return the form because they were concerned about their ability to pay.  Their understanding was that signing and returning the form committed them to start paying on the specified date, and if they did not sign the form payments could not be withdrawn from their bank account.  Some participants were very surprised when payments began being taken from their bank account.  A few had insufficient funds in their account, and were charged additional fees by the bank.

These results suggest the Consolidation Package should contain information on the necessity of signing and returning the loan agreement form, and the consequences of not doing so.  The results also suggest a review of contact policies and programs with respect to borrowers who have not returned their loan agreement form;  as discussed later, few of the participants appeared to have received a reminder call prior to their loan consolidation date.

Reactions to the Consolidation Package

(
Overall reaction:  Some participants found the Consolidation Package to be fine as is, and had no suggestions for changes.  These were mainly participants who could make the payment amount indicated on the loan agreement form, and who -- as noted earlier -- skimmed the Package just to find out “when and how much.”


Participants concerned about their ability to make payments were more critical of the Consolidation Package, in terms of ease of reading and content.

(
Information on “when and how much”:  Most participants felt the Package was clear in conveying when the first loan payment was due, and the amount of the payment.

(
Who to contact with questions
--
Telephone:  Most participants felt the Program’s telephone number was easy to find should they need to ask questions, although a few said the phone number was not prominent enough.


However, this result has an important caveat:  while the telephone number was generally perceived to be easy to find, some participants said they would not call this number to discuss how to get help with difficulties in making loan payments.  These participants perceived the number as a method to get help with the mechanics of making the payment indicated on the form, but did not believe they could call for help if they were not able to make a payment.  Participants worried that they would get pressured to make payments if they called for help.  These participants did not know who to contact for help with difficulty making loan payments.

--
Website address:  As described later, few participants went to the website for information about student loan repayment.  By way of explanation, several participants said they did not recall the Consolidation Package as really “pushing” the website.  Rather, they recalled the telephone number as standing out more than any website address in the Consolidation Package.

(
Language level of the Consolidation Package:  A number of participants found the language used in the Consolidation Package difficult to read and understand, stating it was written in a legalistic, technical fashion.  Their difficulty with the language appeared to  discourage some borrowers from reading all of the information provided in the Package.


In a few groups, the moderator probed whether a glossary should be included in the Consolidation Package.  Participants reacted positively, saying the Package contains various financial terms with which they are not familiar, particularly given that some student loan borrowers have not had any previous experience with loans.  That said, it is our understanding the Package does already contain a glossary -- which is another indication that many people are not fully reading the entire Package.

(
Information on repayment assistance options:  Some participants recalled seeing information on IR in the Consolidation Package, and a smaller number recalled seeing information about Revision of Terms.  However, the majority of participants did not recall seeing any information about repayment assistance options in the Consolidation Package.  Indeed, the single most frequently suggested change to the Consolidation Package was to add information about repayment assistance options.  Note that the Consolidation Package does in fact contain some information, albeit in brief form, about both IR and Revision of Terms.  It appears, however, this information in its present format is not getting the attention of a number of borrowers.


Among those who noticed the reference to IR in the Consolidation Package, several said they would prefer more information be given on how IR works, and particularly on the income threshold for eligibility to receive IR.

(
Other participant suggestions for changes to the Consolidation Package:
--
Some participants made suggestions which indicated they did not understand the options outlined in the Consoliation Package for changing the loan payment amount:

(
As noted, relatively few participants noticed the reference to Revision of Terms in the Consolidation Package.  Associated with this, some participants wanted to know about the option of paying less than the amount stated on the loan agreement form.

(
Some participants said they wanted to know if they could pay more than the amount stated on the loan agreement form.

(
A few participants wanted to know whether they could make ad hoc lump sum payments.

(
Several participants said that, in addition to wanting to know about changing the loan payment amount, they wanted to know the impact of the loan term on the amount of interest that would be paid.

--
Some participants wanted the Consolidation Package to provide information about what happens if the borrower misses, or is late with, a payment.  This suggestion was made from several perspectives:

(
Several wanted to know whether they could call and ask that a payment be delayed for a short period.  It was noted that banks sometimes offer this sort of flexibility.


In this regard, one participant tried to make such a call, but was told “you should have called 3 days ago”, and said the payment was withdrawn -- resulting in NSF fees from the bank.  This participant suggested the Consolidation Package should also give specific information on the time frame during which one can call to request a delay in payment.

(
Several participants had payments taken from their bank account when there were insufficient funds to cover the withdrawal, and were charged NSF fees by the bank as a result.  They suggested the Consolidation Package should tell borrowers the loan payment will be withdrawn even if there is not enough in the account to cover it.

(
Several participants wanted to know the general impact that missing payments would have on their credit rating.  They were unsure of the consequences of missing loan payments.

OTHER SOURCES OF INFORMATION

This section comments on three other sources of loan repayment information besides the Consolidation Package and the Service Provider, namely, word-of-mouth, the borrower’s school, and the website.

Word-of-Mouth

Word-of-mouth from other student loan holders was an important source for one specific type of information -- namely, information about IR.  Word-of-mouth, and not the Consolidation Package, was the single most frequently mentioned way in which participants first learned about IR.  Some other notable features of word-of-mouth as an information channel for loan repayment are as follows:

(
There appears to be little word-of-mouth about Revision of Terms -- the other main option available to borrowers having difficulty making their loan payments.

(
Although a borrower may hear about the existence of IR via word-of-mouth, they may get little or no information from this source about eligibility criteria, when to apply, or how IR works.  This was evident in the limited understanding, and sometime misunderstanding, these participants had of IR.

These results indicate that while word-of-mouth is useful in making borrowers aware of IR, there is still a need for convenient access to clear information from the program about IR and other repayment assistance options.

Borrower’s School

As noted earlier in this chapter (see p. 5), few participants received information about student loan repayment from their school.  Indeed, some participants suggested the private institutions only care about making sure students get loans -- because this is revenue for the school -- and deliberately avoid providing information about repayment because this might scare students away.  That said, a number of participants thought that dissemination of loan repayment information via the school would be a good way to reach borrowers (see the later chapter, Participant Suggestions for Communication, for more comments on perceptions of the school as a source of loan repayment information).

Website

Only a small number of participants went to a website to try to get information about Canada Student Loan repayment.  It appears there is a tendency either to not think to do this, or to not take the initiative to do this.  Several participants suggested one reason for this might be that the Consolidation Package did not promote the website, and rather focused more on the telephone number one can call.

Among the participants who did go to a website, it is unclear which specific website they visited.  However, all were dissatisfied with the information the website provided about loan repayment.  The general complaint was that information on the site is spread across too many different screens, making it hard to find  and assemble information.

A few participants said they found the method of entry into the site to be confusing:

(
The site requires the user to indicate whether they are attending a public institution or a private institution, which is confusing if they are no longer in school and want information about loan repayment.

(
The site requires the user to indicate their province, which can be confusing if they have attended -- and have loans for -- schools in more than one province.

TELEPHONE INTERACTION WITH THE SERVICE PROVIDER

Almost none of the participants received a proactive call from the Service Provider prior to loan consolidation.  Rather, most calls were either initiated by the borrower, or by the Service Provider because of some triggering event -- usually a missed payment.  Overall, over half the participants had telephone interactions with the Service Provider.

Only a few participants received a proactive call from the Service Provider prior to loan consolidation, therefore there is not enough information to draw any conclusions about the value of receiving such calls.  But, a number of participants said that such calls could be helpful, as is noted later in the chapter, Participant Suggestions for Communication.  For reference, the following summarizes the experiences of the few participants who did receive a proactive pre-consolidation phone call and could recall it:

(
One participant found the call was a useful reminder to prepare for making payments and of the importance of repaying the loan.  The call showed “they have not forgotten about me, and are expecting to be paid.”  This participant said the telephone representative was polite.  The participant did not have any questions for the representative, as they were in a good position to begin repaying the loan.

(
One participant asked the telephone representative about IR.  The telephone representative asked some questions about income, and said they would call back about whether the borrower might be eligible for IR.  Nobody ever called back, so the participant ended up calling in order to pursue the matter.  Overall, this participant said it was helpful to have received the initial call, although they would have preferred to have received the call-back that was promised.

Automatic Dialing System

The Service Provider uses an automatic dialing system to place calls to borrowers.  Some participants said they were okay with the use of this system, while some others did not like the general idea.  The latter said they “don’t like being called by a machine”, and felt that “if you need to talk to me, then have a person call me.”  A few said that because a machine called them, they would not call back.

Some participants had negative experiences with certain aspects of the operation of the automated system:

(
A few participants received an automated call, but that even after “10 to 30 seconds” no voice speaks.  One participant thought they were receiving crank calls.  A few participants said that in general when they receive calls like this -- i.e., calls where nobody comes on the line for at least several seconds -- they perceive it as a call from a telemarketer, and hang up.

(
Several participants said that after following an instruction to press a number in order to speak to a representative, they were put on hold for a time.  They found this to be annoying, and felt it is unreasonable to be called by a machine and then put on hold before speaking to a representative.


A few participants were put on hold, and then the system disconnected before they were able to speak with a representative.


One participant evidently did not realize they were being put on hold, but instead described the experience as “pressing the number to talk to someone and then nobody comes on the line.”

(
A number of participants said they were annoyed when the system put them through to an agent, and the agent answered as if it was the borrower who initiated the call.  That is, the telephone representative did not appear to know that it was the Service Provider who called the borrower, nor did the telephone representative appear, at least initially, to know why the system called the borrower.  As a few participants put it:

Then, when a person comes on the phone, they’re like, “Hi, what can I do for you?”  No, you’re calling me.  What do you want from me?

You’re taking the time to respond to their call, and they don’t even know why they called.

Experiences Speaking with Telephone Representatives

Particpants’ views of the telephone representatives generally ranged from “acceptable” to “helpful.”

Regarding overall satisfaction with the experience, some participants were satisfied and had no criticisms, while others did not like aspects of the experience and/or they felt the experience could be improved:

(
Some participants said they waited too long on hold before speaking with a representative, including several who said they were disconnected while on hold.

(
Some participants said the representative is not always sufficiently knowledgeable.  As a result, the caller has to wait on hold while the representative talks to someone else, or the caller is transferred to another representative.


When there is a transfer to another representative, participants said it is annoying that they have to provide all their personal information again, and did not understand why this was required.


Several participants said telephone representatives do not appear to have access to information the caller may have given on a previous call.  They said that each time they called they needed to completely re-explain their situation.


Associated with the above experiences, some participants suggested they preferred having something like a “case manager” -- i.e., the ability to speak to the same person every time they call.

(
When speaking with a telephone representative about difficulty making loan payments, some participants were told about IR or Revision of Terms.  However, it appears that communication of these options by telephone representatives is inconsistent, because some participants said they were not told of any options.  The latter said the only message they received from the telephone representative was to make the loan payments.

(
A few participants said that on a call a commitment was made by the Service Provider to mail IR application forms, but that the forms were never sent.

(
A few participants said they learned of IR on the phone call and were interested in learning more and applying.  They had questions about IR, but said they were told by the telephone representative to wait to receive the IR application forms in the mail, review that material, and then call if they still had any questions.  They felt this was a reasonable suggestion.  However, the material received in the mail was hard to understand, and they did in fact have to call back.  In retrospect, they said they would have preferred it if the telephone representative had given more information about IR on the initial call.

(
Several participants said the telephone representative had a strong accent, making it difficult to understand what the representative was saying.  A few felt that the representative’s English language skills were not strong enough to understand what the caller was trying to say.

AWARENESS AND UNDERSTANDING

OF REPAYMENT ASSISTANCE OPTIONS

INTEREST RELIEF

Awareness

Over half the participants had heard of IR, while the balance had not heard of IR at the time of the focus groups.

The majority of participants who were aware of IR did not learn about its’ existence from the CSLP or the Service Provider.  This, combined  with the fact that some participants had not heard of IR, implies that new ways of communicating IR to borrowers should be considered.

The single most common way in which participants learned of IR was through word-of-mouth -- typically friends/other students.  Other non-program sources mentioned by one or a few participants included the school they had attended, a bank, or provincial loan documentation.

Among participants who first learned of IR from the Program, some saw the reference to IR in the Consolidation Package, while some learned of it when talking with the Service Provider about difficulties making loan payments -- i.e., after the borrower had started experiencing financial difficulty making payments.  None appeared to have learned about IR from the website, although few participants visited the website to get loan repayment information.

Understanding

Understanding of IR appeared to be quite limited, and sometimes inaccurate.  We suspect this is due to the often casual way in which participants learned of IR -- i.e., through word-of-mouth.  Also, it should be noted that several who saw the reference to IR in the Consolidation Package felt not enough information was provided.  Examples of limited or inaccurate understanding included:

(
Belief the borrower still has to make payments, albeit smaller ones, while on IR

(
Belief the interest owing builds up while the borrower is on IR

(
Not aware that a borrower can apply for IR more than once

(
Do not know how long IR is granted

(
Not aware that IR can be applied retroactively

Experience with IR

There was only a relatively small number of participants who had applied for IR.  However, the results are consistent with other research we have done on borrowers’ experiences with IR:

(
A few participants said the process of applying for IR went smoothly.

(
Several participants said there were problems in the application process that led to lengthening the application time:

--
Had to call several times to get the application materials

--
Documents sent in by fax were lost, and had to be resent.

--
The requested documents were sent in, and then the borrower received requests for additional documentation.  The perception was that not enough information is given about what documentation the program needs.

Revision of Terms

Awareness of Revision of Terms (the ability to make a lower monthly payment over a longer period of time) was lower than awareness of IR.  Most of the participants had not heard of the possibility of Revision of Terms.

The lower level of awareness of Revision of Terms may be due to the fact that one major source of awareness for IR is word-of-mouth.  This does not appear to be true for Revision of Terms.  If a participant had heard of Revision of Terms, it was usually from the program -- either from the Consolidation Package or from a Service Provider representative on the telephone.  However, it should be noted that most participants did not notice the information about Revision of Terms provided in the Consolidation Package, nor did the majority of participants  hear about Revision of Terms when speaking with the Service Provider.

The majority of participants who had not known about Revision of Terms said they would have liked to have known about this option.  They felt that in a situation of limited financial means, this could make it easier to continue to make loan payments.

PARTICIPANT SUGGESTIONS FOR COMMUNICATION

Results described in previous chapters indicate there is room for improvement in communication of information to borrowers about repayment assistance options.  For example, it was noted that not all participants were aware of IR, and that of those who were, the majority had learned about it only via word-of-mouth from other students/friends.  And, the majority of participants were not aware of Revision of Terms.

Focus group participants were asked for suggestions about how to effectively communicate  repayment assistance options to borrowers.  The suggestions made in the Private Borrower focus groups were very similar to those made in another recently completed research project for the CSLP, Interest Relief Focus Groups, in which focus groups were conducted with a mix of public institution and private institution borrowers.  The summary of suggestions given here is essentially the same as the summary given in the other report.

The single most frequent suggestion for how to communicate the existence of the repayment assistance options was to put the information in the Consolidation Package.  Notably, though, the Consolidation Package already contains descriptions of both IR and Revision of Terms, albeit brief ones.  Yet, the majority of participants did not notice this information in the package.  We suggest this has several implications:

(
Borrowers tend to have limited self-insight into how best to communicate information about loan repayment -- given that a number of participants recommended a method that already provides this information.  In particular, it appears borrowers tend to overestimate the ease of communicating information to them via the printed word.

(
We suggest that communication materials on loan repayment assistance perhaps need to be designed using a “push” approach, by which we mean (a) one should not assume the target is actively and diligently looking for the information, and (b) particular focus should be placed on the attention-getting qualities of the communication materials/method.

(
Based on the experience with the Consolidation Package as a communication vehicle, and the various participant suggestions detailed below, it is likely that a multi-faceted communication approach, using different communication methods and venues, and perhaps including communication at different times in the life cycle of a loan, would be more effective.  That is, while communication of information using the Consolidation Package mailed to borrowers will be very important, it may not be effective in reaching everyone, or reaching them at the right time.

The following are suggestions participants made for how to communicate information to borrowers about repayment assistance options:

(
Pamphlet/booklet on what to do if you have difficulty making loan payments

This was typically suggested as something that could be enclosed in the consolidation letter, but it could also be distributed at other times or places (e.g., when applying for a Canada Student Loan).


In a context where some participants found the current Consolidation Package hard to understand:

--
A pamphlet would stand out more than text embedded in the main consolidation letter.

--
The pamphlet would use a simpler style of language than that used in the “legal” loan consolidation agreement.  Participants suggested using “everyday English”, “plain language”, “simplified”, “basic”, “step-by-step”, and “frequently asked questions.”

--
The pamphlet would explain each assistance option, and outline the contact procedures for each option.

(
Information session at the school

As previously noted, few participants were aware of, or had attended, an information session at their school on the topic of student loan repayment.  But, many thought this would be a good idea.


That said, some borrowers were skeptical about their school providing such an information sessions.  As mentioned earlier (see p. 5), some participants suggested the private institutions only care about making sure students get loans -- because this is revenue for the school -- but deliberately avoid providing information about repayment because this might scare students away.  This led a few participants to suggest that while it would be good for the schools to hold information sessions on loan repayment, it might be more feasible if these were run by a third party, and not by the school itself.


While many thought information sessions at the school would be a good idea, some participants said they might not attend such a session while still in school:  they are too focused on school, or on finding a job when they leave school so they would be able to make loan payments.  Several ideas were discussed for how to increase the likelihood of attendance at information sessions:

--
Several participants suggested offering information sessions to borrowers who have recently graduated/left school, since those who must soon start repaying might be more motivated to attend an information session on loan repayment than borrowers who are still attending school.

--
Several participants suggested making the information session part of a regularly scheduled class.  A variation of this suggestion was not to have a presentation in class, but at least to have teachers pass out an information pamphlet on loan repayment.

--
In a few focus groups, we briefly explored reaction to the idea of making attendance at a loan repayment information session mandatory (in the sense, for example, that the school might not release grades until a person has attended a session).  Reaction to mandatory attendance was mixed:

(
Some participants liked the idea because it would “force” people to learn about making loan payments and about assistance options, even if they are not thinking about such matters or are thinking making payments will not be a problem.

(
Other participants did not like the idea of mandatory information sessions.  They viewed this as “punitive”, or said they would actually be less likely to go if they were being “forced” to go.  Some were concerned that enforcing attendance by withholding grades might interfere with people’s ability to get work, and therefore their ability to start repaying the loan.

(
Proactive call from the Service Provider prior to loan consolidation

Very few participants received a proactive phone call from the Service Provider prior to loan consolidation.  But, when the possibility was mentioned, there was quite a bit of interest in the idea -- providing the tone of the call is to provide help, and not solely to ask for payment.  This would provide the borrower with a chance to learn about repayment assistance options and to ask questions, and it would also serve as a reminder to start preparing to make payments.

(
Information about repayment assistance at the time a person applies for a student loan

Virtually none of the participants said they received any information about loan repayment at the time they applied for a student loan.  However, some participants said information should be provided at that time, for two reasons:

--
It helps the borrower understand what he or she is getting into -- i.e., it brings to the fore the obligation that the loan has to be repaid, and the possibility that the borrower may face difficulties doing so.  A few participants said they might not have borrowed so much had they known about the difficulties of repaying the loan.

--
The borrower can keep the information on file for a later time when they might need it.


Some other participants, however, said they probably would have paid little attention to information about loan repayment at the time they applied for their loan.  They said at that time they were too focused on starting school and assumed they would get a good job when they were done.

(
Have an office where borrowers can go for a face-to-face meeting to get information about loan repayment

Several participants said they would like the option of a face-to-face meeting, as they felt in some circumstances it is easier to explain one’s situation in person rather than over the phone.

(
Provide a loan “statement”

Several participants suggested borrowers should receive a “statement”, just as they receive bank or credit card statements.  The statement would play several roles:

--
Clarify the amount a borrower owes:  A few participants commented that they do not know how much they owe on their student loan.

--
Provide a reminder that student loans need to be dealt with, either by making payments or by arranging some form of assistance.

--
Provide a venue for communicating information about loan repayment assistance options.

There was some discussion of how/how often the statement should be provided, but there was no consensus.  Suggestions included monthly, quarterly, annually, or only via the website.

(
Website

The prevalence of general internet usage among young adults suggests the website could be an important communication channel for loan repayment.  However, the results indicate that it does not appear to be used for this purpose as much as it could, and that there are two challenges to increasing the effectiveness of the website as a channel of communication:

--
The website will need to provide much easier and simpler access to repayment information than what participants have experienced in the past.

--
It will be necessary to inform/remind borrowers of the existence of the website and motivate them to use it, as presently it seems to be underutilized.

OTHER RESULTS

GRACE PERIOD

Almost all participants misunderstood what happens during the grace period, and assumed, based on the name “grace period”, that no interest is charged or builds up during that time.

Reaction to the fact that interest does build up during the grace period provoked strong negative reactions among a number of participants.  They said the name “grace period” is misleading.  Participants felt that either no interest should be charged during the grace period, or that borrowers should at least be informed prior to the grace period about the fact that interest will accumulate.  Some said they might have started paying off their loan earlier had they known about the interest build-up.

DIFFICULTIES WITH ADDRESS CHANGE

Some participants reported considerable frustration with getting a change of address registered.  They would report a change of address, but for up to 4 or 5 months after, material would continue to be sent to the old address.

SUGGESTED CHANGES TO PROGRAM ADMINISTRATION

Each of the following were suggested by a few participants, based on their experiences with the program:

(
Allow payment by online banking.

(
Allow the borrower to select the day of the month on which loan payments are withdrawn from their bank account.  For example, one participant said they did not have the money for making a loan payment until the middle of the month, but that payments were always withdrawn on the first day of the month.  The result was that they were routinely late making their loan payments, and constantly receiving calls during the first half of the month after missing the payment.  Eventually they made an extra payment, so that they would not keep getting the calls.

SUGGESTED PROGRAM CHANGES

Each of the following were suggested by one or a few participants, based on their experiences with the program:

(
Consolidate all student loans, ideally into one payment


Some participants with multiple student loans said it was difficult to manage and keep track of these loans, and suggested that all student loans be consolidated so that the borrower makes just one payment per month.  This would make it easier for borrowers to manage multiple loans.


It was also suggested this could help some borrowers having financial difficulty making loan payments.  It was noted that sometimes these borrowers cannot afford to make payments on all of the their loans, and end up having to choose which ones to pay and which ones not to pay.  Providing there is some form of assistance available to these borrowers to enable them to lower their payments to manageable levels, consolidating all student loans could help them to keep all of their loans in good standing.

(
Extend the grace period, to help borrowers having difficulty finding a job in their field after leaving school.

(
In the case of a borrower who wants to apply for IR but who has missed a series of payments, allow them to add the missed payments to the principal of the loan, rather than requiring the borrower to first catch up on payments before being able to apply for IR.

(
Provide help finding work to borrowers experiencing financial difficulty because of unemployment or underemployment.


APPENDIX


RECRUITING QUESTIONNAIRE

Canada Student Loans Program Screener

Note to recruiter:  When terminating someone, say:  Thank you for your cooperation.  We already have enough participants who have a similar profile to yours, so we are unable to invite you to participate.

Hello, I’m ___________________ from R.I.S. Christie, a marketing research company.  We are organizing a research project on behalf of the Government of Canada, specifically for a department called Human Resources and Skills Development Canada. 

May I please speak with [name from list].

When you have the person on the line, re-introduce yourself as necessary, and continue.

This research project is about the Canada Student Loans Program.  We are examing people’s understanding of the student loan repayment process and of their repayment options.  We are also interested in the service you may have received from the National Student Loans Service Centre or Tricura.  The results of the research will be used to help identify ways of improving communication of information about student loan repayment.

We are phoning to invite people who have received a loan under the Canada Student Loans Program to participate in a discussion group.  The discussion will be about people’s knowledge and opinions relating to various aspects of student loan repayment.

Your participation is completely voluntary, but would be extremely helpful. If you choose not to participate, this decision will not adversely affect you in any way.  This information is being collected under the authority of the applicable privacy acts and the Canada Student Financial Assistance Act.   The full names of participants will not be provided to the government or any other third party.  May I continue?  (If “no”, thank and terminate)
I need to ask you a few questions to see if you fit the profile of the type of people we are looking for in this research this will only take a few minutes.

0)
Record gender:
	Male
	1
	Monitor quotas

	[image: image1.jpg]Female
	2
	


1)
According to the information we were given, you received a student loan under the Canada Student Loans Program.  Is that correct?

	Yes
	1
	

	No
	[image: image2.wmf]2
	Thank and terminate


2)
Are you currently attending school full or part-time?

	Yes
	1
	Thank and terminate

	No
	2
	


3)
Do you, or does anyone in your household, work in any of the following areas?  (Read list) 

	
	No
	Yes
	

	A marketing research firm
	(    )
	(    )
	If “yes” to any,
thank and terminate

	A magazine or newspaper
	(    )
	(    )
	

	The federal government  (if Human Resources and Skills Development Canada, check “yes”, otherwise check “no”)
	(    )
	(    )
	

	A radio or television station
	(    )
	(    )
	

	A public relations company
	(    )
	(    )
	

	A bank or trust Company
	(    )
	(    )
	

	Edulinx or Resolve
	(    )
	(    )
	

	A Provincial Student Financial Assistance Program
	(    )
	(    )
	


4)
Have you started repaying the loan you received under the Canada Student Loans Program?

	Yes
	1

	No
	2


Invitation

Thank you.  We would like to invite you to participate in one of our group discussions.  Refreshments will be provided, and you will be paid $70 for your participation.  The discussion will last 2 hours, and will be held:

	City/Date:
	Location:
	Time:

	Toronto

Tues., Oct. 18 
	Consumer Vision

1255 Bay Street

5th Floor , Exchange Room
	6:00 – 8:00 P.M.   (    )

8:00 – 10:00 P.M.   (    )

	Calgary

Mon., Oct. 24
	PFI Research

703 6th Avenue

Suite 500
	6:00 – 8:00 P.M.   (    )

8:00 – 10:00 P.M.   (    )


Someone from our office will be calling you back to confirm these arrangements.  Could I please have your name and phone number where we can reach you during the evening and during the day?

Name:


Address:


Evening phone:

Day time phone:


Thank you very much!

Recruited by:


Confirmed by:

The information regarding this research may be requested from HRSDC under the Access to Information Act.  The project name is Canada Student Loans program:  Private Institution Borrowers.  Instructions for making formal requests are provided in the publication Info Source, copies of which are located in local service centres of HRSDC or at the following Internet address: http://infosource.gc.ca/.

DISCUSSION MATERIALS

Private Borrower Discussion Agenda

1)
Introduction

a)
Introduce self, and explain purpose of research: This research is being sponsored by the Government of Canada.  It is a research project about the Canada Student Loans Program -- and one thing that all of you have in common is that you have had Canada Student Loans.  Our focus in this project is on people’s understanding of the Canada Student Loan repayment process and of their repayment options.  And, our particular interest is the period of time extending from around the time you left school to when the first payment would have been due.  During that time you might have been contacted by mail and/or by phone regarding your Canada Student Loan.  We’re interested in whether the information you received was clear, easy to understand, and helpful, or not so clear, easy to understand or helpful.  The results of the research will be used to help identify ways of improving communication of information about student loan repayment.

b)
Review group discussion procedures:
--
Role of moderator

--
No right or wrong answers

--
Your participation is voluntary.  The information is being collected under the authority of the applicable privacy acts and the Canada Student Financial Assistance Act.  Your full names will not be provided to any other third party.  In the report that will be written, no comments will be attributed to any one individual.

--
Audio-taping

--
Presence of observers from the Government of Canada and the National Student Loans Service Centre (NSLSC).

--
Discussion to last 2 hours 

c)
Participant self-introductions:  first name only, how long ago left school

2)
Self-completion questionnaire

Before we start discussing matters as a group, I would like you to fill in a questionnaire on your experiences and opinions relating to the communication of information about Canada Student Loan repayment.  The purpose of this questionnaire is to help you get your thoughts together before we start talking.

Review questionnaire:

(
Briefly review the two sections

(
Tell participants:

--
Don’t worry about spelling or grammar, as these are notes for yourself;  but, please do make detailed notes.

--
No talking while filling in the questionnaire

3)
Information received by mail 1 to 3 months before loan payment due (Section 1 of questionnaire)

a)
Do vote on Q.1 -- whether or not received a Consolidation Package in the mail 1 to 3 months before the first loan payment was due


If yes:

--
What did you do with it (Q.2)?  Did you read it?  skim it?  file it away for future reading?  Why?

Probe:
Did someone help you go through the information, or did you do it all on your own?

--
Was the information in the package clear, or not?  What was not clear?

--
Did it give you the information you needed, or did it not give enough information on certain things you wanted to know about?

--
Did you sign Loan Agreement and send it back, or not (Q.3)?

b)
(Ask everyone:)  With respect to the types of information described in Q.4, back at that time (1 to 3 months before the first loan payment was due) -- what other sources of information did you have about the Canada Student Loan Program?

Probes:
Websites


Information provided at the school you went to

For any other sources mentioned (except NSLSC telephone calls), ask whether they were useful, and why.

c)
(Ask everyone:)  At that time (1 to 3 months before consolidation, and before any NSLSC telephone calls), what was your level of knowledge with respect to (Q.4):

--
Repayment terms and conditions for your Canada Student Loan -- for example, when you were expected to start repaying the loan, and what the amount of the payments would be.  Was there anything else you would have wanted to know about repayment terms and conditions?

--
Who to contact if you think you might have difficulty making loan payments

Probe:
Would you contact the National Student Loans Service Centre?  Why/why not?

--
The types of assistance available from the Canada Student Loans Program if you ran into trouble repaying your loan.  Was there anything else you would have wanted to know about repayment assistance?

Probe:
Was there information about this in the Consolidation Package?  If yes, what information was provided?

Question #6:  At that time, what questions, if any, did you have about the loan repayment process and the options available to you?

d)
(Ask everyone:)  At that time (1 to 3 months before consolidation, and before any NSLSC telephone calls), what was your level of concern about whether and how you would be able to start repaying your Canada Student Loan (Q.5)?


When a person leaves school, they may not be making much money and they probably have other basic expenses like housing, transportation, and food.  Around the time the first loan was due, how important was it to you to start repaying your Canada Student Loan -- was it a high priority, a medium priority, or a low priority?  Why?  What did you think would be the consequences of not starting to pay off the loan?

4)
Pre-consolidation telephone call from the NSLSC (Section 2 of questionnaire)

a)
Do vote on Q.1 -- whether or not talked to someone from the NSLSC before the first loan payment was due

b)
Did they call you first, or did you call them initially?  How many times did you speak with them?


If they were called by the NSLSC:  As you may have noticed, the NSLSC uses a combination of an automated dialing system to make initial contact, and live agents once initial contact has been made.  Did you notice this?  What did you make of this approach -- were you comfortable with it, or not?

c)
Do vote on Q.3:  Overall, how helpful to you was the phone call in helping you understand the repayment process and the options available to you?

d)
Ask each participant to comment on the reasons for their overall reaction, including how they answered Q.4 (what was helpful or useful), and Q.5 (how could the call have been more helpful).

Probes:
Did the call have any effect on what you have done since then, or not really?


If yes, what effect did it have?


Were you able to start repaying the loan, or not?


Did the phone call come at the right time, or would it have been better if it had come earlier, or later?


Do you like the idea of getting a phone call like this?  Would you like some other method of contact, such as email or regular mail?


How was the manner of the telephone representative (e.g., were they courteous, did they seem interested in helping you understand your repayment situation, did they seem knowledgeable, did they speak clearly and use plain language)?

e)
If did not receive a call from the NSLSC:  Would you have wanted to receive a telephone call about your Canada Student Loan?  Why/why not?  Would you prefer some other method, such as email or regular mail?

f)
Do vote on Q.6:  How clear was the information provided to you on repayment terms and conditions?


What, if any, of the information given to you on repayment terms and conditions was not presented as clearly as it could be?  

g)
Do vote on Q.7:  On the phone call, were you given information on your repayment options -- that is, your options for how to make loan payments?


If “no” to Q.7:  Was this a type of information you would have wanted, or not?  If not, why not (e.g., already knew this information, or not relevant at the time)?  If yes, what sort of information would you have wanted?


If “yes” to Q.7:

--
What were you told in the phone call about what your repayment options are?

--
Was there anything unclear in what you were told about repayment options, or anything more you would have wanted to know?

Probe:
Did they talk about how to set up pre-authorized payments from your bank account?

h)
Do vote on Q.8:  On the phone call, were you given information on the types of repayment assistance available -- that is, the options open to people who may have some difficulty making loan payments?


If “no” to Q.8:  Was this a type of information you would have wanted, or not?  If not, why not (e.g., already knew this information, or not relevant at the time)?  What would you do if you were unable to make loan repayments?  If yes, why?


If “yes” to Q.8:

--
What were you told in the phone call about the types of repayment assistance available (Q.9)?

--
Was there anything unclear in what you were told about the types of repayment assistance available, or anything more you would have wanted to know?

5)
Information on types of repayment assistance available
a)
Revision of Terms
How many of you had heard or read somewhere that it is possible to change the term of your Canada Student Loan?  For example, by extending the term of the loan, you can lower the amount of the monthly payment.

If had heard of this:

--
Where did you hear about it?

--
What is your understanding of how it works?  Is there anything more you would have wanted to know about this option?

--
Did anyone make use of this option?

Ask everyone:  What is your reaction to this option -- do you think it is a reasonable option for someone having difficulty making payments?  Did you learn anything tonight about this option that would have liked to have known earlier?

b)
Interest Relief

How many of you had heard or read somewhere about something called Interest Relief for people who are having difficulty making their Canada Student Loan payments?  

If had heard of this:

--
Where did you hear about it?

--
What is your understanding of how it works?  Is there anything more you would have wanted to know about this option?

--
Did anyone apply for Interest Relief?  If yes, what was your experience?  Did you get Interest Relief?

Ask everyone:  What is your reaction to this option -- do you think it is a reasonable option for someone having difficulty making payments?  Did you learn anything tonight about this option that would have liked to have known earlier?

6)
Wrap-up on changes/improvements to communication
Thinking about the period of time from approximately when a person leaves school to when their first student loan payment is due, what should be done to help them understand what their repayment obligations are, and what their options are?  What changes or improvements could be made in how information is communicated to borrowers during this time frame?

SECTION 1:  Information received by mail 1 to 3 months before your first Loan payment was due

1)
In the 1 to 3 months before your first Canada Student Loan payment was due, you might have received information in the mail about your Canada Student Loan.  The package would have had information about when your first Loan payment was due, and a form called the Consolidated Student Loan Agreement.


Did you receive something like this in the mail?

	1
	Yes
Please answer the questions below

	2
	No
Please go to Question 4 below


2)
What did you do with this letter you received in the mail about your Canada Student Loan?  Did you:

	1
	Read all of it

	2
	Read or skim some of it

	3
	Put it aside to read at some later time


3)
What did you do with the Consolidated Student Loan Agreement form in the letter?  Did you:

	1
	Sign and return the form

	2
	Put it aside to deal with at some later time


4)
Based on what you knew about the Canada Student Loan program at that time, and what you might have read in the letter, how would you rate your level of knowledge at that time with respect to:

(
The repayment terms and conditions for your Canada Student Loan -- for example, when you were expected to start repaying the loan, and what the amount of the payments would be

	1
	Very good

	2
	Good

	3
	Not very good

	4
	Low


(
Who you should contact if you have difficulty making loan payments

	1
	Very good

	2
	Good

	3
	Not very good

	4
	Low


(
The types of assistance available from the Canada Student Loans Program if you ran into trouble repaying your loan

	1
	Very good

	2
	Good

	3
	Not very good

	4
	Low


5
At that time, how concerned were you about whether and how you would be able to start repaying your Canada Student Loan?

	1
	Very concerned

	2
	Somewhat concerned

	3
	Not concerned


6)
At that time, what questions, if any, did you have about the loan repayment process, the options available to you, and who you could contact if you had questions?

SECTION 2:  Pre-consolidation telephone call from the
National Student Loans Service Centre (NSLSC)

1)
In the 1 to 2 months before your first Canada Student Loan payment was due, you might have received a telephone call from someone at the National Student Loans Service Centre to talk about your Canada Student Loan.  Or, you might have called them.


Did you talk on the telephone with someone from the NSLSC before your first loan payment was due?

	1
	Yes
Please answer the questions below

	2
	No
Please stop here


2)
Did you talk to someone from the NSLSC once, or more than once?

	1
	Once

	2
	More than once



If you did talk to someone from the NSLSC more than once, then please focus on the first time you spoke with them when answering the questions below.

3)
Overall, how helpful to you was the phone call in helping you understand the repayment process and the options available to you?

	1
	Very helpful

	2
	Somewhat helpful

	3
	Not very helpful


4)
What, if anything, did you find most helpful or useful about the telephone call?

5)
How could the telephone call have been made more helpful?  Also, if you said that overall the call was only “somewhat helpful” or “not very helpful”, why was that?

The next several questions deal with particular topics that may have been covered in the pre-consolidation telephone call.

6)
How clear was the information provided to you on repayment terms and conditions -- for example, when you were expected to start repaying the loan, and the amount of the payment?

	1
	Very clear

	2
	Somewhat clear

	3
	Not very clear


7)
On the phone call, were you given information on your repayment options -- that is, your options for how to make loan payments?

	1
	Yes
	

	2
	No
	


8)
On the phone call, were you given information on the types of repayment assistance available -- that is, the options open to people who may have some difficulty making loan payments?

	1
	Yes
	Please answer Q.9

	2
	No
	Please stop here


9)
What were you told in the phone call about the types of repayment assistance available?  (Please be as detailed as possible)
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