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Total outstanding debt for federally backed stu-
dent loans in the United States grew from  
$229 billion in 2000 to $1.04 trillion (in con-
stant dollars) by 2020, making educational debt 
the second largest type of household debt hold-
ings after home mortgages. Forty- three million 
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households carry student debt, including 40 
percent of those headed by adults under the 
age of forty (authors’ calculation from 2019 
 Survey of Consumer Finances [U.S. Federal Re-
serve Board of Governors 2019]). Among those 
adults with student loans who are in the bot-
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tom half of the national income distribution, 
average student debt loads had come to exceed 
average annual income by 2019 (Kopparam and 
Clemens 2020).

Even as scholars and policymakers have pro-
duced a growing body of research on the finan-
cial effects of student loan obligations and re-
lated inequality (Houle and Addo 2018; 
Haughwout et al. 2019), less attention has been 
paid to the accompanying administrative bur-
dens that borrowers in the federal student loan 
repayment system face that may exacerbate the 
financial strains and disparate effects of stu-
dent debt. Building on concepts of administra-
tive burden in policy implementation (Herd 
and Moynihan 2018) and cultural capital as a 
mechanism of inequality (Lareau 2015), this ar-
ticle assesses the difficulties and inequalities 
that arise from a public- private loan servicing 
system that places the onus on individual bor-
rowers to navigate complex terms and negoti-
ate directly with private loan servicers (Brodkin 
and Majmundar 2010).

We focus specifically on take- up of federal 
income- driven repayment (IDR) plans on the 
basis of their role as the main policy mecha-
nism for mitigating affordability strains on stu-
dent borrowers. Although all nonparent federal 
student borrowers are theoretically entitled to 
participate in some type of income- based re-
payment program, these programs are widely 
understood to be characterized by underenroll-
ment and to feature high practical barriers to 
access as a result of unresponsive loan ser-
vicers, involved documentation requirements, 
and a confusing patchwork of rules (Frotman 
and Gibbs 2017; Baum and Chingos 2017; Pearl 
2021).

This article examines the relationship be-
tween high administrative burden and social 
stratification in IDR enrollment. We argue that 
by making access to repayment programs ef-
fectively conditional on individuals’ abilities to 
parse complex program terms and traverse bu-
reaucratic hassles (Sunstein 2019), the loan ser-
vicing system disproportionately hinders ac-
cess for those in more marginalized social 
positions, who bring comparatively fewer re-
sources to these administrative encounters 
(Cherlin et al. 2002; Brodkin and Majmundar 
2010; Goldstein and Wharam 2022). The result 

is that borrowers with lower socioeconomic 
status (SES) are disproportionately excluded 
from the very federal programs intended to 
help borrowers manage the costs and risks of 
debt- financed higher education.

After briefly discussing federal student loan 
repayment programs and administrative bur-
dens as a mechanism of inequality, this analy-
sis draws on qualitative text analyses of Con-
sumer Financial Protection Board (CFPB) 
complaint testimonials to describe the burdens 
that student loan borrowers experience as they 
attempt to manage repayment, interact with 
loan servicers, and access payment relief pro-
grams. The analysis reveals the variety and per-
vasiveness of administrative burdens through-
out the loan servicing system, and identifies 
key ways burdens hinder borrowers’ access to 
payment relief programs.

The analysis then quantifies disparate ef-
fects of high administrative burden on program 
participation. Using administrative data from a 
1 percent national sample of consumer credit 
reports, we estimate socioeconomic and racial 
gaps in take- up of income- driven repayment 
among the subset of borrowers who would face 
high (> 0.2) monthly student loan payment- to- 
income ratio under a standard repayment plan, 
and who thus most clearly stand to benefit from 
participating in income- based repayment.

The analysis contributes to the student loan 
policy literature by adding new empirical evi-
dence on how loan servicing operates as a 
mechanism of stratification within the finan-
cialized higher education funding system. For 
research on administrative burdens, we add 
new insights on the role of outsourced of priva-
tized service contractors as a source of burdens 
in public programs—even in the context of uni-
versalistic programs that are not subject to eli-
gibility targeting, and where policymakers have 
few incentives to ration provision.

feder Al student loAn servicing 
And rePAyment Progr Ams
Since the mid- 1990s, federal government policy 
has responded to concerns about the growth of 
student loan debt by instituting payment relief 
programs intended to mitigate the adverse ef-
fects of debt burdens on borrowers. Income- 
based repayment programs lengthen the loan 
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amortization and peg monthly payment to a 
proportion of borrowers’ discretionary income 
(typically 10 percent), with cancellation of the 
remaining balances after some period of satis-
factory payments (typically twenty or twenty- 
five years). IDR programs have seen several re-
finements and expansions since their initial 
introduction in 1995, resulting in various fla-
vors with slight variations in repayment terms 
and eligibility. All nonparent federal loans are 
eligible for at least one version of IDR (see table 
1). IDR plans all share the policy goals of mak-
ing monthly payments more manageable, in-
suring against lower than expected returns to 
higher education, and providing protection 
against labor- market shocks by allowing pay-
ments to adjust dynamically if earnings de-
cline. They thereby aim to limit the financial 
risks of individual investments in higher edu-
cation within the United States’s prevailing 
high- tuition, high- debt funding system.

Concerns about administrative barriers to 
accessing IDR have become more acute as stu-
dent debt has ballooned and its impact on bor-
rowers has become more apparent. Prior stud-
ies and policy reports suggest that confusing 

terms, noncooperative loan servicers, and 
onerous documentation requirements present 
frequent barriers to enrolling and remaining 
enrolled (Consumer Financial Protection Bu-
reau 2015; Frotman and Gibbs 2017; Baum and 
Chingos 2017; Mueller and Yanellis 2019; Con-
kling and Gibbs 2019). According to a policy 
brief by the legal education advocacy group Ac-
cessLex (2021), “the . . . consensus among 
nearly all stakeholders is that IDR has, unfor-
tunately, over time, evolved into a web of cryp-
tic and opaque options that leave too many stu-
dent borrowers behind.”

Although enrollment in IDR increased from 
less than one million prior to 2010 to nearly ten 
million in recent years (Karamcheva, Perry, and 
Yannelis 2020), around 50 percent of borrowers 
with low incomes and large loan balances still 
do not enroll. Thomas Conkling and Christa 
Gibbs (2019) report that every year, approxi-
mately 15 percent of enrolled borrowers fail to 
successfully reenroll within two months of an-
nual plan expiration and end up either in for-
bearance or default, suggesting that the drop- 
out from IDR was not purposeful. Nongraduates 
who may be in the greatest need are more 

Table 1. Summary of Income-Driven Repayment Plans for Federal Student Loans

IDR plan

Borrowers 
enrolled  

circa 2020
Program 
Began Eligibility Payment Formula

Cancellation of 
Remaining Balance

Revised Pay As 
You Earn 
(REPAYE)

3.27 million 2015 direct loans or consol-
idation loan from 
any vintage

10% of discretionary 
income (household 
AGI=150% FPL)

After 240 payments 
(undergraduate),

300 payments (gradu-
ate)

Pay As You  
Earn (PAYE)

1.5 million 2012 direct loans dispersed 
after 2012, some 
loans dispersed 
2008–2012

10% of discretionary 
income (AGI-150% 
FPL)

After 240 payments

Income-based 
repayment 
(IBR)

2.76 million 2009 FEFL loans and direct 
loans

15% of discretionary 
income (AGI=150% 
FPL)

After 300 payments

Income-
contingent 
repayment 
(ICR)

0.76 million 1993 direct loans lesser of 20% discre-
tionary income 
(AGI=100% FPL), or 
fixed 12 year amor-
tized payment

After 300 payments

Source: Authors’ tabulation.
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1. Before 2010, federally backed student loans were lent both directly and through private lenders (FEFL loans) 
with a federal guarantee. Both were governed by the same rules, but individual lenders serviced the FEFL loans. 
After 2010, all new federal loans were direct loans and private organizations were involved only as servicers.

prone to fall through the cracks (Frotman and 
Gibbs 2017). Beyond this information, however, 
we have limited knowledge about patterns of 
IDR participation (Collier, Fitzpatrick, and Mar-
sicano 2022). Even less is known about patterns 
of underenrollment among highly payment- 
burdened borrowers who would benefit from 
IDR but are not participating.

feder Al student loAn servicing
An important feature of the federal student 
loan policy is that private servicers are the con-
duits through which borrowers access federal 
relief programs for federal loans. Although 92 
percent of outstanding student loans are held 
and governed by the Department of Education, 
the federal government does not directly col-
lect payments or interact with borrowers. In-
stead, loans are allocated to contracted servic-
ing organizations, which are responsible for 
customer service and communication, pay-
ment collection, and—crucially—guiding and 
processing borrower enrollment in the various 
federal repayment programs. This means that 
administrative burdens in federal IDR pro-
grams must be understood in the organiza-
tional context of the contracted- out consumer 
creditor state (Quinn 2017). In this respect, fed-
eral student loan programs parallel federally 
backed mortgage and small business credit 
programs, many of which also rely on private 
firms as servicers and gatekeepers.

Until 2009, only one servicer for federal di-
rect loans (ACS) was in operation.1 However, 
with the winding down of the FEFL program in 
2008 and the massive expansion of federal di-
rect loan holding following the 2010 Student 
Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act, the Depart-
ment of Education began contracting with a 
stable of multiple for- profit and nonprofit ser-
vicers. During our study period up to eight of 
these were in operation, including four for- 
profits and four smaller nonprofits. With few 
exceptions, borrowers cannot choose which 
servicer their loans are assigned (for back-
ground, see Postsecondary National Policy In-
stitute 2019).

The Office of Federal Student Aid (FSA) 
oversees awarding and monitoring of servic-
ing contracts. However, FSA has little direct 
oversight over servicing operations. Instead, 
incentives are managed using performance- 
based criteria. These criteria are incorporated 
into fee rate schedules and also used to de-
termine servicers’ future loan allocations. 
 Servicers are paid a monthly fee for all non-
defaulted loans and a higher amount for per-
forming loans, which includes loans in IDR 
($2.85 per loan- month). Lesser amounts are 
paid for loans that are delinquent or in for-
bearance. Performance assessments are used 
to allocate future loans across servicers, giving 
them an incentive to meet criteria. The most 
important of these is loan default avoidance 
and delinquency avoidance, though other cri-
teria include borrowers satisfaction surveys 
and FSA manager surveys of perceived servicer 
performance.

Servicers are responsible for enrolling 
 borrowers in IDR following a request (typically 
via phone), and subsequent submission of 
 application and income certification forms.  
In theory, compensation incentives and 
performance- based loan allocation criteria in 
federal servicing contracts should give ser-
vicers an incentive to ensure that struggling 
borrowers are able to access IDR programs in 
order to heighten their chances of remaining 
current and in repayment, rather than steer-
ing them into forbearance or allowing them to 
lapse into de linquency (see Darolia and Sul-
livan 2020). However, both government and 
private watchdog reports have consistently 
documented widespread servicer failures with 
respect to federal loan repayment programs, 
despite recurrent tweaks to the servicing con-
tracts, and termination of some servicers (see 
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau 2015; 
GAO 2016; Student Borrower Protection Cen-
ter and American Federation of Teachers 
2020). As we document in the next section, 
borrowers experienced a litany of servicer- 
borne barriers to IDR enrollment across the 
study period.
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Administr Ative Burden And 
sociAl str AtificAtion
Administrative burdens represent the flipside 
of street- level bureaucracy from the perspective 
of recipients and claimants (Peeters 2019). Here 
the issue is how the informational require-
ments and bureaucratic procedures surround-
ing public programs can undermine equitable 
access to citizens by creating various hoops 
through which claimants must jump. Such bur-
dens can arise intentionally as a rationing tac-
tic on the part of either policymakers (Herd 
and Moynihan 2018) or street- level bureaucrats. 
Burdens also often emerge as unintentional 
consequences of policy design or organiza-
tional constraints. We adopt a broad conceptu-
alization of burdens to include all formal pro-
grammatic rules, organizational hassles, and 
interactional stresses and miscommunications 
that borrowers experience in managing their 
loan repayment obligations and accessing 
available programs.

Research on administrative burdens has 
tended to focus on particular recipient- facing 
requirements or program elements, which can 
be classified in terms of learning costs, compli-
ance costs, and psychological costs (Moynihan, 
Herd, and Harvey 2015). Examples include cog-
nitive and informational barriers that make it 
difficult for claimants to learn about the avail-
ability of programs; complicated paperwork 
submissions and obtrusive documentation re-
quirements that make enrollment more diffi-
cult; frequent recertification requirements with 
strict deadlines; and time and effort expended 
due to long wait times, understaffed agencies, 
and poor client services (Schanzenbach 2009; 
Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011; Bhargava and 
Manoli 2015; Mueller and Yanellis 2019; Pearl 
2021). As we show, all of these elements are rel-
evant in the IDR case.

Two additional features of the present case 
merit particular theoretical and empirical at-
tention. First is that IDR is an amalgam of pro-
grams. Four types of income- pegged repay-
ment programs were available during the study 
period, each with slightly varying provisions 
and eligibility. This patchwork of options adds 
to IDR’s complexity (Baum and Chingos 2017) 
and may thereby generate added learning 
costs, choice overload, and miscommunication 

between borrowers and servicing representa-
tives. Second is the role of organizational frac-
tures and perverse organizational incentives 
generated by a privatized servicing system (Wu 
and Meyer 2021). Organizational failures on the 
part of servicers such as lost documentation 
and misprocessing of forms may compound 
the effects of formal programmatic burdens, 
leading to problems that require redress and 
thus overcoming a secondary layer of burdens 
to rectify the initial error.

Burdens And str Atified 
Access to PuBlic Progr Ams
The second goal of this article is to estimate the 
resulting effects of the high- burden servicing 
system on disparities in borrowers’ access to 
IDR. It is widely believed that administrative 
burdens tend to exacerbate inequality within a 
given population of potential recipients or 
claimants. As Julian Christensen and his col-
leagues (2020) point out, burdens create a 
Catch- 22 insofar as the subpopulations most 
acutely in need programs are typically the least 
well equipped to navigate bureaucratic hoops 
(Cherlin et al. 2002; Greene et al. 2006), and 
hence face the greatest challenges in actually 
accessing programs. Administrative burdens 
will operate as a stratifying mechanism of ex-
clusion insofar as they strengthen the associa-
tion between sociocultural resources or status 
and program access.

We test this hypothesis in the context of 
student loan repayment by estimating socio-
economic and racial differences in take- up of 
IDR among those with high- debt payment bur-
dens, who would presumably benefit from be-
ing IDR over a standard repayment plan. We 
argue that accumulated deficits of social-  and 
cultural- capital resources among lower- SES 
and marginalized racial minority borrowers 
will leave them less well equipped to navigate 
the multifaceted knot of informational and 
administrative barriers. By contrast, higher- 
status actors will be better equipped to learn 
about IDR, navigate the documentation re-
quirements, and make claims on servicer rep-
resentatives. The high- burden process to en-
roll in IDR will thereby disproportionately 
limit access to payment relief programs for 
borrowers in more marginalized positions 
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2. The vast majority of complaints in the overall CFPB corpus are not about federal student loan serving. In fact, 
when adjusted for the relative shares of the population holding each type of debt holding the rate of complaints 
regarding federal student loan servicing is lower than that for mortgage loans, and only slightly higher than for 
auto loans.

(Ray, Herd, and Moynihan 2022), even though 
they are often the borrowers most in need of 
payment relief.

Research using small samples from the Sur-
vey of Consumer Finances (SCF) offers sugges-
tive evidence that IDR enrollment is indeed 
lower on average among low- income than 
middle- income borrowers, and lower among 
higher debt- to- income borrowers than among 
lower (Collier, Fitzpatrick, and Marsicano 
2020). However, the SCF samples are too small 
to assess variation in enrollment by borrower 
traits among borrowers with high loan pay-
ment burdens. Meanwhile, Conkling and 
Gibbs (2019) use the CFPB’s large- N consumer 
credit panel to provide a detailed description 
of the characteristics and experiences of IDR- 
enrolled loans. Their analysis, however, does 
not include indicators of borrowers’ socioeco-
nomic status. Finally, using Department of Ed-
ucation administrative data and imputed life-
time incomes, Nadua Karamcheva, Jeffrey 
Perry, and Constantine Yannelis (2020) report 
that take- up of IDR, which they define as ever 
being enrolled in IDR at any time, is greater 
among both lower- income and high- debt bor-
rowers across the full population of borrowers. 
However, their analysis does not assess how 
participation rates vary by socioeconomic sta-
tus or race among borrowers with high debt- 
payment- to- income ratios.

We consider this to be the key study popula-
tion for assessing the extent to which high ad-
ministrative burdens disparately impede pro-
gram access, because this is the subset of 
borrowers for whom the financial benefits of 
participating in IDR are least ambiguous. In 
other words, our analysis shifts the focus away 
from the question of who participates in the 
IDR program to ask instead who participates 
among those who would benefit from partici-
pating.

We expect that those highly indebted federal 
loan borrowers in more marginal positions, in-
dexed by income and race, will show lower 
rates of enrollment.

methods And rese Arch design
We use a mixed- method research design. The 
qualitative portion of the analysis describes 
 obstacles that borrowers encounter as they 
 traverse the organizational and programmatic 
terrain of federal loan repayment, with a par-
ticular focus on those that bear on repayment 
program enrollment. The quantitative analysis 
then tests the extent to which these barriers 
jointly produce social stratification in program 
participation.

quAlitAtive dAtA And methods
The qualitative analysis draws on publicly avail-
able, full- text consumer complaint data from 
the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. 
The growth of complaint databases worldwide 
has led to various efforts to leverage these data 
sources for both social scientific and regulatory 
policy purposes (OECD 2020). Although very 
little work has used consumer complaint data 
specifically to study administrative burdens, 
these data offer a large- scale source of informa-
tion regarding the obstacles that federal stu-
dent loan borrowers face in managing repay-
ment. Although CFPB complainants necessarily 
represent a selective subpopulation of borrow-
ers, given that filing a report is itself a form of 
claims- making, the content of the accounts al-
lows us to understand in greater detail the 
range of hassles, negotiations, misunderstand-
ings, and administrative disjuncts from which 
access- limiting administrative burdens tend to 
arise.2

The relevant population of complaints cov-
ers all servicing and repayment- related claims 
regarding federal students loans from July 2013 
through February 2020, coinciding with the on-
set of the COVID- 19 pandemic in the United 
States. Specifically, the complaint pool is de-
fined by restricting the universe of all CFPB 
complaints to those self- classified by complain-
ants via screening questions as meeting two 
categorical criteria. The first of these is related 
to federal student loans: subproduct type is loan 
or loan debt or loan servicing. The second is 
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3. After classifying their complaint using predefined menu choices, CFPB complainants are asked to describe, 
in a short narrative field, the nature of problem.

related to problems repaying student loan 
debts or problems with loan servicers, as op-
posed to problems getting a loan or ancillary 
problems with credit reports such as identity 
theft: issue type is a problem with paying debt 
or problem with a loan servicer or incorrect in-
formation or false statements.

These restrictions yielded a total of 15,512 
complaints. We then selected an analytic sub-
sample of 1,187 complaints for detailed quali-
tative coding based on calendar days of the 
month, of which 505 included a narrative de-
scription. This narrative field is our main 
source of textual data.3

We use a coding scheme (see appendix) to 
describe the administrative burdens reported 
in the text field along several dimensions. This 
coding was developed with the aim of under-
standing borrowers’ administrative challenges 
with loan repayment in general, not solely with 
respect to IDR. Although the built- in complaint 
type categories are useful for screening pur-
poses and to understand how borrowers them-
selves classify issues, they are analytically limit-
ing because many repayment problems are 
more multifaced than the CFPB’s exclusive is-
sue categories can convey. Based on a recoded 
sample of 1,200 student loan servicing com-
plaints, Jason Delisle and Lexi West (2019) claim 
that only 44 percent of ostensibly service-related 
complaints invoke a problem that is purely 
within the control of the servicer. Their results 
highlight the cross- cutting nature of burdens 
that often implicate both programmatic fea-
tures and poor performance by administering 
organizations.

Capturing information about administrative 
burdens from the texts of consumer com-
plaints carries certain methodological chal-
lenges. First, identifying administrative bur-
dens from consumer complaint texts requires 
extracting information from documents col-
lected for different purposes (Salganik 2016). 
The particular nature of complaint data means 
that the narrative description focuses on griev-
ances. Although the complaint texts typically 
reference to certain types of burdens (such as 
those related to document processing errors or 

servicers’ failures to redress other problems), 
key background information about other types 
of burdens that precipitated the focal problem 
may be mentioned only in passing. Meanwhile, 
burdens that result from high informational 
costs and consequent borrower confusion 
about program requirements or loan terms 
might not be stated explicitly but must instead 
be inferred from the testimonial.

Second, relying on self- selected complaints 
to capture experienced burdens means that 
certain types of burdens will likely be under-
represented. Borrowers may be unfamiliar with 
terminology, lack programmatic awareness, or 
not have the organizational vantage to articu-
late the source of the problem. Understanding 
the bureaucratic categories through which to 
articulate claims is itself endogenous to the ad-
ministrative burdens borrowers must over-
come. We address this issue by coding the 
vague, or confused, or nonspecific complaints 
as their own substantive category rather than 
simply as sparse data cells. These are the peo-
ple who are confused and do not know where 
to begin in terms of claims- making and resolv-
ing repayment problems.

Likewise, selectivity in terms of the types of 
borrowers who lodge complaints could poten-
tially skew conclusions about the types of bur-
dens that are most prevalent within a given in-
stitutional context. Using community- level 
ecological data for several large consumer com-
plaint databases including CFPB, Devesh Raval 
(2020) shows that higher education, more ur-
ban, and more heavily Black- populated zip 
codes lodge complaints at a higher rate per cap-
ita. Notably, these elevated rates of complaints 
are especially pronounced in the CFPB relative 
to the Federal Trade Commission and Better 
Business Bureau databases, though the same 
racial pattern appears for complaints related 
specifically to financial services across all data-
bases. Given that Black borrowers are known 
to face higher rates of default and challenges 
repaying federal student loans (Haughwout et 
al. 2019), Raval’s findings provide some reassur-
ance that this group is reasonably well repre-
sented within the corpus of complaints.
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4. Our main analysis defines high loan- payment burdened borrowers as those who would be in the top 40 per-
cent of monthly payment- to- income ratio under a standard repayment plan.

5. Before being provided to the UCCCP, records were stripped of any information that might reveal consumers’ 
identities, such as names, addresses, and Social Security numbers.

Finally, one interpretive caveat is that we are 
relying on narratives from the complainant. We 
cannot verify the facticity of each complaint—
only how the situation is perceived. Some of 
these depictions could likely be debated by ser-
vicers, and some might not withstand a foren-
sic accounting. Nonetheless, they do provide a 
vantage to understand how borrowers experi-
ence burdens in the loan servicing system.

quAntitAtive dAtA And methods
Having shown pervasive burdens surrounding 
IDR, the quantitative analysis then estimates 
the resulting social stratification in participa-
tion rates. It is important to emphasize here 
that our design does not directly measure 
individual- level exposure to learning, compli-
ance, or psychological costs. Instead, based on 
the qualitative analysis, we presume that these 
burdens are a ubiquitous feature of the IDR 
program. We then indirectly capture their joint 
impact on disparate program exclusion by ana-
lyzing associations between income- race and 
IDR enrollment within the subpopulation of 
debt- burdened borrowers who would hypothet-
ically face a high payment- to- income ratio un-
der a standard repayment plan.

We define high loan- payment- to- income 
burden as greater than 20 percent of total 
monthly income, a subgroup that corresponds 
almost exactly to the top four debt- to- income 
deciles of the federal borrower population. 
These are borrowers whom we can reasonably 
assume would stand to benefit from participat-
ing in an income- based repayment plan, which 
reduces the monthly payment to a more afford-
able 10 percent of discretionary income.

The logic of this approach rests on the fact 
that significant numbers of high payment- 
burdened borrowers exist across the income 
and race distributions (see figure A.1).4 This al-
lows us to examine social stratification of pro-
gram access within this highly debt- burdened 
population. This approach to defining the ana-
lytic sample population is necessarily 
assumption- laden insofar as we are presuming 

that borrowers with payments in excess of 20 
percent of monthly income would be better off 
with lower monthly loan payments. However, 
we find substantively identical results when us-
ing more stringent cutoffs of 30 percent or 40 
percent.

To maximize the robustness of our findings, 
our analysis draws on two separate restricted- 
use datasets. Each of these have mutually com-
pensating strengths and limitations.

University of California Consumer 
Credit Panel Data
The first analysis draws on credit data from the 
University of California Consumer Credit Panel 
(UCCCP), which is based on a 1 percent na-
tional longitudinal sample of U.S. adults with 
credit records from 2004 to 2019. UCCCP re-
ports tradeline- level (loan- level) records on a 
quarterly basis and includes the credit records 
of the household members of those sampled. 
The data originates from Experian, one of the 
three nationwide consumer reporting agen-
cies.5 The UCCCP is similar to other consumer 
credit panels built by the Federal Reserve Bank 
of New York and the Consumer Financial Pro-
tection Bureau.

We follow an approach similar to that of 
Conkling and Gibbs (2019) in restricting the 
analytic sample to include only those student 
loans that are presumptively eligible for IDR 
enrollment. First, we removed all noneduca-
tion loans using the account type indicator. We 
then filtered nonfederal private loans and Par-
ent Plus loans, neither of which are eligible for 
income- based repayment, by dropping any 
loans with cosigners or joint debtors using 
Equal Credit Opportunity Act fields. We also 
further filtered private loans by dropping loans 
for which the initial term duration is too short 
to be a federal loan. Finally, we drop loans that 
are in default, deferment, or otherwise not in 
repayment. Our analysis is confined to the pe-
riod from 2010 to 2019 because we have that 
information on borrowers’ residential location. 
However, accrued debt from loans originated 
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6. We use 3.4 percent because it is the lowest interest rate for any type of subsidized or unsubsidized federal 
student loan from any vintage prior to 2020.

7. Substantively identical results are obtained when using state- normalized block- group income deciles.

8. Fixed interest rates for federal loans differ by vintage of origination, and also by lending program. Unsubsidized 
rates for direct undergraduate loans ranged from 3.8 to 6.8 percent between 2006 and 2020.

in earlier years are incorporated into the mea-
sures.

We treat a borrower as being enrolled in IDR 
in a given quarter if any of their eligible federal 
loans are in IDR. Because repayment plan sta-
tus is not directly reported in the credit data, 
we identify IDR enrollment using the reported 
term duration for the loan. This figure should 
be set to 240 or 300 months for loans enrolled 
in the Repaye, Paye, income- based repayment 
(IBR), or IDR programs (Consumer Data Indus-
try Association 2020), reflecting the longer re-
payment period for loans in these plans relative 
to those in the standard 120- month term. Be-
cause we suspect that some servicers fail to up-
date the term duration field when borrowers 
enroll in IDR, we also recoded loans as being 
in IDR by using a simple amortization formula 
to identify those for which the scheduled 
monthly payment obligation is less than the 
amount that would be owed based on the loan 
balance, the remaining term period, and a con-
servative 3.4 percent interest rate.6

One downside of credit report data is the 
lack of direct household income measures. We 
proxy borrowers’ household income level by 
drawing on the UCCCP’s residential census 
block linkage. We applied census block- group 
medians, which we constructed by averaging 
across the 2015 and 2019 five- year ACS esti-
mates. Census block groups are small subunits 
of tracts, typically comprising approximately a 
thousand persons. Proxying household status 
using census data on small area aggregates is 
a long- standing practice in fields such as health 
research. Although block- group medians are 
more precise proxies of actual household in-
come than larger geographies such as zip codes 
or tracts, heterogeneity within block groups 
means that this procedure is still subject to a 
nontrivial degree of measurement error 
(Soobader et al. 2001; Moss et al. 2021). Such er-
ror will have an attenuating effect on our esti-
mates of the association between borrower so-
cioeconomic status and program participation, 

thereby rendering our hypothesis test conser-
vatively biased against finding a relationship.7

Similarly, we use the proportion of Black res-
idents in a census block group as a proxy for 
racial marginalization. Numerous studies have 
found that Black borrowers tend to experience 
significantly worse outcomes across most fac-
ets of student lending than other groups, mak-
ing this a theoretically salient indicator of ra-
cial marginalization. Analyses based on this 
neighborhood racial composition metric 
should be interpreted cautiously, given the dif-
ficulties of predicting borrower categorical 
traits from credit report geolocations (Con-
sumer Financial Protection Bureau 2015). Read-
ers should also bear in mind that because 
Blacks are a racial minority, only those blocks 
groups in the top 24 percent of the Black distri-
bution have majority Black populations.

We measure actual monthly payment bur-
dens using the account payment amount field. 
We measure borrowers’ hypothetical monthly 
payment burden under a standard repayment 
plan using an amortization formula with an as-
sumed interest rate corresponding to the rate 
for unsubsidized federal direct Stafford loans 
in the relevant vintage of origination.8 For loans 
with less than 120 months remaining, the stan-
dard payment calculation is based on the ac-
tual remaining loan term. For loans in IDR, the 
counterfactual standard calculation is based 
on a 120- month remaining term. In cases where 
borrowers have multiple federal student loans, 
actual and hypothetical monthly payment mea-
sures are aggregated to the borrower- quarter 
level.

Figure A.1 shows boxplots of the (counter-
factual) distributions of monthly loan payment- 
to- income ratios under a standard repayment 
plan by population deciles of block- group me-
dian income, and deciles of block- group per-
centage Black residents. The graphs show that, 
among all federal loan borrowers, a greater rel-
ative share of those in lower- income and more 
heavily Black census blocks would face unaf-
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fordable monthly payments in the absence of 
income- based repayment. Crucially, however, 
at least some borrowers have high hypothetical 
monthly payment obligations across the in-
come and race distributions. For the main anal-
ysis, we focus on the subsample of borrowers 
who would face a monthly loan payment- to- 
income ratio greater than 0.2 under a standard 
repayment plan, but we also find similar results 
using more restrictive cutoffs.

Beginning Postsecondary Students 
Longitudinal Study Data
We also supplemented the UCCCP analysis 
with a parallel analysis of a sample drawn from 
the Department of Education’s Beginning Post-
secondary Students Longitudinal Study (Dud-
ley et al. 2020). Whereas the UCCCP provides 
information on a large nationally representa-
tive sample of federal borrowers on a quarterly 
basis over a ten- year span, the BPS is limited to 
a single cross- sectional observation for a single 
cohort of students who exited college quite re-
cently. The one advantage of the BPS survey 
over the UCCCP data is that we can measure 
income and race directly rather than with 
census- based proxies, which significantly re-
duces measurement error.

The BPS cohort is composed of a national 
sample of students who began college in 2011–
12 and were interviewed again six years later. 
The BPS data also contain administratively 
linked loan- level data for each respondent from 
the National Students Loan Data System. As 
with UCCCP, we remove borrowers who were 

still enrolled or otherwise not in repayment 
circa 2018. As with the UCCCP, we model the 
association between income and participation 
in the BPS using rank deciles in order to avoid 
linearity assumptions. Here, however, the de-
ciles are based on the 2017 income distribution 
among federal borrowers from the 2011–12 en-
tering cohort, rather than the national distribu-
tion of all census block groups.

quAlitAtive AnAlysis of 
cfPB comPl Aints
In this section, we describe the nature and 
prevalence of burdens that borrowers experi-
enced in the course of managing their student 
loan repayments. Examples drawn from the 
qualitative data focus primarily, but not exclu-
sively, on testimonials that explicitly highlight 
the relevance of the burden for impeding en-
rollment in IDR plans.

Figure 1 shows the overarching categories 
into which the coded complaints fall. The 
mean number of overarching burden types per 
complaint was 1.9. The most common source 
of reported burden involves miscommunica-
tion or noncommunication from servicers. The 
majority of all coded complaints indicate some 
sort of difficulty that arises from a communi-
cation failure. The next most prevalent types 
arise from organizational coordination failures 
and from servicer procedural errors. Although 
borrowers varied in their abilities to describe 
problems in the precise administrative jargon, 
relatively few complaints were simply vague 
missives or confused pleas.

Figure 1. Frequency of Overarching Categories of Burdens Described in Complaints

Source: Authors’ tabulation from coded sample of CFPB complaints regarding federal student loan re-
payment (Consumer Financial Protection Bureau 2021).
Note: Nonexclusive codes, N = 505 testimonials.
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Figures 2 and 3 show the subtype break-
downs for communication failures and organi-
zational failures, respectively. Communication 
problems between borrowers and servicers 
took several forms, each of which have some 
role or relevance in impeding borrowers’ access 
to IDR. As seen in figure 2, the most common 
subtype of communication problem was a per-
ceived lack of responsiveness by servicers when 
borrowers sought information or assistance. 
Although servicer nonresponsiveness typically 
revolved around repayment problems not di-
rectly related to IDR, it did sometimes hinder 
IDR participation when borrowers sought con-
firmation from the servicer that their enroll-
ment documents were in order, only to learn 
much later about a problem, costing the bor-
rower several months of additional time in for-
bearance or making unaffordable payments.

More directly relevant are the second and 
third subtypes. Servicers’ failure to communi-
cate IDR plans as an option was implicated in 
more than 20 percent of all the coded docu-
ments. In most of these cases, borrowers called 
to request a lower monthly payment amount, 
and were steered into interest- accruing for-
bearance instead of IDR. Forbearance- steering 
has been well documented and was the basis 
of a lawsuit by the CFPB and several state at-
torneys general against the loan servicer Navi-
ent (Lewis and Vanatko 2019). Given that ser-
vicers receive greater monthly fee revenue for 
loans in IDR than for those in forbearance, the 
forbearance- steering phenomenon more likely 
results from intraorganizational failures in 
which understaffed street- level bureaucrats in 
servicer organizations seek to avoid the more 
time- consuming processing of IDR enrollment. 
Either way, forbearance- steering effectively 
heightens the learning costs borrowers face. 
These cases typically appear in the complaint 
data ex post facto when frustrated borrowers 
later realize they would have been  better off in 
an IDR plan. As one borrower bemoaned,

I sheepishly relinquished the ball to Navient 
and their predecessor Sallie Mae for more 
than sixteen years and as of today, my balance 
is nearly the same as it was on day one. If the 
executive leadership at Navient or their pre-

decessor Sallie Mae had any ethics whatso-
ever, they would have informed me that an 
income- based repayment plan was my best 
option. This option was never discussed with 
me until all my deferments and forbearances 
had been exhausted! Why did you wait until 
2018 when all my deferments and forbear-
ances had been exhausted to tell me about the 
income- based repayment plan? Why did the 
company’s representative convince me that 
forbearance and deferments were my best op-
tion when in fact an income- based repayment 
plan would have resulted in my loans being 
paid in full more than five years ago? (empha-
sis added)

Even when borrowers are aware of IDR and 
explicitly request enrollment, additional com-
munication breakdowns can arise that make it 
difficult for borrowers to acquire answers to 
questions or other necessary information.

I have been involved in a multimonth process 
for IDR to go in effect on both mine and my 
wife’s loan. I am required to take time off of 
work and go through a one- hour plus process 
waiting on call center representatives. Infor-
mation is not consistent and already compli-
cated processes are made more challenging 
by XXXX’s antiquated infrastructure. Their 
self serve options are nonexistent. They have 
no texting or mobile functionality I experi-
ence in every other financial services indus-
try. Very simple notifications via text would 
have prevented 99 percent of my issues. As a 
citizen, I am troubled by the waste that con-
founds our already insurmountable student 
loan debt.

One particularly common communication- 
related complaint involves alleged failure by 
servicers to transmit the necessary paper forms 
to complete IDR enrollment or to inform bor-
rowers of problems with previously submitted 
documents. Borrowers’ formal requests to en-
roll in IDR thus often fail to result in actual en-
rollment. For instance, one borrower com-
plained how it was a bureaucratic struggle to 
acquire the paperwork needed to complete en-
rollment:
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Figure 2. Frequency of Administrative Burdens from Communication Problems Between Borrowers 
and Servicers

Source: Authors’ tabulation from coded sample of CFPB complaints regarding federal student loan re-
payment (Consumer Financial Protection Bureau 2021).
Note: Nonexclusive codes, N = 505 testimonials.
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Since consolidating my loans I have had a lot 
of difficulty in obtaining an affordable 
monthly payment. I have called and been left 
on hold for long periods of time. I have also 
actually spoken with representatives that may 
give me options on the phone, place my loans 
in forbearance, and then claim I will receive 
documents in the mail to complete to finalize 
the lower payment based on my income. How-
ever, I never get the revised documents nor 
can I locate them on the website. This is fac-
toring into my debt- to- income ratio and has 
prevented me from qualifying for new credit 
and also makes it appear I can not afford very 
much. Based on my current loan payment, 
which is well over [$1,000], I can not afford 
anything. I need help. (emphasis added)

Organizational coordination problems are 
the second most common generic category af-
ter communication problems (see figure 3). 
Within this category, the most prevalent sub-
type involves intraorganizational breakdowns 

between subunits. This typically occurs when 
servicer representatives take actions or dis-
pense advice at cross- purposes with one an-
other, or when a servicer representative’s ac-
tions in response to one issue have unintended 
consequences, generating further knock- on 
burdens that must be overcome to keep the 
loan in good standing.

Figure 3 also highlights the high frequency 
of burdens that arise from interorganizational 
breakdowns. Loan migration problems are in-
stances when transfers of loan servicing re-
sponsibility between organizations, typically as 
a result of contract changes with the Depart-
ment of Education, unexpectedly upset borrow-
ers’ repayment arrangements. Loan transfers 
are often accompanied by system integration 
errors that cause borrowers to be erroneously 
unenrolled from repayment plans, and thereby 
exposing borrowers to an array of new burdens 
in order to reenrolled. One borrower explained 
how they were ultimately unable to retain their 
prior payment plan:
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The problems began when my balance was 
transferred from my original lender, [Servicer 
1], to [Servicer 2]: I was not provided notice 
of this transfer until after the fact, and two of 
my monthly payments went to the original 
lender, which was very difficult to get cor-
rected. More important, once it came time to 
recertify for the IDR, which I was enrolled in 
through [Servicer 1], I encountered one issue 
after another with [Servicer 2]. The deadline 
had passed due to issues on [Servicer 2]’s 
end, being unable to process requests due to 
high volume at that time. When the recerti-
fication request finally was processed, it was 
denied; the reason stated on the website was 
that certain documentation was missing. I 
submitted the documentation and the re-
quest was denied again. In attempting to re-
solve these issues, I had multiple calls with 
[Servicer 2] reps, all of whom were unhelpful. 
My IDR request was finally “approved,” but 
with an increased monthly payment [from 
$86.00 to $320.00], even though my total 

household income and dependent informa-
tion hadn’t changed. . . . According to [Ser-
vicer 2], because the initial payment amount 
of $86.00 was set up through [Servicer 1], 
[Servicer 2] has no record of the original IDR 
calculation and no way of obtaining it. This 
left me with no choice but to request for-
bearance for the maximum time period, 
which has now passed and left me with an 
absurdly increased monthly bill that I can-
not afford.

Although our tabulations focus on univari-
ate frequencies, the majority (66 percent) of 
complaint testimonials with any type of bur-
den involved a convergence or layering of mul-
tiple distinct burdens. In some cases, the ef-
fects of multiple burdens appear additive in 
that borrowers overcome one burden only to 
be stymied by another. In other cases, the ef-
fects are multiplicative in that they compound 
upon one another. One borrower recounted an 
especially Kafka- esque instance. This example 

Figure 3. Frequency of Administrative Burdens from Organizational Coordination Breakdowns

Source: Authors’ tabulation from coded sample of CFPB complaints regarding federal student loan re-
payment (Consumer Financial Protection Bureau 2021).
Note: Nonexclusive codes, N = 505 testimonials.
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9. More than 49 percent of all coded complaints concern issues related to IDR.

does not concern IDR enrollment directly but 
does illustrate the cascading effects of a single 
coordination error. In this case, a Navient rep-
resentative’s instructions about how to cancel 
an accidental extra payment inadvertently ac-
tivated a fraud prevention system (an intraor-
ganizational coordination error), which in 
turn made it impossible for the borrower to 
make any future loan payments from her 
bank. The process of resolution confronted 
her with the additional burden of having to 
liaise between her bank and the servicer, 
which we refer to as organizational interlock, 
and follow up with additional phone calls after 
Navient failed to process the initial letter from 
the bank, that is, a procedural error. Alto-
gether, the borrower had to make at least eight 
phone calls and secure multiple bank valida-
tion letters in order to resume repayment and 
remain in good standing. As she concluded in 
at the end of a long and exasperated complaint 
to the CFPB, “It should not be difficult to make 
a payment for your student loans when you 
want to make a payment!! And I’m supposed 
to deal with them for the next thirty- plus 
years???? Not to mention they put me into a 
very unnecessary ‘administrative forbearance’ 
without my permission, trying to get more 
money from me! . . . I have done everything 
that has been asked of me. I am trying to make 
timely payments and should be able to do so 
without having to jump through a thousand 
hoops each time.”

Although somewhat unusual in its convolu-
tions, this example illustrates the common 
phenomenon whereby multiple burdens co- 
occur and compound. A borrower with less te-
nacity and bureaucratic capability would likely 
have found herself either in a longer period of 
interest- accruing forbearance, or credit- 
undermining delinquency. More broadly, the 
case also highlights the degree to which federal 
loan repayment policies not only impose a dis-
ciplinary regime on borrowers (but see Soss, 
Fording, and Schram 2011) but also de facto re-
quire borrowers to take on the additional bur-
den of monitoring servicers and resolving 
servicer- induced errors.

imPlicAtions for Administr Ative 
e xclusion from idr
The administrative burdens tabulated illus-
trate both the range and frequency of learn-
ing, compliance, and psychological- hassle 
costs throughout the loan repayment process. 
As the complaint testimonials articulate, 
these costs can substantially impede borrow-
ers’ access to repayment programs.9 Specifi-
cally, accessing and remaining in IDR requires 
overcoming impediments at three junctures: 
learning about the program and requesting 
enrollment; successfully submitting applica-
tion and income documentation forms and 
following up in cases of errors or lost docu-
mentation; successfully recertifying one’s 
 income each year. At each stage, borrowers 
face a risk of being overwhelmed by complex 
terms, having to parse inconsistent informa-
tion from servicer representatives; having to 
grapple with frequent errors; and having to de-
vote significant time to overcoming the forgo-
ing burdens.

In some cases, the cumulative effect of bur-
dens clearly serves to exclude borrowers from 
IDR altogether. As one typical complainant 
notes,

I have been trying for YEARS to get Fedloan 
servicing to set up a income- based repay-
ment. . . . For some reason it is always stalled 
out, or can’t be processed, or needs more doc-
uments, or a signature is missing, even 
though I am doing everything they ask or tell 
me. I keep having to put my loans in forbear-
ance which accrues interest and nothing is 
ever resolved. I have spent hours on the 
phone, I’ve tried the website, it just never 
works. This is the most ridiculous process I 
have ever seen. I am certain I am not the only 
person having this problem. Please help.

Yet even as burdens operate as mechanisms 
of exclusion for some, other borrowers are able 
to surmount obstacles with minimal harm be-
yond some time and inconvenience. As one 
borrower complained on noticing an erroneous 
change in her IDR payment amount,
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payment is much lower than I’ve ever paid, 
but my family size and income have remained 
the same XXXX—called to make sure XXXX 
payment amount is correct ; account rep said 
my family size was incorrectly input as XXXX. 
Account rep says that it was probably an input 
error. . . . Now, I have to resubmit my XXXX 
application with correct family size (which is 
nothing, because it’s just me), even though it 
was their fault, and I had to figure it out. (em-
phasis added)

Such cases illustrate variability in borrow-
ers’ abilities to overcome burdens. All borrow-
ers face an administrative gauntlet in the fed-
eral loan servicing system, but some manage 
to navigate these situations in a relatively low- 
cost way. Meanwhile, others find themselves 
unable to access relief programs or to resolve 
initially small problems before they compound 
into significant financial harms. The analysis 
in the next section examines whether the com-
bined effect of these burdens disproportion-
ately impedes program participation as a func-
tion of socioeconomic status and race.

comBined effects of 
Administr Ative Burdens 
on str Atified Access to 
rePAyment Pl Ans
Table 2 shows the UCCCP results from logistic 
models of IDR enrollment among borrowers in 
the top 40 percent of monthly payment- to- 
income burden under a standard plan. These 
are pooled sample models, with year- fixed ef-
fects and borrower- clustered standard errors.

Consistent with these hypotheses, highly in-
debted borrowers residing in higher- income 
blocks are significantly more likely to be en-
rolled in IDR plans than those in lower- income 
blocks. The odds ratios in column one of table 
2 indicate a positive, nearly linear relationship 
between income and the odds of being enrolled 
in IDR. For those in the top three income de-
ciles, the odds of being enrolled are twice as 
great as for those in the bottom (baseline) in-
come decile.

The top panel of figure 4 shows the esti-
mated results from model 1, converted into 
 estimated mean probabilities over the full 
 sample period. In additional unreported spec-

ifications we further tracked the evolution of 
stratified take- up over time. These models 
show marked stability in the relative income 
differentials over the period from 2010 to 2020, 
even as overall participation in IDR increased.

The results in table 2 also show evidence of 
a negative relationship between racial composi-
tion (percentage Black) and IDR participation. 
This relationship, however, is nonlinear. As seen 
in models 2 and 3, only within the top decile of 
percentage Black census block groups do high- 
debt borrowers show significantly reduced odds 
of being enrolled in IDR. As seen in model 2, 
those in the top decile have 34 percent lower 
odds of being enrolled in IDR than high- debt 
borrowers in the lowest percentage Black resi-
dential locations, although this estimate atten-
uates to an estimated 22 percent reduction in 
model 3. Notably, the persistence of both asso-
ciations in model 3 suggests that the income 
and racial profiles of borrowers’ neighborhoods 
are each independently associated with the like-
lihood that borrowers can successfully sur-
mount the obstacles to enrolling in IDR.

Table 3 shows the results from comparable 
specifications on the BPS data sample, which 
includes individual- level rather than census 
proxy measures of borrower income and race. 
These analyses confirm the strong positive re-
lationship between borrower income and IDR 
take- up among highly indebted borrowers, the 
highest rates of take- up appearing in the upper- 
middle portions of the borrower income distri-
bution. In fact, the income gradient in the BPS 
sample is much steeper, those in the eighth in-
come decile exhibiting odds of IDR participa-
tion more than 3.8 times greater than in the 
bottom income decile. This larger differential 
likely reflects the effects of measurement error 
attenuation in the UCCCP, and also perhaps 
differences between the two sample popula-
tions.

The BPS analysis shows evidence of a sig-
nificant relationship between race and IDR 
take- up. The point estimates for Blacks and 
Hispanics are positive relative to Whites, 
whereas those for Asians are negative in model 
2 and model 3. The positive for Black borrowers 
in the BPS differs from the UCCCP results, 
which showed lower take- up among borrowers 
in high percentage Black block groups. These 
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Table 2. Logistic Regression Estimates of Probability of Enrollment, UCCCP Sample

 
 

Enrollment in IDR Plan (Odds-Ratios)

(1) (2) (3)

Block group median income decile
2 1.244** 1.219**
  (0.093) (0.091)
3 1.400*** 1.360***

(0.103) (0.100)
4 1.515*** 1.463***

(0.112) (0.109)
5 1.705*** 1.647***

(0.123) (0.121)
6 1.778*** 1.710***

(0.128) (0.124)
7 1.953*** 1.871***

(0.141) (0.138)
8 2.126*** 2.042***

(0.152) (0.148)
9 2.195*** 2.102***

(0.160) (0.156)
10 2.129*** 2.028***

(0.170) (0.165)

Block group % Black decile
2 0.977 0.970
  (0.076) (0.076)
3 0.946 0.935

(0.076) (0.076)
4 0.946 0.952

(0.072) (0.073)
5 0.855* 0.863*

(0.063) (0.064)
6 0.878 0.884

(0.064) (0.065)
7 0.889 0.914

(0.061) (0.063)
8 0.910 0.930

(0.062) (0.064)
9 0.852* 0.913

(0.058) (0.063)
10 0.663*** 0.784***

  (0.047) (0.056)

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on UCCCP sample (University of California Consumer Credit Panel 
2021).
Note: Data are from a sample of federal borrowers in repayment. Estimates from logistic regression 
model estimated on the subsample of borrowers in the top 40 percent of monthly payment-to-income 
ratio (sample distribution) under a hypothetical standard repayment plan. N = 181,119 respondents. 
Standard errors in parentheses. 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-sided test)
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Figure 4. Mean Probability of Enrollment in IDR Plan Among Highly Indebted Borrowers (Top 40% of 
Standard Loan Payment-to-Income Distribution), by Neighborhood Income and Neighborhood Percent 
Black Population, UCCCP Sample

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on analysis of coded credit report sample (University of California 
Consumer Credit Panel 2021).
Note: Data are from a sample of federal borrowers in repayment. Estimates are based on the average 
enrollment rate among the subset of borrowers in the top 40 percent of monthly payment-to-income 
ratio (sample distribution) under a hypothetical standard repayment plan. N= 181,119 respondents. 
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differing patterns across the two samples may 
reflect the limitations of the census- based ra-
cial proxy measure in the UCCCP, which would 
obscure systematic differences between those 
Black borrowers who live in high-  versus low-  
percentage Black neighborhoods. The differing 
results could also reflect particularities of the 
younger cohort covered by the BPS sample.

Taken together, these results document 

clear evidence of social stratification in take-
 up of IDR among highly indebted borrowers. 
Disparities in access to repayment programs 
are structured primarily by borrowers’ socio-
economic status (indexed by income), such 
that highly indebted low- income borrowers 
are significantly less able to access these pro-
grams than highly indebted high- income bor-
rowers. That this income differential is con-

Table 3. Logistic Regression Estimates of Probability of Enrollment, BPS 12/17 Sample

 
 

Enrollment in IDR Plan (Odds-Ratios)

(1) (2) (3)

Wage-salary income decile
2 1.42* 1.40*
  (0.21) (0.21)
3 3.04*** 3.01***

(0.50) (0.50)
4 3.47*** 3.45***

(0.60) (0.60)
5 3.17** 3.21***

(0.54) (0.55)
6 3.92*** 3.99***

(0.71) (0.73)
7 2.98*** 3.15***

(0.57) (0.60)
8 3.83*** 3.95***

(0.74) (0.76)
9 2.99*** 3.20***

(0.59) (0.64)
10 3.02*** 3.26***

(0.86) (0.93)
Borrower race

Black 1.30* 1.43**
(0.16) (0.18)

Hispanic 1.23 1.29*
(0.14) (0.16)

Asian 0.50** 0.54*
(0.13) (0.14)

Other 1.15 1.23
  (0.22) (0.24)

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study 12/17 
(BPS) Restricted Use Dataset (Dudley et al. 2020).
Note: Data are from a sample of federal borrowers in repayment or forbearance six years after start of 
post-secondary program. Estimates from logistic regression model estimated on the subsample of bor-
rowers in the top 40 percent of monthly payment-to-income ratio (sample distribution) under a hypo-
thetical standard repayment plan. N = 2,320 respondents. Sample sizes are rounded to the nearest 10 
in accordance with NCES restricted data use policies. Standard errors in parentheses. 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-sided test)
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sistent across the two datasets make us more 
confident that the effect is real. By contrast, 
the relationship between racial marginaliza-
tion and take- up of IDR is less clear cut and 
less consistent across the two data samples. 
We are thus unable to draw any firm conclu-
sions about the degree of racial stratification 
in access to IDR.

discussion And conclusion
Income- driven repayment plans have devel-
oped as the primary policy mechanism to limit 
the costs of student loan payment burdens as 
more Americans face the individualized risks 
of debt- financed higher education. Whereas re-
search has often conceptualized burdens as 
emerging as a result of targeting or rationing, 
the case of IDR highlights an instance in which 
universalist programs can also become mired 
in similar forms of “sludge” (Sunstein 2019). As 
our quantitative results show, this has pro-
nounced distributional implications. Although 
a significant subset of borrowers across the so-
cial structure carry federal debt that would re-
sult in payments exceeding 20 percent of their 
monthly income under a standard repayment 
plan, high levels of learning, compliance, and 
psychological- hassle costs disproportionately 
suppress participation among those in lower 
socioeconomic positions.

A few limitations are important to empha-
size. First, administrative burden is a broad cat-
egory that can encompass a wide array of phe-
nomena with respect to any given policy. This 
study focuses on describing the multiplicity of 
burdens that federal loan borrowers face as 
well as their combined effects on stratification 
in take- up. The downside of this design is that 
it is impossible to ascribe unequal administra-
tive exclusion to any specific burden (Mueller 
and Yanellis 2019), or to parse their relative con-
tributions to the total observed SES gaps. In 
other words, we cannot identify which of the 
numerous burdens observed in the present 
case—or which combinations of burdens—
pack relatively greater punch as mechanisms of 
inequality. This remains a key issue for future 
research on policy domains where multiple 
forms of burden co- occur. Such work might fo-
cus in particular on unraveling the potentially 

additive or interactive effects of different types 
of burdens, as well as their potentially heterog-
enous effects across subpopulations. Such 
work might also seek to better distinguish bur-
dens that arise from policy design, whether in-
tentional or unintentional, and those that re-
sult from implementation failures.

A second limitation of the current analysis 
is its use of repeated snapshots. Future work 
might use panel analyses to capture social 
stratification across both take- up and drop- out 
(Wu and Meyer 2021). As this qualitative analy-
sis and other quantitative analyses (Conkling 
and Gibbs 2019) suggest, remaining enrolled in 
IDR may be almost as difficult as accessing it 
in the first place. Because borrowers must con-
front recertification hassles anew every year, 
the inequality effects can be expected to cumu-
late over time.

Third, our analysis of inequality is limited 
to stratification in program participation. Fu-
ture research on the effects of administrative 
burdens in this domain should trace the 
downstream consequences of disparate out-
comes in the servicing system to other indica-
tors of borrowers’ financial well- being. This 
can allow for an assessment of the degree to 
which administrative burdens contribute to 
the broader system of wealth stratification as-
sociated with student loan debts (Houle and 
Addo 2018).

BroAder imPlicAtions
Although this article’s primary focus is the con-
sequences of high administrative burdens for 
social stratification of program access, our re-
sults also highlight two sources of administra-
tive burden that have been less well studied. 
One is the privatization of street- level bureau-
cracies by outsourcing to private contractors. 
This is an increasingly common feature across 
numerous sites of policy delivery in the con-
tracted U.S. social state (Soss, Fording, and Sch-
ram 2011; Weir and Schirmer 2018), but one 
whose implications for administrative burdens 
are only just now becoming a focus of study 
(Wu and Meyer 2021).

One key issue for future research on out-
sourcing and administrative burdens is to 
more systematically compare varieties of priva-
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tization across programs and jurisdictions. 
Studies should also try to disentangle how ad-
ministrative burdens emerge from the interac-
tion of public-  and private- sector actors and or-
ganizations. In particular, to what extent do 
privatization- induced burdens reflect incentive 
misalignments, interorganizational coordina-
tion breakdowns, diffusion of responsibility,  
or simple managerial failures? To what extent 
do the street- level bureaucrats employed by 
servicing firms face their own administrative 
burdens and incentive misalignments? These 
issues are of great policy relevance as policy-
makers experiment with various reforms and 
proposed redesigns the of current loan servic-
ing regimes. For instance, in 2021 the U.S. De-
partment of Education announced new cus-
tomer service accountability metrics that aim 
to make servicers more accountable to borrow-
ers by incorporating additional customer satis-
faction criteria into performance- based loan 
allocation formulas. However, research casts 
doubt on the utility of consumer satisfaction 
surveys as a way of disciplining providers 
(Young and Chen 2020). More fundamentally, 
it is unclear to what extent incentivizing ser-
vicers to tamp down on bureaucratically gener-
ated hassles costs will diminish social stratifi-
cation in participation, absent a more 
fundamental program redesign that automates 
enrollment and diminishes the underlying 
compliance costs of participating.

This also points to a second, more intrac-
table source of burdens in the IDR case, which 
is the tension between flexible, personalized, 
and adaptive policies on the one hand, and 
rigid, error- prone administrative systems on 
the other. IDR is intended to personalize debt 
payment to borrowers’ individual situations, 
and to do so dynamically in response to the re-
ality that many Americans experience fluctua-
tions in income. However, the complexity and 
frequent documentation that accompanies this 
adaptiveness—along with the multiplicity of 
program variations that create further choice 
burdens—together create confusion for bor-
rowers and street- level bureaucrats alike. Poli-
cymakers need to be cognizant of how easily a 
policy that is intended to be responsive to ev-
eryone’s unique and changing circumstances 

can systematically undermine its own aims 
when implemented in practice.

APPendix . descriP tion of coding 
scheme for quAlitAtive AnAlysis
CFPB complaints typically contain at least one 
of four elements, and frequently all four in 
combination: description of the problem, typi-
cally the focus of the complaint; mention of 
original precipitating problem if different from 
the focal problem; lack of resolution; conse-
quential harms.

Sometimes complainants frame the original 
source of the problem as their own financial 
constraints (such as their inability to make pay-
ments on time), but frequently the problem is 
framed as organizational. Complaints usually 
go on to describe failed attempts to resolve the 
problem. Finally, most complaints give some 
indication of the harms, such as ruined credit 
score or inability to buy a house or harassing 
family members, but sometimes the harms are 
implicit.

coding scheme for cl Assif ying 
Administr Ative Burdens

1. Metacodes for presence of narrative ele-
ments (yes or no)

• Description of focal problem

• Mention of original precipitating prob-
lem, if different from focal or immedi-
ate problem

• Efforts to resolve

• Consequent harms

2. Metacodes for general types of underlying 
administrative complexity from which 
problems arise (nonexclusive)

• Organizational coordination and bu-
reaucratic problems with servicers

° Problems with loans migrating be-
tween servicers

° Inconsistent information from differ-
ent customer service representatives

° Failure of servicer to follow- through 
on promised actions

° Steering borrowers to forbearance, 
lost paperwork
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• Policy complexity or patchwork prob-
lems
° Multiple statuses or repayment pro-

grams
Confusion about forbearance ver-
sus IBR confusion about the neces-
sity of being enrolled in IDR plan 
for Public Service Loan Forgiveness 
payments to count toward 120

° Different terms and programs for dif-
ferent loans

Confusion arises because borrower 
has multiple loans, some of which 
do not qualify for certain repay-
ment programs
Borrower thinks they are enrolled 
in X program but are for only a sub-
set of loans

• Problems that arise from the instability 
of borrowers’ lives in the face of bureau-
cratic rigidity
° Change in borrower’s employment or 

life circumstances that alters pro-
gram eligibility, upsets prior repay-
ment arrangements, or leads to inex-
plicable or surprise increase in 
payment obligations such as job loss 
or health problems, divorce, mar-
riage

° Residential instability or change of 
address leads to missed correspon-
dence

° Falling into delinquency because of 
the time lag between income loss 
and adjustment to payment obliga-
tion for those already enrolled in 
IDR/IBR

3. Specific codes (nonexclusive)

• Problems with loans migrating
° Information is lost or who is account-

able is unclear

• Mixed messages or organizational coor-
dination breakdowns
° One person says one thing, a depart-

ment does something else
° One representative says something 

but something else happens

° Website says one thing, representative 
says another

° One arm of organization makes error, 
representatives say they cannot help

• Organizational interlock
° Credit bureaus only respond to report-

ing organization

• Lack of communication, documenta-
tion, or opacity in communication
° Lost proof of payments
° Lost documentation or income forms
° No documentation on changed terms 

of payment
° Refusal to send documentation
° Generally unresponsive when trying 

to resolve the problem
° Borrower cannot get clear information 

on the types or terms of programs 
they are enrolled in

• Procedural error on the part of the orga-
nization
° Charged in excess
° False reporting of debt
° Misapplied payments
° Payments accepted but still marked 

unpaid
° Payments infrastructure not working, 

people end up with late or missing 
payments that are not their fault

• Terms of repayment change unilaterally
° Borrower inexplicably unenrolled 

from payment plan
° Organization claims debtor agreed to 

change terms of payment
° Debtor does not remember agreeing 

to terms
° Organization claims agreement made 

by telephone but has no documenta-
tion

• Servicers fails to inform borrower of 
payment relief programs when bor-
rower complains of inability to pay 
(possibly not explicit in complaint)
° Steering borrowers into forbearance 

rather than IDR/IBR
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° Failing to convey relief programs as 
option when borrowers complain 
about inability to pay balance

• Processing repayment program enroll-
ment request incorrectly or not credit-
ing payments toward forgiveness 
threshold, such as payments not ap-
plied toward public service loan forgive-
ness despite borrower being ostensibly 
enrolled in program

• Complaints about lack of information 
from college regarding repayment and 
loan terms

• Vague, confused, or nonspecific com-
plaints

° Metacategory of cases where burden 
arises from borrowers not knowing 
about loan terms or bureaucratic cat-
egories and thus being unable to be-
gin a claim

• None of the above, that is, complaint is 
specific but outside scope of 
repayment- related administrative bur-
den, such as solely about college being 
a rip- off

• Harms
° Hassle costs

Borrower complains of time trying 
to resolve problems
Mention of repeated efforts or 
phone calls 

° Additional accrued balance, capital-
ized interest

° Loan deemed in default
° Damaged credit score or report

Suspected financial irresponsibility
Inability to take out a loan
Poor credit score for seven years

° Claims of added stress, mental health 
toll from administrative burdens
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