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Abstract 

Research on administrative burden establishes that interactions with government impose 

learning, compliance, and psychological costs. However, less is known about how these costs 

persist or reemerge after an administrative encounter has seemingly ended. Drawing on 

interviews with 72 student loan borrowers, I examine how prolonged administrative uncertainty 

shapes experiences with income-driven repayment (IDR). Participants described changing rules, 

inconsistent information, delayed decisions, and uncertainty about whether previously 

recognized progress would continue to count. Such experiences complicated financial and life 

planning, strained psychological well-being, and weakened trust in the institutions responsible 

for administering repayment. Building on administrative limbo, I use temporal administrative 

burden to describe how established costs persist or recur while borrowers remain dependent on 

future government decisions. Findings suggest that uncertainty persisted after borrowers received 

a decision, as individuals remained unsure whether prior determinations would ultimately be 

upheld. In response, borrowers developed parallel monitoring systems to document progress, 

verify information, and support challenges to administrative decisions – and continued seeking 

confirmation after receiving answers. These outcomes suggest that long-duration public 

programs ask borrowers to plan their lives around government commitments while leaving them 

uncertain whether those commitments will be honored. 

Keywords: qualitative inquiry, administrative burden; administrative uncertainty; 

administrative limbo; student loan repayment 
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The Burden of Waiting: Temporal Administrative Burden and Limbo in Student Loan 

Repayment 

1. Introduction 

Accessing government benefits often requires consistent interactions over months or 

years - where individuals may repeatedly submit documentation, respond to changing 

requirements, monitor eligibility, and wait for government-based decisions. Administrative 

burden scholarship provides a framework for understanding the learning, compliance, and 

psychological costs of these interactions (Moynihan et al. 2015; Herd and Moynihan 2018). 

However, less is known about how these costs persist when an administrative interaction ends 

while individuals remain dependent on unresolved actions. 

Individuals may complete required tasks without knowing whether government will 

recognize them, when it will act, or whether current rules will remain in place. Such uncertainty 

can be consequential in long-duration programs, where people make important decisions around 

expected government action. With little left to do administratively, participants may remain 

unable to confidently anticipate what comes next - therefore, waiting on government can become 

as consequential as interacting with it. 

Federal student loan repayment provides a useful setting for examining these experiences. 

Borrowers enrolled in income-driven repayment (IDR) or pursuing Public Service Loan 

Forgiveness (PSLF) can remain within the system for decades – as borrowers may move between 

repayment plans, annually recertify income, document qualifying employment, and monitor 

forgiveness progress (Federal Student Aid 2026a, 2026b). Ongoing litigation and partisan 

changes to repayment policies and implementation have made these relationships increasingly 

uncertain (U.S. Department of Education 2025a, 2025b). 
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Drawing on interviews with 72 borrowers who had participated in IDR (many pursuing 

PSLF), I examine how administrative burden persists within these long-duration relationships. 

Building upon research on administrative limbo (Kleizen et al. 2025), I explore borrowers’ 

experiences waiting for government decisions and questioning whether completed requirements, 

credited payments, and forgiveness would remain recognized. Borrowers described uncertainty 

before decisions and after outcomes, with implications for administrative work, institutional 

trust, future planning, and well-being. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Administrative Burden in Long-Term Government Relationships 

Administrative burden scholarship examines policy implementation through individuals’ 

experiences navigating governmental programs, showing how administrative procedures impose 

meaningful costs (Moynihan et al. 2015; Herd and Moynihan 2018; Masood and Nisar 2021; 

Halling and Baekgaard 2024). These include learning costs associated with understanding 

programs and requirements, compliance costs involving the time and effort needed to satisfy 

them, and psychological costs such as stress, stigma, and diminished autonomy (Moynihan et al. 

2015; Herd and Moynihan 2018). Burdens, intentional or otherwise, are produced through policy 

design and implementation and experienced differently depending on the knowledge, resources, 

and capacities individuals bring to administrative encounters (Christensen et al. 2020; Masood 

and Nisar 2021; Chudnovsky and Peeters 2021). 

Burdens do not necessarily end when individuals enter a program. Requirements can 

recur as people maintain eligibility, document compliance, or access benefits over time (Barnes 

2021; Herd et al. 2013; Herd and Moynihan 2020, 2025). For example, IDR borrowers must 

annually recertify wage and familial information used to calculate payments - embedding 
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learning and compliance costs within a potentially decades-long relationship with government 

(Goldstein et al. 2023; Federal Student Aid 2026a). However, recurring requirements capture 

only part of the burden associated with long-duration administrative relationships. Even when no 

immediate task remains, uncertainty about unresolved outcomes may sustain psychological costs 

between encounters. 

2.2 From Psychological Costs to Administrative Uncertainty 

Psychological costs provide a useful starting point for understanding how administrative 

burden extends beyond the time and effort required to navigate programs. Stress, frustration, 

stigma, and confusion may emerge through administrative encounters, while uncertainty and 

limited control over rules, timelines, and outcomes can intensify these experiences (Moynihan et 

al. 2015; Hattke et al. 2020; Döring and Madsen 2022; Halling and Baekgaard 2024). Research 

on anticipated administrative burden adds a temporal dimension by showing how psychological 

costs can emerge before an expected encounter. 

Baekgaard and Madsen (2024) found that stress and stigma increase before compulsory 

meetings, while Kang et al. (2025) show that perceived burden can extend to people without 

program experience. Yet, anticipated burden generally concerns an expected requirement. In 

long-duration programs, individuals may complete requirements but remain unsure when 

government will act, recognize progress, or provide an expected benefit. Less attention has been 

paid to how this uncertainty becomes a sustained condition (Halling and Baekgaard 2024), 

although research on PSLF borrowers links uncertainty while awaiting forgiveness, including 

unresolved qualifying-payment counts to psychological distress (Collier et al. 2025). 

2.3 Administrative Experiences, Policy Feedback, and Institutional Trust 
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Policy feedback research shows how public programs shape individuals’ evaluations of 

government (Soss 1999; Mettler and Soss 2004). Confusing requirements, delays, and 

inconsistent information can lead individuals to question institutional reliability (Barnes and 

Henly 2018), while losing benefits is linked with lower trust (Bell et al. 2024). These judgments 

matter in long-duration programs, where individuals make current decisions around expected 

government behavior (Mettler and Soss 2004; Miller et al. 2023). What individuals learn from an 

administrative encounter may shape expectations as they wait for decisions or question whether 

earlier commitments will be honored. Student loan repayment tied to future forgiveness provides 

a setting for examining how these prolonged experiences may shape institutional trust (Collier et 

al. 2024a). 

2.4 Federal Student Loan Repayment as Long-Duration Administration 

Federal student loan repayment involves a prolonged administrative relationship with 

government – as borrowers may remain in repayment for over three decades while changing 

plans, interacting with servicers, documenting eligibility, and pursuing forgiveness. Over this 

period, repayment can become intertwined with financial well-being and decisions involving 

employment, housing, marriage, and other parts of adulthood, as student debt research has 

documented (Bozick and Estacion 2014; Houle and Berger 2015; Black et al. 2023; Sinha et al. 

2024). Yet, these experiences may also depend on how government administers repayment and 

whether borrowers can rely on stable policy and decision-making. 

Changes to the student loan repayment system and policies since 2020 make this 

relationship especially visible. A roughly 43-month payment pause, the 2023 repayment restart, 

the replacement of REPAYE by SAVE, subsequent litigation, administrative forbearance, 

resumed interest, and legislation creating the Repayment Assistance Plan – repeatedly and 



7 
 

significantly altered repayment conditions (Cooper and Haddix 2025; Federal Student Aid 2023; 

U.S. Department of Education 2025a, 2025b). For IDR and PSLF borrowers, months in SAVE-

related forbearance generally did not count toward forgiveness - meaning that time in the system 

no longer necessarily brought borrowers closer to forgiveness (U.S. Department of Education 

2025b). 

These changes occurred alongside documented administrative turmoil. The Government 

Accountability Office (GAO) identified shortcomings in servicer accuracy and reported that 

limited staff capacity led the Department of Education (ED) to stop assessing accuracy and call 

quality in February 2025. Federal Student Aid staffing fell 46 percent, from 1,433 employees in 

January 2025 to 777 by December 2025, amid efforts to reduce the federal workforce and 

facilitate ED’s closure (U.S. Government Accountability Office 2026a). Insufficient coordination 

and unclear guidance complicated servicers’ implementation of program changes (U.S. 

Government Accountability Office 2026b). 

Prior work shows that administrative complexity shapes repayment-plan selection and 

access to IDR (Cox et al. 2020; Goldstein et al. 2023), while PSLF borrowers organize 

employment and repayment decisions around anticipated forgiveness that may prove difficult to 

obtain (Miller et al. 2023). Some borrowers turn to online communities when official guidance is 

inadequate (Collier et al. 2024a), while receiving forgiveness can expand financial, social, and 

career flexibility (Collier et al. 2024b; Collier and Fitzpatrick 2025). Waiting for the government 

may be consequential - Collier et al. (2025) identified an association between waiting for a 

forgiveness decision and elevated suicidal ideation, without establishing causality. 

Administrative problems can unsettle progress borrowers believed was secure. In August 

2026, borrowers reported reductions in previously credited PSLF payments, which ED attributed 
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in part to correcting data errors (Minsky 2026). These changes raised questions about whether 

previously recognized actions would continue to count, echoing concerns about the durability of 

forgiveness in earlier interviews (Collier et al. 2024b). 

The institutions administering repayment have also changed. Following a March 2025 

executive order directing efforts to facilitate ED’s closure to the extent permitted by law, the 

administration began transferring functions to other agencies (Executive Order 14242, 2025). A 

multistate coalition challenged transfers in January 2026 (California Department of Justice 

2026). Changes continued in March, when ED and Treasury announced a partnership assigning 

Treasury operational responsibility for collecting defaulted federal student loan debt (U.S. 

Department of Education 2026). Such institutional shifts add uncertainty about who would 

administer repayment and how government commitments would be carried out, complicating 

borrowers’ efforts to plan around the programs and institutions on which they depended. 

3. Theoretical Framing 

3.1 The Temporal Dimension of Administrative Burden 

I define temporal administrative burden as the persistence, accumulation, or recurrence of 

learning, compliance, and psychological costs over the course and aftermath of an administrative 

process, including periods in which individuals have exhausted available actions but remain 

dependent on government action or the continued recognition of prior decisions. Building on 

research on administrative costs (Moynihan, Herd, and Harvey 2015; Döring and Madsen 2022), 

temporal administrative burden emphasizes how existing costs extend across time as individuals 

wait for government action or remain uncertain whether earlier decisions will continue to be 

recognized - distinguishing time spent interacting with government from time spent waiting for 
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it, including periods when individuals have completed available requirements but cannot resolve 

the process themselves (Kleizen et al. 2025). 

A temporal perspective also raises the question of when these costs end. Receiving a 

favorable decision may resolve a process without ending concern about whether government will 

continue to recognize the outcome, as prior interviews with forgiven borrowers suggest (Collier 

et al. 2024b). I consider both when a process formally ends and when individuals can rely on its 

outcome, helping explain why administrative work and psychological costs may continue after a 

decision. 

3.2 Administrative Uncertainty and Administrative Limbo 

 Generally, administrative uncertainty involves not knowing what government requires, 

whether requirements have been satisfied, when government will act, what the outcome will be, 

or whether rules and prior decisions will remain stable (Döring and Madsen 2022; Baekgaard 

and Madsen 2024; Halling and Baekgaard 2024). When prolonged waiting for necessary 

government action diminishes control, constrains perspectives on the future, and generates 

accumulating strain, individuals may experience administrative limbo (Kleizen et al. 2025). 

Administrative limbo can involve waiting with few available options or navigating repeated 

requirements, appeals, and setbacks, while individuals remain unable to resolve a process whose 

uncertain outcome continues to shape their decisions. 

Long-duration programs also require individuals to rely on decisions government has 

already made. Borrowers accumulate qualifying payments and make plans expecting that 

government will continue to recognize their progress. Yet concerns about whether an outcome 

will endure may remain even after forgiveness (Collier et al. 2024b). Waiting for a pending 

decision and questioning whether a completed decision will remain recognized therefore involve 
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related but different forms of uncertainty. Waiting may produce administrative limbo, while 

doubt about an earlier decision may continue after formal resolution - both potentially prompting 

further monitoring, documentation, and efforts to verify what government has recognized 

(Kleizen et al. 2025; Herd and Moynihan 2025). 

Experiences of administrative limbo potentially shape how individuals understand 

government. Work on policy feedback suggests that people learn about government through 

public programs and that difficult administrative experiences can shape institutional trust 

(Mettler and Soss 2004; Barnes and Henly 2018; Bell et al. 2024). Repeated changes and 

unresolved processes may lead individuals to question whether government can provide 

consistent information, maintain accurate records, and carry out earlier commitments (Collier et 

al. 2024a). These doubts create additional work as individuals seek confirmation or maintain 

their own records. As such, I examine how administrative experiences shape trust and how 

distrust may, in turn, sustain administrative burden. 

Administrative uncertainty may also constrain future planning. Previous research often 

connects student debt with employment, marriage, housing, and financial well-being (Rothstein 

and Rouse 2011; Bozick and Estacion 2014; Houle and Berger 2015; Sinha et al. 2024). Long-

duration administration adds uncertainty about the obligations and outcomes around which 

individuals must plan. Employment, housing, family, and retirement decisions may depend on 

expected payments, forgiveness timelines, and whether government will recognize prior 

progress. These decisions may be postponed or reshaped by uncertainty as well as by the 

financial constraint of debt (Collier et al. 2024c). 

Finally, experiences related to limbo and uncertainty may affect well-being. 

Administrative burden research recognizes stress, frustration, confusion, and diminished 
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autonomy as psychological costs, while other work connects difficult bureaucratic encounters 

with broader psychological well-being (Moynihan et al. 2015; Döring and Madsen 2022; Hattke 

et al. 2020; Jiang 2026). Such costs likely continue between encounters as individuals remain 

uncertain about government action and its consequences - consistent with evidence surrounding 

the student loan payment pause and return to repayment (Collier et al. 2024c). I examine how 

uncertainty persists while administrative processes remain unresolved and whether uncertainty 

continues after a decision when individuals are unsure the outcome will hold. 

3.3 Integrated Framework and Research Questions 

Figure 1 summarizes my theoretically informed conceptual framework and relationships 

guiding the research questions. Within long-duration administrative relationships, uncertainty 

can sustain or renew learning, compliance, and psychological costs - described as temporal 

administrative burden. Prolonged dependence on unresolved government action may also 

produce administrative limbo. Temporal administrative burden and administrative limbo may 

then shape institutional trust, future planning, and subjective well-being, guiding three research 

questions: 

RQ1. How do borrowers experience and respond to administrative burdens within long-

duration federal student loan repayment programs? 

RQ2. How does prolonged administrative uncertainty shape borrowers’ ability to 

anticipate and make consequential decisions about their futures? 

RQ3. How does prolonged administrative uncertainty shape borrowers’ institutional trust 

and subjective well-being? 
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Figure 1: Theoretical Visualization 

 

Figure 1 Alt Text: Conceptual framework showing how prolonged uncertainty during student loan repayment can 

sustain administrative costs during and between encounters. Unresolved government action may produce 

administrative limbo, while doubt about completed decisions may sustain burden without constituting limbo. 

Potential consequences include institutional trust, perceptions of government, employment, housing, family 

decisions, financial planning, and well-being. 

4. Methods 

4.1 Study Design and Survey Recruitment 

This qualitative study examines how federal student loan borrowers experience a long-

duration administrative relationship with government during substantial policy change. 

Interviews were part of a larger study that began with a 2025 survey of borrowers who had 

participated in IDR. The survey provided the sampling frame and descriptive context, while 

interviews and qualitative analysis provide the evidence used to answer the research questions. 

Survey recruitment occurred through student-loan-focused organizations, borrower communities, 
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and social networks. Eligibility required prior or current enrollment in IDR while repaying 

federal loans, including borrowers who had since received forgiveness. 

4.2 Interview Sampling, Recruitment, and Data Collection 

The 2025 survey included 1,810 respondents. Of the 1,646 who provided a valid response 

to the interview-contact item, 1,186 agreed to future contact (72.1 percent). I randomized their 

order and contacted potential participants in batches of 25, reducing discretion over who received 

an invitation. Between May and August 2026, I contacted 625 borrowers and completed 72 

interviews - 11.5 percent of those contacted and 6.1 percent of those willing to be contacted. I 

conducted all interviews through Microsoft Teams. Interviews lasted 23–82 minutes, averaging 

approximately 52 minutes, and were recorded using audio and video. Microsoft Teams generated 

initial transcripts. Survey respondents participated in a $2,300 lottery-style incentive system, 

with interview participants receiving an additional drawing entry. 

Semi-structured interviews allowed borrowers to describe their experiences while 

addressing common questions (Patton 2015; Creswell and Poth 2018). Topics included 

repayment and forgiveness, servicer and government interactions, policy changes, balances and 

remaining payments, financial and employment decisions, trust, and well-being. Because the 

protocol was developed for an explanatory sequential mixed-methods study, some questions 

asked participants to interpret or elaborate on survey findings. Appendix A1 provides the full 

protocol. 

Described in Section 2.4, interviews occurred while repayment programs, administrative 

guidance, payment counts, and the institutions administering student loans were changing. 

Participants remained connected to IDR and PSLF during this period. The interviews captured 

their experiences of uncertainty while underlying administrative questions remained unresolved.  
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4.3 Survey and Interview Sample Characteristics 

Selected survey measures provide descriptive context for the interview sample. 

Interviewees were more likely than the survey sample (n = 1,810) to be women, White, married, 

higher-income, and hold graduate degrees. They were also more likely to have received loan debt 

forgiveness via PSLF (or Temporary Expanded Public Service Loan Forgiveness; TEPSLF), 

although repayment circumstances varied. Administrative trust was low among interview 

participants. Trust in servicers and federal repayment guidance was low across both samples, 

particularly among interviewees – see Table 1.  

Table 1. Selected Characteristics of Interview Participants and the Wider 2025 Survey 

Sample 

Measure Interview sample Survey sample Difference 

Women 81% 74% +7 pts 

White 86% 71% +15 pts 

Married 60% 51% +9 pts 

Has children 47% 45% +2 pts 

Bachelor’s highest degree 10% 19% −9 pts 

Master’s/MBA highest degree 54%  47% +7 pts 

Income $75,000+ 68% 53% +15 pts 

Income $100,000+ 46% 26% +20 pts 

PSLF/TEPSLF forgiven 29% 20% +9 pts 

SAVE-related administrative forbearance 40% 44% −4 pts 

Actively repaying 19% 28% −9 pts 

Waiting for forgiveness decision 8% 6% +2 pts 

Trusts current federal student loan servicer 2/70 (3%) 215/1,662 (13%) −10 pts 

Servicer provides clear information 3/70 (4%) 230/1,667 (14%) −10 pts 
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Measure Interview sample Survey sample Difference 

Trusts federal government repayment 

guidance 
1/70 (1%) 152/1,669 (9%) −8 pts 

Federal government provides clear 

information 
0/70 (0%) 135/1,664 (8%) −8 pts 

Note: Percentages may not sum to 100 because measures represent selected categories rather than complete 

distributions. Denominators for trust measures vary because of item nonresponse. Differences are calculated from 

rounded percentages. 

4.4 Qualitative Analysis 

I began by manually coding the first 10 interviews, combining inductive and deductive 

approaches to identify recurring ideas and develop preliminary codes and themes. Responses 

could receive multiple codes when borrowers connected administrative, financial, psychological, 

and life-course experiences (Braun and Clarke 2006; Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006; Saldaña 

2021). Generative AI was introduced after initial coding, informed by Guided AI Thematic 

Analysis (GAITA; Nguyen-Trung 2025). From June through July 2026, I used the paid version 

of ChatGPT with GPT-5.5 (OpenAI 2026) to apply and refine the researcher-developed 

framework, including Python procedures that assigned codes using text patterns and contextual 

conditions. I repeatedly applied and reviewed the framework, merging, separating, or redefining 

codes and clarifying their boundaries. These revisions reflected decisions about both meaning 

and inclusion.  

I broadened the servicer theme to include positive experiences and revised the borrowing-

knowledge label to avoid implying borrower deficiency. I also separated anticipated forgiveness 

from achieved forgiveness. After an initial search for anticipated forgiveness produced passages 

that did not fit the intended distinction, I narrowed the inclusion rule to responses to prompts 

explicitly asking about hypothetical or anticipated forgiveness and approved the resulting 21 

cases. After reviewing the remaining decisions, I approved the frozen v2.1 codebook, containing 
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15 themes and 61 subthemes, with multiple codes permitted per response. Versioned codebooks, 

scripts, review packets, and decision logs documented the procedures and subsequent human 

decisions. The saved scripts preserve the automated coding rules for rerunning without requiring 

AI to generate identical procedures in a new session. 

The coding-consistency assessment used the 43 interviews available at that stage, 

containing 1,952 response units. Each unit consisted of an interviewer prompt and participant 

response; follow-up exchanges, including brief responses, were treated separately. Emerging 

research on large language models as qualitative coders highlights the need to assess consistency 

and compare their output with human coding (Bijker et al. 2024; Than et al. 2025), informing my 

use of separate coding passes to identify assignments requiring closer review.  

I instructed ChatGPT to use three AI agents to apply the coding framework 

independently. Each received the same blinded response-unit file and frozen codebook and 

developed a separate Python procedure that checked for specified words, phrases, and contextual 

conditions associated with the codebook categories. This use of textual indicators shares features 

with dictionary-based text analysis, which has been compared with human coding to assess its 

strengths and limitations (Nelson et al. 2021). Each procedure assigned themes and subthemes 

when its conditions were met and exported the results for comparison. Comparing the three 

coding passes allowed me to assess whether disagreements were isolated to one procedure or 

reflected broader inconsistency in applying the framework. 

Coding considered both what participants said and what they were asked, although the 

three procedures used this information differently. The questions helped clarify short answers, 

such as “yes,” and what participants were discussing. In some cases, a response also received a 

code because it answered a particular type of question and met additional conditions, such as a 
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minimum length. The agents did not receive the existing coding assignments. I compared their 

results with one another and with the previously completed coding. 

Agreement was assessed for each code across response units, treating themes and 

subthemes as present or absent. Observed agreement across the three independent passes was 

93.0 percent for themes and 97.5 percent for subthemes. As these figures include agreement on 

code absence, I also calculated Fleiss-style kappa to account for chance agreement. Kappa was 

.563 for themes and .492 for subthemes. These statistics measured agreement among the three 

automated coding agents; comparisons with the reference coding were assessed separately. I used 

these comparisons to identify where codes were applied inconsistently and where further review 

was needed, rather than treating agreement as proof that the interpretations were accurate 

(O’Connor and Joffe 2020). 

The comparison identified 1,308 response units with coding disagreements. I selected 

250 unique units for targeted review based on priority categories and disagreement strength. 

Priority areas included self-harm and suicidality, IDR as a financial safety net, psychological 

distress, anticipated forgiveness, policy uncertainty, plan movement, administrative labor, life-

course delay, financial strain, and servicer experiences. Because textual rules can miss relevant 

material or assign codes without adequately capturing context (Nelson et al. 2021), I reviewed 

the selected excerpts and competing assignments against participants’ accounts and clarified 

coding boundaries before approving the final decisions. For these units, codes receiving at least 

two votes across the reference coding and three coding passes were retained, with parent themes 

added when corresponding subthemes were retained. Units outside this targeted review kept their 

frozen reference assignments. 
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I then applied the v2.1 framework to the remaining 29 interviews through automated 

coding and human review. This procedure combined response-language rules with question-

category rules that could assign selected themes when responses met minimum-length 

requirements. These interviews were not included in the three-pass agreement assessment. 

Review continued as the corpus expanded. As one example, I identified overcoding of positive 

servicer support and clarified that this subtheme required an actual helpful servicer interaction, 

excluding desired support, neutral accounts, self-advocacy, and help from other sources.1 I 

reviewed the flagged passages and approved the resulting corrections. The final corpus contained 

72 interviews and 3,128 response units. As several codes depended partly on the questions asked, 

theme counts do not show how many borrowers brought up an experience on their own. 

Finally, I returned to the interviews to examine how experiences occurred together, where 

borrowers differed, and how administrative processes connected with uncertainty, trust, financial 

circumstances, future planning, and well-being. Temporal administrative burden and the 

application of administrative limbo developed during this interpretive stage; neither was a 

predetermined coding category. Figure 2 summarizes the process and Appendix A4 describes AI 

involvement in the analysis and manuscript refinement.  

 
1 For example, I removed a positive-servicer code from Alice Hardy’s response, noting, “The full context of this 

quote tells us they did not have good experiences.” For Bob A, I noted, “Does not deal with servicers.” I retained 

positive coding for Lala Yup alongside negative experiences, noting, “Shows one company was a good experience, 

however MOHELA was not. So you could also code in the not good experience themes, too.” 
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Figure 2: GAITA Qualitative Coding Process 

 

Figure 2 Alt Text: Seven-stage human-led, AI-assisted analysis: familiarization, initial manual coding, framework 

development, generation of three Python coding procedures, comparison of coding passes, targeted human review, 

and completion of coding and final interpretation. Manual coding began with 10 interviews; consistency assessment 

covered 43, followed by coding the remaining 29. The final corpus contains 15 themes, 61 subthemes, and 3,128 

response units from 72 interviews. The researcher retained final coding and interpretive responsibility. 

4.5 Credibility and Trustworthiness 

 To bolster credibility and trustworthiness in this work, I conducted an adapted 

synthesized member-checking procedure informed by Birt et al. (2016) – asking participants to 

evaluate the credibility of the findings and my interpretations within and throughout the 

discussion. On September 21st, I sent an email to all 72 interviewees and a random sample of 70 

non-interviewees who indicated a willingness to be interviewed asking them to evaluate the 

findings and discussion section of the first full draft of this study by September 28th, 2026.  They 
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were not offered additional incentives. In total 14 participants responded: 11 interviewees and 3 

non-interviewees. Appendix A3 summarizes the responses.  

 Feedback generally supported the narrative while identifying qualifications. Respondents 

emphasized that loans and anticipated forgiveness could enable public-service careers, 

willingness to repay could coexist with objections to program administration, and tax-filing 

decisions created additional burdens. These perspectives informed minor revisions addressing 

program benefits and household financial decisions. Others cautioned against equating relative 

financial resources with wealth or assuming every theme reflected every borrower’s experience. 

Developments reported after interviews were retained as follow-up feedback rather than original 

interview evidence. Member checking helped slightly refine interpretations.  

4.6 Research Ethics  

The study received approval from the University of Memphis IRB. Participants provided 

informed consent before participating in interviews and consented to audio and video recording. 

Participants self-selected pseudonyms, and potentially identifying information was removed 

from transcripts used in the analysis. Because interviews included questions about financial 

hardship, psychological distress, self-harm, and suicidal ideation, these topics were approached 

using a structured protocol that distinguished questions about past experiences from indications 

of immediate safety concerns. 

4.7 Researcher Positionality 

I have substantial experience studying student debt and borrower experiences. My 

perspective is also shaped by pursuing PSLF and by an educational pathway that began as a Pell-

eligible community college student from a working-class family. These experiences helped me 

understand borrowers’ accounts but also required me to question how my expectations and 
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frustrations might shape interpretation. I paid particular attention to experiences that differed 

from my own or complicated the argument, including accounts of program benefits and 

continued commitment to public service. 

5. Findings 

5.1 Overview of Themes and Subthemes 

The analysis identified 15 themes and 61 subthemes across 3,128 response units from 72 

interviews, with individual responses able to receive multiple codes - findings focus on themes 

most relevant to the research questions and theoretical framework. Often, participants connected 

repayment administration with policy instability, administrative work, career constraints, 

household finances, future planning, trust in government, and well-being. Accounts from 71 

participants were coded under plan changes, administrative burden, and unclear procedures, 

while 70 were coded under servicer experiences. Figure 3 presents all themes and subthemes, 

and Appendix Table A2 reports the number of participants and coded responses associated with 

each. 
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Figure 3: Complete List of Themes and Subthemes 

 

Figure 3 Alt Text: Fifteen themes and 61 unique subthemes identified across 3,128 response units from 72 borrower 

interviews, displayed in a three-row grid. Themes cover financial strain; forgiveness; policy uncertainty; career 

constraints; delayed or reshaped adulthood milestones; financial resources and relative advantage; administrative 

burden; mental health distress; government trust; the value of college; servicer experiences; borrowing knowledge 

and choice; food security; self-harm or suicidal ideation; and institutional practices. Each box describes a theme, 

lists its subthemes, and reports participant and response-unit counts. Coding categories overlap, so participants and 

response units may appear under multiple themes. Counts reflect coding of prompted and unprompted responses, not 

necessarily experiences participants raised independently or personally experienced. 
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Several subthemes were notably relevant to the findings below. Responses from 65 

participants were coded under IDR as a psychological safety net under threat, 57 under 

movement between SAVE, IBR, and other repayment arrangements, and 53 each under payment-

count or buyback2 delays and paperwork or administrative monitoring as labor. Life-course 

subthemes addressed childbearing, delayed homeownership, marriage and partner dynamics, and 

retirement or savings tradeoffs. Table 2 links the primary themes and selected subthemes to each 

findings section. 

Table 2. Themes and Selected Subthemes by Findings Section 

Findings section Primary themes Selected subthemes 

5.2 Navigating a 

Repayment System 

That Keeps Changing 

Plan churn, administrative 

burden, and bureaucratic 

opacity; Servicer experiences 

SAVE/IBR movement; paperwork as 

labor; buyback and count delays; servicer 

communication problems; long waits; 

burden shifted to borrower 

5.3 Waiting for 

Government: 

Administrative 

Uncertainty and 

Limbo 

Policy instability and 

uncertainty as lived stress; 

Forgiveness as relief, 

disbelief, or life re-opening 

IDR as psychological safety net under 

threat; administration whiplash; planning 

under moving rules; pending decision 

anxiety; skepticism until complete 

5.4 “Can I Trust 

This?”: Administrative 

Experiences and 

Institutional Trust 

Government trust, betrayal, 

and legitimacy; Policy 

instability and uncertainty 

Policy trust erosion; loss of faith; 

contractual moral language; partisan 

accountability 

5.5 Planning Life 

Around Unresolved 

Administrative 

Processes 

Delayed or reshaped 

adulthood milestones; Career 

constraint, public-service 

attachment, and job tradeoffs 

Staying for PSLF eligibility; childbearing 

decisions; homeownership delay; 

marriage/partner dynamics; 

retirement/savings tradeoffs; lower pay 

vs. forgiveness 

 
2 PSLF buyback allows eligible borrowers to make a payment to receive forgiveness credit for certain months spent 

in deferment or forbearance that otherwise would not count. Borrowers must already have 120 months of qualifying 

employment, and buying back those months must bring them to the payment requirement for forgiveness (Federal 

Student Aid 2026c). 



24 
 

Table 2. Themes and Selected Subthemes by Findings Section 

Findings section Primary themes Selected subthemes 

5.6 Living With 

Uncertainty: Financial 

Stress and Well-Being 

Financial strain and 

constrained household 

budgets; Debt-related mental 

health distress; Self-harm or 

suicidal ideation linked to 

debt stress 

Monthly payment shock; housing and 

groceries; little room for savings; anxiety 

and rumination; stress spillover; 

depression/hopelessness 

5.2 Navigating a Repayment System That Keeps Changing 

Borrowers described repayment as an administrative relationship they had to actively 

manage beyond monthly payments. They navigated changing plans, submitted documentation, 

tracked qualifying payments, monitored accounts, and contacted servicers to verify information 

or resolve problems. Responses from 71 of 72 participants were coded under plan churn, 

administrative burden, and bureaucratic opacity. Accounts included long waits, inconsistent 

information, payment-count and buyback problems, and portal issues that left borrowers 

responsible for identifying and correcting errors. These experiences generated learning and 

compliance costs as borrowers repeatedly worked to understand requirements, demonstrate 

eligibility, and protect their progress (Moynihan et al. 2015; Herd and Moynihan 2018).  

Steven spent years following changes to borrower defense, PSLF, repayment plans, and 

payment counts. They described receiving notice of PSLF approval before that decision was 

revisited and additional payments were required: 

“Six months later, ‘hang on, we’re revisiting that.’ Then a year later, I got a ‘just kidding, 

you still owe for this many months.’ It dragged on, I opted to go off of the administrative 

forbearance, switch my plan to standard income-driven repayment, and finish out my six 

or seven months of payments.” — Steven Stephens3 

 
3 Participants are identified using self-selected pseudonyms. Quotations are lightly edited for readability, including 

the removal of filler words, false starts, repetition, and minor transcription errors, without altering substantive 

meaning. 



25 
 

Steven’s account shows how an apparently resolved process could generate further 

administrative work. Staying on track required borrowers to check whether official records 

continued to recognize their progress. For example, Charles described maintaining personal 

records because he did not trust the official account:  

“I didn’t trust the system. I would take screenshots and put notes in my notes app. Every 

year on the dot, I would send the employment certification to HR, if I didn’t hear back in 

a week, I’d bug them… just to make sure that number was moving.” — Charles Silver  

These accounts show how administrative work could extend beyond formal requirements 

as borrowers maintained records, saved correspondence, and checked payment counts to identify 

problems before they affected repayment or forgiveness. Responsibility for verifying 

administrative accuracy shifted toward borrowers, illustrating how organizational processes can 

transfer work and associated costs onto the individuals navigating systems (Brodkin and 

Majmundar 2010; Herd and Moynihan 2018). 

Changes to repayment plans added more work. Participants moved among SAVE and 

other repayment plans, administrative forbearance, and other arrangements due to 

aforementioned policy changes, litigation, or efforts to preserve progress toward forgiveness. 

Phoenix, who had expected IDR and PSLF to structure their long-term repayment strategy, 

described the frustration of planning around changing rules: 

“I don’t think anyone could have foreseen them changing the rules over and over... the 

biggest slap in the face is changing the rules as they go along. With each administration, 

y’all just keep changing the rules. We signed promissory notes at the beginning, and y’all 

can just do whatever you want.” — Phoenix 

These changes required additional learning, documentation, calls, monitoring, and decisions 

about what to do next. 

Additionally, servicer interactions could compound these demands. Although participants 

did not describe every interaction negatively, they frequently reported long waits, inconsistent 
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information, portal problems, and difficulty obtaining reliable guidance. Sola described the effort 

required simply to reach someone: 

“I called multiple times, they were overloaded. One time, I had my phone on hold for 12 

hours and never ended up getting anyone. I left it on speakerphone all day. It was 

frustrating to not feel like I had access to the servicers that we didn’t choose to begin 

with.” — Sola Ray 

Sola’s experience was not isolated. At least 28 participants described waiting on calls or 

difficulty reaching servicers. Dack Zobbs also reported a 12-hour hold: “And then once their 

business hours were up, they just hung up on me. I called back the next day.” Difficulties 

obtaining assistance occurred alongside broader servicing problems: GAO found that four of five 

servicers failed accuracy standards in at least one assessed quarter (U.S. Government 

Accountability Office 2026a). Seeking reliable information became repeated administrative 

work. 

In summary, changes to repayment plans, payment counts, and servicers made 

administrative work an ongoing responsibility. Completing that work did not necessarily produce 

resolution as borrowers could exhaust the actions available to them and remain uncertain about 

what would happen next. At that point, administrative work gave way to waiting. 

5.3 Waiting for Government: Administrative Uncertainty and Limbo 

Completing administrative work did not necessarily resolve borrowers’ problems. 

Participants described doing what they understood government required without knowing what 

would happen next. Responses from all 72 participants were coded under policy instability and 

uncertainty, including concerns about repayment programs, forgiveness, litigation, and whether 

existing policies would remain in place. Some had no immediate administrative task left to 

complete. Liz described following continued changes to repayment: 
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“I’ve received updated messaging every few months: now you’re going to start paying, 

now you’re not paying, this is happening, and now you’re moving to this loan servicer.... 

I’m waiting until I get an official notice from the servicer. I don’t trust anything that’s 

happening at this point. This just feels ever changing and may or may not actually be the 

case or available.” — Liz  

Liz intended to continue repayment and document PSLF eligibility but did not know 

what the system required. Alexa Roberts similarly remained in SAVE forbearance, “crossing my 

fingers that maybe they would let that plan stay.” In both accounts, uncertainty continued 

between required actions as borrowers remained dependent on government decisions that they 

could not resolve themselves. These experiences provide context for research finding elevated 

psychological distress and suicidal ideation among PSLF borrowers awaiting forgiveness 

decisions (Collier et al. 2025), suggesting how unresolved outcomes and limited ability to move 

forward could make waiting consequential. 

Mina’s experience with PSLF buyback illustrates how borrowers could remain dependent 

on an unresolved government decision despite taking available steps to move the process 

forward. She applied for buyback in November 2024 and was still waiting 18 months later, even 

after seeking congressional assistance. The unresolved decision continued to shape her finances: 

“It’s a sense of waiting. Is this going to go away entirely?... One of the first things I’m 

going to do once I have a regular income again is stash away a couple thousand dollars 

for when I get that contract that says, ‘You owe us $3,500, and then we can all be done 

with this.’ I can’t do that until I have more stability - feels like chasing my own tail.” — 

Mina Toon  

Mina remained unable to resolve the process or confidently plan around its outcome. 

Penny Walter described waiting more than a year for a buyback decision without a status update, 

characterizing her application as “submitted into the abyss.” Borrowers had completed available 

actions but remained uncertain when government would respond or recognize their progress, 
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extending beyond the anticipation of a future administrative encounter (Baekgaard and Madsen 

2024). 

Policy changes compounded uncertainty. Understanding a rule offered limited 

reassurance when borrowers doubted it would remain in place. Diminished autonomy and stress 

are established psychological costs (Döring and Madsen 2022) – participants described how 

uncertainty could sustain these costs within long-term administrative relationships. Tracy 

described changes to the repayment plan around which she had organized major decisions: 

“People relied on these plans and built financial plans around them... I had a plan. It was 

a doable plan. I just did not expect things to be thrown into chaos the way they were.” — 

Tracy Shel  

Anna emphasized the value of clear information on requirements and consistent policy: 

“When the information is clear and it’s not changing all the time... People can feel 

comfortable, and they know that if I do this, I’ll get my loans paid off... Clear rules, clear 

plans, to where people aren’t having to spend hours on the phone trying to figure out 

what to do.” — Anna Jake  

Interviewees connected uncertainty to financial decisions made around existing policies. 

Borrowers relied on IDR as a financial safety net when income fell or payments became 

unaffordable, consistent with research on its protective role (Herbst 2023). Yet, changes to 

programs threatened arrangements around which they had structured their financial lives. 

Uncertainty could also continue after a favorable decision. Chrysanthemum received 

PSLF forgiveness but still checked her account to confirm that the debt had not returned: 

“Even though I received forgiveness, occasionally I’ll go back, ‘Did they put it back on 

there?’ Because I wouldn’t be surprised if they were just like, ‘Just kidding, that debt that 

we forgave...’ My trust in the system was low, and now it’s lower than it’s ever been, 

despite being someone who benefited from it.” — Chrysanthemum O’Reilly  

 

Chrysanthemum’s concern persisted after forgiveness, echoing earlier interviews in which 

forgiven borrowers feared reversal (Collier et al. 2024b). Violet Amos described uncertainty 
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before finalization, explaining that she could not fully trust forgiveness would occur “until... 

everything was finalized,” and recalling her reaction when the discharge appeared: “Are you 

serious? What’s going on?” Violet’s account reflects earlier research showing that PSLF 

borrowers could have low confidence that anticipated forgiveness would ultimately materialize 

(Miller et al. 2023). Chrysanthemum’s experience extends that uncertainty beyond forgiveness 

itself – from whether forgiveness would occur to whether a completed discharge would endure. 

These experiences distinguish time spent interacting with government from time spent 

waiting for government. For many, the administrative encounter ended before the burden did. 

Participants had completed the available actions but remained dependent on processes they could 

neither resolve nor confidently anticipate. Under these conditions, waiting could become 

administrative limbo – the prolonged dependence on consequential administrative processes with 

limited ability to bring them to resolution (Kleizen et al. 2025). Waiting becomes limbo not 

simply because it lasts, but because an unresolved government process continues to constrain 

what individuals can do next. 

5.4 “Can I Trust This?”: Administrative Experiences and Institutional Trust 

Uncertainty also shaped how borrowers evaluated the federal government as problems 

with repayment and forgiveness informed broader judgments about whether the institutions 

administering these programs could be trusted. Borrowers’ accounts reflect policy feedback 

research showing how experiences with public programs shape perceptions of government 

fairness and responsiveness (Soss 2000; Mettler and Soss 2004). Crystal described no longer 

trusting the information in her account: 

“I have zero trust... Every month, I check my student loans, I take screenshots of my 

PSLF tracker because I don’t trust that it’s not going to be wiped. I don’t trust that 

payments I make will be counted properly, or that the amount I was given in mid-May 
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will stay my amount, even though they said it would. Literally no trust whatsoever.” — 

Crystal Shabazz 

Distrust prompted Crystal to create monthly records because she doubted that official 

information would remain available or accurate. Charles Silver similarly took screenshots and 

kept dated notes, explaining, “I didn’t trust the system.” Stella Smith counted payments, checked 

them against servicer records, documented calls, and scanned correspondence into Google Drive 

- work she described as feeling “like a full-time job.” 

Other borrowers maintained additional records to verify their progress. Chrysanthemum 

filed a FOIA request for her complete payment history and repeatedly checked whether 

qualifying payments appeared in her account. Mina Toon tracked her servicer, payment amount, 

and qualifying-payment number in monthly spreadsheets. Janelle retained invoices and receipts 

after seeing payment records disappear from a servicer’s system, explaining:  

“I had to send them the paper notice and then my bank statement as proof that I made a 

payment for a couple months that they just lost.” – Janelle Hanson 

Responses from 53 of 72 participants were coded under paperwork and administrative 

monitoring as labor, while 25 were coded under the transfer of responsibility for verifying or 

correcting information to borrowers. Interviewees maintained personal records, checked payment 

counts, and preserved documentation to protect against administrative errors, taking on work 

beyond formal requirements. This additional work was also connected to distrust: problems with 

official records weakened borrowers’ confidence in the system, prompting further monitoring 

and documentation to ensure their progress remained recognized (Brodkin and Majmundar 2010; 

Herd and Moynihan 2018). 

At least 23 borrowers described repayment or forgiveness through government promises, 

agreements, or obligations. Participants understood PSLF as an exchange of qualifying public-

service employment and payments for eventual forgiveness. When administration of the program 



31 
 

appeared unstable, borrowers questioned whether government would honor that commitment. 

Jefff P. expressed these concerns through the language of contracts: 

“It’s a little unclear what the messaging and policy is... they’re trying to undo PSLF. 

Illegally, I would assume, because contracts are contracts, and promissory notes are 

supposed to prevent one-sided termination with no consequence.” — Jefff P. 

Jefff’s account reveals how he understood his relationship with government. Elaine Nelson 

similarly connected repayment policy to an agreement around which she had organized her life: 

“I've made all these life plans. Now my contract's being changed, I didn't agree to change my 

contract.” Anna Jake expressed the underlying concern directly: “is the government going to 

honor their commitment to me?” As illustrated, administrative instability raised questions about 

whether government would honor commitments borrowers had relied upon when making 

consequential decisions. 

Long-duration programs provide repeated opportunities for policy feedback as 

individuals encounter changing rules, servicers, and administrations (Mettler and Soss 2004). 

Favorable outcomes, including forgiveness, did not necessarily erase earlier experiences of 

unreliability. When borrowers could not confidently rely on payment counts, guidance, or 

decisions, uncertainty about repayment informed broader doubts about government’s 

commitments – and these experiences shaped both the administrative work borrowers performed 

and what they came to believe about government. 

5.5 Planning Life Around Unresolved Administrative Processes 

Prior research has examined relationships between student debt and homeownership, 

family formation, and occupational decisions (Rothstein and Rouse 2011; Houle and Berger 

2015; Nau, Dwyer, and Hodson 2015; Mezza et al. 2020; Kuperberg and Mazelis 2022). 

Interviewees described similar connections, explaining how financial constraints and uncertainty 
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about repayment and forgiveness shaped decisions about housing, relationships, children, 

employment, and retirement. 

These considerations overlapped in Bell’s account of planning for a child. Bell had hoped 

to receive forgiveness before navigating maternity leave, potentially working part-time, and 

paying for childcare. Delayed progress introduced questions about how these choices would 

affect PSLF eligibility: 

“It's just kind of like one more sticky factor in a decision that we already are overthinking 

a lot of different things, financial as well… thinking about childcare costs while having 

student loan payments at the same time.” — Bell 

Others also placed debt alongside considerations shaping family decisions. Vincent Price 

described student loans, housing costs, medical debt, and public-service earnings as part of why 

having children felt unaffordable: “We do not have children and for a number of reasons, but one 

of them is financially, it just would drown us.” Florence Gause connected remaining unmarried 

after 12 years with a partner partly to keeping finances separate: “We're not married, in part 

because I don't want his money mingled with mine, it's such a mess.” Stella Smith described 

filing taxes separately throughout her marriage because she feared that combining incomes 

would increase her student loan payment. Debt could shape both family plans and household 

financial arrangements alongside other considerations. 

Similar tradeoffs appeared for housing. Marie described how the payment pause allowed 

her to accumulate money for a home: 

“In the Pause, I stopped paying my student loans, was able to buy a condo. It was a clear 

line.” — Marie Mac  

For others, repayment shaped the circumstances under which they reached major 

milestones. Heidi Hunterberg described making “tight decisions,” including remaining in a 

smaller home as her children grew. Erin Schnell purchased “more modestly” because student 
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loans limited what she and her husband could borrow. Anna Jake highlighted being “already 

behind” in retirement savings and connected repayment to foregoing further education. As such, 

debt could delay decisions or change what borrowers could afford when making them. 

Life planning became more difficult when borrowers could not determine what 

government would require or when. Janelle postponed home repairs and other spending while 

awaiting a buyback decision, setting aside money without knowing how much she would need: 

“I am packing away money each month that I think might equal what my student loan 

buyback offer would be, or what I’ll be repaying…” — Janelle Hanson 

Janelle set aside money for several possible outcomes and postponed a career change while 

trying to preserve PSLF eligibility. Her account connects financial constraint with administrative 

uncertainty: she needed to find the money while also determining how much to reserve and how 

long to wait. 

Student loans and anticipated forgiveness could also support educational and employment 

plans. Elaine Nelson relied on loans to “work less and go to school more.” She considered 

public-service roles while pursuing her education, explaining, “I was always planning to do 

public service loan forgiveness.” Her account shows how anticipated forgiveness could support a 

path into public service before accumulated payments became a reason to remain. 

At least 36 borrowers described PSLF eligibility as a consideration in choosing 

employers, remaining in qualifying work, or weighing career changes. Lizz Ross returned to 

nonprofit work after a period with a for-profit employer, weighing other employment against the 

years of qualifying credit already accumulated:  

“I was so far along, I kept thinking, well, there's not much further to go.” — Lizz Ross 
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Lizz returned to nonprofit work with approximately three years remaining, despite doubts about 

whether forgiveness would occur. Progress toward forgiveness could draw borrowers back into 

qualifying employment as well as encourage them to stay. 

Unresolved administrative questions could further complicate a career transition. Lis R 

considered consulting but wanted payment-count problems resolved first: “First and foremost, I 

want to get my number of payments resolved and deal with student loans.” Karlie Lass similarly 

described considering a career change while waiting for forgiveness or buyback: 

“It’s hard to think about the future when I don’t know when this is going to happen.” — 

Karlie Lass 

Receiving forgiveness could expand those choices. After achieving forgiveness, Ali explained: 

“The option to leave my job if I needed or wanted to is there, which makes a huge 

difference in how I show up at work.” — Ali Wala 

Consistent with prior work, having expanded options did not necessarily mean borrowers wanted 

to leave (Collier and Fitzpatrick 2022). JayHawk_12, who had previously ruled out higher-

paying opportunities to preserve PSLF eligibility, remained satisfied with qualifying employment 

after forgiveness: “I can go work wherever I want now, but I'm happy at my job.” 

Loans and anticipated forgiveness could enable education and public-service careers 

while repayment requirements constrained later choices. Accumulated progress could make 

leaving qualifying employment more costly, consistent with research describing PSLF as “golden 

handcuffs” (Collier et al. 2024b). Administrative uncertainty added difficulty by leaving 

borrowers unsure when that progress would be recognized. Across employment, housing, family, 

and retirement decisions, planning depended on both financial resources and the ability to rely on 

government action. 

5.6 Living with Uncertainty: Financial Stress and Well-Being 
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Borrowers connected repayment to financial and psychological well-being, describing 

how payments left less money for housing, groceries, childcare, savings, retirement, and other 

expenses (Nau et al. 2015; Cherney et al. 2020). These financial pressures could generate worry 

and distress, but borrowers also described strain from not knowing what repayment would 

require in the future. That uncertainty concerned future payment amounts, the availability of 

repayment plans, and whether forgiveness would occur. Under stabilized policy, when borrowers 

trusted that payments would adjust with income, IDR provided reassurance about their ability to 

manage financial shocks. Uncertainty about the program weakened that protection, connecting 

concerns about affordability with psychological well-being. 

These concerns entered borrowers’ lives through anxiety, rumination, depression or 

hopelessness, and strain on work and relationships. Participants also described seeking therapy or 

using medication. Such experiences align with research connecting student debt and 

administrative burden with psychological well-being (Tay et al. 2017; Sinha et al. 2024; Collier 

and Fitzpatrick 2025; Baekgaard et al. 2021; Jiang 2026). Sola explained the importance of 

knowing what to expect:  

“I can deal with anything as long as I know what it is I’m dealing with.” — Sola Ray 

Sola’s account draws attention to the difference between managing an obligation and being 

unable to anticipate it. Anne described how clear information made repayment easier to plan 

around, even when the payment was substantial: 

“I knew exactly when the first payment was going to start. Exactly how much it was 

going to be... My husband and I were able to plan.” — Anne Langley  

 

Predictability did not eliminate the financial burden; however, it helped borrowers organize their 

finances. Without consistency, psychological costs could continue even when no payment was 

due or administrative tasks remained, as borrowers questioned what would happen next.  
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At least 22 participants described student loans as adding to other financial and personal 

pressures. Naledi described repayment as part of a wider set of household decisions: 

“It’s just a lot in this economy... Student loan debt plays a part in that. Everything plays 

into: can we afford two kids in daycare… IVF treatment… the buyback?... It plays into 

the stress.” — Naledi Ngoepe  

MomicaHB similarly described overlapping pressures. While paying about $500 a month, she 

worried that income recertification would make her payment “exorbitant” as she approached 

PSLF forgiveness: “It was a lot of things... and then they all sort of like impact the other things.” 

Anna Jake also found it difficult to separate sources of anxiety but noted that “the student loans 

are in the mix.” These responses show how repayment could compound financial and personal 

pressures rather than operate separately.  

Some participants also disclosed self-harm or suicidal ideation and described how student 

debt contributed to their distress. For Satchmo, debt added to depression and suicidal thoughts 

that predated her student loans: 

“I would not say that they [suicidal thoughts] are specifically triggered by student loans, 

but... between other personal stressors, work stressors, geopolitical stressors, this is just 

one more thing.” — Satchmo Koga  

MomicaHB attributed a more central role to student debt when describing an earlier suicide 

attempt, while also identifying other financial and personal pressures: 

“I took an overdose. Some of that was due to the shame of sex work. But it was like, I 

must pay this [student loan] debt?... I was ignoring my student loans, but they were 

always in the back of my mind... The root of it was student loans. How do I pay these 

loans off?” — MomicaHB  

Borrowers described debt’s role in their distress differently, without establishing a single 

causal pathway. Some described debt as one source of strain, while others placed it at the center 

of their distress - variation consistent with research linking financial strain to psychological 

distress and suicidal behavior, while recognizing that borrowers faced multiple pressures 
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(Richardson et al. 2013; Elbogen et al. 2020). Uncertainty could extend these psychological costs 

beyond an administrative encounter. Completing paperwork or contacting a servicer did not 

resolve questions about future payments, forgiveness, or program stability. Even when no 

immediate action remained, uncertainty could sustain worry and complicate financial and 

household planning as borrowers waited for consequential decisions beyond their control. 

6. Limitations 

Several limitations should guide interpretation of this study. Participants were recruited 

through student-loan-focused organizations, borrower communities, and social networks and are 

not representative of all federal student loan borrowers. Those who completed the survey and 

agreed to an interview may have been more engaged with repayment or motivated to discuss 

their experiences. The findings describe how administrative experiences connected with trust, 

planning, and well-being without establishing how commonly these processes occur. 

The protocol may have shaped participants’ responses. Developed for an explanatory 

sequential study, interviews introduced survey findings and directly asked about mental health, 

uncertainty, and political and administrative changes. These prompts supported elaboration but 

may have encouraged responses consistent with the study’s concerns. They do not establish that 

borrowers independently identified these issues as their most important concerns. Member 

checking assessed recognition of the interpretations but cannot rule out interview-framing 

effects. 

Interviews occurred during unusually unstable policy conditions, including SAVE 

litigation, changing repayment options, and uncertainty surrounding PSLF. These conditions may 

have intensified experiences while allowing uncertainty to be examined as decisions remained 

unresolved. Participants described past and ongoing experiences, but the study did not track 
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changes through repeated interviews. Future research should examine trust, planning, and well-

being longitudinally and assess whether similar patterns emerge during more stable periods and 

in other prolonged administrative relationships, including disability programs, immigration, tax 

administration, public benefits, and licensing. 

7. Discussion 

I asked how borrowers experience administrative burden within long-duration federal 

student loan repayment and how prolonged uncertainty shapes trust, future planning, and well-

being. Participants described familiar learning, compliance, and psychological costs (Herd and 

Moynihan 2018), but reached points where they had completed what they understood 

government required while situations remained unresolved. Borrowers submitted forms, 

requested buyback, completed qualifying payments, certified employment, or changed 

repayment plans, then waited months - and sometimes more than a year - for decisions they 

could not control. 

I build upon research showing how prolonged government processes can leave 

individuals in administrative limbo (Kleizen et al. 2025). Interviews draw attention to uncertainty 

about progress borrowers believed they had secured. Their experiences differed: Steven reported 

an approval being revisited, Chrysanthemum continued to question whether completed 

forgiveness would endure. Both indicate that receiving an answer may not end administrative 

burden when individuals cannot confidently rely on it. Temporal administrative burden describes 

how established costs persist, accumulate, or recur, drawing attention to both formal resolution 

and whether individuals can rely on an outcome when planning their lives. 

Questions about whether outcomes would endure also connected administrative burden 

with policy feedback. Public programs can shape how individuals understand government, while 
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difficult administrative experiences can influence institutional trust (Soss 2000; Mettler and Soss 

2004; Barnes and Henly 2018; Bell et al. 2024). Borrowers evaluated whether official 

information, payment records, and commitments made years earlier could be trusted. Some 

responded to unreliability by preserving records, checking accounts, and seeking confirmation, 

adding to their administrative work. Administrative problems could weaken trust, while distrust 

could sustain burden through continued monitoring - even after borrowers received an expected 

benefit. 

Doubt about government commitments also complicated the decisions borrowers made 

around them. As noted, research connects student debt with employment, homeownership, and 

family decisions (Rothstein and Rouse 2011; Houle and Berger 2015; Mezza et al. 2020; 

Kuperberg and Mazelis 2022) but participants’ accounts suggest these outcomes involved more 

than the amount owed. Borrowers also had to anticipate future payments, forgiveness timelines, 

and repayment options while questioning whether government would recognize their progress. 

Loans and anticipated forgiveness could support education and public-service careers, while 

uncertain administrative outcomes complicated subsequent choices. Planning depended on both 

financial resources and confidence that government would follow through. Therefore, 

predictability deserves attention as a feature of program design when individuals organize 

consequential decisions around future government action. 

The difficulty of planning around unresolved outcomes may also explain why 

psychological costs continued after an administrative encounter ended. Completing an 

interaction did not necessarily provide the information or resolution borrowers needed to manage 

their next steps, leaving uncertainty to carry into daily life. Their experiences extend research 

connecting administrative encounters with immediate emotional responses (Hattke et al. 2020), 
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stress and diminished autonomy (Döring and Madsen 2022), and broader psychological well-

being (Jiang 2026) by showing how unresolved outcomes could sustain these costs between 

encounters. Uncertainty about payments, forgiveness, and changing rules continued even when 

borrowers had no immediate action left to take. Continued information seeking outside formal 

channels may reflect efforts to manage that uncertainty (Collier et al. 2024a). Therefore, 

completing administrative work does not necessarily resolve dependence on government action 

or the psychological costs associated with it. 

8. Conclusion and Implications 

Administrative burden can persist beyond the administrative encounter. Borrowers 

completed required actions yet remained dependent on decisions they could not control, with 

uncertainty extending into finances, future planning, trust, and well-being. Temporal 

administrative burden describes how established costs persist, accumulate, or recur within these 

prolonged relationships, including when unresolved processes leave individuals in administrative 

limbo (Kleizen et al. 2025). 

Participants emphasized the importance of predictability. Borrowers expressed differing 

views about repayment and forgiveness but described wanting rules they could understand and 

rely on when planning their futures. Thomas A framed education policy as a “bipartisan 

responsibility”, while Goose emphasized needing clarity: 

“I don’t think it’s a Democrat solution. I think it’s a government solution... I want the 

government to come together and have a reasonable, clear understanding about if you 

borrow this money, here’s how we’re going to help you.” — Goose Gosling 

Continuity and clear implementation mattered alongside the substance of repayment 

policy. Changes require borrowers to reconsider payment expectations, verify eligibility, and 

reassess earlier plans. As Anna Jake said, borrowers wanted “clear rules, clear plans,” rather 
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than evolving, unstable, and insufficient information. Participants’ calls for bipartisan 

cooperation reflected that desire for continuity. 

Borrowers made consequential decisions while awaiting government outcomes that could 

remain unresolved for months or years. Clear requirements and completed tasks did not 

necessarily make those outcomes predictable or secure. These findings point to practical 

priorities for government: making timely decisions and maintaining accurate, consistent payment 

counts so borrowers can rely on the progress they have made. Administrative burden scholarship 

has shown what interacting with government can cost; this study shows how those costs can 

continue when the interaction ends but the administrative relationship remains unresolved. 

Resolution requires decisions borrowers can trust and receive in time to use when planning their 

lives. 

Data Availability 

Qualitative data from this study are available through a public research website (Collier 

2026). Participants were asked separately whether they consented to having their interview 

responses shared through the website. Only responses from participants who explicitly agreed to 

public sharing are included on the website; responses from participants who did not provide 

consent are not publicly available. Participants who agreed to public sharing were given multiple 

opportunities to provide or withdraw that permission. Publicly available responses are associated 

only with participant-selected pseudonyms, with potentially identifying information removed. 
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Appendix A1. Sequential Explanatory Mixed Methods Interview Protocol  

1. Prior Participants ONLY – Since last you engaged with this work or we spoke, how 
has life changed for you?  
 

2. Let’s talk about your student loan debt, can you walk me through your experiences 
at college and what you knew about student loan debt while borrowing?   
 

3. Can you walk me through your history of repayment – which plans have you been on 
in the past until now?  
 

4. Can you tell me about your general experiences with student loan repayment during 
2025 and 2026? 

a. How would you describe the financial impact of your student loans on your 
day-to-day life? 

 
5. In the past, I have found that both the balance of student loans and how many 

remaining payments people have left play a role in borrowers’ mental health. On this 
I have three questions:  

a. As balances go up so do mental and financial distress – yet, as qualifying 
payments get closer to forgiveness distress goes down, but these concepts 
do not go up and down similarly as they’re different constructs in the minds 
of borrowers:  

i. Would you agree that both play a role in borrower mental health, and 
how?  

b. Which aspect, balances or qualifying repayments did you tend to mostly 
focus on, and why?  

c. When did (or when will) the remaining payments toward forgiveness shift 
from an abstract concept to a realistic understanding that forgiveness was 
attainable? 
 

6. We are seeing that a large portion of student loan borrowers have elevated 
psychological distress – 34% cite Serious/Severe Distress 

a. How has your mental health been during 2025-2026?  
b. What are the core drivers of your mental distress during 2025-2026? 

i. How exactly does student loan debt and repayment affect your 
mental health? 

ii. How do other financial aspects of your life affect your mental health? 
c. What mental health supports have you been engaged in from 2025 -2026? 

 
7. If you are comfortable, the next topic we will discuss is suicidal ideation and self-

harm behaviors.  If you do not feel like engaging in this topic, we can move on to the 
next one.  Similarly, if you want to stop talking about this topic after starting, please 
inform us and we can move to the next topic.  Finally, if you’re feeling increased 
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mental distress or need to seek additional help, please dial 988 for the National 
Suicide and Crisis Hotline.  Additionally, 18% of our sample reported Self Harm 
Thoughts, 17% Suicidal Thoughts – with large portions of those individuals 
suggesting they have made plans to self harm or attempts:  

a. Have you ever had any self-harm or suicidal thoughts in the past year (if no, 
ever since repaying student loans)?  

i. Are you willing to provide details on these thoughts?  
ii. How are these thoughts related to your student loans? 

b. Have you made any self-harm or suicidal plans or attempts ever? 
i. Would you be willing to discuss these plans or attempts with me? 

 
8. How has the uncertainty surrounding IDR repayment plans affected your: 

a. Mental health 
b. Career choices 
c. Personal relationships and Family Planning 

 
9. Roughly 35% of our sample suggest a degree of Food Insecurity 

a. Our data show you may be amongst this group – would you care to talk about 
instances during 2025-2026 where you have had to skip or cut meals due to 
finances – or other elements of what you may consider food insecurity?  

b. Our data show you may not report food insecurity, is that still true today and 
would you like to discuss any instances of skipping or cutting meals – or 
other elements of what you may consider food insecurity?  

 
10.  Tell me a bit about your career trajectory and are you currently satisfied?  

a. How has student loan debt and repayment influenced your career?  
 

11.  How has student loan debt and repayment affected major life decisions?  
a. Homeownership and other durable goods (e.g. cars, appliances).  
b. Romantic relationships and marriage – partner dynamics  
c. Family Planning – having children and the amount, childcare costs and 

decisions  
 

12. What are your thoughts on the student loan system and repayment policies? 
a. Any specific thoughts on the Republican Congress removing prior IDR plans 

(PAYE) and creating the RAP plan? 
b. Let’s pretend Democrats get the same opportunity as Republicans and have 

a trifecta of power. What would you like to see Democrats do if they had the 
power to change the system? 

c. Please detail the degree of trust you have in the federal government related to 
repaying student loans 

i. Did you have more trust in the previous administrations?  
d. What have been your experiences with servicers?  
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13. Looking back, how do you make sense of your experiences with student loans and 
repayment, overall? 
 

14. Was college worth it to you? 
a. What is the min level of education you want for your close family members 

and children explicitly for their financial security? 
 

15. Forgiveness 
a. Forgiven: As you have achieved forgiveness how has life changed, what has 

forgiveness meant? 
i. Waiting on a Forgiveness Decision group being completely different 

with higher psych distress, financial distress, and self-harm/suicidal 
thoughts – is this true in your experience and how?  

b. Hypothetical Forgiveness: What will that mean?  
 

16. Is there anything else about your experience with student loans that you would like 
to share?     
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Appendix A2. Themes and Subthemes Identified in Borrower Interviews 

The qualitative coding framework contained 15 themes and 61 subthemes across 3,128 response units from 72 interview participants. 

Coding was non-mutually exclusive; individual responses could receive multiple themes and subthemes. Consequently, response and 

participant counts should not be summed across categories. 

Theme 
Theme N 

(Participants) 

Theme 

Responses 
Subtheme 

Subtheme N 

(Participants) 

Subtheme 

Responses 

Financial strain and constrained 

household budgets 
72 852 Monthly payment shock 45 266 

   Housing and groceries 43 84 

   Childcare/family costs 37 72 

   Little room for savings 31 54 

Forgiveness as relief, disbelief, or life 

re-opening 
72 784 

Hypothetical or anticipated 

forgiveness 
54 255 

   Future imagined differently 45 118 

   Pending decision anxiety 42 83 

   Relief after approval 38 123 

   Skepticism until complete 25 38 

Policy instability and uncertainty as 

lived stress 
72 755 

IDR as psychological safety net 

under threat 
65 304 
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Theme 
Theme N 

(Participants) 

Theme 

Responses 
Subtheme 

Subtheme N 

(Participants) 

Subtheme 

Responses 

   Administration whiplash 53 148 

   Planning under moving rules 38 73 

   Policy trust erosion 34 92 

   Litigation limbo 21 27 

Career constraint, public-service 

attachment, and job tradeoffs 
72 713 Staying for PSLF eligibility 58 161 

   Lower pay vs. forgiveness 23 42 

   Job lock 20 31 

   Career satisfaction under debt 16 19 

Delayed or reshaped adulthood 

milestones 
72 623 Childbearing decisions 51 136 

   Homeownership delay 40 69 

   Marriage/partner dynamics 39 80 

   Retirement/savings tradeoffs 28 51 

Manageable debt due to income, 

family support, or privileged position 
70 514 Family/spousal support 47 242 

   High income buffering 39 133 
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Theme 
Theme N 

(Participants) 

Theme 

Responses 
Subtheme 

Subtheme N 

(Participants) 

Subtheme 

Responses 

   
Comparative awareness of 

privilege 
37 73 

Plan churn, administrative burden, and 

bureaucratic opacity 
71 485 SAVE/IBR movement 57 175 

   Buyback and count delays 53 158 

   Paperwork as labor 53 130 

   
Servicer communication 

problems 
33 51 

Debt-related mental health distress 72 476 Stress spillover 43 103 

   Anxiety and rumination 39 95 

   Therapy or medication 25 37 

   Depression/hopelessness 14 21 

Government trust, betrayal, and 

legitimacy 
72 460 Partisan accountability 44 118 

   Policy trust erosion* 34 92 

   Contractual moral language 34 50 

   Loss of faith 28 71 

   Promise-breaking 12 14 



59 
 

Theme 
Theme N 

(Participants) 

Theme 

Responses 
Subtheme 

Subtheme N 

(Participants) 

Subtheme 

Responses 

Ambivalence about whether college 

was worth it 
71 424 Different advice to children 39 99 

   Credential still valuable 33 57 

   Debt undercuts value 18 21 

   Education as security but risky 15 23 

Servicer Experiences 70 368 Long waits 43 74 

   
Wrong or inconsistent 

information 
30 36 

   Burden shifted to borrower 25 46 

   Portal confusion 27 41 

   
Helpful or positive servicer 

support 
7 8 

Constrained Borrowing Knowledge 

and Choice 
68 234 Youth/age at borrowing 35 49 

   Opaque FAFSA and counseling 34 46 

   First-generation navigation 25 42 

   College as default pathway 12 12 

Food Security 41 56 Grocery tradeoffs 10 10 
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Theme 
Theme N 

(Participants) 

Theme 

Responses 
Subtheme 

Subtheme N 

(Participants) 

Subtheme 

Responses 

   Skipping/cutting meals 3 3 

   Stigma around hardship 3 3 

   Definitional uncertainty 1 1 

Self-harm or suicidal ideation linked 

to debt stress 
26 42 Ideation disclosure 23 26 

   Safety-sensitive interviewing 16 16 

   Plans/attempts 5 5 

   
Debt as amplifier rather than sole 

cause 
3 4 

Predatory or misleading institutional 

practices 
28 37 Borrower defense logic 11 13 

   
Institutional promises vs. 

outcomes 
9 12 

   For-profit enrollment 6 9 

Note. N (Participants) represents the number of unique interview participants whose responses received the corresponding code. Responses represent the number 

of coded response units. Because coding was non-mutually exclusive, a participant or response may appear under multiple themes and subthemes, and subtheme 

counts are not expected to sum to theme totals.
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Appendix A3. Member Checking Feedback on Findings and Discussion 

 

Table A3a. Member Checking Feedback 

Pseudonym 
Interview 

participation 

Findings reflect  

experience 

Accuracy of 

interpretation 

Missing experiences or 

 suggested additions 

Discussion and  

conclusions 

Li Interviewee 

Describes renewed stress after a 

calculator estimated substantially 

higher payments, prompting 

consideration of additional work 

or leaving education. 

Not separately 

addressed. 

Emphasizes the public value of 

educational work and rejects framing 

assistance as a handout; does not 

explicitly identify this as a missing 

theme. 

Not separately addressed. 

Elaine 

Nelson 
Interviewee 

Generally agrees, while 

qualifying the portrayal of 

qualifying employment primarily 

as a constraint. 

Finds the interpretation 

broadly accurate but 

indicates that the career-

constraint framing does 

not fully reflect personal 

experience. 

Requests greater attention to loans 

enabling education and PSLF enabling 

entry into public service. Emphasizes 

that valuing a program can coexist with 

distrusting its administration. 

Generally endorses the 

discussion but worries that 

predominantly negative 

framing could encourage 

elimination of a valued 

program. 

Janelle 

Hanson 
Interviewee 

Broadly endorses the report as 

reflecting personal perceptions 

and experiences. 

General endorsement; no 

separate assessment of 

interview interpretation. 

Not addressed; no specific revision 

requested. 

General endorsement; no 

separate assessment of the 

relationship between findings 

and conclusions. 

Joy Finder Interviewee 

Strongly endorses accuracy and 

relevance. Describes anxiety 

over repayment duration and a 

payment increase that required a 

call and recalculation. 

Describes the report as 

accurate without 

separately evaluating 

interpretation of 

interview testimony. 

Emphasizes consistency in repayment 

administration across political 

transitions; does not explicitly identify 

an omission. 

Endorses attention to 

consistency without separately 

assessing the relationship 

between findings and 

conclusions. 

Fisher Reed 
Non-

interviewee 

Describes extensive 

administrative effort before 

reaching the final qualifying 

payment, including employment-

Not explicitly addressed. 

Requests attention to how poor 

administration of a program intended to 

encourage public service can lead public 

servants to reconsider their choices. Also 

Suggests greater attention to 

public-service disillusionment 

and embarrassment about 

program administration; does 
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Table A3a. Member Checking Feedback 

Pseudonym 
Interview 

participation 

Findings reflect  

experience 

Accuracy of 

interpretation 

Missing experiences or 

 suggested additions 

Discussion and  

conclusions 

verification disputes and an 

excluded payment. Does not 

provide an explicit overall 

assessment of fit. 

describes unequal time and capacity to 

navigate requirements. 

not explicitly assess overall 

consistency. 

Abby Jones 
Non-

interviewee 

States that the findings and 

discussion reflect many personal 

experiences and those described 

in the paper. 

Broadly endorses the 

account; identifies no 

specific interpretive 

error. 

Suggests emphasizing willingness to 

repay alongside objections to uncertain 

terms, limited transparency, distrust, and 

interest rates. Qualifies the proposed 

claim about most borrowers as requiring 

support. 

Requests clearer recognition 

that frustration concerns 

repayment conditions and 

administration rather than 

avoidance of responsibility. 

Freya 

Carlson 
Interviewee 

Explicitly agrees, particularly 

regarding the mental-health toll 

of pursuing PSLF. 

Explicitly states that the 

interview was 

interpreted accurately. 

States that no part of personal experience 

is missing. 

Explicitly affirms that the 

broader conclusions are 

consistent with the findings; 

requests no changes. 

Frank 

House 

Non-

interviewee 

Praises the article overall without 

explicitly assessing fit with 

personal experience. 

Praises succinctness and 

accessibility rather than 

separately assessing 

interpretive accuracy. 

Not addressed; no specific revision 

requested. 

No separate assessment of the 

relationship between findings 

and conclusions. 

Liz Gio Interviewee 

Finds the presentation of themes 

validating and recognizes shared 

burdensome student-loan 

experiences. 

Not separately 

addressed. 

No omission identified; does not 

explicitly state that nothing is missing. 

Expresses appreciation for 

receiving the discussion 

without separately evaluating 

its conclusions. 

Naledi 

Ngoepe 
Interviewee 

Explicitly affirms that the 

findings reflect personal 

experience. 

Explicitly endorses the 

accuracy of 

interpretation. 

Identifies insufficient attention to tax-

filing burdens, including filing 

separately to maintain affordable 

payments, perceived loss of tax benefits, 

Explicitly endorses the broader 

conclusions and connects 

reported tracker problems and 
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Table A3a. Member Checking Feedback 

Pseudonym 
Interview 

participation 

Findings reflect  

experience 

Accuracy of 

interpretation 

Missing experiences or 

 suggested additions 

Discussion and  

conclusions 

limited professional guidance, and self-

directed research. Also reports post-

interview missing qualifying payments 

in PSLF trackers. 

anger to the institutional-trust 

discussion. 

Annie 

Rockytop 
Interviewee 

Explicitly states that the account 

aligns with personal experience. 

Finds personal 

experience represented 

in the themes and 

subthemes, while 

limiting the assessment 

to that experience. 

States there is nothing to add. 

Finds the conclusions logical 

given the discussion of 

emerging themes; requests no 

changes. 

DocVee Interviewee 

Generally agrees but explains 

that the manageable-debt 

category does not describe 

personal circumstances. Reports 

keeping payment records and 

dated call notes because of 

distrust. 

Explicitly endorses 

interpretive accuracy 

throughout the paper. 

Identifies no omission at the time of 

responding. Additionally reports 

renewed uncertainty and distress 

following a balance-adjustment notice 

containing collection language after 

reported forgiveness. 

Endorses the discussion and 

requests no changes. 

cybercris Interviewee 

Likes the article without 

explicitly assessing overall fit 

with personal experience. 

Not separately 

addressed. 

Suggests percentages in the 

theme/subtheme figure. Notes that 

wording about some borrowers having 

resources alongside a count of 70 could 

imply that nearly all participants were 

wealthy. 

No separate assessment of the 

relationship between findings 

and conclusions. 

Sola Ray Interviewee 
Generally agrees, particularly 

regarding uncertainty, difficulty 

trusting the program, and 

States that the 

interpretation seemed 

correct. 

No answer supplied to the question 

about missing experiences. 

Affirms consistency while 

explaining that suicidal 

ideation and self-harm 

resonate less personally than 
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Table A3a. Member Checking Feedback 

Pseudonym 
Interview 

participation 

Findings reflect  

experience 

Accuracy of 

interpretation 

Missing experiences or 

 suggested additions 

Discussion and  

conclusions 

changes that were unexpected 

when entering repayment. 

the broader, life-impacting 

psychological toll. No specific 

revision requested. 
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Appendix A4. Use of Generative AI in Research and Manuscript Development 

Generative AI was used in two distinct capacities in this study: as an analytical tool within the 

qualitative coding workflow and as a research and developmental-editing aid during manuscript 

preparation. 

For the qualitative analysis, generative AI was introduced only after the initial manual coding 

stage. The first 10 interviews were coded manually using inductive and deductive approaches, 

and those analyses informed development of the coding framework. AI was subsequently used to 

apply and stress-test the researcher-developed codebook, identify ambiguous coding boundaries, 

assist with repeated coding passes, surface disagreement cases, and organize material for human 

adjudication. Independent AI-assisted coding passes were also used to assess coding consistency 

and identify areas requiring additional review. These procedures functioned as analytical and 

computational support rather than as an independent source of interpretation. I retained 

responsibility for codebook development and revision, inclusion and exclusion criteria, 

adjudication decisions, interpretation of coded material, theme development, quotation selection, 

and all final analytical judgments. 

Generative AI was also used extensively during manuscript development across multiple 

uploaded manuscript versions. Its functions included targeted literature discovery, bibliographic 

and citation auditing, checking the fit between sources and claims, retrieval of relevant 

participant evidence, identification of inconsistencies or explanatory gaps, and developmental 

review of manuscript organization, argumentation, and theoretical framing. AI also suggested 

possible revisions or alternative formulations when weaknesses were identified. 

The manuscript-development process was iterative rather than generative-and-acceptive – I have 

over 70 hours of interaction with the agent. AI outputs were treated as provisional analytical or 

editorial suggestions. Across successive drafts, I independently evaluated those outputs and 

frequently rewrote them substantially, combined portions of different alternatives, supplied 

additional evidence or literature, developed different solutions, or rejected suggestions altogether. 

I also independently introduced substantial scholarship and empirical evidence that was not 

generated through AI-assisted searches and ensured articles matched the annotations.  

As part of preparing this disclosure, I also engaged ChatGPT in explicit retrospective discussions 

about the scope and character of its involvement in the research and manuscript-development 

process. Those discussions focused on distinguishing computational tool use, editorial assistance, 

substantive critique, and authorial decision-making. They were used to clarify and document the 

division of labor reported here, not to determine the study’s findings, theoretical contribution, or 

final interpretation. 

Generative AI therefore contributed to the execution, checking, retrieval, critique, and revision of 

several research and writing tasks, but it did not independently determine the study design, 
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analytical framework, coding decisions, evidentiary standards, interpretation, theoretical 

contribution, or final manuscript content. Responsibility for those decisions remained with the 

author throughout. 

 


