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BACKGROUND 
 
Access Group, a non-profit educational lending organization, needed a 
professional partner to conduct independent scientific research regarding 
the structure, design and usability of its Web site on multiple levels.  After 
commissioning a team to research and identify professional usability firms, 
Perceptive Sciences was selected to lead the research and provide 
recommendations to Access Group. 
 
Perceptive Sciences conducted a battery of tests on representative users of 
the site and provided recommendations to Access Group to reconfigure the 
navigation and usability of its Web site. In the end, Perceptive Sciencesõ 
findings helped create a stronger link between the content and the user by 
tremendously enhancing the user experience. 

 
 
SOLUTION: BLENDING FORM AND FUNCTION 
 
Initially the Access Group web site was designed as an educational tool 
with financial aid administrators (FAAs) as the primary audience.  While 
FAAs are a critically important audience for Access Group, the site proved 
less effective for web-savvy students searching for lending alternatives to 
finance their education.  
 
òPreviously, Access Group relied on research methods such as user 
feedback and focus groups to update our Web site,ó said Sue Ledwell, 
Director of Product Development for Access Group. òWe knew we needed a 
scientific usability study to gather feedback and make our site more useful 
and attractive for FAAs and students.ó 
 
In phase one of the project, Perceptive Sciences designed a usability study 
to determine if students could carry out a series of key representative 
tasks on the Web site, including finding an interest rate quote and applying 
for a loan. Perceptive Sciences recruited a total of 25 
graduate/professional students to match the profile and characteristics of 
the typical Access Group borrower.  Each student was given a persona and 
asked to complete 12 tasks using a test version of the website. During each 
task all of the studentõs actions and behaviors (mouse clicks, keystrokes, 
verbalizations, facial expressions, etc.) were recorded.  
 
In addition, task completion times and success rates were measured so as 
to provide both qualitative and quantitative metrics of usability and Web 
site performance. The results of the study revealed a number of serious 
usability issues and isolated those tasks which were particularly difficult 
for students to accomplish using the current Web site design.  
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In phase two of the project, the findings directly motivated a series of 
detailed recommendations to Access Group to improve the information 
architecture, navigation, and page layouts. These recommendations 
included assessments of the severity of each problem, as well as a detailed 
set of schematic Web page blueprints to guide Access Groupõs design and 
development team in implementing the key recommendations. 
 
During the course of its expert review of the site, Perceptive Sciences 
discovered Access Group was out of compliance with the U.S. Access 
Boardõs Section 508.  This is a level of accessibility standards to which all 
Internet sites must adhere to be considered legally accessible to users with 
disabilities such as visual impairments.  Accordingly, Perceptive Sciences 
provided specific recommendations for altering the site so as to bring the 
Access Group site into compliance with Section 508.   
  
 
 

 
 

 
 
In the months following the project, Access Group again commissioned 
Perceptive Sciencesõ help, this time to provide empirical guidance as to 
which of two emerging design motifs for the siteõs homepage was 
preferred by borrowers. Specifically, Access Group wanted to know which 
design was more inviting and in line with graduate studentsõ expectations 
for an online lender.  As an added bonus, Perceptive Sciences decided to 
also get feedback on the designs used by some of Access Groupõs top 
competitors so as to assess how their designs fared against those of the top 
market leaders.  Perceptive Sciences saw an opportunity to leverage its 
expertise in behavioral market research to address what they knew to be a 
longstanding, unresolved issue in the minds of the Access Group team: How 
do students perceive non-profit lenders versus for-profit lenders?  
 

 
Continued on next page 

View of Perceptive Sciencesô lab 

Perceptive Sciences discovered 

Access Group was out of 

compliance with Section 508 

accessibility standards. 



CASE STUDY:  ACCESS GROUP, INC.  
(Continued) 

 

 

Perceptive Sciences Corporation | 7000 N. Mopac, Suite 150 | Austin TX 78731 | 512.474.0004 | www.PerceptiveSciences.com 

When all was said and done, results from the initial phase of the study 
(based on input from 20 graduate and professional students) showed 
convincingly that both Access Group page designs outperformed the top 
competitors. There was also a clear indication as to which of these two 
designs was superior. In the second phase of the study, data from an 
independent sample of 34 students provided clear and unequivocal 
evidence that non-profit lenders were preferred over for-profit lenders. In 
sum, student borrowers believed 1) that a non-profit lender would keep 
their best interest in mind throughout the lending process, and 2) that a 
non-profit lender was inherently more trustworthy.  Accordingly, 
Perceptive Sciences recommended that the non-profit message be 
strategically woven into Access Groupõs Web site content.  
 
 
OUTCOME 

 
Students responsible for their collegiate financial decisions tended to be 
independent and efficient in their search for a lender.  Thus they preferred 
a lenderõs site to function efficiently too.  Perceptive Sciencesõ research 
enabled Access Group to use information gathered through tailored 
research to redesign its Web site into a more user-friendly format.  
Perceptive Sciencesõ research has enabled Access Group to simplify its Web 
site and enhance the user experience for FAAs and students alike. 
 
Currently, Access Group is extending the redesign into other areas of the 
site due to the information and positive outcome of Perceptive Sciencesõ 
research. While this first round of testing focused on the student portion of 
the Web site, future plans include reworking the FAA portion and updating 
other areas of the site to more user-centered design.   
 
òOverall, Access Group was extremely impressed with Perceptive Scienceõs 
ability to develop creative solutions to the issues we were facing with our 
Web site,ó said Sue Ledwell.  òWe needed a third-party partner to provide 
us detailed scientific information quickly throughout this process and 
Perceptive Sciences is a group of professionals who have effectively 
delivered results.ó 
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ABOUT ACCESS GROUP, INC. 

 
Access Group is a nonprofit, mission-driven organization with its roots in 
graduate higher education.  The mission of other lenders is to generate 
equity for their shareholders. Access Groupõs mission is to "provide 
education financing to the broadest range of eligible students, positively 
influence education financing practices, and provide services valued by 
students and schools." As the third largest provider of graduate education 
financing in the nation, its sole charge is to ensure that students have 
access to affordable funding for their education. Furthermore, its 
nonprofit outlook aligns it closely with the schools it serves and enables it 
to place customers' needs first. 
Web site:  www.accessgroup.org  
 

 
 

For more information about behavioral market research, user-centered 
design, and usability testing of enterprise software, consumer or business 
electronics, or corporate and e-commerce websites, please contact us at 

(512) 474-0004, or by e-mail at info@PerceptiveSciences.com. 

http://www.accessgroup.org/
mailto:info@PerceptiveSciences.com

