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We decided to keep true to 
journalistic values and follow the 
money — something we all know 
flows copiously into, out of and 
around ASU. We sought a better 
understanding of two prominent 
and lucrative areas in particular: the 
University’s lobbying and research. 
But we also wanted to address the 
contrasting financial hardships that 
plague most college students.

SPM writers profile a famed 
congressman-turned-lobbyist, 
explain the shifting thrift economy 
and tell the story of a student who’s 
made over $80,000 in two months by 
running a channel on OnlyFans.
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REPORT

With goals of scaling down the size of artificial intelligence 
devices with funding from the military, scientific efforts 
have reached new research milestones by studying  
bee brains. 

This is not the plot of a Black Mirror episode, but an 
ASU research project intended to uncover rules of brain 
miniaturization of bees and incorporate them into 
neuromorphic computing, AI software that mimics the 
structure of the brain. 

Funded by the Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency, Ira A. Fulton Schools of Engineering professor 
Yu Cao and assistant professor Ted Pavlic are joining 
professors in ASU’s School of Life Sciences and  
at the University of California San Diego to study  
stingless honeybees.

Jon Harrison, a professor at ASU’s School of Life Sciences, 
said the process began in March 2019 during the Tropical 
Biological Research in Panama, where students worked on 
independent research projects in the tropical rainforest.

Harrison said long before the Panama project, he has 
been personally interested in what keeps bees small and 
the consequences of gigantism, which can be applied to 
the technological world.

“You compare a cellphone to what a mosquito can do 
and it's not very good,” Harrison said, commenting on 
the efficiency of current technology. “These systems could 
potentially impact everything we do.”

He said the ultimate goal of this project is to “understand 
the principles that allow animals with small brains to have 
as good cognitive processing as animals with big brains.”

Pavlic said their research is focused on a taxonomic 
group of stingless bees that live in the tropics that are so 
small that an entire colony can fit inside a coffee cup.

“The reason we focus on these, as opposed to some 
arbitrary insects, is that there are about 15 different species 
of these bees, and so within this group of 15, we can study 
ones that are really, really small and some that are just 
merely small, and that they differ in their evolutionary 
trajectory and how they got smaller,” Pavlic said.

The project’s website says the bees’ brains “miniaturize 
from 4 to 0.2 (milligrams) without measurable loss of 
sensory and learning capacities.”

Inside the 
hive's mind

A military grant funds ASU 

research on bees’ brains to 

improve artificial intelligence

By Itz ia Crespo
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Many people encounter AI everyday, whether 
it is through Amazon’s Alexa, Apple’s Siri or 
self-driving cars, but Cao said there is yet to 
exist a device with the same mental capacity 
as bees at such a small size. 

“The connection from the biological 
discovery to the computational model to 
the sort of engineering system altogether is 
fascinating,” Cao said. “It’s an interesting 
path, but not an easy one.”

In self-driving cars, for example, the AI 
has to be smart enough to take different 
pieces of data and prioritize them to make a 
decision. But small microprocessors do not 
yet have this capability.

“It is so important — not only perception, 
but also the reasoning of a system,” Cao 
said. “If I see a ball while driving, I’ll be 
more cautious. But if I see a ball popping 
out from a field and I see a boy, that’s a high 

This is not the first of ASU’s research to be 
funded by DARPA, as the organization has 
given the University tens of millions of 
dollars in grants that range from research on 
lasers to waveform transmission capabilities.

Cao said there can be misconceptions about 
military-funded projects, but that his goal is to 
help develop the next generation of engineering.

“People may think this is defense-oriented, 
but I don’t really think that’s the case,” Cao 
said. “If the results from the research get 
to something thought of as progress, they 
may connect it to defense eventually. But for 
the University, we focus on the fundamental 
side of it.”

Pavlic said their team has not received 
direct instructions from DARPA, but that 
the goal of mimicking the efficiency of 
stingless bees' brains is shared between 
DARPA and the University.

Pavlic said the agency has not 
communicated specific information as to 

importance object and threat to a vehicle. 
(The device) must be able to correlate all these 
different objects to make a final decision.”

Pavlic said the first half of the project 
required studying the brains of these 
bees; now they’re moving into the second 
half: computational modeling, a form of 
problem-solving with the use of simulation 
and optimization.

As stated on DARPA’s website, “AI advances 
are beginning to have a deep impact in digital 
computing processes.” This means that the 
letters and symbols expressed in binary code 
are being changed, and trade-offs between 
computational capability and size will “become 
increasingly critical in the near future.”

When asked about the motivation and 
desired outcome of the million dollar grant,  
which is expected to endd in September of 
2020, DARPA declined to comment.

how they would like to apply the research, 
but said he thinks there are a plethora of 
possible uses. 

“They have communicated to us that 
they are very worried about the term 
limitation of silicon-based transistors and 
the architectures we're using to put them 
into scale,” Pavlic said. “It seems crazy to 
them that animals can scale and apparently 
lose none of their function on a small scale, 
whereas we are really limited to these large 
computers where the only way we're getting 
faster is by actually putting them in parallel.”

Pavlic said he is excited for the public 
to begin seeing biology as a form of 
technological advancement.

“The Defense Department is interested in 
understanding how to make computation 
smaller. They feel that the state of the art 
and what we know about computation is so 
limited that the only next place to go is to 
look at insects,” Pavlic said.

Artificial Intelligence  

as an application

A look into the  

military’s involvement

“These systems  

could potentially impact 

everything we do.”

- Jon Harrison
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Current and former students discuss the hardships of startups despite ASU’s 
multiple funding efforts
By Sarah Alcantar | Illustration by Jennifer Dam

Since that fateful day in 1976 when 
college dropouts Steve Jobs and 
Steve Wozniak brought to life Apple 
Computers, Inc., there seems to be 
no limit to the imagination; armed 
with little more than an idea, some 
petty cash and a hearty supply of 
confidence, anyone is capable of 
changing the world.

The reality, as many will tell you, 
is not so simple. 

That’s hardly scared off ASU, the 
University that has a pool of $1 
million for Venture Devils alone, an 
expansive program that aims to give 
ASU’s entrepreneurs the mentorship 
and funding required to succeed. In 
fact, business, management, mar-
keting and related programs have 
seen an enrollment increase of 67% 
from 2014 to 2018.

Venture Devils, in particular, 
doles out a wide array of seed 
grants ranging from $1,000 to 
$100,000 to ASU entrepreneurs. 
It’s a testament to their faith in the 
community as much as it is a risk 
— a large portion of the startups 
they’ve funded are virtually un-
traceable now. 

The Venture Devils’ repository 
of its 476 funded startups contains 
many broken links, suggesting those 
businesses may no longer exist.

REPORT

Banking on startup culture This delayed benefit and the grit 
it takes to support oneself make it 
difficult for many people who don’t 
have that financial cushion to get 
involved in projects they may be 
passionate about. 

Through Slice’s work with Peoria 
Forward, a partnership between ASU 
and the city of Peoria that aims to grow 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem in the 
West Valley, she is able to ensure that 
one’s socioeconomic status doesn’t af-
fect their ability to share their brilliant 
ideas and make them a reality. 

And while several programs are 
in place to support the growth 
of entrepreneurs from different 
backgrounds, only so much can be 
done to reverse what is an uneven 
playing field. 

Even with all the trials, there are 
still instances of success. Alexandra 
Maw, an ASU alumna who graduated 
in 2008 with a degree in housing and 
urban development, founded Kalei-
doscope Juice, originally Syrup, with a 
$6,000 Edson grant from ASU.

Maw’s father was a food and travel 
writer; this coupled with her up-
bringing eating healthy, delicious 
food inspired her to start her own 
company, which was originally in 
farmer’s markets and eventually in 
brick-and-mortar shops.

“It for sure has been a lot of 
pressure, especially since healthy 
options have become so popular,” 
Maw said of the increasingly com-
petitive landscape. 

She said startups are emblematic of 
the American dream and the idea of 
creating something from nothing.

“Don't be paralyzed by perfection,” 
she said. “Nothing will ever be per-
fect. So don't let that stop you.”

Kristin Slice, a senior program 
manager at Entrepreneurship + 
Innovation, said there is a tremen-
dous amount of focus on develop-
ing ideas rather than a sustainable 
business in the field. The reality is 
much more complicated. 

A business is comprised of several 
departments that each demand at-
tention and unique solutions, adding 
to the inherent stress of a startup. 

One of the biggest misconceptions 
about startups, Slice said, is that 
founders work independently. In 
reality, the process is incumbent on 
one’s ability to build a cohesive team 
that helps the business function. 

Ellis said working on a startup is 
doing something completely new 
with no blueprint, which can be equal 
parts challenging and empowering. 

“You don't have to work based 
on the industry schedule of 9 to 
5 every day. You can create your 
own schedule and work on your 
own projects that you really care 
about,” Ellis said.

But not having a typical 9 to 5 
schedule hardly equates to less work. 
It can be increasingly difficult to 
balance the stress of a new business 
with a personal life. 

“You're always on the clock work-
ing toward your goal,” Ellis said.

The culture surrounding start-
ups preaches the importance of 
arduous work and ongoing fail-
ure. There’s an idea that you have 
to fail to improve. It may seem 
difficult to understand why anyone 
would willingly involve themselves 
in a startup.

“Realistically, you’re looking 
at three years before you see any 
profit,” Shannon said.

junior majoring in chemical engi-
neering and the entrepreneurship 
and innovation chair of Change-
maker Central on the Tempe cam-
pus, said. He said there’s the sense 
of shattering the status quo and 
addressing a problem no one has 
thought to. 

But if no one has ever done it, you 
have to figure it out on your own, 
he said.

“It's really easy to fall into a pit of 
doubt, but I think it's really im-
portant just to remember why you 
started and take care of yourself,” 
Ellis said. “You can’t effectively run 
your startup if you’re not taking care 
of the person running it.”

Shannon experienced firsthand 
the difficulties associated with run-
ning a business.

Shannon created Practiclasses, a 
workshop series intended to teach 
practical skills, but eventually had to 
shut the series down due to a lack of 
passion and funds. 

“Every entrepreneur has that first 
real hard reality check,” Shannon said. 
“I learned a lot about my own ego and 
what I value and how I value myself 
through the failure of that business.”

Shannon said it was critical to 
separate himself from the collapse 
of the business and not see it as an 
extension of himself. Afterward, he 
was able to look at it as something 
he could grow from. 

“A lot of people just fail and don't 
actually take anything from it,” 
Shannon said. “So what's the point 
of failing if we actually didn't learn 
anything about ourselves or about 
why we do what we do? To really 
take apart a failure takes a tremen-
dous amount of self ownership.” 

Masterson said. “Venture Devils does 
an amazing job of trying to get the 
word out, but I think that there's so 
many resources from all the different 
campuses and there's so many events 
always going on. It's kind of hard to 
keep up with all of it.”

But aspiring entrepreneurs are 
familiar with the difficulties and 
risks associated with trying to build 
something from nothing. 

“Most entrepreneurs fail, especial-
ly the first time around,” Masterson 
said. “Entrepreneurs can't be scared 
of risks. I think failure is just kind 
of a learning process that entrepre-
neurs have to go through and they're 
pretty open about it and they're 
willing to fail.”

Still, the rate of failure may seem 
alarmingly high from the outside 
looking in. It’s a well-known and 
widely acknowledged fact that most 
startups fail. The exact number 
teeters somewhere between 50% 
and 90% depending on who you 
ask, given the difficulty of charting 
the lifespan of a business. But the 
overarching message rings true: You 
have to be bold to try to start a busi-
ness from the ground up. 

“A lot of people view that as sort 
of the American dream — to go out 
and make yourself,” Dylan Ellis, a 

Even with all this funding and 
ASU’s multitude of resources, stu-
dents feel stumped and overwhelmed. 
The zealous support networks can 
feel just as tricky to navigate as the 
industry landscape, students said. 
That, of course, doesn’t stop troves 
of ambitious students from enlisting 
help and funding from the University 
to launch their brands. 

Without preexisting wealth, most 
low-income students are fully reli-
ant on the support of ASU’s finan-
cial channels. Most students do not 
have the resources to launch their 
startups without risking serious 
financial repercussions. 

Existing socioeconomic inequali-
ty has long barred minority groups 
from getting involved in the startup 
scene on their own.

“Our community as a whole could 
be a lot richer,” said Forbes Shan-
non, an ASU nonprofit management 
alumnus, about the prospect of in-
creased diversity in startups. 

Rachel Masterson, second-year 
master’s student of global manage-
ment, co-founded Thunderpreneurs 
with co-president Pauline Nalumansi, 
a second-year master’s student of 
global affairs and management.

“We're trying to tap into ASU's 
resources as much as possible,” 
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ASU hired eccentric, former U.S. congressman 
Bob Walker as a lobbyist

By Anne Synder
Illustration by Connor Wodynski

REPORT

Bob Walker: A staunch conservative. A U.S. Space 
Force proponent. A friend of Newt Gingrich. A soft 
pretzel enthusiast. One of ASU’s lobbyists.  

Because private University foundations are not 
required to disclose spending habits to the public, 
ASU’s lobbying expenditures are difficult to track. 
But records about lobbyists who are paid directly 
from the University’s budget are public and show 
that ASU hired former Rep. Bob Walker’s lobbying 
firm moonWalker Associates to fight for the 
expansion of space exploration.

ASU also does not allow members of the press to 
interview the University’s lobbyists, a University 
spokesperson said in an email.

From 1977 to 1997, Bob Walker represented 
Pennsylvania’s 16th Congressional District in the 
U.S. House of Representatives. During that time he 
earned a reputation as a feisty conservative voice who 
took a keen interest in science and space issues while 
maintaining a headstrong, confident demeanor. He 

was also chair of the House Science Committee, which 
helped develop his expertise in this area. 

Since his retirement from the House in 1997, he 
began advising space exploration and development 
companies on how to, as he said to Politico in 2019, 
“navigate the federal bureaucracy.” He then went on to 
start moonWalker Associates for space-related issues. 

Walker has written that he believes protecting 
space is a necessary development for today’s 
progressing technology, especially regarding 
military-grade weapons that can be used in space.

“Today, we are at war every day in space,” Walker 
said in a column he wrote for The Hill in 2019.  

Walker knows how to command a room, even if 
it’s empty.

While in Congress, Walker found creative ways to 
share his agenda. He discovered that he could reach 
the American people through C-SPAN broadcasts, 
projecting his thoughts to an empty chamber after 
House sessions had ended.

Bob Walker,
Galaxy Brain
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Congress for 20 years came with 
a great pension.

“I saw that he actually stayed in 
Congress for exactly 20 years before 
retiring and becoming a lobbyist,” 
Carlson said. “So he wasn’t as far 
from the people he was mocking as 
he thought he was.” 

Walker had a reputation of 
getting things done in Congress. 
In a 1994 Philadelphia Inquirer 
article, reporter Steve Goldstein 
described Walker as “one of 
the 800-pound guerrillas of 

the GOP-run House” and “one 
powerful dude.”

The publication reported in 
1995 that while he was in office, 
Walker received the nickname 
“Abominable No Man” for his 
forceful tactics. The Inquirer 
reported in 1994 that he had an 
admiration for automobiles, and 
a few times each year he, “goes 
to a speedway, straps himself 
into a Formula 2000 race car, and 
pretends he's at Indy.”

“(Walker) is someone who 
(cannot) compromise very 
well,” his former college 
classmate G. Terry Madonna 
said in the same article.

Madonna, who is now the 
director of the Center for Politics 
and Public Affairs at Franklin 
and Marshall College Poll, also 
described Walker as a “very 
successful conservative activist.”

“He did not just take a 
seat and rest on his morals,” 
Madonna said in an interview 
with State Press Magazine. 
Madonna was also a former 
student of Walker’s father. 

Walker’s legacy includes 
declaring April 26 as “National 
Pretzel Day” and invoking a 
divisive congressional rule 
prohibiting members from using 
papers while making speeches. 

Walker’s voting record aligns 
with ideology of pro-death 
penalty, pro-military and 
conservative groups and frustrates 

pro-labor and environmental 
protection groups. Walker once 
compared Republicans under 
Democratic leadership to Jews 
under Nazi dictatorship. 

As one of Trump’s senior 
campaign advisors, Walker 
supported Trump’s 2016 plans 
to completely defund NASA’s 
Earth Science Division that 
conducts research on the 
climate. Walker deemed the 
program as “politically correct 
environmental monitoring.”

According to a 1995 article 
by Physics Today, Walker 
was a “fierce opponent of 
earmarking,” the tactic 
by which congressional 
appropriators allocate funds for 
university research facilities 
or programs that have neither 
been peer-reviewed nor debated 
on the Senate or House floor. 
But ASU has been a frequent 
benefactor of earmarks, as a 
great deal of University funding 
results from this tactic. 

Walker was described as a “pit 
bull” and a “confrontational, 
obstructionist, the most 
obnoxious man in Congress, a 
nattering nabob of nit-picking, 
and the Creature from C-SPAN” 
in the 1994 Philadelphia Inquirer 
profile on him. 

Politico reported that ASU hired 
moonWalker Associates in mid-
2019 to represent the University 
in legislative battles. But why? 

Peter Carlson, former 
Washington Post reporter, 
described Bob Walker as a “House 
guerrilla” in his 1986 article, “Is 
Bob Walker the Most Obnoxious 
Man in Congress.”

“I kind of liked him, actually,” 
Carlson said in an interview with 
State Press Magazine. “Walker 
was very funny and charming.”

Carlson said Walker resented 
politicians who came into office 
intending to stick around for 
10 terms because serving in 

In recent years, ASU 
has taken a much greater 
interest in space-related 
issues. The University has 
formed partnerships with 
space exploration companies 
such as NASA and SpaceX 
to offer better educational 
opportunities for students. 

ASU’s partnership with Space 
Micro, a small business dedicated 
to improving microelectronics 
and communications technology 
in space, has enabled the 
University to become involved in 
pioneering space technology. 

But the choice of contracting 
Walker as a lobbyist is bold, given 
Walker’s eccentric character and 
willful attitude. 

Walker is adamant about 
the possibility of a space war, 
detailing how President Trump’s 
Space Force will reduce imminent 
threats the U.S. regularly faces 
from space. Walker does not give 
any specific details on what these 
threats entail but he touts the 
Space Force as an “opportunity 
to move into the future,” he said 
in a Twitter video posted earlier 
this year.

His firm advocates for space 
issues such as cleaning up 
space junk and preparing for an 
allegedly inevitable space attack. 

According to ProPublica, 
moonWalker Associates earned 
roughly $70,000 lobbying for 
the Artemis program at ASU. 

Spearheaded by NASA, it intends 
to put the first woman on the 
moon by the year 2024. The 
concept also aims to “establish 
sustainable lunar exploration” 
by 2028. 

So far, the only public reports 
of ASU’s involvement with the 
Artemis program are University 
affiliates becoming involved in 
the research process. NASA’s 
Artemis program awarded 
Biodesign Institute researcher 
Jiseon Yang $750,000 to 
conduct research pertaining to 
interstellar water protection for 
space travelers. 

Whitney Riggs, ASU senior 
director for federal relations, said 
Walker provides the University 
with “specialized expertise” as a 
longtime space commercialization 
advocate as he encourages NASA 
to provide the University with 
additional opportunities.

“NASA regularly has open 
requests for proposals to perform 
research and ASU often applies 
for, and frequently is granted, 
this funding,” Riggs said. 
“Specifically, Mr. Walker is well-
situated to ... directly engage 
policy makers on ASU’s current 
space related initiatives and those 
initiatives that will impact the 
University for years to come.” 

How exactly he will do that is 
unknown. But what we do know 
is, as Walker puts it, “Space today 
and tomorrow is a combat zone.”

“Today, we are at war every day in space.”
- Bob Walker
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Every Monday, Savers thrift stores discounted 
their clothes at half off. And every Monday, Kaylah 
Melendez, a sophomore fashion major, was there.  

From a young age, Melendez and her father 
would make weekly trips to the thrift store. As 
her father shopped around for clothes for his 
family in Jalisco, Mexico, Melendez wandered the 
endless rows of clothing racks in search of the 
newest addition to her wardrobe. 

“He gave me so much liberty when it came to 
roaming around the store at, 8 years old,” Me-
lendez said. “I could buy whatever I want(ed) as 
long as it was, like, a dollar.”

Her weekly trips to the thrift store jump-start-
ed Melendez’s interest in fashion. She would alter 
her clothes before she knew how to sew by cut-

ting, cropping and hot-gluing garments together. 
“That’s what he could offer me, so that’s what 

we did,” she said. “I would be ashamed of it, 
because I felt like it was saying that I'm in the 
lower class, like ... that was a bad thing.”

Now, Melendez sits sporting a black tasseled 
blouse and a pair of trousers; she thrifts most, if 
not all, of her clothes. Becoming the operations 
director of Business of Fashion has allowed her to 
see the whole picture. 

“I saw a change where saying, ‘I bought this at 
the thrift store,’ was more okay,” Melendez said. 

As thrift shopping and reselling start trending 
among the fashion-savvy and environmentally 
conscious, low-income communities have strug-
gled to shop secondhand in the face of rising prices.

INCREASE IN POPULARITY 
According to the 2019 ThredUp resale report, more 
than one in three Gen Zers will buy secondhand 
and 51% of all consumers plan to spend more on 
secondhand clothing in the next five years.  

The report also predicted that the secondhand 
market will double in the next three years, with 
an increase from $24 billion in 2018 to $51 bil-
lion in 2023. 

Many attribute the sudden uptick in second-
hand shopping to social media. Multiple plat-
forms reveal the mainstream staying power of 
thrift shopping. 

Typing “thrift” in the YouTube search bar in-
stantly generates thousands of videos. Titles like, 
“PROBABLY MY BEST THRIFTING TRIP EVER,” or 
“HUGE THRIFT HAUL,” pepper the page — most 
in all-caps and each more exciting than the last. 

Most follow the “thrift with me” format where 
YouTubers bring their cameras with them on 
shopping excursions. Some even include try-on 
hauls, showing what they bought and how they 
styled the piece. 

On TikTok, users create mini-thrift hauls and 
flaunt their finds to different upbeat songs. 

Secondhand shopping also satisfies a social 
media induced craving. Repeating outfits on 
Instagram is often considered to be an unspo-
ken cardinal sin. Because secondhand shopping 
offers new styles for cheap, it fills the niche for 
constant new clothes. 

Many accounts and hashtags are solely dedicat-
ed to thrift shopping. 

“You can say ‘I thrifted it,’” Melendez said. 
“That’s in your comments, and everyone sees 
that and it becomes normalized.” 

ThredUp’s 2019 resale report also found 74% 
of 18- to 29-year-olds prefer to buy from more 
sustainable brands.

BY KIERA RILEY | PHOTOS BY NOAH GLYNN “The upper class essentially sees it as a toy store. Something to find 

stuff that's fun, like a kind of playground. Yet we have a lower class 

that sees that as one of the last few places where they can afford to 

buy the goods that they need to maintain their standard of living.”— Spencer James

  “It’s going to go from being a trend to be-
ing the norm,” Lorena Witte, a junior studying 
fashion and the vice president of ASU Business of 
Fashion, said. “More and more people are going 
to ditch fast fashion.” 

As an employee at Buffalo Exchange, Witte has 
also noticed sales increase from year to year as 
secondhand shopping grows in popularity.

She said it’s “definitely a result of climate 
change and a general fear about the world.”

The emphasis on thrifting in popular culture is 
reflected in academia as well. 

The fashion program at the ASU School of Art 
incorporates secondhand shopping and recy-
cling into their curriculum, bringing an increased 
awareness to the student body. 

“Many of our students, once they start really 
learning about the effects of fast fashion (and) 
the effects of the industry in general, have made 
commitments to only purchasing either ethically 
sourced pieces or committing to only buying re-
cycled, secondhand and vintage,” fashion profes-
sor Dennita Sewell said.

DIFFERENCE IN PERSPECTIVE
Thrifting's popularity continues to climb, but 
as those from the upper-middle class increas-
ingly shop secondhand, many note a difference 
in perspective.

According to a 2010 Penn State University study 
by Spencer James, a researcher at Brigham Young 
University, lower-income families see second-
hand shopping as a necessity, whereas high-
er-income shoppers view it as a commodity. 

“The upper class essentially sees it as a toy 
store. Something to find stuff that's fun, like a 
kind of playground,” James said. “Yet we have a 
lower class that sees that as one of the last few 
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places where they can afford to buy the goods that 
they need to maintain their standard of living.” 

James and his colleagues conducted the study after 
a major employer in a county under the pseudonym 
Thompson County shut down, leaving many families 
in financial distress. The study measured families’ 
participation in thrift economies and found that both 
thrift stores and yard sales provided many of the 
necessities families needed to survive. 

Lower- and middle-income households typi-
cally participated in thrift economies at a higher 
rate than higher-income households. The results 
also noted that those in the lower- and mid-
dle-income brackets shopped for furniture and 
clothing while higher-income families typically 
bought antiques or trinkets. 

Though James conducted the study a decade 
ago, he feels the results have only become more 
relevant especially as thrift stores become a more 
prominent shopping alternative.

“This can have the deleterious effect of rising 
prices and thereby pricing the poor out of yet 
another place where they could potentially access 
the commodities that they need to maintain their 
standard of living,” James said.

THRIFT PRICES RISING
Several discussion boards across the internet also 
share price increases in their local thrift stores 
and speculate the cause.

In one instance, Reddit user @Megan_ni-
cole_93 found a pair of jeans at her local thrift 
store that were originally from Kohl’s, with the 
tags still on, clearanced for $12. Her local thrift 
store priced them at $15.

“What is this thrift store smoking?... At least 
scratch the clearance tag off!” she said in a 
Reddit post.  

Many believe the high volume of new “thrift-
ers” drives prices up in chain thrift stores such 
as Goodwill. 

In a 2010 donation valuation guide, Goodwill 
Industries estimated flat prices based on the 
item. But, in 2020, the valuation guide includes a 
range of prices.

The difference in the two reveals that prices are 
increasingly focused on the maximum a customer 
would pay for a good, or how it’s priced in retail 
or other resale markets. 
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RESALE
Ethan Tan, a Depop seller and ASU alumnus, has 
been thrifting to resell since 2016. He’s amassed 
about 27,000 followers and now uses the app as a 
full-time job.

Sitting in a retro robot graphic tee and vintage 
Levi’s, Tan described his process of picking out 
the best finds at the thrift store. Sometimes, he 
just knows. 

“You see it and you're like, ‘That's money,’” 
Tan said. “Whether you buy (it), whether you sell 
it or keep it, that's worth a lot of money.”

Tan resells vintage T-shirts, jackets, jeans 
and the occasional pair of shoes. His prices 
range from $15 to $1,250. The highest priced 
item on his page is a signed vintage Suicidal 
Tendencies band tee. 

He frequents Goodwill, Savers and other local 
thrift stores for his finds. In his expeditions, Tan 
also noticed an increase in thrift prices. 

Though many argue that shopping to resell 
could be a contributor to the inflation of sec-
ondhand prices, Tan believes it is not the fault of 
resellers, but the fault of the corporations imple-
menting price increases. 

“The thrift store wants to make more money, 
but they're nonprofit. Their goal shouldn't be to 
make more money. It should be to make a better 
impact on the community and the environ-
ment,” Tan said. 

Tan also weighs the environmental benefits 
when he is thrift shopping and reselling. Be-
cause of this, he finds a significant portion of his 
inventory at the Goodwill Outlet store, known 
to resellers as “the bins.” Goodwill Outlets sell 
retail rejects by the pound. 

“It's like the last step before it's either sent 
to recycling plants or thrown away,” Tan said. 
“There's enough stuff for everyone. Just seeing 
the amount, it seems logical that this is where 
the fashion industry is going.”

Similar to Tan, Melendez also sees thrifting as 
a possible means to an end, but keeps in mind 
the likely cost. 

“We've made this problem that's really hard to 
solve where we've just made too much clothing, 
and it all just has to get thrown out eventually,” 
Melendez said. “But we've seen that thrift store 
prices have gone up because they've become 
more popular, and that just sucks for people 
with low incomes.”

ASU News 
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SATIRE

Dear Penny Pincher: 
Student Debt Advice Column
BY ALLIE MAHAI | PHOTO BY BEN MOFFAT

Dear Penny Pincher,
I’m a pre-med student about to finish my undergraduate 
degree. In graduate school, I will study and teach full time, 
but the pay doesn’t even cover the tuition of one course. 
How do I save $80,000 in four months?

Sincerely,
Dr. De$perate

Ahh, doctors — the faithless man’s reverend. One 
way I saved for the big United Service Organiza-
tion’s 40th annual audience guest pageant in my 
hometown was by stealing dollar bills from innoc-
uous places each day and lining the insides of my 
shoes with them. By the time I started bleeding on 
or in every pair, I had saved $800! That was enough 
to enter the pageant and put myself through school, 
so I performed in the pageant and gave my husband 
the rest of the money. This brings up another im-
portant lesson: Consider cutting down on frivolous 

I’m getting my master’s in poetry, so I’m pretty 
into wine (and I’m $30,000 in debt). My surrogacy 
side hustle is only good for $20,000, and my poetry 
collection (and 5-year thesis) made somewhere be-
tween $160 to $220 depending on how many I.O.U.’s 
come through from my friends. Is there any way I 
can get some of my debt negotiated, forgiven or 
even cancelled? 

Sincerely, 
Not Too Wine-y

I’m an ugly little rat boy trying to save my pennies. 
Where do I put them?

rat boy

Hi, Rat Boy! Put your pennies in a big bag in 
your hands. Save more by packing your lunch 
in that same bag! Save even more by nibbling 
on your pennies for meals! Also, don’t get a 
department store credit card.

Sincerely, 
Penny Pincher

I’m a mother and high school teacher going back to 
school for a master’s in pedagogy to better serve my 
community, but I don’t want to endanger my fami-
ly’s financial security if we have a medical emergency. 
How do I best protect my family?

Sincerely,
teacher

Be a Maxxinista! Sometimes, we forget what 
really matters. It’s not the accolades or the 
money. It’s the deals. Stores like TJ Maxx 
have great stuff. 

Sincerely, 
Penny Pincher

I have worked and saved all throughout high school, 
but I don’t have enough to cover even one semester of 
University tuition. I was offered some loans, but the 
interest rates were obscene. One friend suggested I go 
to community college for general education require-
ments. What should I do?

Sincerely,
Cup of Joe

Get rid of your clock that always points to 
brunch time. It’s distracting. Every time you 

Sweet prince, I’ve seen many kids go down 
the path of higher education before. And as 
I’ve said, I definitely don’t like it. But if you 
are going to do something then, by golly, do it 
all the way! Who cares if the difference in cost 
is upwards of $17,000?  

One creative way to cover that cost might 
be to invent a new food, or find a banner for 
a talent show in your community whose ad-
vertised prize is the exact amount of money 
you need. Maybe there’s a bake-off or a really 
ancient piece of missing art you can find! 

Remember, if you are ever scared, find the 
nearest rich person and curry their favor. A 
caged bird never gets eaten, baby.

Sincerely, 
Penny Pincher

Five years ago, I left high school and ran headfirst into 
higher education. I borrowed $23,000 and made regu-
lar payments totaling $17,000. Now I’m graduated, in a 
mid-level position and I owe $24,000. Why?

Sincerely,
:(

Hello Sweetie, 
Do you ask the tooth fairy why she has to take 
your teeth? Or do you do what you’re told, 
take your money and keep your mouth shut?

Sincerely,
Penny Pincher 

Rat boy here again. I ate all my pennies, so I went back 
to college and got a degree in social work. It’s a hard 
field, and it definitely puts a strain on my relationship 
with my family — not to mention my relationship with 
money. Sometimes I worry I’ve never really felt love. 
Also, I’m $400,000 in debt. What should I do?

Sincerely,
rat boy

Mr. Rat Boy,
What a pleasure to hear from you again. My 
suggestion is to opt for rationed food, like 
powdered milk, to save extra pennies until 
you have enough to go to a loan shark and in-
vest in a multilevel marketing product. Take 
it from me — high risk, high reward! 

Sincerely,
Penny Pincher

see it, you think it’s brunch time and you get 
brunch! Four or five times a day! Look, I know 
what you’re doing. I see it. You’re using fan-
cy events and wine nights to cover your life-
long compulsion to control things, but brunch 
is the one thing you can’t control. Not with 
that goddamn “Brunch Time!” clock. And you 
know it isn’t even a clock. I know you know 
that. You know what my advice to you is? 
Grow up. Congratulations on your surrogacy. 

Sincerely, 
Penny Pincher 

purchases like higher education and avocados. 
If you must have a hobby, pick just one.

Sincerely,
Penny Pincher 

Editor’s note: This article contains offensive language. 
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NARR ATIVE

My Body, 
My Business

OnlyFans has made sex work safer and 
more accessible for college students, 
but its lack of social features requires 
users to heavily market themselves on 
other platforms

fundraiser for the Australian wildfires. She raised 
over $1 million. 

“That’s a scary feeling to be that vulnerable and 
exposed to the world. But I did it because I wanted 
to do something good,” Ward said in a tweet.

OnlyFans differs from traditional adult film 
companies because workers have control over       
their channels. 

Sex workers who work for production companies 
are contracted to perform and receive a set amount 
of money, while tube sites like Pornhub profit off 
the ad revenue of the content. But OnlyFans creators             
can continue to profit off their content through 
regular subscriptions. 

“It’s a huge problem within the industry because (the 
content is) stolen, and the tube sites are aggregators 
of a bunch of different links and clips, and they are 
very often pirated or stolen,” Shira Tarrant, a gender 
studies professor at California State University, Long 
Beach, said in a 2016 interview with The Atlantic.

Many of the top tube sites are actually owned by 
a single parent company called MindGeek, making 
it very difficult for creators to take legal recourse 
when they have significantly fewer resources of   
their own. 

“The mainstream tube-site conglomerate is almost 
like fast food,” Tarrant said. She described how 
only consuming content on tube sites is the “sex 
equivalant of eating all our meals at McDonalds.”

Kuhn referred to an interview conducted by The 
Washington Post in 2019 with Mia Khalifa, one 
of the most popular adult film actors, who had 
received only $12,000 for around 12 shoots. But 
tube sites are still streaming and profiting from 
Khalifa’s content. 

Kuhn wants to use her platform to promote 
better treatment for sex workers, especially after 
experiencing the same behavior herself. 

Editor’s note: This article contains offensive language. 

Nora Kuhn, a 19-year-old sophomore studying 
sociology, has earned over $80,000 in just over 
two months. 

She moved in early February into her own 
apartment overlooking the always buzzing Mill 
Avenue. After having to live with her parents, Kuhn 
seemed ecstatic only to share her new home with 
Winnie, her potty trained bunny. 

Her pink hair matches her bright personality 
and her pink couch. Her job? Running a successful 
channel on the social media site OnlyFans. The 
site’s subscription-only platform hosts a multitude 
of creators, from fitness trainers to comedians, 
but has become most known among internet 
communities for one thing: adult entertainment. 

Since its launch in 2016, OnlyFans has become a 
burgeoning social media site with over 12 million 
registered users. It has made sex work safer and 
more accessible for college-aged students seeking 
sole or supplemental income, but its design requires 
users to create and maintain their own brand 
and heavily market themselves on social media. 
Constant online presence can be exhausting and 
mentally challenging.

OnlyFans, unlike other social media sites, has few 
restrictions on what types of content can be posted. 
Even among adult content, Kuhn said there is a 
lot of variety. Some creators upload semi-clothed 
photos while others publish more explicit “boy-
girl” content. Subscriptions can range from $5 to 
$50, with additional money being sent as tips or for 
special requests. 

The site received major media coverage 
in January when Kaylen Ward, or the Naked 
Philanthropist, pledged on Twitter to send a nude     
image to anyone who donated at least $10 to any 

BY GARRETT STANLEY | PHOTOS BY ISABEL HAN
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State University researching media psychology, has 
found that one motivation behind social media use 
is to obtain social rewards. 

Social media can boost people’s image of 
themselves, but Meshi said it depends entirely on 
what their value system is. 

“If someone wants to obtain a lot of social reward, 
they can promote themselves,” Meshi said. 

What’s different about OnlyFans is that there is 
no internal service that allows users to explore 
what other channels have to offer. There is not a 
way for subscribers to look into other channels 
without subscribing. 

“There needs to be more of a social media aspect 
to OnlyFans,” @jakebrighton said. 

Apps like YouTube and Instagram utilize 
algorithms to optimize their users’ experience. The 
algorithms suggest accounts or posts that a user 
may like based on content they’ve consumed in the 
past. OnlyFans doesn’t have a feature like that. 

Kuhn agreed that being present on other social 
media platforms is necessary to have a successful 
OnlyFans channel and @jakebrighton said that 
people who already had a large social media 
following have a leg up. 

While OnlyFans puts power in the hands of the 
creator, it is also responsible for ensuring the safety 
and legality of the employment process. Kuhn said 
there are a lot of steps to start an OnlyFans channel. 
These include submitting identification proving 
one’s age and appropriate tax forms.

OnlyFans takes 20% of the money from the 
creators’ profits as their cut, but the creators don’t 
seem to feel like they are getting the short end of 
the deal. @jakebrighton said he enjoys having a 
supplemental income to his main job. 

“If I were just earning a few hundred dollars a 
month, I would probably not do it,” Kuhn said. 
She said she believes she could be in the top 1% of 
19-year-old income earners on the platform. 

Kuhn plans to continue with her OnlyFans channel 
at least through college. “I’m able to pay for my 
tuition and living on my own,” she said. 

Kuhn hopes to save as much of the money as 
possible to set her up for post-college life.

“I feel like I walked into a contract I didn’t 
know I was signing.” – Nora Kuhn

“They’re worth respect; they’re human beings. 
They’re doing a job, just like you are,” Kuhn said.

Kuhn said she has frequently been called a “w--
---” and a “s---” on Twitter, even recalling one 
instance where one man told her she deserved to 
die. Comments like these initially bothered her, but 
she learned to ignore them. 

“It was difficult at first … I couldn’t wrap my 
head around it,” Kuhn said. “Now I’ve come to the 
point where (it) ... happens so often that it doesn’t 
bother me at all ... Or I f--- with them.”

Kuhn joked that the more bot-like a Twitter 
handle is, the easier it is to ignore.

“I have a lot of people all the time feeling      
entitled to their opinion,” Kuhn said. “But they 
don’t deserve it.” 

The Naked Philanthropist also experienced poor 
treatment after her charity work for the wildfires. 
She said in a later tweet, “My (Instagram) got 
deactivated, my family disowned me, and the guy I 
like won’t talk to me all because of that tweet. But 
f--- it, save the koalas.”

Kuhn said she has had moments of frustration and 
wanted to walk away from Twitter after negative 
comments were directed at her. She said she feels 
like she has to stay with it after starting an OnlyFans 
account in order for her channel to be successful. 

“I feel like I walked into a contract I didn’t know I 
was signing,” she said.

ASU alumnus and OnlyFans creator @jakebrighton, 
who requested anonymity due to the explicit nature of 
his job, said in an interview with State Press Magazine 
that a supplemental social media site is a necessity. 

The hardest part of being a creator is “getting 
the following and keeping the followers. You’ve 
got to always be making content to keep people 
interested,” he said. 

Followers have become a form of currency as 
social media culture has grown. This is not a new 
concept. Instagram influencers and YouTubers get 
paid to promote products in their content due to the 
large following they have. Etsy artists are able to 
sell their products online because influencers direct 
other users to their content. 

Dar Meshi, an assistant professor at Michigan 
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