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Abstract
This thesis examines the effects that | iving wi
interpersonal relationships. In recent years, Canadian individuals and households have accumulated
record levels of consumer debt and consumer bankrugteiee on the rise. While the material reality of
problematic debt and the economic deprivation that invariably accompany it have received significant
attention from researchers, the interpersonal consequences of living with unmanageable debt remain
relatively neglected. Numerous sociological and psychological studies demonstrate how important
healthy interpersonal relationships are in maintaining subjective-tgthg and mental health. In this
dissertation, | utilize kepth interviews to uncover detailedescriptions of how living with problematic
levels of indebtedness can have a negative impact on these important interpersonal relationships. Data
generated from these interviews reveal novel insights not yet described in the sociological literature.
Theydescribe the manner in which heavily indebted individuals often struggle to maintain healthy
familial, friendshipand romantic relationships. Thedata al® revealthe difficulties that debtors
experience in trying to form new relationshipgspeciallyomantic ones. In revealing how over
indebtedness places the ability to form and maintain relationships in jeopardy, this research brings to
light an underappreciated social problem. | argue that the ubiquity of consumer debt in our
contemporary neolibeal economy makes this research particularly salient, not only in understanding

the scope of the problem, but also bgforming social policthat is designedo mitigate it.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Most Canadians are in debnd have been for some time. Since 1999, the level of indebtedness of
Canadian households has grown from 110% of disposable income to overR&3#gon 2016)1
Today, 56% of Canadiaae just $200 away from being overwhelmed with debt, 31% find themselves
unable to service their current personal debts, and over half of all Canadians report being worried about
their debt situation arr 2016:1.

The abrupt collapse of global finanlamaarketsin 2007and the corresponding economic
downturnof 2008have changed many Canadiaradationship to and use of credithissocalleti c r e d i t
c r u n c mgpiretd afwirry of empirical researciver the past ten years examinitige economic
congquences of mounting consumer delwhile the material reality of problem debt and the
economic deprivation which almost invariablycampanies it are well documented and understotit;
study of theinterpersonal consequences of unmanageable debt remaladively neglected. This
research will remedy this by examining hbwng withunmanageable levels of personal debt affect an

individual's ability to enter into and maintain h
1.1: Canadians in debt
Just howmuch do Canadians owe? Asof 2016 Canada’ s hlgges themdasigabssde bt i

domestic product for the firsttimeithenat i on’ s hi story. Canadéndyns t ot al
stands at$1.97 trillion. Of this debt$1.29 trillionis composef mortgage debt, while the remaining

$586 billion is composed of consumer shtgtm debt (sfidd 2016:3. Excluding mortgages, the typical

Canadian citizen owes $21,686. Almost $4000 of this debt is owed to credit card companies with most of

the remairder in the form of shorterm loans. The vast majority of Canadians hold one or more types of

debt with the average citizen using 3.7 different credit products. When we include mortgages into the

equation we find that over 26 milligor almost 75%of Caradians have at least some form of debt

(Evan2016).



Hol ding debt isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Ma
purchases like houses or automobiles and are able to meet their debt obligations without major
hardship. Yetdday we find a large and increasing number of Canadians burdened by unmanageably
large debt. Debts that in many cases wereurred in order to finance dayp-day livingexpenses and
make up for shoffalls in their income. This represents a serious probienboth individual Canadians
and for the nation as a whole. A recent study by MMountingfound that 31% of Canadians are
currently unable to pay their bills on time. Over half of Canadians are just $200 a month away from
being unable to service theilebts, and a majority (52%) describe their indebtedness as a cause of worry
and stressNarr 2016:3. Almost a million Canadians would be unable to service their debts if interest
rates were to rise even 1%. When we consider that interest rates are areddegen at historically low
rates for some time, we can sélge potentially precarious financial situation whichmany Canadians
find themselves

I n Ilight of Canadian’s increasing reliance upo
insolvencieslso on the rise. Canadians have two options when they find themselves insolvent. They can
file for bankruptcy or they can file a proposal for debt restructuring (Bank of Canada Review 2012:44).
Over the past teryears, over one million Canadians have $dymotection from their debts through
one of these processe¥he average Canadian filing for bankruptcy has a yearly income of
approximately $25,000 and debts totaling just over $92,000. This number is quite high when we
consider that most bankruptcy éits are renters so their total debt does not include a mortgage. The
average income for those filing for debt restructuring is approximately $36,000 with totalodebt
$115,000. These levels of debt are significantly higher than the national averageroXiapgiely
$80,000 for home owners and $11,000 for tens (Bank of Canada Review 2086). According to the
Office of Superintendent of Bankruptcy Canadie €Canadian insolvency rate as a percentage of the

Canadian adult population recently peaked at i&blvencies per thousand consumers and has since



leveled off at approximatelfour per thousand Bankruptcycanada.ca 2013Vhile this is an
improvement it is still significantly higher than the 1990 rate of only 2.1 per thousand consurhese
who file for insolvency typically find themselves with reduced access to secured credit and must rely
upon higher interest debt products such aredit cards or payday loarsvhich of course can make a
difficult financial situation eveworse

Perhaps mostroubling & the fact that almost 25% of-thebt Canadians believe they will never
be debt free. Those who believe that they will at some point be debt free estimate that on avtdrage,
it will take them eight years or more to achieVB$020161). Nealy half of those in debt cite the
rising cost of living as the primary reason for their difficulty in paying down their debts. This is especially
true for younger Canadians. According to their polling, IPSOS reports that over@atiaians in debt
frequently worry about their financial situaticeind expresgoncern that a rise in interest rates will
make servicing theidebtseven more difficult or impossible. Not surprisingly, over 40% of Canadians
poll ed feel that “debt is inevitable” (I PSOS 2016
1.2: The consequences of debt

Why should wavorry about Canadians taking on ever increasing amounts of debt?
conventional economic literature, the risk of economic instability is usually cited as the most common
problem with high levels dhdebtednes. Debt threatens financial stability because many creditors are
also debtors themdeges (Banks and financial institutions for examplé)is means that defaults on debt
can have a domino effect that travels throughout the econesamyuch like what we sawithe so called
“credit cr un crbrthernoofe, res@uzes Hezliae@to servicing debts are resources that
could otherwise finance the purchase of consumer products and services. This means that high levels of
personal debt can negatively affexdnsumer demand.

There are a number of studies which shthat the problemshat accompanyersonal

indebtedness transcend economic wk#ing and can negatively affect the mental and physical health of



those experiencing it (Brown et al. 2005, Drented davakas 2000, Bridges dbitney2010, Balmer et
al. 2009. However, nost ofthis literature is quantitativeBecause of thjfRoosa et al(2010 argue in
their review of the literaturghat there is a tendency to overlook the context and details afrea
individual case. This makes it difficult to determine if it is the problem debt that caused the poor health
or vice versa.

Other studies, mostotably Conger et al. (1990, 1994, 199k economic hardship and
material deprivation to poor marital and familial relationshipkese studiefound that economic strain
negatively affects marital quality. They also report that asset to debt ratio to be a significant indicator of
economic stess.For the most parthowever,these studies do not ik specifically at debtt is also
worth pointing out that most of the studies that have looked at financial stress and relationships have
tended to focus on marriage. Other important personal riglaships such athosewith extended family
members, friends, coworkers and peers, and dating/romantic relationships are largely overlooked. Also,
almost every study | have been able to find has only looked at how financial hardship affeeisspirey
relationships.The possible ways in which financial stress imgactthe ability to form new
relationships remains largely unexplored.

Uponreviewof the relevant literaturd wasstruck by thealmost completdack of qualitative
studies. Most research wtth examines the negative consequencefiridncial stress or debt tersdo
be quantitative. It is also noteworthy that most of this researcthéswork of either economists
psychologitsor socialworkers Thereare only a few sociological studies to dathich explorehe
negative effects of living with problematic debt, especially in regards to how it affects personal
relationships.

Dew (20072008,2011)is one of the few sociologists to look specifically at how indebtedness
affects personal relatiorgps. Using quantitative methods he found eaosig correlation betweernlebt

and marital stress and marital dissatisfaction (Dew 2008), he alsotseipat financial disagreement



was the most serious type of conflict in terms of its potential to end therimge (Dew 2011)n the
only qualitative research looking at how debt affects personal relationships that | was able to locate,
Grantetal.(2000)ar gues that | iving with debt “recasts the
others (Granet al.2000:234), potentially having a negative impact upon relationships with partners,
children and friends. Living with delsthe argueanakes it difficult to maintain established relationships
and to form new ones.
1.3: The importance of relationships
Judgimg bythe small amount of researdatevoted to theexaminationof how debt affects
relationships one may ask this is actuallya worthwhile topic for investigation | would argue that it is.
Sigmund Freud believedthahi ndi vi dual ' s meprintigalyupbneheit wortk and leve e n d s
lives. When either of these sourcesofwiele i ng are threatened, pavoholbgie
“head” ¢ an (Meaoff 0260 20F Today,one can fiacgignificanbody of literature which
looks at the importance of relationshifis terms ofindividual health and happiness. For example, a
important measure of mental ahphysical health and happiness often used in academic literature is
known assubjective wellbeing(SWB). Thisef er s t o t he measur e-bemgt of o0ne
from the perspective of the individual respondehit.his comprehensive review of the SWB literature,
Argyle (2001]) concludes that “soci al r e Ipinessiandrothdri ps have
aspectsofwelb ei ng, and ar e per ha Mpersi(l1999 cafled iheycomnmectipm e at e st
between subjectvewebb ei ng and friendship a “deep truth”, an
gender, and i nlcwenet.o0 sgdmeond’'tsd lleappi ness ... better ¢
whet her [people] enjoy a supAmwe6b)i ve network of cl
Evolutionary theories posit that the existence afosty interpersonal relationships has
historically been coelated with positiveevolutionaryoutcomessuch as reproductive succgsicas

and Dyrenforth 2006:258)n their literature review, Baumeister and Ledyp95 suggest that there is



considerable evidence that evolutionary pressures have led to a universatméetbng. Furthermore,
because close relationships are sacfundamental needyve might expect thaindividuals experience
stress and anxiety when they are deprivedttgm and joy and happiness whehe needis met. They
also note that being deprivedf alose relationships can have f@gaching implications for health and
overallwell-being as wellOther researchers, such as Sava, Sarasorand GurungX997) note that
close personal relationships play an important role in health outcort@87116), ard that this linkage
between social support and both physical and mental health outcomes is widely recognized
scientific literature.

It isnoteworthy that young adults are especially affected by the quality of the personal
relationships in their ligs. Aquilino (1997) and Prager (1995) both found that the quality of relationships
with parents plays a critical role in the wbking ofemerging adults (Dem#010294).Friendships and
romantic relationships are algmarticularlyimportant to this group. Decades of emjigal research
documentthat friendship quality is related to happireamong young adults (Demir 20295). Most
post-secondary students consider their romantic relationships among the closest and most important
relationships they hee. There is a considerable amount of research that has documented the close
association between romantic relationships and happiness across the liféBpestheid et al. 1989).

Sociologisthave long been concerned with the study of family and intanralationships.

Talcott Parsorig1956) early influential work on the family suggested that the traditional extended

family had been replaceid modern societyy the nuclear unitvhoseprimary purpose was to socialize

children and provide stable rolesd boundaries for adults. These roles emphasized traditional gender
distinctions with women charged with child care and homemaking, while men fulfilled the role of
financi al provider. | provigeahe lyrechpin of a successftdldlesdcietphy g f a mi

encouraging social cohesiporder, and the moral health of a society (Gillies 2003:4). Functionalists like



Parsonsinderstandthe nuclear family as a successful adaptation to the needs of modern society,
viewing it as both natural and dieable.
This functionalist perspective on the family c
authors (Millett 1970, Mitchell 1971, Oakley 1972) who challenged its ideological underpirifieys.
took specific issue with the ' natarguiagthatteyaréin of tr a
fact patriarchal social constructiomsh i ch mai nt ai n womeunThesalssubser vi ence
guestioned the functionalisinderstandingof the family as a harmonious and cohesive site of healthy
social interaction.
As women in Western democracies began to acheéewseasure ofjender equality and
autonomy in the 1960 s and 19%%e’ 4970he Bawl manyfa
begn to adopt a more egalitarian, less traditional style of relationship. This was accompanied by a rise in
the rates of divorce and separation (Young and Willmott 1975 in Gillies 2003:7). Matjath drgues
that these changes in the family were indicatofethe shiftingnature of marriageand intimate
relationships While functionalists might view the apparent dissolution of tluglearfamily as a threat
to social stability, otheysaw it as indicative of welcomed shift in the nature ohow men and wome
relate within intimate relationshipsNo longer aocial institution necessary for the stability of society,
marriage became primarily a personal relationship between equal partnersalts role became one
of providing companionship, support and intiey for individuals.
Ant hony (I®92)hatienrof the pure relationshiptries to capture the contemporary
foundations of personal relationshiplde notes that people no longer feel restricted by traditional
relationship roles, but rather, are frae define the nature of their relationship themselves. Similarly,
Giddens argues that couples are no longer bound by the traditional notion that families exist to care for
and socialize childreor provide social cohesiofhis means that people feel frée enter into (or exit)

relationships puely based upon whether or not theyeet their personal needs. For Giddens, the



economic and social rateof the family havbeeenseverelydiminished. Intimacy, trust and openness are
now the lynchpins of the modenomantic relationshipUlrich Beck puts forth a similar position to
Giddens.In his view, the contemporary intimate relationship is a conditional one. It is characterized by
risk and fragility as opposed to rituals and rules (B&eknsheim 1998).

While sociologists may debate the role or function of intimate and familial relationships, there is
broad agreement about their importance. | would argue that this underlinesitiedulnesof this
thesis. By examininifpe extent to which individual oveindebtedness has the potential to undermine
the formation or maintenance of intimate relationships, this research has the potential to bring to light a
very serious problem. A problem | suggest has not yet received sufficient attention by sociologists.
1.4: Choosing this topic

As the preceding discussion revealgre are a number of mostly quantitative studies that link
financial distress and/or unmanageable debt to negative relationship outcorhese Tsalsoextensive
evidence to support théaypothesighat the quality of interpersonal relationships is very closely t@d
overall happiness and healtAs several authors (Balmer et al. 2005, Tokunaga 19@8t1i@a 2000)
have pointed out, however, problem debt often occurs in conjunction with other neghfitvevents
and the causal chain is not always clear. Simply because we are able to correlate different phenomena
does not necessarily mean that one is responsible for causing the other. And if there is a causal
connection, it can be diffidt to establishwhich phenomenon is the causaéd which is the effector
example, asolidcase could be madiat our society encourages the use of material goods or
consumerism as substitutes for our basic need for love, companionship or meaningful work (Bauman
2000,Medoff and Harless 1996). But using consumption of material goods as a means to deal with
loneliness or alienation catselflead to hcreased levels of personal debt. This indebtedness may then

in turn have a negative effect on relationships. So does debatively affect relationships ariad to



lonelines, or do negative relationships ataheliness encourage indebtedness? Or perhaps it is both or
neither?
One of the strengths of qualitative research is its ability to flesh outrimtiae of comple
social situationgnd relationshipsin seeking out the details and partiatd of living with problem debt
this researctwill shedsome light on what if any cause aaffect relationship exists between
indebtedness and other negative life eventpefully this will represerd significant addition to the
existing literature.
This research is largely motivated by my own life experiences. Igegenal experience
dealing with over indebtednes3he negativeeffectsmy debts had not onlyiponmy relationships, but
uponmy entire life, played aajorrole in inspiring this researcin my early twenties | assumed over
$150,000 in debt in order to finance a business endeavor which unfortunately did not work out the way
I had hoped. | ended up beingft with a verylargeamount of debt and no practical means to pay it off.
Though | was eventually able to dig myself out from under my déigsprocess took a significant toll
on me personally as well as on those close to kg debts, and the effect #it trying to deal with them
had upon my life, proved detrimental to relationships with my friends, family and significant other. In
light of the apparentbiquity of debt, | began to wonder if anybody else has kafderiences similao
my own.
Margret Awood, inher 2008 booK Payback, remarks thatthere is a story behind every debt:
Any debt involves a plot link: how you got into debt, what you did, said,
and thought while you were in there, and therdepending on whether
the ending is to be happy @ad—how you got out of debt, or else how
you got further and further into it until you became overwhelmed by it,
and sank from view (Atwood 2008:81)
This thesis will tell these stories. Usingdgpth interviews iwill seek to uncover the specific dédsand

experiences of those living with problematic levels of debt. Research participants will be individuals who

are currently, or have in the past, experienced problem debt and are willing to discuss how the



experience affected their personal relatiomgs. Roblemor unmanageablelebt is defined ag) debts
that cannot be repaid according to the terms set out in the original contract between creditor and
debtor; b) the inability to repay debts altogethec) having to borrev new money to service old delor

d) having to sacrifice essentials (fqathelter, or clothing) in order to service debt

10



Chapter 2: Literature Review
2.1 The Cultural and Economic History of Debt
Throughout much of the historgf western civilization, debt and especialisury(which is the
lending of money at exorbitant rates of interg$tas been condemned as both immoral and impractical.
Lenders and borrowers not only risked their soul by engaging in usury, but also kel ruin if
their debts could not be paid off. Today, despite our mostly debt friendly society, there are still
remnants of this uneasiness with debt sprinkled through our culture. For example, we find the once

powerful moral sanctions that surroundetibt are still expressed in the structure of language: the

Italian term for moneylendelo stozzinp i s derived from the verb ‘to st
the same terndie schuldo express the ideas of both debt and fault. In English, the wordse bt © and
“sin’ have been used synonymously, while the i mag

Shylock to Scrooge, is a staple of popular western culture and literature.
The practice of usury prdates formalized banking or the striking of ney. The regulation of

usury is at the heart of some of <civilizations e
moral sanctions and norms. It is easy to understand how usury has at the same time been both loved

and despised throughout éiory. On the one hand, the ability to borrow items of value, be they money,
commodities, or even labour power, can be a-fever in times of need. The immediate value of

something can be so great that it compensates for having to pay interest or & figteifor its use. The

problem, however, is that this form of lending can leave itself open to a range of abuses: the borrower

may refuse to pay the lender back, while lenders may exploit the desperate by charging unfair rates of
interest. Moreover, largequestions of economic disparity, poverty, economic exploitation and the

general distribution of wealth become intertwined in the debt issue.

Some of the first recorded moral condemnations of usury originate in ancient Greece. Credit,

though commonly avéble, generated a considerable amount of controversy at the time (Gelpi

11



2000:11). Both Plato and Aristotle viewed usury unfavourably. Plato envisioned a republic where

markets, money and debt are not needed. Aristotle condemned usury because he considered

perversion of the true nature and function of money. For Aristotle, money was meant to function as a

medium of exchange or as a means of storing value, not as a tool for generating wealth. He detested
moneylending and considered it one of thelowestc c upat i ons because the | end
from any substantial labour or work, but from mere avarice, greed, trickery and manipul&epi (

2000.

Ancient Rome developed what was, up until that time, one of the most advanced codified legal
systems with a variety of rules and regulations concerning the lending of money. These laws covered the
maximum rate of interest one may charge, granted grace periods of up to three years for insolvent
debtors, and laid out the punitive measures creditorgevallowed to inflict upon debtors. Up until
around 300 B.C., creditors were allowed, under certain circumstances, to seize the property of insolvent
debtors and imprison, enslave, or even kill them.

I't has been argued t hatusutdfbepigo00Mad)sapitlanadthe gr eat R
empire’s success. Many Romans ama sendind. Thedakrat per so
years of the Roman Empire saw usury become an ever more important part of its economy, and in some
eyes, an increasingtiestructive and exploitative practice; interest rates as high as 50% were common,
and it was typically the already highly taxed peasant or farmer who found themselves heavily indebted
and unable to pay.

The practice of usury was to become a major conoéiime Christian church. Christianity has
had a long, complicated, and often contradictory relationship to debt. Among the first to categorically
condemn the practice of usury in all its forms were the Hebrews; the Old Testament frequently
admonishes monglending Deuteronomy 15:6 Deuteronomy 28:1213). The New Testament,

however, takes a slightly more permissive tone when dealing with money lending. While not going so far

12



as to forbid usury completely, it does contain explicit warnings abouti#irgersof indebtedness and
extols the virtues of repaying one’ s owrdhepoori n a t i

and the borroneb ecomes t he | ender’s sl ave” (Proverbs 22:7

one another, forhewho lovesnaot her has ful filled the | aw ( Roman

debt nor condemn the debtor, but borrowing is clearly discouraged. Numerous passages reference
hardships that inevitably accompany unsnea n awgheiacbhl ei s
|l aid upon the sinner as puni shment for not follow

If you do not obey your Lord your God, do observe to do all His

commandments and His statutes with which | charge today, that all

these curses will come upon you and overtgke u ... The alien who i s
among you shall rise above you higher and higher, but you will go down

lower and lower. He shall lend to you, but you will not lend him; he shall

be the head, and you will be the tail (Detdaomy 28:15, 43, 44).

The Church enforaka complete ban on the practice of usury up until around the thirteenth
century. The teaching and sermons of the church leaders presented the money lender as the epitome of
evil, greed and sinfulness. We see this in the sermons of the influential $t1B2§79), for whom
lenders are considered little more than dogs:

You never stop barking, always demanding more. If your debtor swears,

you do not believe him. You find out what he has at home, take up a

position in font of the house, and knock at thendr. You disgrace him

before his wife and before his friends too. In the market place you way

lay him and make his life unbearable. Usury is the beginning of lies, it

fosters ingratitude and perjury. Its fruits are full of vipers. It is said that

atbithvi pers eat their way out of their mot her
born by devouring the house of the debtor. Against that, he who has

pity on the poor gives to God, and God will compensate him (Gelpi

2000:20).

Like Aristotle, church leaders argued that ikaenerated from usury is not the product of legitimate
labour, but the fruit of greed and avarice. Usury creates conflicts and divisions among people and causes

them to spend all their time obsessing over money, rather than thinking about God.

13



Despitet he churches’ sanctions against usury, merc
required credit. Beginning around the twelfth century the church began to relax its sanctions on usury.
Although its official ban remained in place until the sixteenth centChristian leaders quietly began to
turn a blind eye to monejending, recognizing its social and economic usefulness. Perhaps the most
significant development in the relationship between usury and the moral codes of the church came with
the Reformatiorand Calvinism, to which | will now turn.

In the sixteenth century, John Calvin founded a religious doctrine built upon the belief that the
purpose of I|ife was to work towards the creation
to dedicatethemselves to this goal and the possession of a rigorous work ethic was considered a sign
that an individual was among God’'s chosebhy. This i
becoming sanctified and acquiring a spiritual significance. A gviliss or even compulsion to work was
a public testament to the individual as well as to the rest of society of a deep spirituabnslaipp with
God. Max Weber (2001 wr i tes that a “psychological motivatio
callingand as a means best suited (and in the end often the sole means) for the devout to become
certain of ther state of salvation (Weber 20&&xvi). This work ethic forged a very close link between
religious belief and economic activity.

Although believergould never know with certainty of their salvation

status, they could |l ogically conclude in |
earthly kingdom of abutiance to serve his glory, that the actual

production of great wealth by an individual for a community was a sign

that God favored that individual. In effect, personal wealth became, to

the faithful, actual evidence for #ir salvation status (Weber

2002:xxxvi).

For the believer, the generation of wealth and money was not an end in itself, and spending
profit on warldly goods was considered sinful. Instead, the acquisition of wealth was considered

evidence of an individual s divine favour , as a m

fundamental shift in how profit and wealth were viewed. Peopleowere successfully engaged in

14



business and the pursuit of profit, even though they regularly used credit and debt, were no longer

considered selinterested, greedy or exploitative. Rather, they were now considered blessed by virtue

of their business acuen. Whatever profits they generated were-ievested in their businesses as an
indication of their loyalty to God’ s grand desighn

referred to as the spirit oforatstaps of aediasddébt. Thi s |
Access to credit was needed to expand business an
allies in the creation of God’'s kingdom on earth.
Calvinism thus ushered in a revolutionary change in the moral status dthwaea capital. No
l onger a source of evil and corruption, money bec
course, spending one’s profits on frivolous | uxur
The divine purpose of capitwas for it to be renvested where it could grow and generate more capital.
Wealth was to be pursued only in so far as it could be used to generate more wealth; it was not to be
possessed, hoarded or enjoyed. Despite this new tolerance of ustopgshoral guidelines regarding
the use of credit and debt still endured into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The legacy of
these Victorian moral guidelines continue to be felt today, although their force and influence eroded in
the twentieth century especially during the latter half of the century.
In his analysis of seventeenth and eighteenth century credit and debt, Calder (1999) argues that
the keystone of the Victorian money management ethic was a very simple warning: avoid debt. Living
withihone’ s means was considered not only financially
structure one’s | ife. Admoni shments about acquir.i
of some of the most respected religious leaders of the dawell. One of the eighteenth centuries most
welkk nown preachers, Charles Marden, warned that th

(Calder 1999:92). These sentiments were echoed by one of Mardens contemporaries, the evangelical

minister Hearry Ward Beecher:
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Debt is an inexhaustible fountain of di
heart of every fountain of inequity; it has besoiled the conscious, it has

tarnished the honor, it has made a deliberate student of knavery, a

systematic practitioner dfraud; it has dragged him through all the

sewers of petty passionsanger, hate, revenge, malicious folly, or

malignant shame (Calder 1999:94).

Despite the Victorias apparent disdain for debt and the debtor, they allowed for the use of debt and
creditso long as these were used responsibly and in a manner that did not harm either the individual or
the larger society. Like the Calvinists, Victorians recognized two types of debt: productive and
consumptive. This was borrowed from classical economist#\lilken Smith who wrote:

The borrower may use [a loan] either as capital, or as a stock reserved
for immediate consumption. If he used it as capital, he employs the
maintenance of productive laborers, who reproduce the value with a
profit. He can, in this sese, restore the capital and pay the interest
without alienating or encroaching up any other source of revenue. If he
used it as a stock reserved for immediate consumption, he acts as part
of the prodigal, and dissipates in the maintenance of the idle,tugha
destined for the suppdrof the industrious (Smith776291).

Smith was so confident that people would recognize that dabted consumption was contrary to their
best interests that he had little reason to speak more on the matter. Smith wasgrmhowever, as the
twentieth century and the rise of mass consumer culture presented a formidable challenge to Victorian
moral sanctions against the use of debt. It is to this rise in consumer culture and its enormous role in

expanding the popular use of delhichl will now turn.
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2.2: The rise of consumer credit

The ideals of saving and thrift that had been such a firmly entrenched part of nineteenth and
early twentieth century culture began to evaporate as the twentieth century progressed, espétiall
the years following the Second World War. Consume
Westerners consumed by allowing people on limited incomes to purchase expensive items they would
otherwise have not been able to afford.

As a retail meketing device, consumer credit is relatively new, having first appeared in the late
nineteenth century coinciding with the introduction of new durable goods. New technologies allowed
everyday household, farm, and business activity to be carried out nasiéyequickly and efficiently.

The problem with these new goods, however, was their price. Most average working families and farms
simply could not afford to buy them outright. In response to this problem, retailers began to use
i nstall menti ngr eochi tt iame”" bassy a mar keting and sales t

Probably the earliest durable goods to find a mass market through the use of installment credit
were sewing machines. Singer was the first to introduce a small machine geared for home use and was
eager to expement with new forms of consumer credit in order to maximize sales of this expensive,
though extremely useful machine. By the beginning of the twentieth century, installment credit was
commonly used to purchase a whole range of durables and had expanéedgdéahe purchase of less
expensive items as well. Allowing consumer credit to be used to purchase less expensive items meant
that those with lower incomes could begin to access theamd they did in great numbers. As this
practice became more common, defoon became associated with the economically marginalized. This
predictably led to debt once again assuming a measure of social stigma. This stigma did little to quell the
expansion of consumer credit though. As Calder (1999:167) argues, the drivieg lbetind this
expansion-industrialization, urbanization and immigratierwere simply too powerful.

Industrialization greatly increased the output of durable consumer goods, and without consumer credit
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these goods could not have been purchased in thealpers needed to keep up with supply.
Urbanization created a new social emmrimert that encouraged people to communicate things like
social status through consumption patterns. Immigration meant that goods which could not be
practically moved by the immignts to their new homes had to be replaced.

Perhaps the single consumer product most frequently cited as the driving force behind the
modern expansion of credit is the automobile. By 1924, almost three out of every four cars sold were
purchased on instithent credit. Of the total retail credit granted that year, more than half involved
debt acquired to finance the purchase of an automof@alder 1999:184)ln order to meet this huge
new demand for credit a plethora of new financial companies emergedcampeted fiercely with each
other for clients. This competition led to lower interest rates, more favourable payment schedules, and
lower down paymentssal | of which served to further drive de
of durable good®ffered financing. In the United States, total retail credit grew to over seven billion
dollars from just under half a billion in 1910.

By the 1950's, Il ong held values of thrift and
new set of posWorld War Il material aspirations. Steigerwald (2008) argues that this tension was finally
resolved by redefining thrift. No longer simply a means to wealth or a mark of good character, thrift and
savings became a means to further consumption. Paradoxidadift,iecame a partner to, rather than
the opposite of debt. The days of saving money in order to invest began to disappear, only to be
replaced by the practice of saving in order to make a dgayment on the purchase of commaodities.

As incomes begantisei n t he 1 95 0a'wave af oodfidehc& & hé strength of the economy
and widespread feelings of optimism for the future swept through Western democracies. This optimism
was harnessed by manufacturers, retailers, and real estate developersndoaraged people to

assume large amounts of debt. With this came a fundamental shift in how debt was viewed. Here we

find the beginnings of the contemporary consuntgedit driven society.
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Changing consumer attitudes towards debt were facilitated bymemchanges to the structure
of the global economy. The next several sections will take a brief look at globalization, its effects upon
western economies and their use of credit and debt, and how these effects ultimately led to the assent
of debtdriven @mnsumption as one of the prime drivers of contemporary western economic growth
2.3: Globalization and the evolution of debt

As the flow of capital started to become inter
began accepting deposits and prdwig loans in U.S. dollars. This helped to absorb and recycle the
massive amounts of U.S. dollars circulating around the world in their function as an international reserve
currency and instrument for international payments. This contributed to the deatigul of currency
markets as these U.S. dollars, by virtue of being held in foreign banks, were not subject to the laws and
regulations of the United States Federal Reserve. These international banks were not obligated to set up
mandatory reserves for thedollar loans, which meant that they could offer high returns to depositors
and excellent rates to borrowers. As western economies began to slow down from th&\joolst War
Il long wave of economic growth, banks found less opportunity for investarshsubsequently
became flustwith dollars. In their quest for new markets, these financial institutions began to look to
southern, less developed nations as potential markets to invest their capital.

In 1973, a huge rise in oil prices meant that oil prodggaiations, most of them in the middle
east, found themselves with vast amountstaf dollars (Barnett 1994:368). Most of these dollars
ended up deposited in European and American banks, which resulted in enormous liquidiyil-Non
producing countries ithe south, on the other hand, were hit with skyrocketing oil prices. This forced
poorer countries to borrow money from western financial markets in order to finance their now
ballooning deficits. Encouraged by these conditions, western banks began assiggpolicy of
marketing lowrate loans to thirdworld countries as a means of putting their massive dollar holdings to

work: “Any number of the South’s | eading gover nme
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be found to testify thatthereg s ent ati ves from the north’”s banks d
tripping over one another to offer the most attra
rates and favourable loan terms offered by the banks made these loans irresiByiilee time the
financi al crisis of the 1980's hit, many of these
of different banks. Leading the charge to recycle their pelotiars as loans to third world countries was
Citibank who, at the timeyas the largest single holder ofiéitlle East oil revenues (Barnk294:368).
As Citibank CEO Walter WinseéesndwasosaiPpd boobkebc( a
The rise in oil prices helped precipitate a global recession which caused a massdmst of
growth in western countries. As a response, developed nations began offering attractive loans to third
world countries in the form of export credits. Loans were provided to developing nations on the
condition that they used this money to purchageods and services from creditor natiotisgse goods
were often industrial or military hardware) (Toussaint 2005:139). These sort of deals were structured to
help boost the sales of large western corporations and contributed very little to the economic
development of third world countries; in fact, they often proved to be a liability.
Though many of the loans extended to third world countries were through private financial
corporations, a good portion of them were directly through northern governmentheir proxies (such
as the World Bank). These "~ development | oans’ wer
so called "megaprojects’), to finance the third w
world countries toward eport orientated production geared to meeting the demands of northern
nations. One of the consequences of this was that third world countrigarbeompeting with each
other in the export of raw materials and other basic goods to the west. This, in tursedarices to
drop, which meant less export revenue and further financial hardshiph&sedeveloping countries

(Toussaint 2005:140).
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The international banking system ran into seri
rising global inflatia levels became intolerable to western financial systems (Calder 1999). High inflation
means that creditors can lose money on their loans. As a result, U.S. Federal Reserve chairman Paul
Volker made it his mission to stamp out inflation by raising interatsts. The effect of these rate raises
on third world countries was devastating, with payments on some loans as much as tripling (Toussaint
2005:142). This situation was made worse by falling prices of minerals and other natural resources upon
which thirdworld countries depended for export earnings (Barnet 1994:370). This crisis was so severe
that some indebted countries had outstanding debts higher than their entire gross domestic product. To
make matters worse, the | aceaepitd Bightdronsthirdwodd ear |l y 198
countries totaling well over $100 billion. In order to protect their wealth, many of the third world
economic elite who had benefittesb richly from earlier loansow put their capital in Véstern banksn
orderto protectthem from the economic crésin their own countries. As a member of the Federal

Reserve board remarked in the early 1980’ s, it s

do. The problem is they’'re al/l i n Mi ami (Barnet
Intheendt he Third Worl d debt crisis of the | ate 1

of the world banking system, nor did most indebted countries declare bankruptcy and default on their

loans. One important effect it did have, however, was to makeltivorld countries wary of assung

large amounts of debt from Wétern banks.
With the realization that the profit making potential of lending to underdeveloped countries

was almost exhausted, banks, and especially American banks, once again foundvbsmghl more

capital than they could profitably invest. This realization coincided with thegeesy ofRorald

Reagan, arguablyre most precorporate, prebusiness president in fifty years (Dobbin 2003:51). Along

wi t h Reagan, t he nafél86tofgovearnmentstaround tieelwesterin warld who

whole-heartedly embraced the pronarket ideology of neoliberalismBrian Mutoney in Canada,
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Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom, and Helmet Kohl in Germany to name a few. This set the
stage forthe rapid expansion of consumer and business debt around the western world, and the
emergence of financialization as a key engine of corporate profit in the new neoliberal economy.
2.4: Neoliberalism and debt-driven consumption

I n t he eGiticdrpytookiti®e 8ead insbeginning to tailor its business model towards the
consumer lending market. Toussa{@005)ar gues t hat “After |l ending bill]
defaulting developers, Citicorp officials found the idea of spreading shearound in shorterm credit
at high interest to tens of millions of people ar
meant that rather than financing development or theopuction of commodities, as hdzken the
b a n tkaditsonal primary role in the capitalist economy, Citicorp and other financial institutions would
now focus on financing consumption. It was decided that credit could be sold just like any other product
and millions of consumers who had never been in debt could beeshinto buying on credit.

Along with increased effort on the part of financial institutions to market debt to consumers
camean effort to lobby governmerdgencies to create an eimgnment favourable to these financiers
and their new products. Westerrogernments proved quite receptive to these lobbying efforts. As real
wages stagnated and economic disparities increase
rapidly expanding supply of consumer debtasgay to mitigate these social and economic lplems.
The fact that an increasing number of citizens were unable to meet their basic needs with their earned
incomes could be masked by supplying them with easy access to cheap credit.

Draut and Silva (2003) anal yzmuhtbeaddacadeimer debt
often framed as one of unprecedented economic prosperity, their research points to a decade of
declining real wages, job displacements, and rising costs of living. The illusion of prosperity, they argue,

was maintained through the mase proliferation of consumer debt.
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Economic hardship was not the only factor that helped create an increased demand for credit in
the 1990’ s. The decade also saw extremely aggress
institutions. For example,igect mail solicitations for credit cards in the United States jumped from an
already enormous 1.52 billion in 1993, to a staggering 5 billion by 2001. Draut and Silva (2003) also point
to deregulation of the consumer financial industry as a majorcausetoe er a’' s debt expans
longer restricted in the amoundf interest they can charge, nor in the amount of fees they can collect,
lenders saw a potential goldine in trapping consumers in nevending cycles of debt. Under the so
call ed *“ deomo corfa tcirgbadtn to'marketiebtioanere low income families. In
addition, they lowered minimum payments, making it easier to carry large amounts of debt. Finally,
financial companies took advantage of the deregulated market and introduceake wdnge of service
fees, late fees, and penalties. Even today, despite the high number of defaults,ceneltitand
unsecured debt remaione of the sectors most profitable products.

2.5: Credit and the Modern Consumer

Structural changes to the finaial sector and economy as a whole may not completely account
for the enormous rise in consumer debt over the past several decades. Along with structural changes
came cultural changes in how we view the use of debt &edaroblem of indebtedness. Theseatlges,
to which | will nowturn, played a significant role in the creation of the modern indebted consumer.

There is a significant amount of literature devoted to the contemporary consumer. Broadly
speaking, this literature demonstrates that it is thdatéonship between consumption and social
comparison which drives this new consumer, and which in turn has contributed to soaring levels of
consumer debt. It is this relationship on which I will now focus.

The classic work on the relationship between semer behaviour and social comparison is
Thor st ei Theoweflihe eeisuresClq8607). Veblen argued that in affluent societies,

consumption becomes the means through which the wealthy establish and broadcast their socio
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economic status. Not onlgo these conspicuous displays of wealth assure the individual their proper
spot in the social hierarchy, but they also provide a model for the lower classes (especially the upwardly
mobile) to emulate. At Vebl en’ s rablymoediffituibtaaiv e r up
is today. There was little middidass to speak of, and those at the bottom of the samionomic ladder
could observe the conspicuous consumption of the
superficial manner

The mass production of consumer goods that began in the early twentieth century changed
everything. As we have already seen, this, along with the introduction of consumer credit, made it
possible for people to acquire a whole range of commaodities wivigte previously unattainable. Post
World War Il North America saw the creation of a large midttss with a relatively large amount of
disposable income and access to a great deal of credit. Rather than looking to the rich, however, this
middleclasste ded t o | ook to their urban neighbours for
with the Joneses” was born.

Schor& Holt (2000) arguehat the consumer of today no longer relies upon their neighbour as a
reference group. Instead, lifestyles oftlhippermiddle class and the very wealthy have become the
standard against which all else is measured. If the early and middle parts of the twentieth century were
about consumer comfort, the late twentieth and early twesigst centuries are more about esuming
luxury (Scho& Holt2000:3).

One reason for thi s sthey ¢alitcan be fodund inghe detliee ofthmu | at i o
neighbourhood as the nexus of social life and social comparison (&dtoit 2000:5). As
neighbourhood contacts denkd, the workplace became a more important source of reference. But
perhaps more importantly, as people spend more time at home, the television has become one of the
most important sources of consumer cues and information. Because television showsgalentig

skewed to display and glorify the | ifestyles of t
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other people have, and by extension, what they themselves must acquire and consume if they are to fit
in.

In an interesting study of Americancal and economic aspirations, Fournier and Guiry (1993)
found that 35% of their sample population aspired to reach the top 6% of the income distribution, while
almost half aspired to the top 12%. Only a small percentage (15%) were content with a-otaddle
lifestyle. Despite these dreams, the vast majority of people will not achieve the level of income required
to meet their lofty aspirations. Most will not even come close. This means that a considerable

Taspiration gap h a s ndneedshbve grenmh mordPgeickly tham thaeir indoenesj r e s
causing them to rely more and more upon consumer credit to bridge the gap. Creating the illusion of
prosperity and increased material wealth in an increasingly economically stratified society regeires ev
increasing levels of personal debt. Consumer credit allows consumers to temporarily overcome
discrepancies between inflated consumer desires and stagnant or even declining incomes.

I't is important to note that #aldespitesomespi cuous ¢
superficial similarities, is in fact quite different from the deatstven consumption we see today. Veblen
focused on the psychological aspects of class distancing. His rich status seekers were aware of what they
were doing with their consmptive behaviours; in other words, seeking to display anrthferce their
social status through conspicuous consumption was a purposefutdgeeh behaviour. This is not how
consumption works today. According to Bourdieu (1984), taste has today batatnelized or
unconscious. Individual consumers are not as aware of the class implications of their choices and
preferences as the rich consumers of the past would have been. Bourdieu makes a case that various
agents of socialization like the family, sohdriends, peers, etc., are the most powerful determinants of

taste for a broad range of cultural goods. This includes such things as food, dress, leisure and art to

name a few. Social standing is gained, lost and reproduced largely through everydaly acts
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consumption and consumer behavior. This means that what we buy, and by extension the consumer
credit often used to buy it with, are deeply implicated in the structures of social inequality.
Despite the role that consumer debt plays in masking and pgagtig social and economic

inequality, eliminating or restricting it would likely prove quite difficult. Bauman (2000) observes that in

today’'s liquid society, the concept of freedom ha

notably consumes ' f r e e ddentificatién theoegh the use of mass produced merchandised
commodities (2000:84). In this culture, debt and consumer credit become not simply a ticket to the
good life, but a vital tool in the exercise of freedom. Small wonder thapiteethe considerable number
of people who run into debt problems, and despite the enormous social and economic problems which
theabudanc e of debt contributes to (such as the so
citizens do not rail againsur financialized economy or the proliferation of debt. On the contraoyne
citizens may evewigorously resist any attempt to rein in consumer debt as an attack upon their
freedom.

Finally, we live in a world where credit (and especially credit caials) become so ubiquitous
that it would be difficult to function without it. It is impossible to rent a car, buy a plane ticket, rent a
hotel room or make purchases online without a credit card. As access to consumer credit becomes even
more important, lemlers have expanded their businesses to serve those who have traditionally been
denied credit-which in turn further expands the total amount of consumer debt in our economy. Those
on the lower end of the socieconomic scale are often particularly vulnBi@to unscrupulous lenders.

As Manning (2007) points out in a 2007S. Senate Committee on Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs

There has devel oped al]i edi"sdstirndtoiwon bet ween

mai nstream bathkerandr“S5éaw@nde” banks such

pawnshops, rento-o wn shops, “payday | enders”, <car
checkcashers. This widening institutional division between the

consumer financial service sectors has dramatically increased the cost of

credit among immigrants, minorities, workipgor, and heavily
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indebted urban and increasingly suburban middle classes (Manning
2007).

The secondier lenders often charge exorbitant rates of interest and catch the poor in a vicious cycle
where they are required to assume ever larger amounts ot debrder to service their previous loans.
This makes it almost impossible for them to ever pay off their debts in full, deepening their precarious
financial situations.

2.6: The Causes of Problematic Debt

In the previous section | outlined how tleeplosion of consumer debt and indebtedness in
general can be traced back to structural changes in Western economies and cultural changes in how we
view debt and indebtedness. These changes have made the proliferation of easily available credit a
necessanprecondition of economic growth. Furthermore, popular culture has evolved-tast
indebtedness from (at best) a necessary evil, to a vital component of personal freedom and economic
well-being. As we have seen, this rapid expansion of debt has alsoameempanied by the increasingly
serious issue of individual overdebtedness. How and why has ovedebtedness become such a
ubiquitous problem for Western economies? Who exactly gets into problems with debt and why? Many
citizens in our contemporary @stern economies are able to use various forms of credit available to
them without falling into arrears. Why do some people get into problematic debt situations while others
do not?

Broadly speaking, there are two approaches to understanding problem iadebss. The first
approach focuses on individual agency and seeks to correlate specific individual behaviours and
attitudes with negative financial outcomes in general. This assumes that individuals are rational free
agents capable of making autonomous @a&ms in their lives. According to this woslgdw, the

economic circumstances of an individual s |ife

and preferencegLivingstone & Lunt 1992)
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The second approach takes a critical look at thaa and economic structures which limit
individual autonomy and restrict or influence an
perspective, individual choices reflect the influence of larger social structures. This means that matters
such agproblematic personal debt need to be understood as originating in social and economic policies,
not in individual behaviours or choic@dartin-Baro1996) Both of these perspectives will now be
examined.

2.7: Agency versus Structure

Anthony Gidden$1987) contends that the structure/agency problem is central to sociology. He
argues that “every research investigation in the
agency] to structure” (19 8 7strikturé/ggencylpmoblemiise case of
particularly important for two key reasons. First, it is reasonable to assume that the impact of problem
debt on any personal relationship will to some extent depend upon how the individuals within that
relationship interpret ad understand their particular situation. Is the debtor evil? A possessor of poor
or weak character? Are they unable to control their consumptive urges or individually disposed to
partake in pathological financial behauis? By understanding problematielat as the result of
individual shortcomings or failurgi casts the debtor in a rather negative light. This in turn may place a

person’'s suitability as a partner or friend or sp
cannot manage their finamcs competently or who is a ‘deadbeat’
debt is understood as originating in circumstances and structures beyond any one indsvaduniol,

then the stigma surrounding debt is somewhat mitigated. In this vi@ablematic debt is not the result

of individual character flaws, but rather, is due to economic and social forces beyondrtteéi vi dual ’ s
control.

The second reason the agency/structure problem is relevant to this research is because our

understanding of the aszses of problem debt will necessarily influence how we choose to respond to it
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as a society. Recent years have seen the proliferation of debt counselling agencies which attempt to deal
with problematic debt by modifying individual financial behawicAs dready noted, these agencies
tend to treat unmanageable debt as a consequence of poor individual economic decision making. They
propose a remedy in which debtors are encouraged to take responsibility for their financial he&havio
and receive financial edation in how to manage and pay back their debts. If, however, we understand
personal debt as the inevitable result of larger economic and political structures, it then becomes a
problem best attacked on societalrather than individual level. This mearsat, at best, attempts to
deal with problematic debt through behaviomodification will have limited success in mitigating
problematic debt. At worst, theseounsellingagencies reify personal debt, obscuritgreal causes and
perpetuatethe economic ad social structures which create problematic debt and exploit it for profit.
2.8: Problem debt and individual agency

Who gets into difficultly with debt and why¥uch of the literature examining these questions is
rather old. Despite its age, much of thesearch is still relevant to this project and will be examined in
this section.

Dessart and Kuylen (1986) found that problem debt situations are typically associated with
several factors: First are soeg@onomic factors which include low level of inamumber of children
aged718, and renting one’' sDegsarhaad KayelO86[3p38h Seeothd areo o wni n
psychological ordecisieama s ed f act ors: “Problematic debt situat
among borrowers who have takenagll-considered decision about the credit to be raised than among
borrowers who Hassatand uylebhd®Brée 3s20l”) .( Al so, “Borrowers
term of the credit and/or a low interest rate to be unimportant run a greater risk of a prohtic debt
situation than borrowers who do c dsssartdne Kuylenhese cr
1986:321). Note that this study found that people with either very high or very low knowledge of credit

and borrowing proved least likely to geto problematic debt situations. The authors argue that this is
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because those with the least financial knowledge tend to be cautious when it comes to assuming debt. It
is those who have a low to moderate knowledge who are most likely to get into probtededbt
situations(Dessart and Kuylet986:323). The thirfhctor relating to problem debis institutional.

Dessart and Kuylen found that the total number of outstanding debts proved to be the most important
institutional factor in the creation of probm debt situations. Also, the risk of default on payment

appears to be greater when the debt is arranged via an intermediary or third p2egsart and Kuylen
1986:317). Speaking generally, the more risk that financial institutions are prepared to,abeept

greater the number of problem debt situations that will arise amongst borrowers.

Livingstone and Lunt (1991 and 1992) have conducted research examining the psychological and
behaviairal factors associated with problem debt. Their 1991 study folnad the relationship between
certain aspects of an individual’'s psychology and
predicting problematic debt situations. Specifically, they report that stress, careless budgeting, lack of
seltdiscipline,and absence of savings are all@sated with problematic debtn their 1992 study,

Livingston and Lunt found that those in debt tend to be significantly younger, have less personal savings,

and tend to see debt as a useful way to obtain things with@uitg to save up for them firstiingston

and Lunt1992:127). Those who believe that credit is a useful way of obtaining things for which they do

not currently have the money are more likely to attribute their debt problems to the credit system. They

cite their pleasure in consuming and shopping as one of the main contributors to their financial

problems and also tend to express their social worth and social relations through consumption

(Livingston and Lurit992:1289). These people feel less in contbkheir finances and are more likely

to make impulse purchases. People with serious debt problems, on the other hand, tend to offer

explanations for their situation based on unstable, uncontrollable external disasters or tiigaggton

and Lunt1992:29) . The authors conclude that “being in de

participation i n c¢ on s(uvingsionandilurt995129). Walkereet a @992im al | y ”
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Lea et al. 1995:684) also noted the correlation between comsurehaviar and problematic debt in his
research, finding that those in debt frequently chose to classify as necessities purchases that others
would consider luxuries (such as expensive Christmas presents for children or fashion $iooitis)y,
Achtziger et al. (2015explored thelinks between seltontrol, compulsivebuying and debt. They found
that those with high levels of satbntrol are less likely to accrue large levels of debt. Compulsive
shopping, on the other hand, is strongly linked to Higrels of consumer debt. Their research also
found that woman are more likely to engage in compulsive shopping than men.

Tokunaga (1993) attempts to create a psychological profile of people with debt problems in his
1993 study. He argues that people withmanageable debt have typically been portrayed in one of two
ways. The first is that of an unethical individual who intentionadiglectstheir financial obligations.he
second is that of an unlucky person struck by an unanticipated adverss/éifeawhich forces them to
use credit to survive. His research found that the truth lies somewhere in the mitiokeijaga
1993:310). Those with credit problems are likely to have been brought up in a family that was not in
financial distress and did not use dit They displayed a low sense of setirth, believed their lives
were controlled by forces beyond their control, and had little faith in their ability to overcome problems
and obstaclesTokunagdl 993 : 310) . Whil e simil ah(1992,thedatai ngst on
fomTokunaga’' s r es ghatthe ¢dauseslofspmblesnatig delet aré more due to external
economic and structural factors than individual psychological or bebealifactors.

Another attempt to chart the correlation betweerrgblematic delb and psychological variables
isfound in Lea et al. (1993 and 199bke Tokunaga (1993), their research did not find any substantial
like between the twoRather, hey found that important factors predicting debt status included whether

the respondent’s peers were also in debt, and how
that the respondent was in debt. Their more comprehensive 1995 study found problematic debt to be

associated with a decline in financial status relativedogpts, poor money management skills, and the
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use of more expensive lowdier sources of creditliea et al1995:699). The authors conclude that while
psychological factors play a noteworthy role in facilitating the accumulation of problematic consumer
debt, they may not be as significant as earlier research has suggested. Rather, they found that living in
poverty is the variable most commonly associated with problematic debt situations:

When we come to consider the causation of debt, the best hypothesis i

that this entire [debt] pattern has its origins in economic factors. The

key economic variables retained in the analysis show that debt is

primarily found among people looking after families on low incomes in

insecure housing. These conditions are asgedi with a set of behavior

patterns that make it harder to cope with t
psychology of debt forms part of the wider question of the psychology

of poverty, and any substantial reduction in the incidence of debt must

come from a redction in the impact of poverty (Lea et al. 1995:700).

Martin-Baro (1996) argues that we need to be wary of psychological and bealvio
explanations for problematic personal debt. There is a tendency, he believes, for psychology to
pathologize certain &haviaurs. This obscures the link between social oppression and individual
circumstance. Mainstream psychological angsieal economic literature tend present the heavily
indebted as unable to control their urges to consume or as incapable of thefs@tional economic

decision making upon which their theoretical models argeasbled. Walker et al. (2018ontend that

this negative image, which is internalized by the
oppressi onZer i“matimisst rmmaammm psychol ogy has been used
soci al i nequal it y0m68di spositional failure”

Much of the more recent psychological literature looks specifically at the role of individual
personality in saving and bamwing behaviours (Nyhus and Webley 2001, Joireman et al. 2010, Meier
and Sprenger 2010). Nyhus and Webly (2001), suggest that thererisg mtlationship between
personality structure and financial behaviour. They found that extroversion, emotional stability and
autonomy are all robust predictors of saving and borrowing behaviours in students. These results are

mostly consistent with other siilar studies. Foexample Roberf2000)reportsthat students with
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extroverted personalities were more likely than introverts to aspire to exciting lifestyles focused on
consumption and hedonistic life goals. Nyhus and Webley (2001) affirm that extravemsore likely
to incur additional social expenditures, seek out new experiences, and focus more on acquiring status
symbols (Nyhus an Webley 2001:153).

Emotional stability is also found to influence borrowing behaviouanéhess to anxiety or low
emational stability can be correlated with seeking to minimize borrowing and debt usage, and fears
about coping with finances in general (Nyhus and Webley 2001:163). This correlation exists

i ndependent of the subject’' smoobgutenormyi Nyleusand nanci al
Webley (2001) report that greater autonomy is associated with lower savings and the increased
likelihood of personal debt. They also found that the more agreeable a person is the more likely they are
to have less savings and tvdling to borrow money, and that greater savings tend to be associated with
higher levels of individual setfont r ol . The results of Nyhus and Web
with a more recent study by Harrison and Chudry (2011) which also thabéxtroverts are more
likely to take part in behaviours which increase the likelihood of incurring debt, and that more neurotic
individuals were more likely to be aware of and concerned about money and their financial situation.
Joireman et al. (20)@lso link personality to borrowing behaviour, finding credit card debt to
be stongy associated with compulsive buying tendencies and inadequate consideration of the future
conseqguences of borrowing. Meier and Sprenger (2010) also link high crediedztrthb a propensity to
focus on present rather than future needs. Wang et al. (2011) argue that@stfol, selfesteem, self
efficacy and the ability to defer gratification all predict lower credit card debt.
As Hanna et al. (2015:204) and others hagted, there is an abwtance of psychological
research highlighting the apparent economic dysfunctionality of those who find themselves unable to
manage their debts (Amar et al, 2ZDIWanget al. 2011 Nyhus & Webley 200E8imilarly, mainstream

econromisthave al so tended to understand an individual
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dispositional failure. Guided by logical positivism, they subscribe to a form of economic rationalism

which constructs the individual agational, selfinterested independent economic actor (Hanna et al.

2015: 204). This view, known as “econowftethc r ati onal
understood in popular and academic discourse. It discounts economic structures and presents those
struggling with debt as autamous free agents, as subjects of their own decisions rather than objects

of oppressive macreconomic practices.

By framing problematic debt as a product of financial incompetence or the inability to delay
gratification, debtbecomes something requiringspecific set of techniques and instruments in order to
modify that problematic behaviar (Miller and Rose 2008). The personal shortcomings of the poor and
disadvantaged are presented as changeable through their own behawimething to beencouraged
by a systemof government rewards and punishments.

2.9: Problem Debt and Social Structure

Despite the pervasiveness of economic rationalism, there is evidence to suggest that consumers
are not the selinterested rational actors and decision makers that thigld-view purports. For
example, Kamleitner et al. (2012) in their review of the psychological literature, report that consumers
tend to emphasize or exaggerate the benefits of using credit to meet current needs while discounting
the future costs. Otheresearch has found that people tend to underestimate the probability of
experiencing serious or even catastrophic life events such as illness or unemployment (Stark and Choplin
2010). Furthermore, it appears that people often misjudge their ability tayeheir debts and to adapt
to unforeseen future financial circumstances. Some even interpret their credit limit as a signal of their
future income potential (Soman and Cheema 2002).

In light of the deficiencies of economic rationalism, some authors p®ite the problem of
“personal” debt is in fact a soci al i ssue, one th

stratified economy. Walker et g2012)argue thatoveii nde bt edness is a “mani fes:
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model of late capithksm where the dominant economic and political modes of organization demand the
increased use of <cr edi @012231) Ehis madel of tate capitalisny, alsor d e man
known as “neoliberalism”, i s ma discurave re@edentatbnrsough *
of debt that privilege the pathologisation of ind
(2012272). Today, the western world has largely organized their economies around the principles of

necoiberalism, definedbyHavey (2005: 2) as a theory of economi
well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedom and skills within an
institutional framework characterized byreng private property rights, freemak et s, and free t
Neoliberal rationalities of government consist of a number of ideologically coherent political precepts
drawn together by a fundamental belief in the superiority of the free market over intervention by the
apparatus of the state (Wlker et al.2012:534). Characteristics of the neoliberal economy such as
globalization, changing labour laws, and poorly regulated international financial markets have allowed
financi al institutions to “aiogathgpmpactsionad tdedt "h
(2012264). These @nomic policies combined with thgtobal recession that started in 2008 have
created a crisis of undaronsumption. Lower real wages have resulted in less consumer spending which
necessitated the expansion of persodabt in order to financehe growth of western economies
(2012266).

Bauman (200098) remar ks that “living in credit.. has
Consumer credit is now a necessary component ieraporary consumption practicgdlarron
2015:408). The sustained politics of wage suppression and financial deregulation have created a growing
number of citizens in need of credit for the necessity of everyday items of survival and to cope with the
financial impact of day to day events. (Nylaumsl Webley2001). Turner (2008) also argues that the
persistent rise in personal debt has helped mitigate rising urleympent caused by the recessiorhe

result is that, for many, being in debt, even heavily indebted, is now the normal state of affesrsias
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changed how we view personal debt asaiety As part of a longerm process, consumer credit

provided bymainstreet banks and other major financial institutions has lost much of the old moral and
cultural opprobrium that historically attacheatself to debt. Consumer credit now comes to be

presented, in essence, as one financial tool among a wider set that enables consumers to maintain their
material welfare (Maron 2015:408).

In order to understand the nature and function of personal delitwii n t he cont ext

neol i ber al economi es, we have to | ook at capital

perpetually sent out in search of more money (Harve920Central to the function of capital in the

neoliberal economy is the picess ofihancialization. Kripper (2005:174) defines financialization as a

of

“pattern of accumul ation in which profits accrue

through trade and industrial p r ohe late twénteth’tentury t de s c

in which finance and financial considerations became increasingly central to the workings of the western
economies. Marking a fundamental discontinuity between the pogt war economies (Davis & Kim
2015: 205), tckindg ershiff tgriarvittlye of t he capitalist
(Foster 20161) is reflected in almost every aspect of the neoliberal economy, including: (1) increasing
financial profits as a share of total profits; (2) rising debt relative to GX)Rhe growth of FIRE (finance,
insurance, and real estate) as a share of national income; (4) the proliferation of exotic and opaque
financial instruments; and (5) the expanding role of financial bubbles. Financialization is also manifested
in a greateremphasis on maximizing shareholder value, and the increased importance of financial
activities by norfinancial corporations (Davis and Kim 2015:205).

The fnancialization of western economies has led to a new regime of accumulatina based
largelyupon weakened labour unions, diminishing real wages and large capital gains. In this new regime,
corporate profits remain high despite the diminishing purchasing power of labour (Lavoie 2015). It is

also associated with increased economic inequality (DendsKim 2015:211)Research has shown that
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revenues from financial investments are typically not reinvested in productive activities; this leads to
stagnation of real wages and rising debt for wage earners (van der Zwan 2014). In the financialized
neoliberal economy, those who have extra assets see increased rétemsnvestmentsvhile those
who cannot afford to take part in financial markets suffer. This leadshighly stratified society
(Higstein and Goldstein 2015).

Increased household debtaso a major feature of financializatioMifisky2008). Stagnant
income combined with easier access to debt means that household consumption is increasingly
maintained by accumulating debt rather than with earnings. Households are encouraged to take on
more and more debt by financial institutions who are willing to grant larger and larger loans.
Financialization has thus “transformed a growth r
investment into a regime based on high consumption spendimdjeverrising household gross debt,
justified by the high prices in the stock mar ket
are witnessing today in society as a whole is what might be caleedth f i nanci alThezati on of
ter malsa@dfatsesri s hor t,isnsedby sodologist to eeferso’thévision ofmembers
of asociety based on social and economic stdtbsford Reference 20171pavid Harvewnrguesthat the
credit system has now becontlee major moderrmechanisnfor the extraction of wealth by finance
capital from the resof the population(Harvey 2008), and in turn, for maintaining class hierarchies.

One of the most significant characteristics of the neofitbdinancialized economy is the
extensive securitetion of debt. This is the financial practice of pooling various types of contractual
debt such as residential mortgages, commercial mortgages, auto loans or credit card debt obligations
and selling their related cash flows to third party investorseirities, which may be described
asbonds, passthrough securities, collateralized debt obligatiq@@DOs,) or assétacked securities.
Investors are repaid from the principal and interest cash flows collected from the underlying debt and

redistributed thraugh the capital structure of the new financing. Montegomerie (2007) and Geisst
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(2013) argue that the development of asset backed securities as part of the process of financial
liberalization has served to augment the supply of money available for congpearding. More
importantly, it has made profits and future credit contingent on a steady stream of persistent revolving
debtors. Securitization has increased the supply of credit available and transformed lending patterns to
focus increasingly on those efdy in debt (Walker C. et al 20242). In light of this, Walker argues that
agencies in the mainstream credit sector, when considered together, comprise a form of industrial
parasitism that enable the targeting and acquiring of persistent revolving diglators and hence the
continued growth in the proportion of unpaid balances (Walker C. et aR:2@3)
2.10: Reconciling Agency and Structure in the Neoliberal Economy

Several authors have suggestditferent theoretical approaches to economic rationalism and
positivistic mainstream psychological explanations for personal debt. Hanna et al. (2015hgdoaw
Michel Foucault, providan account of the “indebted individual??”
constr ucted through “technologies of knowledge” and

Technologies of knowledge allow specialists such as psychologists or ltangrteeposition certain

types of behaviar as illegitimate and deviant. In this wehe dominant ideology enables or constrains

certain behaviars by labelling thena s nor mal o0 rc c“‘egphkt madbrl ed' |l "o,r d sun“aa c e
Technologies of power control and construct the subject through discursive regimes (2015:206). These
technologies mask the power relations behind economic and political structures under the guise of
promoting personal freedom and choice. From this
and financial acumen can all be understood as disciplinary techiesldhat formulate and constrain the
subjectivity of the “indebted individual”™” (2015:
Maurizio Lazzarato proposes a theory of personal debt suggesting that the birth of neoliberalism

in the 1970’ s has -dehosrelationshiputrleel pdhwercrefdicmoedi t, c

neoliberalism, requires the construction of an indebted subjectivity. Producing a responsible, guilty and
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thus hindered subject, this condition involves 1in
(Lazzarato ifCharbonneau & Hansd&014:1@9). Citing the influence of Meize and Guattari, who

mai ntain that one of the major innovations of <cap
economy (197%, Lazzato argues that contemporary capitalist debfar@sents an innovation over

previous societies mainly due to the impossibility of its complete reimbursenh@atzérato itHansen

2014:1042). Debt is no longer something to be accessed occilgintieen needed then later paioff,

but rather has become abastant feature of contemporary economic activity. Whereas in less advanced
capitalist economies, power stemmed from the relationships between the owners of the means of

production and the workers, today we find power stemming from the endless naturesafrdditor

debtor relationship l(azzarato il€harbonneau & Hansd014:1042):

| believe that the shift that has occurred
the issue of society: how to control society as a whole? The power of

debt in neoliberalism representshaghly efficient mechanism of control

and capture, more efficient that the modes of resistance put in place by

the workers movement. While the latter still focuses on the dynamics

located within the productive space, power is not exerted on a broader

socid scale (azzaratan Charbonneau & Hans@914:1042).

The oppressive capitalist/worker relationship has been supplanted by a more effective
creditor/debtor relationship. Workers have yet to develop forms of struggle and resistance specifically
aimed at he issue of indebtedness. This dynamic came to a head with the financial crisis <f0@E7
whichHansendescribes as western capitalisn “ f i r st f i nam cprailv actaep tiunmrdee bt therd
(2014:1045). In the neoliberal economy, debt, monetary ascli policies are the primary tools used by
the dominant classes to capture and consolidate wealth.

Another alternative understanding of neoliberalism originaiesn Bourdieu (1977, 1990, 1992
2000) who is highly critical of economic rationalism anddiass structure he believes it propagates and
obscures. Bourdieu argues that the neoliberal wor

norms and then selling the meangjenerally ineffective onesof bridging the gap between these
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norms and he real possibiltiesfo ac hi evi ng t h:24nihthé¢ dAse ofdebt, mwowihgds9 2
a tool used by the subject to “construct themselywv
norm” (Lemke 2001:196) . Deatbbeusedbypee pgertsanroidertdd as an
attain things of value and live the lifestyle championed by the dominant culture.

Bourdieuargues that neoliberal economic and social policies are imposed by the dominant class
principally through a state structudeeducational process. Subordinate classes are taught to internalize

the dominant symbols and meanings thereby ensuring their reproduction. Bourdieu calls this process

“symbolic violence”. I't creates a s ioppressiveisocial i n wh
relations become the ‘objective’ values and cultu
sustain the dominant <c¢lass are “misrecognized” by

cultures and values of the entisociety rather than that of the privileged few. Naked acts of self
interest are clothed with the mantle of the commonly recognized symbolic goods, making the winners
or dominant classes appear not as exploiters, but as gifted individuals with supetioatahdowment
(Bourdieu 192:163-65).

Several authors (Lin 2001,tAur 20012, Gartman 1991) cite the importance of the pedagogic

process by which this symbolic violence” is acce
by most citizens. Ther act i ce of “financi al l'iteracy” in part.i
agents of socialization such as the family, friends, and media are all significant in this pedagogical

process but the most important component is the state schoolsyste “ I n t he educati onal
only do the agents (teachers and administrators) acquire and misrecognize the dominant culture and
values as wuniversal and objective, but they trans
the reproductionof @ mi nant cul ture and val ues-1%).inthislkvay, ne xt g ¢

class structures shaped by the neoliberal economy becomes so deeply embodied in individual

dispositions that they appear natural and obscure their social origins (Bourdi&@u7207).
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One of the central ideas in Bourdieu's social

the concept of “habitus” which he defines as:

A system of durable and transportable dispositions, structured

structures, predisposed to funati as structuring structures, that is, as

principles which generate and organize practices and representations

that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing

a conscious aiming at the ends or an express mastery of the operations

necessary in order to sustain them (Bourdieu 1990:53)
This definition suggests that habitus constitutes
strategically according to the situation” (Chandl
molded and controlled by objective economic structures, nor on the other hand, are they completely
free agents unencumbered by the historical reality of their material and economic circumstances.
Rather, Bourdieu uses the concept of habitus to explain hamtsgare able to act in acadance with
internalized social forces despite lacking any strict or conscious plan to Bowalieu does notleny
agency, but makes the history of the agent “secon

arebesiunder st ood as r egurdieutl®d79). mprovi sation” (Bou
This approach is interesting because with it Bourdieu attempts to overcome the apparent

dichotomy between structure and agency. In regards to debt and borrowing, his analysis may help

bridge the @p between those who seek individual or subjective explanations for problem debt, and

those who point to structural or larger economic processes as the causes of debt. The habitus of an

agent establishes dispositions that orient him or her towards pasicmodes of behaviour (Chandler

2013:472). In this sense, the characteristics of any individual personality need to be understood within

the historical and social context which shapes them, i.e. the neoliberal economy. Individual subjects do

possess a mease of agency, but it is limited by their current and pasttext and experiences, which

in this case could include their social class, educational background, peer or friend group (to name but a

few).
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Understanding the causes of personal debt requirethtan understanding of the structural
topography of the neoliberal state, as well as sensitivity to individual agency and how said agency is
shaped by “objective” soci al structures. The wutil
chapterswhen | examine and analyze the data from my interviews.
2.11: The association between problem debt and poor health

The previous sections have outlined several theoretical approaches that account for how and
why some people get into problematic debt situations. Understanding why individuals assume
unmanageable levels of personal debt becomes even more important whexomgder the range of
negative consequences that can accompany it. A number of researchers havedbbkedliving with
problemdebtand fi nancial stress in general can negati v«
well-being. Thisliterature isnoteworthy because, as we shall see in the next sectiwany researchers
link poor health, especially mental health issues like depression, or the suffering of constant anxiety and
stress, to negativeelationship outcomes. This section will examine titesature, beginning with
studies which correlate debt and poor mental and physicalthea

Brown et al. (2005), in their survey of British households, found that heads of households who
have outstanding credit, and have higher amounts of such debsigréficantly less likely to report
complete psychological wdlleing (2005:645). Interestingly, the results of this research indicate that
unsecured debt such as credit card debt and unpaid bills have a greater negative effect on psychological

well-beingthan secured debt such as home mortgages or car payments. The authors conclude by

arguing that there may be a “substanti al psychol o
(2005:645).
Drentea and Lavrakase port t hat t he ighifidartly associatedwdthwoimd i o “ i s

physical healthandsetf e por t ed heal th” (2000:518), and that t

with poor gener al health (2000:527). The authors
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C o r n e rderto sennce theair debts. This means that they may be forced to forgo health related
expenditures. Also, collection tactics can border on harassment and leave debtors anxious and
depressed. They speculate that the stress of being in debt may ldadrigrousescapist behavior such

as smoking, drinking, or taking other drugs (2000:519). In a similar study, Bridges and Disney (2010)
f 0 u n drongassbdiation between being in a depressed psychological state anepgetted

problems of indebtedness anihfincial stress"(2010:402). This association between debt and
depression exists irrespective of any objective indicators of the financial situation of the household.
Examining the relationship between debt and depression among women with youdgeohiBidges
andDisney ound t hat “ wor r yongest mdependent dodioecarmmic predieor of t

the depression score at both the initial and follewp o0 ¢ ¢ a s i 0 nBritlgesand Didn€y:subdedt ) .
that the depression experienced by family membsuffering financial hardship is similar regardless of
whether they cope by juggling and assuming ever more debt or by cutting back on essentials. Both have
similar negative effects on mental health (2010:450).

One particularly interesting study authorég Balmeret al. (2009 looked at social and
demographic predictors of debt problems, and asked whether problematic debt situations tend to occur
in combination with other problems. They found that those who are particularly susceptible to getting
into problem debt situations are people who rent (rather than own) their accommodation, younger
people, the poorly educated and single parents. Therstest predictors of debt problems were being
in receipt of government benefits (such as welfare or unemploynvenirance) and lorgerm iliness or
disability (200643). In terms of overlap with other problems, the study found that the experience of
domestic violence, personal injury, clinical negligence and relationship breakdown all resulted in
significant increses in thdikelihood of problem debt (20084). An increased likelihood of debt

problems was also found in those receiving welfare benefits, the unemployed, and the homeless.
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Other research appears to indicate that people who are experiencing negé&tiewdints or situations
(mental illness, addiction issues) are more likely to be in debt than those who are not.skréin

(2008) found in their research that ormgarter of those with mental illness were in debt (2008:1489).
Also, the more debts onleas, the more likely one is to have some sort of mental disorder (2008:1492).

In addition to the above studies, it has also been found that problem debt can be particularly
harmful to the health of middle aged and older individuals (Ferrie et al.:2B8&giacdes et al. 2009:

Wright & Steptoe2006) Financial difficulties in general are associated with increased mortality (Kahn
and Pearlin 2006: Szanton et al. 2010). Job insecurity and debt are independently associated with
negative effects on overall mentakalth and can triggedepression (Meltzer et al. 20},3and credit
carddebtto income ratios can lead to anxiety and stress (Drentea and Lavakas 2000). Not surprisingly,
research has also revealed that low levels of debt and positive financial barsgi@ generally

associated with fawarable physical and mental health (Bridges and Disney Zit®et al. 2003Xiao et

al 2009.

Taken together, these studies succeed in establishing a link between problem debt and poor
health, but they do not provide conclusive evidence of a causal relationship. Nor, as Fitch (2009:3)
points out, do they provide a detailed account of the procesiesmugh which debt and mental health
interact. Commenting on the literature, Roosgal. (2010) note that most of the research examining
economic influences on personal interaction is not theory driven. In addition, they also argue that there
is a tendeng to overlook the context and detaiof each particular case (205@3-34). This means that
it is difficult to know if it is the problem debt that caused the poor health or the poor health that caused
the problem debt. It could be one, both, or neither.

This dilemma underlines the need for qualitative research that looks at the relationship between
debt and health. By exposing the details and processes through which economic and health variables

interact, evidence pertaining to the exact nature of thalationship should be generated. This is
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important because, as the next section demonstrates, there is considerable reason to believe that
changes in the health and behaurs of individuals experiencing problem debt and/or general financial
strain can hag a negative effect on their personal relationships.
2.12: The association between economic stress and poor marital and family relations

The association between financial hardship and poor marital and family relations has been the
subject of numerous studs by Conger et al. (1990, 1994, and 1999). Several of these are particularly
relevant to this research.

In their 1990 paper Conger et al. explored the types of marital interaction that might serve as a

mechanism linking economic hardship to marital dqyadind instability (1990:652). They found that

economic strain “increased hostility and decrease
their wives. Men’ s hostility was associated with
withlower | evel s of satisfaction/ happiAfelewupdsudyar i t al (

in 1994 looked at how economic stress affects marital relations using several indicttoes of

income, the stability of the work situation and asset tdtieatio (Conger et al. 1994:195). Asset to debt
ratio was found to be a significant indicator of economic stress (only level of income was greater). In the
case of the male, a®ng correlation between depression and economic stress was discovered. There
was also a correlation between economic pressure and depression for the women as well. However, this

correlation was not as ging as it was for men. Overall, the authors argue that their study indicates that

adnic economic pressures have a negativpimmct on partners emotions, wk
and indirect effects on marital guality through t
(1994:201).

Finally, Conger et al. (1999) studied the association between economic stress agd ohére

quality of marital relations. Their research supports the finding of earlier studies linking financial

hardship to marital strain. Interestingly, they found that interaction between marital support and
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economic pressure was statistically sigaifict . Thi s means that “the positi
economic pressure and emotional distress was of greater magnitude for less supportive compared to
more supportive couples” (1999:69). They also fou
genete realistic and nomxploitative solutions to their conflicts and disagreements, and who did not
engage in protracted solution generation to the neglect of actually resolving a disagreement, were less
likely to suffer distress in their marriage asatledu of such conflicts compared
(1999:69). This study is also noteworthy for its introduction of The Family Stress wwikieh attempts
to provide a theoretical account of the process through which financial straimegativelyaffect
relationships ThisFamily Stress Mod€Conger and Conger 2008)not a perfect fit for the problem at
hand, but | would argue that a modified version ahidy be helpful in explorinigow problem debt
affects relationships.
The Family Stress mellis consistent with a social causation perspective and argues that
peopl e’ s f i partshgped by thed sconamiccircumstances (Conger and Donnellan 2007).
This model suggesthat chronic low income, negative economic events such as lossmployment and
a high debt to asset ratio subject parents and families to economic pressure. Faced with this pressure,
they are forced to cut back on basic material needs such as food, shelter and clothing and may be
unable to pay bills or meet financiabligations. It is argued that under these circumstances, parents and
caregivers (this can include the extended family) experience an increased risk of emotional distress
brought on by feelings of depression, anxiety, anger, alienation and failure. Téengesof parental
emotional distress in turn predicts problems in family relationships, including increased conflict between
caregivers and subsequent deterioration of parenting practices and the parent/child relationship (see
Figure 1). There is a considble amount of empirical research dating as far back as the Great

Depressiorthat supports this thesigGonger and Conger 2007).
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Figure 1. The Family Stress Model.
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By arguing that economadversity leads people to behave in a manner that negatively affects
personal and familial relationships, the Family Stress Model provides a starting point for understanding
the connection between economic circumstances and the quality of interpersoaéibreships. In terms
of this research, however, the model has several shortcomings.

First, the Family Stress Model focuses on the effects of economic hardship and poverty in
general, rather than the difficulties specifically associated with problem debile\ithere may be a
relationship between poverty or low socioeconomic status and debt, this does not mean that problems
with debt areconfinedto the economically disadvantaged. In fact, there is significant empirical
evidence that problem debt is a comm@roblem faced by a broad stratum of people who would

consider themselves mi ddle class” (Jacoby 2002:5
problem debt situations face difficulties (such as dealing with bill collectors and collection agencies, o
the stigma attached to indebtedness) that those in poverty or under financial strain in general do not

necessarily face. These difficulties may present unique problems and impact personal relationships in

ways that low soci@conomic status or general @somic hardship do not.
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Second, the Family Stress Model is primarily concerned with the nuclear family and with the
effects of financial hardship upon children in particular. As | have already discussed, familial
relationships are but one example of many different types of imgatrinterpersonal relationships that
may be affected by problem debt. Relationships with friends, colleagues, and extended family members
may all be strained when one member of the relationship is experiencing problem debt. Spouses or
partners, by virtue bthe fact that their debts are likely shareshay wellexperience debt in a different
way than a friendship relationship where only one member has debt problems. It should also be noted
that the family stress model is concerned with existing relationshiptoes not address the problem of
how debt or financial strain may serve as a barrier which prevents people from entering into
relationships.

In terms of dating behavig, both socialexchange theory and sockmological perspectives
could be useful imnderstanding how problem debt could affect the ability to attract and keep a mate.

In socialexchange theory, people marry or get into close relationships when they calculate that the
perceived benefits of entering into the relationship exceed the peemkosts. Each partner is aware of
their personal preferences and needs as well as what they have to offer a potential mate. Being in debt
adds to the cost of entering into a relationship with a debtor, thus making the debtor less desirable.
From a socidbiological(and rather heterenormative)perspective, on the other hand, mate selection is
based upon maximizing reproductive succegsording to this perspective,an seek out women who

look fertile (healthy) while women look for men who will be goodviders. Here again we see the

potential problems with being in debt. Debt has a negative effect on health which may make women

l ess physically attractive and r e nishodddbepuoiated s abi |
out, however, that naximizing reproductive success is sotnething that everybody necessarily takes

into account when choosing partners. Intimate relationships can take many forms and we need to be

careful not to privilege certain types.
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The third drawback of the family &8s model is that it uses the concept of stress or
psychological distress to mediate the link between economic hardship and relationship problems. Unlike
economic hardship however, debt can be hiddéinere may be issues of trust and deception with debt
that have the potential to shape relationship dynamics in ways that poverty does not. Issues such as
“financi al infidelity” '@used debbeegammanmndmaylhavetheng t o o
potential to cause a whole range of problems for riglaships.

Looking at the issue of how financial behawiaffects marriage from a slightly different
perspective, Skogrand et al. (2011) examined how couples withlesstfibed great marriages manage
their finances. This study found several key findidg©ne spouse (usually the most qualified or willing)
manages the finances. 2) There is a great deal of trust between partners. 3) There is a lot of
communication in regard to financial issues and concerns. 4) These married couples have little or no
debt. When they do acquire debt they pay it off quickly. 5) They live within their means.

It seems that the couples in Skogrand et al.’'s
debt can affect marital sati sf stsoméaaouplescdnthave st udy
financial challenges, and may at times even argue about money, but still can have great marriages. What
seemed to make the difference for these couples was how they dealt with the challenges and how they
perceived therm (Skogrand eal. 2011). Financial strain does not necessarily damage a relationship
(2011:34). Couples can work through financial stress and emerge with their relationships unscathed or
even stonger.

2.13: Debt and Personal Relationships

There are several researaisavho have looked at how debt directly affects relationships. One of
them is Dew (2011 and 2008). He finds in both studiescagtcorrelation between high debt and
marital stress. Dew’ s 2 8oby& examinechgw casgedinetianwentod | e x c h

debtrelate to marital satisfaction for newlywed couples. Social exchange theory postulates that
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relationship satisfaction rises or falls as individuals compare the costs and benefits of the relationship

with their expectations (Dew 2008:2). @éypothesized that to service debt requires more work hours,

all ows | ess time with one’s partner, | eads to mor
of financial unfairnesdew2008:2), all of which lead to decreased marital satisfactitia.study

confirmed his hypothesis: consumer debt change v

financial arguments, and perceived financi al unf a

marital satisfactions. This study also folthat paying off consumer debt was positively related to

change in marital satisfaction. “As couples assum

together, argue more about their finances, and fe
Inhi s more recent 2011 st udy-bheinddisagreemeatpandhed how

perceptions of wunfairness are related to the diss

which shows that “being ablhemdstampesrtanhireasondforvi ng expe

entering into a cohabitating relationship (Dew 2011:179). The flip side of this is that when the economic

benefits of cohabitating disappear, the relationship may also decline. For example, Dew cites Edin (2000)

who found in astudy of lowincome single mothers that if they were not receiving financial benefit from

their cohabitation then they would end the relationship (Dew 2011:179). In his own study, Dew found

that financial disagreement was the most serious type of confliterms of its potential to end the

union (2011:185). His research also found that finances are a frequent topic of contention among

couples: “financial disputes between spouses are

and predictdivorcb et t er t han other areas of disagreement?’

financial disagreements among couples are more intense and less frequently resolved than other

conflicts (Dew 2011:180).

In one of the only qualitative studies looking at how deffects relationships, Grant (2000)

investigates how *“living with problem debt transf
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i mage and straining personal relationships. She a

relationshipsw t h si gni fi cant others. .. debt can become

themselves in their personal relationships” (Gran
Grant found parents with high debt loads report difficultly in fulfilling their role as provider. As a

result,these parents not only fear a loss of respect from their children, but worry that their children may

be forced to inherit their debts should something ever happen to them. Grant also found that

friendships can be changed by the experience of debt. Sdrheranterview subjects expressed the

belief that old friends now regarded them primar.

with unmanageable debt usually have little if any money to pursue social activities; this makes new

social relaibnships difficult to establish and old ones difficult to maintain.

Friendships can become unequal and uncomfortable. Sometimes friends
and families pay for treats and holidays. People struggle with their
limited finances in an effort to keep some equgalitithin the friendship

and to live out the accepted patterns of friendship... However welcome
the financial support and generosity of friends and family, financial
dependence changes these relationships in ways which highlight the
financial situation oflte person in debt. Debt becomes a key point of
reference in their identity as a friend (Grant 2000:236).

Grant reports that her research subjects are aware of the potential for debt to transform and
contaminate social relationships. As a result, they gedkde or disguise their financial woes, even
from those closest to them such as their partners or immediate family. Perhaps the most debilitating
consequence of debt reported by Grant’'s interview
ability to make material and emotional contributions to the happiness of their friends and family.
2.14: Gender and Financial Stress
Research has found that men and women react quite differently to both their own problematic
debt situations and to their partnés or significant othés debts. For example, Conger et al. (1994)

found that in the case of the male under financial strain,rargj correlation between depression and
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economic stress was discovered. These variables were also correlated for womere batréiation

was not as sbng as it was for men. It is interesting to note that for men, economic pressure often led to
hostility towards their partner while the same did not hold true for women (1994:202). Also, women are
more likely to become depressedl unhappy, and see a reduction in the quality of marriage when men
are depressed. This is contrasted with men, who do not become depressed in response to the
depression of their spouse8nother interesting study by Dwyer et al. (2013) indicates that womay

have a somewhat higher tolerance for student loan debt than men. Their research found that men are
more likely to drop out of college because of their debts, and that they do so at lower debt levels than
women.

Falconier and Epstein (2010) look&dthe differences between how men and women react to
economic stress within the context of a relations
partners tend to be more psychologically aggressive towards each other, and women display fewer
positivebehaviors towards their partners. In turn, all these behaxscare associated with lower
relationship satisfaction for women, whereas only male psychological aggression contributes to his own
relationship dissatisfactiedn” p(a2rOtinOe:r7 9s2 )e.c oFneonmai | ce ss
their own, and their relationship satisfaction is more dependent on relational bebes/than is true for
their partners (2010:793). These r edmtiohdisteessar e cons
mode in which economic strain reduces relationship
relational behaviorKalconier & Epsteif010:792). For females, relationship satisfaction was negatively
affected when the male experienced economic strain, velasrthe same was not true for males. Their
relationship satisfaction did not seem to be tied

Thorne (2010) uses qualitative methods to look at how the gendered division of household
labour is intensified among failies who exprience severe financial stre§ehorne 2010:185Hisstudy

found that financi al chores that were once gender
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stress. Th e s-tme icro mamageneemt ef every dollat and debtgoéations with
aggressive debt collectors, and researching and f
places women under considerable emotional stress. Thorne found that there were two main reasons
why women took on these tasks: either théyought their husbands were too irresponsible, or their
husbands simply refused to take part and the women were powerless to compel them (Thorne
2010:195).

This literature shows that the experience of problem debt may differ by gender. Furtineym

howoner eacts to a part nedebtsnayaabe ipflugneedty gemder. part ner ' s
2.15: Gaps in the literature

As the literature demonstrateshée process by which individuals, couples or families assume
problematic levels of debt, and how this delftercts their relationships is complex. Problem debt often
occurs in conjunction with other negative life events and the causal chain is not always clear. For
example, Balmer et al. (2005) found that the experience of domestic violence, personal injugye éha
employment status, loss of home, and relationship breakdown each resulted in significant increases in
the likelihood of problem debt. Yet in terms of the temporal ordering of these problems, they report
that “When probl em s e onsandates, therswaelikl@aavidence thatb a s e d
additional problems reported by those with debt problems occur predominantly before or
predominately after their debt problems” (2005: 45
between debt/financal duress and other negative life events have also acknowledged the difficulty in
demonstrating causal linksré&ntrea (2000) for example, correlates credit card debt and anxiety but is
unable to demonstrate a cause and effect relationship. This is sitoilBokunaga (1993) who
attempted to create a psychological profile of people with debt problems. Li&etiea (2000), he

found that debt is associated with a range of other negative life events and beinsviot could not

establish a causal linlAlmost all the literature which examines debt or financial stress and relationship
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outcomes focuses on relationships within the nuclear familgually the relationship between spouses
or parents and dependent children. This leaves a whole range of impgéasbnal relationships
unexamined.

There is the possibility that not all relationships will be negatively affected by problematic debt
or that the amount of effect will vary. Are certain types of personal relationship more vulnerable or
perhaps more refient to the stresses caused by problem debts? Are there strategies that can be
employed to mitigate the negative effects of debt or financial stress on personal relationships? Are
there other variables that interact with problem debt and personal relalhips that the literaturéhas
missed or has been unable to explain to date?

Finally, after surveying the literateron problem debt it has beconapparent how little of it is
sociological. Most of the literature | draw upon in this chapter is eitlvenemc or psychologicalt
seems that sociologists have yet to tackle the problem of unmanageable debt to the degree that other
disciplineshave. | hope that this study will start to help remedy this deficiency.

2.16: Conclusion

The practice of lending drorrowing money, or usury, has been around for a long time; pre
dating formalized bankip Despite its utility, usury has throughout history been subjected to
widespread condemnation, framed as a contributor to economic inequality, poverty, and economic
exploitation. Modernity saw the rise of consumer credit as the newly created middle class began to
borrow in order to finance expensive durable goedsspecially the automobile. This was accompanied
by relatively new financial behaviours such as consumeaisthconspicuous consumptierboth of
which have flourished under increasingly easy access to consumer credit.

Today we live in a worldhere consumption has become linked to notions of individual
freedom and expression (Bauman 2000). Furthermore,tipoitance and ubiquitousness of credit

(especially credit cards) make it difficult for individuals to function in the modern economy without it.
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Even those with relatively modest or no incomes are today able to access credit throughtbrgist
“sectoindr” | enders. This widespread accessibility ¢
norms which frame consumption as an entertaining means ofesglfession and identification,
encourages people to use credit even when it leads to financial hardship

Structural changes to the late capitalist economy brought about by globalization and
financialization have forced many to rely upon consumer credit in order to finance thetoeligy
necessities (Walker et al 205’ he economic policies of the ndmiral economy combined with the
financial crisis of 2008 have led to a crisis in under consumgptioarisis only held in check by the
expansion of personal debt. The result is not only more people in debt, but also a change in how we as
consumers view da itself. No longer the object of scorn or moral condemnation, many people now see
debt as an essential tool in maintaining material welfare (f{da2015).

But even as debt and consumer credit have become ever more important in modern economies,
a signifcant amount of evidence exists that problematic or unmanageable debt may affect the
physiological and psychological health of those experiencing it (Brown et al. 2005, Dentrea and Lavrakas
2000). Other research has found that economic stress in genarailagatively affect marital, familial
and other personal relationships (Conger et al. 1999, Dew 2008 and 2011, Grant 2000). Few of these
studies are sociological, however, and most use quantitative rather than qualitative methodologies.

In the next chapr | will outline the qualitative research methodology used in this study. It will
explain why this method is appr opobiemdebt oftione st udyi
how data werecollected and organized, and touch upon some of the ditfiesi| encountered durig

the data collection process.
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Chapter 3: Research Strategy and Methodology

3.1: Introduction

The purpose of my research project is to uncover and describe the experiences, thoughts, and
insights of those who are strugglimgth problem debt or who have had difficulty with debt in the past.
It will explore whaimpact, ifanyt hese di fficulties with debt have u
This chapter will outline the research strategy and data collection methodsogexbin this study. The
first section will detail my initial research strategy and justify my choice of tdeth interview as the
primary method of data capture. The second section will provide details of the actual recruitment and
data collection proess.
3.2: Researching sensitive topics

Soci al scientists often carry out research on
deal with behaviour that is intimate, discreditable, or incriminating (Renzetti & Lee 1993:ix).
Investigating sensite topics can involve particular kinds of costs or risks for the research participant.
These may include psychic costs, such as guilt, shame, or embarrassment. Other costs may include legal
or social sanctions should details of illegal or questionable \iehiabe made public. These potential
risks might not only make research subjects reluctant to participate in studies of a sensitive nature, but
may also affect the relationship between researcher and research participant, hedging it with mistrust,
conceament and dissimulation (Renzetti & Lee 1993)4

There is a taboo surrounding the discussion of personal finances with strangers in our society,
making it a potentially difficult subject to research. People are often reluctant to discuss their incomes
and their debts, or, more generally, how we feel and think about personal financial matters and how we
relate to others because of it (Trachtman 1999:278). What is it about financial matters that makes it a
taboo subject for some people, and what does thiegence of this taboo mean for social scientists

investigating how people live with problem debt?
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A range of explanations have been offered to explain this apparent reticence regarding
discussions of money and debt. Writing over a hundred yearsragad(1908 identifies money with

feces and with anal eroticism. He proposes that, much like in the case of sexual problems, shame is a

powerful motivation for keeping financial matters privaler eud suggests that “mone)
treated by cultured pople in the same manner as sexual matters, with the same inconsistency,
prudi shness, and hypocrisy.” Lloyd (1997) offers
In a society that claims to be a classless meritocracy on the one hand
and a cafialist paradise on the other, there is no acceptable level of
wealth. We have to pretend to be equal even as we know ourselves to
have vastly different opportunities depending upon our income. This
contradiction necessitates that we speak of money euplstically or
keep quiet (Lloyd 1997:50).
Similarly, Fenichel (1945) offers a Marxist analysis of the money taboo where the general
characterization of financi al matters as “indelic

dominant ideology:

Ignorance about financial matters and the effort to repress them as

much as possible lead to illusions about the true state of affairs in this

field and about the possibilities for ratioc
maintaining the present day class retatships (Fenichel 1945:75).

Irrespective of why people are disinclined to discuss personal finances, the fact remains that this
reluctance may make it difficult to recruit research subjects. It also may make those who are recruited
hesitant to reveabmbarrassing details about their financial behaviour. This problem is further
exacerbated by the fact that this research also intrudes into the private sphere of interpersonal
relationships. Details of relationships between family, friends and spousesgyarare deeply personal
and may be difficult for researchers to access.

The sensitivity of the research topic affects almost every stage of the research process from the

formulation of a research strategy to implementation, dissemination, and applicéenzetti & Lee
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1993:6). In the case of this particular research project, the sensitive and personal nature of the topic
under investigation was taken into account in the research design, which will now be discussed.
3.3: The Semi-structured interview

Thisresearch project utilized senstructured indepth interviews in order to gain a detailed,
richly textured picture of how living with proble
guantitative data collection methods which typically emphasize biteaflinformation rather than
depth, this research sought detailed personal stories and reflections regarding how living with debt
affects personal relationships. Qualitative research in general has several strengths which make it well
suited to this projet. Not only are qualitative research methods particularly useful for studying social
interactions and complex meanings processes (Maxwell 1996), but also they allow for novel
understandings of phenomena that are difficult to examine with quantitative roé$h(Strauss and
Corbin 1990:19). Rubin and Rubin (2005) argue that interviews provide important context and allow for
dealing with the complexity of multiple, overlapping, and sometimes conflicting themes by focusing on
the specifics of history, meaningmd situations (Rubin and Rubin 2005:35). This makes itiegth
interview especially webuited to this project. In order to fully understand the complex interactions
between financial behaviour and personal relationships, it is necessary to talkydiréth those who
can provide firshand accounts of what it is like to experience problem debt and who can reflect upon
the consequences it has had for their lives and relationships.

Qualitative researchers rely quite extensively on interviewing (Mdrsinal Rossman 2006:101).
Kahn and Cannell desuwreirisaatti loen iwn tt diThisiisamaptpo sa& ”“ ¢ AP
description as interviews are typically more like conversations than formal, structured events. During
the interview, the researchez x pl ores a few general topics in orde
views, but otherwise respects how the participant frames and structures the responses (Marshall and

Rossman 2006:101).
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The literature identifies three main types of interviews (Balib001, Merriam 2002, Berg 2007):
structured, semstructured and norstructured. The main difference between these types of interviews
is the level of rigidity regarding their presentation structure (Berg 2007:92). Each will be briefly
examined. The formar standardized interview uses a highly structured set of interview questions
which are presented to informants exactly as worded. The goal is to present each informant with the
same stimulus so that the responses to each question will take a simiharaiod are easily comparable
(Babbie 2001). This method assumes that each respondent will share similar understanding of each
guestion, and that the questions are comprehensive enough to elicit the information the researchers
require (Denzin 1970:117). Aadvback of the structured interview is that it denies the researcher the
ability to ask followup questions or pursue meaningful tangents. Because of this, the structured
interview was unlikely to yield the sort of detailed, personal information this neseproject seeks to
uncover.

In contrast to the structured interview, the unstructured interview does not utilize a set of
prepared questions. It starts from the assumption that the interviewer does not know what the
important questions are in advancé the interview. This means that the interviewer must develop and
adapt their lines of inquiry as the interview develops. Because it avoids the pursuit of specific lines of
inquiry, the unstructured interview is also not an appropriate method for thisasgdeproject.

The third type of interview, and the one used in this research, is the-seattured interview.

It can be located somewhere between the formal rigidity of the standardized interview and the
unstructured informal interview. This type of ewiew utilizes a number of predetermined questions,
but allows the interviewer the freedom to digress or to folloyy on the predetermined questions with

further probing. It is this abilitytofollom p and fl esh out details of the

'

experiences that make the sessiiructured interview so well suited to this project.
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1

As the name implies, thestie pt h i ntervi ew seeks to uncover
(2002:106) argues that “deep” has \ew.\Fiet the meaning
interviewer seeks, as much as possible, to achieve the same detailed level of understanding and
knowledge as the research subject. Although the interviewer does not directly share in the experiences
of the research subject, interviews affficient depth can allow him or her to imagine themselves in the

subject’'s shoes. In the words of Goffman, the goa
social situation, to the set of contingencies that play upon a set of individuals, spathh@&an physically
and ecologically penetrate their circle of respon
Second, deep explanations delve beneath simple commonsense explanations and
understandings. The {depth interview not only explores the contieal boundaries of any given
experiences or perceptions, but also aims “to unc
reflection or to penetrate to more reflective und
(Johnson 200 2es afih@uiry.such d3 bosv peoplel ekpariencing problematic debt
situations interpret their state of affairs; their actions; and the nature of their emotions will all be
explored using this method.
Third, deep understandings allow us to grasp the multipé&anings, views, and perspectives on
various social phenomena. Different people interpret the social world in different ways. For example,
the age, gender, socialconomic status, and general life histories of each individual subject will colour
how they nterpret their social world. A deep interview will seek to gain an explicit understanding of the
multiple perspectives and interpretations each unique interviewee has to offer on the subject at hand. It
may be that people with different characteristics buas gender, age, soegonomic status, and level
of education will view problem debt and relationships quite differently.
The irdepth interview involves a type of social and personal interaction between the researcher

and the informant that is uniquamong social research methodologies. To be effective and useful, in
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depth interviews will develop and build upon intimacy; in this sense they resemble the forms of
communication one finds between friends (Johnson 2002:1045), and allow for the acquisitieep
knowledge. This makes in depth interviews especially useful when information regarding very personal
matters, values, cultural knowledge, or personal reflection is required.

If one is interested in questions of greater depth, where the knowledge
sought is taken for granted and readily articulated by most members,
where the research group involves highly conflicted emotions, where
different individuals or groups involved in the same line of activity have
complicated, multiple perspectives on some pbenenon, then in

depth interviewing is often the best approach (Johnson 2002:105).

The irdepth interview differs from other forms of interview because it involves a greater
invol vement of the interviewe rdmghinkewié¢ws almodtalwayss on ( 2
involve some form of give or take with the interviewer and informant sharing views, feelings, and
reflections. It is through this shared process that the interviewer builds trust and rapport:

To progressively and incrementally loua mutual sense of cooperative
seltdisclosure and trust, the interviewer must offer some form of strict

or complimentary reciprocity.. [This] recipr
interviewer is a former or current member of the group under study,
andwoud t ake the form of the interviewer’'s sh

his or her own views, feelings, or reflections on the topics being
discussed (Johnson 2002:107).

Lofland (1995) argwsthat researchers with little or no firsthand knowledge of the subjedtatd, or
“neophyte interviewers”, often experiendepthdi fficu
interview. This is especially true early in the interview process where the results will often tell more

about the r eseanthépbendmenon bgingstuded. Rebin ankd Rubin (2005) echo this
point, emphasizing the time it can take for the n
research subject is conveying.

In the case of this research project, |, the intervéewave not only experienced problem debt,

but have also had firsthand experience with how it can negatively affect personal relationships. In this
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sense, | could be said to possess “member’” or “in
degreeof firsthand knowledge of the subject being studied. This knowledge helped me empathize with
informants and made it easier to recognize and explore the nuances and layered meanings that arise
during the course of the interviews. While an already estabtisknowledge base may aid the
interviewer in understanding and contextualizing knowledge gleaned from informants, it may also lead
to preconceived notions or biases that may colour the interview. As a researcher, especially one using
gualitative data colletion methods, the possibility of bias is ever present and must be guarded against.
Although my own experiences with personal debt were mostly negative, as a researcher | approached
each interview open to the f ac tldbeéduigedissnilahfemmpeopl e
own.

Berg (2007) discusses the importance of establishing a good rapport between interviewer and
i nformant . He defines rapport as “the positive fe
subj ect” ( Baadagyuef thad estatllishibg)a sense of common ground between interviewer
and interviewee is an ideal way to build this rapport. This does not mean, however, thatdketim
interview should take the form of a conversation between equal partners, vgjtlaktime allotted to
each participant. Rather, Berg frames the ideal situation as one where the interviewer assists the subject
in conveying what is almost a monologue on the research topic, while maintaining control of the
interaction throughout the inteview.
3.4: Interview strategy

Seidman (1991) outlines three stages of the interview process. These formed an approximate
guide in structuring the interviews for this research project. The first stage is the focused history; this
involves asking the padipant to tell as much as possible about him or herself in light of the interview
topic. The purpose of this is not to obtain an entire life history, but to focus only on those historical

items that may be relevant to the issue at hand. The second pahnieahterview looks at the
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participants’ actual experience relating to the
reconstruct the details of their experiences. The third stage of the interview involves asking informants
to reflect upon the meanig of their experience. This is how Seidman describes what it means for a

participant to make sense” of their experience:

Making sense or making meaning requires that the participant look at

how the factors in their lives interacted to bring them to thegent

situation. It also requires that they look at their present experience in

detail and within the context in which it
conditions for reflecting upon what they are now doing in their lives

(Siedman 1991:12).

Of course, these three stages are not always distinct, and overlap will probably occur during the course
of the interview.

Despite the usefulness of the-ttepth semistructured interview, its use in sociological research
is subject to several potentidrawbacks and caveats. The first potential problem emerges from the fact
that interviews involve personal interaction, so cooperation on the part of the informant is essential.
Interviewees may be unwilling or uncomfortable sharing information face toiattethe researcher.
Even if they are willing to share, the quality of the information they provide may not be very valuable or
insightful. People are often unaware of recurring patterns in their lives (Marshall & Rossman 2006:10).
Not everyone enjoys deteflection, nor is everyone necessarily very good at it. Similarly, the subject
may possess poor communication skills, making it difficult for the interviewer to understand their
responses. Interviewees may also be untruthful (in this case, they magniqeed to lie in order to
avoid the shame that some people feel about their indebtedness). Furthermore, even if potential
respondents have no objection in principle to sharing their life stories with a researcher, they may be
unable or unwilling to sacrde their time in order to take part in a lengthy interview.

A second potential issue arises from the fact that the interviewer requires a particular skill set in

order to be effective. This includes good listening skills, as well as the ability tacnezll with others,
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to frame questions appropriately, and to gently probe for elaboration (Marshall and Rossman 2006:102).
These skills become even more important when dealing with sensitive topics like personal debt and
relationships.

A third consideation is that interviewing allows for the rapid collection of highly detailed data.
This can overwhelm the researcher. Interview data is also time consuming to code and analyze. Marshall
and Rossman (2006) argue that transcribing and translating textlien@me increasingly salient issues
in discourses on gualitative research. Neither is purely a technical task, but rather, each involves
judgement and interpretation on the part of the researcher. For example, even if the researcher has a
taped record of tle interview, the judgements involved in placing something as simple as a period or
semticolon are complex and help shape the meaning of the interview data. Furthermore, the visual clues
we rely upon to interpret anothétepedidervieve Boni ng ar e
example, does a long pause in the conversation indicate that the informant is reluctant to answer? Are
they thinking? Or perhaps they are responding to a question using deliberatgarbal clues. These
nuances can often be logtirough the transcription process. One way to mitigate these potential
problems is to transcribe each interview immediately after it is completed. Also, immediate post
interview time should be used to record any additional thoughts or impressions thahenayarisen
during the interview process.

During the course of this research project most of the obstacles and challenges | faced were
directly related to the decision to use-@tepth interviews. Difficulties in recruiting research participants
and in sclduling and carrying out interviews presented much more of a challenge than | anticipated,
and hindered the progress of this project. These problems will be discussed later in this chapter.
3.5: Sampling and recruitment

This research utilized ngprobablity sampling methods in order to recruit research

participants. A nosprobability sample is one that has not been selected using a random selection
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method. This means that some members of the population are more likely to be chosen to participate in
thisresearch than others. The choice of sampling method has important consequences in terms of
reliability and generalizability. Ngorobability sampling results in a somewhat arbitrary selection of
research participants in the sense that the probability of particular element of the population being
chosen is completely unknown. This means that research findings may not be generalizable to the entire
population as there are no appropriate statistical techniques for measuring random sampling error from
a nonprobability sample.

The population this research project is interested in are those who 1) have in the recent past or
are currently dealing with an unmanageable debt load and 2) are at the same time a participant in at
least one interpersonal relationgh This is likely a very large population. My original research design
included several strategies for recruiting potential research subjects. These include putting up posters at
community centers and school s, muésswoednfariouths t o my
and seeking out relationship and/or debt counsellor and financial advisors to see if they would be willing
to recruit subjects from their client lists.

There was no strict prdetermined sample size required for this research.dise the goal of a
research project such as this one is to maximize quality information, | planned to continue recruiting
until no new information was forthcoming from the recruited interviewed subjects. Douglas (1985:50
suggests that researchers usyadtop receiving new information after approximately 25&pth
interviews. SimilarlyClarke and Jack (198&)d Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest that smaller
recruitment numbers are typical of qualitative research usindapth interviews as the methbof data
collection. As such, a total of BB interviews was set as an approximate goal for this project. Lofland
(1984:89) poing out that in-depth interviews typically yield a great deal of information; in doing so, they

sacrifice breadth for depth, saning the number of interviews is usually small. This is echoed by Wiess
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(1994) who argues that because each respondent is expected to provide so much information,
gualitative research projects require a smaller sample size than quantitative studies.

Beause the sample population is so large, | thought it would be fairly straightforward to recruit
the required number of research subjects despite the sensitive, personal and potentially embarrassing
nature of the topic. This assumption, however, turned tmbe incorrect. Recruiting research
participants proved to be the most challenging aspect of this project. This will be discussed in detail later
in this chapter.

3.6: Reliability

Reliability, which refers to the extent to which a study or researchunstnt yields consistent
results over time and with different research subjects (Kendall et al. 2007:40), is not only a function of
the sampling process; there are other factors that need to be considered in this regard as well. The most
important of theseconsiderations is the simple fact that different interviewers, even ones who are
ostensibly looking at the same themes and working with the same population, are likely to generate
different interview results.

In the case of this research, | conductedfad! interviews and data collection myself. My goal
throughout this process was to be as consistent as possible regarding how | approached and related to
each interview participant, as well as how | asked and framed each questionAafiow

It is important to note that over half of the people | interviewed were either friends or
acquaintances of mine. This was good in the sense that | already had an established rapport with these
research participants. | found that having this previously establisheddéeeimfort and trust between
interviewer/interviewee helped make asking and answering personal questions less intimidating and
awkward for both parties. Because this group of subjects knew and trusted me, they also may have been
willing to share intimataletails of their lives with me that they would not have been willing to share

with a stranger. This is true not only because they were already comfortable speaking with me, but also
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because they understood how important this project is to me and wantegitov e me “ good”
information.

A high level of familiarity between researcher/subject can create problems in terms of reliability,
however, and care had to be taken to ensure that each interview subject was treated the same way
throughout the interview procss. Before interviewing a friend or acquaintance, | would explain to him
or her that during the interview process | would like to keep a sense of what could be called
“professional detachment” between us.ormalitywhieher wo
interviewing friends/acquaintances that would exist were | interviewing a complete stranger. For the
most part | believe that | was successful in this
they didn’ t k n osesonthes’intefview. Betabse of fhig Ir'wpudd argue that | was able to
successfully maintain as consistent an approach and tone as is possible under the circumstances.

Of course, a study such as this which relies upon qualitative data collection metiiodever
achieve the same level of reliability found in quantitative research. One of the drawbacks of qualitative
research is having to sacrifice reliability and generalizability for the sake of acquiring the rich subjective
det ai |l s of nues.cApWweshalseae howevar,ithe comparative lack of reliability does not
lessen the value of qualitative research. In the case of this study, my interviews yielded a wealth of
detailed information that would not be available through other methodolog@&n though these other
methodologies may have a higher degree of reliability.

3.7: Validity

Another important consideration that needs to be addressed is the validity of the research
results. The term validity refers to the extent to which an empinicaasure reflects the real meaning of
the concept under investigation (Babbie anchBguisto 2002:128), or the extent to which a measuring
instrument measures what it intends to measure. This research will be valid in the sense that (as much

as possible)he renditions of stories this research has uncovered are accurate and true to the meanings
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that the research participants wish to convey. Throughout the interviews | have sought to minimize the
effect of the interview process on how participants reconstrand interpret their experiences.
Furthermore, every effort has been made to record and transcribe the interviews and interactions with
the research subjects as accurately as possible.

There is a second component to validity, however, and this refetiset validity of the actual
information provided by the informants. One may believe that the data is presented accurately, but this
does not mean that the data itself does not reflect the biases, prejudices or even the dishonesty of the
interviewees. Oneould question whether respondents are telling the truth or if their recollections are
as accurate as they believe. Furthermore, one could argue that some respondents may lack the insight
or the intelligence to provide worthwhile reflections on their sitioas and experiences.

| agree that some research participants are less credible informants than others. The problem,
however, is that the criteria or basis on which we make these judgements is unclear. Who gets to decide
what qualifies as credible? & because of this dilemma that many qualitative researchers disagree with
the epistemological assumptions that underlie the concept of validity (Seidman 1991:17), while some
argue for a new vocabulary with which to discuss validity, such as replacingrthealidity with
trustworthiness (Lincoln and Guba 1985).

| would argue that questions of validity may be somewhat misguided in the case of this
particular research study. This is because gualitative research is grounded in the assumption that the
most pofound and meaningful types of knowledge can be gained only by the deepest intersubjectivity
between the researcher and the research subject (Siedman 1991:17). In the case of this study, to focus
too heavily on the validity of what respondents say wiltbeniss the point of the research. | tend to
agree with Siedman (1991) who has this to say diditain qualitative researc: The goal of t he

[research] process is to understand how our participants understand and make meaning of their
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experience. Ifhe interview structure works to allow them to make sense of themselves as well as to the

interviewer, then it has gone a | ong way towards

3.8: Ethical Considerations

This research follows the ethical guidelines set out inTtHe&ouncil Policy Statement: Ethical
Conduct for Research Involving Humans (Babbie and Benaquisto 20@2:208s document describes
an ethical framework for researchers built around several core principles. These principles are: 1)
respect for human djnity, 2) respect for free and informed consent, 3) respect for vulnerable persons,
4) respect for privacy and confidentiality, 5) respect for inclusiveness, 6) balancing harms and benefits,
7) minimizing harm, and 8) maximizing research benefits.

Partidpation in this research project was voluntary and research participants signed a document
indicating informed consent @pendix B. This document briefly describes the intent of the research,
the methods that are to be used to collect data, and how theadgenerated are to be analyzed and
disseminated. All participants were guaranteed both anonymity and confidentiality. These guarantees
were extremely important for this research as interview subjects were asked to share details of their
private financiatircumstances as well as details of their personal lives. Without these guarantees it is
unlikely that many people would have been willing to take part in this project. Furthermore, there is a
real potential for har m s hionbécdme aublic becadise ofithdu al ' s
research. All information was scrubbed thoroughly before final results were published in order to ensure
that no information could be used to identify the informangdl names used in this thesis are
pseudonyms. A compie list of these pseudonyms can be found in Appendix A.

During each interview | brought literature from several local eatainselling agencies and

made this available to the research subject should they request it.
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3.9: Recruiting research subjects

As this project is investigating a sensitive subject, | anticipated from the beginning that
recruiting research subjects might be difficult. In order to mitigate this difficulty | decided to employ
several different recruitment strategies. The goal wasdst as wide a net as possible and increase the
chances of successfully enlisting participants. Also, using multiple recruitment methods would help
ensure as diverse a sample population as is practical usingamalom methods.

The first component of mglan was to introduce myself to local debt counsellors and request
their helpfinding volunteers. A letter @pendix ¢ in which | introduced myself and briefly outlined my
research was sent to all the St Jlaitdrdidnsetspgeafibally couns
ask for help in recruiting volunteers, but rather
letter simply requested a meeting to discuss their experience helping people with problem debt. My
plan was to first hae a face to face meeting and build a rapport before asking if they would be willing to
approach some of their clients about taking part in my research.

A total of 12 letters were mailed to local debt counsellors and debt counselling agencies. Of
those ldters five went to norprofit or not-for-profit organizations while the remaining seven went to
private organizations and counsellors. Each of these letters was followed up by an email, phone call or
both. Of the letters sent, only four led to actual mees with debt counsellors, none of whom ended
up helping me recruit research participants. Most of the letters | sent received no response, even after a
follow-up email was sent.

Meetings were set up with several debt counsellors who worked forprofit organizations.

They were more than willing to meet with me and discuss their jobs and the types of situations with
which they typically assist their clients. In fact, a few even expressed enthusiasm for my research and
felt there was a need to explorend expose the difficulties that problem debt often imposes upon

relationships. For the most part, however, these counsellors were generally not receptive to my request
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that they help me recruit their clients for my research. Three of the four counsellams wnequivocal in

denying my request. Because they deal with such sensitive issues, these counsellors did not feel it would

be appropriate to ask clients to share their stories with somebody unknown to them. They were
understandably wary of doing anythingh at mi ght t hreaten their client’
confidentiality and anonymity were not sufficient to convince them to help. One debt counsellor was
somewhat receptive to the possibility of approaching his clients about my research. In the end,

however, nothing came of this despite repeated follaps on my part.

Met with this dismal success rate, | decided to approach other types of organizations,
counsellors, and social workers to see izationst hey mi
bankruptcy trustees, and various community organizations that work with the disadvantaged. This
approach also yielded rather sparse results. Most inquiries received either no reply oraduke
response. | did receive a favourable response foma community organization that works with people
with disabilities. A worker from that organization was willing to ask her clients if they would participate
in my study. Most people she approached were not interested. She did, however, manage toaeeruit
person whom | did end up interviewing.

It should probably not come as a huge surprise that debt counsellors were reluctant to give me
the help | requested. Other researchers have noted that it can be difficulttogetasd | ed “gat ekeej]
to act aggo-betweens for the researcher and potential research subjegtegeret al.(1999) note that
these gatekeepers are often reticent or protective towards the people they work with and care for,
hi ndering researchers’ a cresearcls, | had countedtorntleis methad ofni ng s
recruitment yielding the bulk of my interview subjects. Its subsequent failure meant having to rely more
heavily upon other means of recruitment than | had planned.

The second component of my recruitment stratemnsisted of putting up posters around St.

John’s which introduced my research and asked for

71



centers, grocery store bulletin boards, or anywhere else | could find. Also, several of the debt
counsellors | metvith suggested that even though they would not approach clients for me, | would be
allowed to put up posters in their workplaces to advertise for volunteers. Note that my posters only
indicated that | am studying how living with problem debt affectspeopde | i ves i n gener al
mention relationships in the poster. My reasoning for this was that | was trying to cast as wide a net as
possible so | decided to keep the specifics to a minimum. As | have already mentioned, | sought to enter
into this resarch project with an open mind. This means not making any assumptions regarding how, or
even if, problem debt affects personal relationships. | was afraid that if my poster mentioned problem
debt and personal relationships, potential research subjects aredn debt but have no relationship
problems may wongly think they are excluded from this study. In other words, | did not want potential
research subjects to assume that because their debts have not affected their relationships that | would
not be interested in hearing from them.

| put up approximately 20 posters in total. The response to this recruitment method was again
disappointingly low. | did receive several tentative inquiries but none of them led to actual interviews.

My third recruitmentstrat gy i nvol ved sending out a mass ema
Graduate Student Union email server. The content of this email was the same as the recruitment poster
mentioned earlier. The logic behind my choice to use a mass email wasltivd-irst, it vould reach
several thousand students. My literature review speaks to how students often struggle under the
burden of their student loans, so university students should represent a fertile demographic for studying
debt. Second, since many of the recipieotsny email are graduate students themselves, | hoped that
they might be sympathetic to my need for recruits and this would in turn encourage them to volunteer.

In my own experience as a graduate student, | have frequently heard it discussed among nhopeers

difficult it is to recruit participants for their research. As such, there is a certain solidarity among
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graduate students and a willingness to help out their peers. | hoped to exploit this solidarity with my
email.

Sending a mass email turned outlie a reasonably productive approach. | received a total of
seven responses, four of which led to actual interviews. One of the problems | encountered with this
approach was that many of the replies | received were from students who were not located in
Newfoundland, making interviewing them difficult. Also, many were busy with their own research which
made scheduling the interviews a challenge.

The most productive method of recruiting research subjects was by word of mouth. This
approach yielded 19 interwies in total. | am a musician and have extensive contacts in the local artistic
community. | made a point to talk to my friends, acquaintances and colleagues about my research and
my need for volunteers. Many people in my circle of contacts told me that tinemselves have
experience dealing with problem debt and would be willing to participate in my study. Furthermore,
many also informed me that they knew of other people in similar situations and would be willing to
approach them about also participating.

This particular approach to recruiting is called snowball sampling. This method is frequently
used by qualitative researchers and assumes that
others in the same target population, allowing a senéseferrals to be made within a circle of peers
and acquaintances (Berg 1988). It is considered particularly useful if the aim of a study is primarily
exploratory, qualitative and descriptive (Hendrecks et al. 1992). Additionally, this method is jpaicul
useful in cases like mine, where some degree of trust is required to initiate contact.

While this strategy was successful in yielding the research subjects this project required, it did
introduce some potential methodological concerns into my redeartie primary problem concerns the
representativeness of my sample. Some (Van Meter 1990, Kaplan et al. 1987) have argued that snowball

sampling limits the validity of the sample. Because participants are not selected randomly but are the
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subjective choies of the respondents initially accessed, most snowball samples are at least somewhat

biased and results derived from said samples cannot be generalized to other populations (Griffiths et al
1993. Furthermore, snowball samples will be biased towards tlibhatare members of social groups

and who possess relationships with others. This means that the sample witoydrasize social

cohesiveness in sociattworks(Griffiths et & 1993 and may miss any socially isolated individuals who

are not connectedo any of the social networks to which the researcher has access (Van Meter 1990). It

is also possible that members of a single snowbal
characteristics that are not shared by the wider population.

Most of my paricipants for this project came from two snowball networks. The first network
consisted of musicians and artists while the second network was mostly made up of academics and
students. In both cases the participants were all at least somewhat acquaintedneitiefore |
interviewed them. In defense of my sample method and the validity of my sample population, | would
argue two points. First, while many of my volunteers are artists, most of them only engaged in their art
as a hobby. Most still have regularlftime jobs and therefore could not be said to represent a unique
groupin respect to indebtednessimilarly, the academics | interviewed are not substantially different
than most other professional groups in any significant way and also need not bdex@asspecial or
unique. Second, as we shall see later when | discuss the specifics of my sample populations, there is a
good range of ages, incomes, marital statuses etc. Because of this | would argue that the sample
population this research accessed lmat as diverse as one could expect from a-nandom sample.

3.10: Sample population

The sample population for this research consi s

and Labrador. Despite the use of a ammdom sampling, method this studyddyield a reasonably

diverse sample in terms of age, sex, income, and levels of debt.
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I interviewed a total of eleven males and thirteen females. Most were middle age84(33 his

is unsurprising considering the sampling method used. With the bulksefirch subjects being either

friends or acquaintances, it should be expected that most of them are around my age. | interviewed six

respondents aged from 25 to 34, but was only able to recruit one subject under the age of 25 and one

subject over the agef®b.

In terms of marital status, a total of eight interviewees were single, three were divorced, and

the remaining 15 were either married or in a common law relationship. Only four research subjects have

children.

1

T

In terms of income there was a faisyde distribution:
Two subjects made $15000 or less,

six subjects made $150000,

ten subjects made $360000,

four subjects made $505000,

two subjects made more than $75000.

Similarly, there was also a wide distribution in terms of levels of debt.
Sixsubjects owed $15000 or less,

three owed $1530000,

four owed $3650000,

three owed $5675000,

eight owed $75000 or more.

Most of the research participants (13) were employed full time at the time of the interview. Three

were unemployed, three were fulime students, two were seémployed and one person was retired.
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3.11: The interview process

Interviews for this project were conducted over a span of three years from 2012 to 2015. They
typically lasted anywhere from 45 minutes to 1.5 hours and veereducted wherever the interview
subject felt most comfortable. I n most instances
although several interviews were also conducted at my own residence. Interviews were recorded and
transcribed by me immadtely upon their conclusion.

Relevant demographic data for each interview subject was recorded before the actual interview
began. These included age, sex, marital/relationship status, employment status, level of income, and
current level of personal debThe interviews themselves were guided by a list of general questions
which focused on the main areas | wished to inquire about. This list was composed of six sections and
formed a loose structure which was followed in every interview.

The first sectia of the interview focused on how the interviewee came to find themselves in a
problematic debt situation and how this has debt affected their general day to day lives. These
guestions included:

1 How did the research subject acquire their debt? What kirfddebt did they acquire?
1 Was it easy or difficult to acquire their debt?
9 Did they understand how debt works?
1 Do they have friends or family in similar debt predicaments?
1 At what point did their level of debt start to become a problem for them? How did thagt?
1 Have efforts been made to collect on their outstanding debts?
1 How often do they think about their debts? Does it cause them stress?
The second part of the interview is based upon questions which focused on if and how their problem

debt situationhas affected their relationship with family. These areas of inquiry included:
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T Are family members aware of the interviewee’s
so, what is said?
91 Are other family members also experiencing difficulty manatfieq debts?
1 Have family members ever been approached for financial assistance?
T Did the subject’'s parents or extended family e
informal financial education from family members?
T Has t he s ubj ehadebtaffectpdrhowbthewimesactwithtfamily members?
The third part of the interview process was similar to the second but looked at relationships with
friends, acquaintances, and colleagues and how they have or have not been affected by the
r e s p o npdoblemiatic debt situation. These questions included:
1 Has the respondent spoken with friends about their debt problems? Why or why not? Are the

respondent’'s friends aware of their debt situa
1 Do they have friends who are also experiencing problemis gebt?
9 Are debt or financial matters in general something the respondent typically discusses with
friends?
1 Has the interviewee ever tried to borrow money from friends to service their debts?
T Has the subject’s debt si tzaoaibtéractrwithitheipfeeddsas t hei r
they would like?
The fourth part of the interview focused specifically on those respondents who have romantic partners
and how their debts may or may not have affected their relationships. These questions included:
1 Wasthe interviewee in a relationship when their debt was acquired? Was their partner aware
they were talking on debt and, if so, how did they react?

1 Were debt and financial details in general shared before the relationship began?

1 Has the subject ever triedthide details of their debts from a partner (or vieersa)?
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1 How does having problem debt affect the dynamics of the relationship?
1 Did having problematic debt exacerbate other relationship problems?
9 If the debt problem was resolved, did it have any lag®ffects upon the relationship?
The fifth part of the interview focused on respondents who were not in romantic relationships. Here |
was specifically interested in whether or not bei
relationships. These quisns included:
T Has having debts affected the subject’”s abilit
1 Does the subject believe that being in debt affects their desirability to potential partners?
1 Do subjects share details of their debt situations with poterngatners? If so, at what point in
the relationships does this typically occur?
T Does the subject pay more attention to the fin
of their own experiences with debt? Are high levels of debt a red flag whedrngemmantic
partners?
1 Has being in debt caused the subject to change their dating habits?
The sixth and final part of the interview encourages the informant to reflect upon their financial
situation and what it means for their lives as well as the lofasthers. These questions include:
1 s there a social stigma surrounding being in debt?
1 Are some types of debt more socially acceptable than others?
1 Do the subjects themselves stigmatize other people in debt?
T How has the subj ect 'edbetause aftheiridebt? behavi our c¢chan
1 Are high levels of individual debt a social problem? If so, what needs to be done to mitigate it?
Almost all of the interviews were conducted ena-one with two exceptions. One interview
subject asked if her husband could be mesduring the interview even though he was not interested in

participating (I said yes). The second exception was for a respondent who has a minor intellectual
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disability. She asked if a trusted facilitator could be there for the interview. This fawiMais there
primarily for emotional support because the interviewee was a little nervous.

Before | began asking questions, | would first briefly outline my own experiences with problem
debt and how they inspired me to undertake this research projectpeddhat subjects might
experience less embarrassment and be more willing to share personal information if they knew that |
had also shared similar experiences. Cowles (1988:169) argues that subjects who are disclosing sensitive
material may be reluctantot share their experiences and feelings if they are-ceifscious or ashamed.

It is hard to judge whether by disclosing my own experiences, | helped encourage my research subjects
to be more frank in our discussions. Several interviewees, however, didteeetax a little bit after
hearing my own stories of problem debt.

Sharing my own personal experiences managing problematic debt did have at least one
unintended consequence when several interviewees asked me for advice based on my eheamiist
knowledge of dealing with debt. While | brought material from several local-debnselling agencies to
every interview in case of just such a scenario, | only intended to refer people to these agencies, not to
give out advice myself. This issue was further goumded by the fact that some of my research
subjects were friends and acquaintances, which made me feel like | had a personal obligation to be of
help beyond what | would normally feel with research subjects who were unknown to me. My response
to this wasto offer them the debt counselling agency literature | had brought, and to suggest we
continue our conversation at a later date in a less formal setting. | felt it was important to remain as
detached and focused as | could during the interview process $0 keep my role as friend or
acquaintance separate from my role as researcher.

The interviews themselves were mixed in terms of quality and amount of disclosure. Of the
twenty-four interviews, there were six that did not yield very much informatiois difficult to

determine if this was because the research subjects were reluctant to share, or that they simply were
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not used to reflecting upon their financial situation. Even probing questions with this group tended to
yield little usable informationMost interviewees, however, seemed quite happy to share detailed
information about both their financial and personal lives. Considering how difficult it was to recruit
research subjects, | was a little surprised that so many seemed so willing to smatelsaletailed
information about their situations. Flesch (1975:99) notes that, even when discussing sensitive or
potentially embarrassing situations, interviewees often welcome the opportunity to talk freely and are
grateful to discuss their true feelingéthout subterfuge or concealment. This seems to have been the
case with many of my research subjects. As will be discussed in the data chapter, many respondents
were quite willing to reveal particulars of their private financial information as well asate details of
their personal relationships and lives. Several interviewees even thanked me for the opportunity to tell
their stories and found sharing somewhat therapeutic.
3.12: Coding and Presenting Data
The interviews yielded a large amount of dafavarying degrees of quality. As is to be expected,
some participants were more articulate and better able (or perhaps more willing) to reflect upon their
circumstances than others. Though every interview yielded usable results, some proved more valuable
and enlightening than others. This is reflected in the data chapter where several of the most interesting
and articulate research participants receive a comparatively large amount of attention.
Organizing and presenting the large amount of informatiofectéd during the interview

process proved somewhat challenging. As already mentioned, each interview was structured around six
general areas of inquiry:

9 Getting into debt,

i debt and familial relations,

91 debt and friendship relations,

1 debt and romantic relgonships,
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1 debt and dating/socializing,

9 reflections upon debt.
Data is organized and presented using these six headings. After the interviews were completed and
transcribed | used colour coding to organize and consolidate the answers to each of the questions
contained in each broad area of inquiry. In doing so | visdes t@ find similarities or disparities between
each individual story, recognize trends and outliers, and choose the interview data which best illustrated
the experiences and thoughts of the research participants.

Weiss (199bargues that data from idepth interviews is not easily categorized. This means
that analysis must rely less upon counting and categorizing and more upon summary, interpretation and
analysis. This is reflected in my presentation of the interview data. Whenever possible | chose to use
extended quotes and to let the interviewees describe their situations using their own words. Following
the advice of Miles and Huberman (1994:100), | wa
itsel f”. I n the i nt e meistdngew dafa isparaphdaada brisummarized.tho we v e r
addition, some minor changes had to be made to the data presented in order to hide potentially
identifying information though care was taken to make sure that none of these changes affected the
substance bthe data. A small amount of otherwise useful interview data could not be scrubbed of
potentially identifying data and as a result was not be used.
3.13: Conclusion
Qualitative research is guided by a continuous and emergent process of data collection (Lincoln

and Guba 1985). This means that researchers must be willing to adapt and refine their research design
as circumstances dictate. My original research plan dicanticipate how difficult it would be to recruit
research subjects and relied too heavily upon the cooperation of debt counselanse of whom
proved particularly helpful. Perhaps in light of how sensitive my research topic is | should have

anticipatedthese problems. | was lucky, however, to have a large social network from which | was able
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to recruit interviewees once my original plan fail&kspite setbacks | was able to adapt my research
plan and successfully recruit an adequate number of partitgpa

As will be demonstrated in the next chapter, many of the interviews conducted during the
course of this research projected yielded precise
Rubin and Rubin (2005:78) suggest that interviewers arst miffective if they take time to learn
something about the interviewees. In this case, the fact that many of the interviewees were already
known to me may have helped set them at ease and encouraged them to reveal details of their personal
lives that they would hesitate to reveal to strangers. With a couple of exceptions, most participants
seemed quite relaxed during the interview and willing, sometimes even eager, to share their personal
stories of how problem debt has affected their relationships aveslin general. The next chapter will
present the results of these interviews, explore how they compare to and expand upon other similar

studies, and discuss what, if any, conclusions we can draw from them.

82



Chapter 4: Getting into debt

4.1: Introduction

This chapter will explore the data collected through the interview process. These interviews
yielded a substantial amount of deep, detailed information about how problem debt affects
relationships with family members, friends, romarpartners, spouses, as well as potential
romantic/dating partners. We will begin this section, however, by examining the specific circumstances
that | ed to each participant’s problems with unma
remaining éta chapters.
4.2: Getting into debt: Student loans

Approxi mately half of this studies’™ participan
student loans. Unlike some other forms of debt, borrowing for education is widely accepted as a
prudentlongterm financial investment (Luong 2010:5). By investing time and money in education
students expect to not only increase their chances of finding a meaningful and financially lucrative
career, but also find more opportunities for selfcomplishmentsocial interaction and independence
(Oreopoulis and Salvanes 2011:162). While student
there is evidence to suggest that students often overestimate their own personal earning potential
(Rothstein & Rous2014:4) and as a result their ability to repay their loans. Avery and Turner (2012:4)
also point out that students often assume they will earn the average income associated with their
particular field or major, failing to take into account their own parté personal skills, abilities and
career path-all of which impact their ability to repay their student loans. Finally, the job market and
economy in general can change significantly in th
best planiing, students may find themselves unable to enter their chosen field upon graduation and

consequently may be forced to seek less lucrative employment.
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Typical of this situation isiam He is a 41 year old male in a long term relationship who has lived
in St John’ s al | LUamsyslihatbath.he dnchhisipeers wdresehceuraged,evers |,
expected, to attend a postsecondary institution if they wanted a rewardingpesfing careerLiani s
parents could not afford to contribute financiatly his education so he was forced to rely upon student
loans. He tried to lessen his debt burden by getting a-piaré job while attending school but there
were few jobs available at the timd.iame x p| ai ns t hat he didn’ argereally w
amount of debt because he assumed he would be able to pay it off once he began his career. He was
also reassured by the fact that his situation was not unidqiggme x pl ai ns t hat being in
head “was a common t &nd pegrs at themimen Igose of his ifrisndsf canie &ramd s
privileged backgrounds so if they wanted a psstondary education it meant assuming debt. Rather
than worrying about itLiams i mpl y accepted debt as “the cards he
bestof it. Even his parents, who were somewhat concerned that he was assuming so much debt at a
young age, accepted the situation as inevitabliemi s experi ence is consistent
finds that students from lower income families are more likelype in debt when they graduate and
have the largest debt loads (Callendar and Jackson 2004:3).

By the timeLiamfinished his education, the economy had contracted and there were no jobs
available in his chosen career. After graduation, he found himaeelinployed and saddled with student
|l oans totaling over $14,000. He was forced to mov
afford to both support himself and service his debt. This was the beginningmif s di f fi cul t i es
unmanageable dat, the legacy of which would continue to cause him problems for years to come.
Like many Canadian student loan recipiehiamchose to temporarily enter a less lucrative field (a
“McJob” in his words) in or demoyefsimhischasenfietdéoomcé s deb
again begin hiring. This highlights one of the unfortunate consequences of studentltiaysoften

force graduates to change their career paths in order to meet the immediate financial obligations

84



imposed upon them byheir repayment demands. Theanadian Federation of Studemistes that

because student loan repayment begins almost immediately upon graduation, graduates are forced to
make employment and career decisions based upon what can best contribute to repayhtleeiro
outstanding loansRurely 201%2). They are unable to gain career related volunteer experience or take a

lower payingcareer el at ed job in order to get their foot i
related debt are also less likely €ngage in entrepreneurship.

The difficultied_iamfaced with his student loans are echoed by those facebdnid A male in
his mid30s,Davidattended a trade school (at the advice of his high school counselors) and graduated
with over $10,000 in stude debt. Initially hired in his chosen fielDavidwas laid off after only seven
months and found himself unable to find alternate employment and unable to meet his debt
obligations.

Until Davidfound himself unemployed, he had never seriously considéregossibility that his
student debts would cause | ong term problems for
states “I was young, you know what | meldamhe It wa
was surrounded by peers whassumed large amounts of debt, which in his mind made assuming

student | oans seem | i ke not a big deal.” This ca
student loans, but to all forms of borrowing. He reports that most of his friends tendeattoup fairly
large debts and did not seem overly concerned about it. Some of them even did this knowing full well
that they would be unable to pay back their debt. This was seen almost as an act of retalion
“sticking it to géye tmaat. "" Heb gdy sgaowme tao shit about
already sanuchi n debt . ”

Even when graduates are able to enter their professional field of choice, this does not

necessarily mean they will be able to pay back their student IdRyen a 30 year old male, assumed a

large student debtoad whileattending a trade schooWhile he was fortunate to find full time and
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relatively weltpaying employment in his field upon graduation he soon discovered that despite being
employed, meeting histudent loan payments proved an unmanageable burden. Looking back, he
reflects that “you never really get caught wup in
as himself does not make enough money to cover the education costs needetialy enter the
professionRyan s di ffi cul ti es ar mstwiesssch astSehwartz (2pd2oh f i ndi n
found that problems in repaying student loans follow a clear pattern by field of study. Those
occupations characterized by low aveeagarnings have a higher proportion of graduates reporting
difficulty with repayment (Schwartand Finnie200213). As his career progressRgandecided to start
his own business, in an attempt to increase his income. Here again though he was hampbeed by
legacy of his stilinpaid student loans.

While several other research participants echoed the experieateam David andRyanwith
their student loans, a few stood out by taking a rather unexpected approach to dealing with their
unmanageable stlent loans-they decided to return to school. The logic behind this is twofold: it not
only postpones having to repay their previous student loans, but also helps increase their employability,
which they hoped would lead to a higher paying career thatl@uturn allow them to eventually
repay their debts. Unfortunately, this plan does not always work out as hoped. Primarily because it
means assuming even modebt. Schwartz and Finnie (200und that getting more student loans
usually increases the ahces of default. As we shall see, the experiences of my interviewees are
certainly consistent with these findings.

One example of somebody who decided to deal with her debts by upgrading her education is
Sarah. Sarats in her midthirties and is marrieavith two children. She is currently struggling with
almost $50,000 in student loans and schoglated debt. Having no savings of her own and no
possibility of financial support from her pareng&arahwas forced to rely upon student loans to finance

herundergraduate degree. Upon graduation she found herself with $25,000 in debt and unable to find a
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job which would allow her to support herself and pay down her loans. Even after she moved back into
her parents’ home she st ihltolcovérdbenlvasic living expensecanodne wa s
service her debt. Sarah decided to return to school to obtain an advanced degree in the hopes that it
would increase her job prospects. This choice was made despite the knowledge that doing so would also
greatlyinc ease her debt | oad. She Sasahsemployedfnal t | had n
reasonably highpaying career but her student debts have become so high that even an above average
income is insufficient to get them under control.

J e n n istbreisveryssimilar. Lik&arah she is also in her mithirties and has student loans
totalingaround $50,000 that she accumulated while obtaining an undergraduate and two graduate
degrees. While she understood the importance of education in attaining apagtig career, she
initially did not understand the consequences of assuming so much debt. When she began her education
and initially assumed these debts, the prospect of having to pay them back seemed very distant and not
somet hing to worumnyy amauts:ud‘d¥omd’'yr g ouo have all this
spent her entire student loan each term even if she really did not neegemmiferspoke about how
many of her friends were in a simil arabosthowwat i on w
wi || never pay it off”, she says.

Both Sarah and Jennifarcurred significant other schootlated debts during their studies.
Jenniferdid not have a credit card while completing her first degree, but obtained a Visa card while
doing her econd. The student loans she had at the time did not cover her living expenses, so she used
her Visa to supplement her incomdenniferalso used credit cagdto pay for flights home taisit her
parents and family. By the time she had finished her sda®egree, she had almost $20,000 in credit
card debt. She knew when she started accumulating credit card debt that it would be difficult to pay it
back. By that point, however, she had already accumulated so much debt that she had become almost

indifferent t o it : “ knew what | was getting myself in
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debt was so high that it felt | ike a hopeless
spend an extra hundred bucks here or there. Aidée pt addi ng up.” The bul
was acquired paying for living expenses, but a lot of it was frivolous spending as well.

Sarahalso has considerable credit card debt in addition to her student loans. Her first card was a
Sears card shebtained as an undergraduate. She says she only used this to purchase necessities
as a bike to get to and from school. Upon graduation, she obtained another credi ttasdone being
a pre-approved MasterCard with a $4,000 limito help her met day to day expenses while she looked
for employment. Once she decided to return to school, she got yet another credit card, again to help
cover basic necessities such as groceries.

Several other respondents also financed multiple degrees though stoims. Of these, two in
particular stand out. Even though they were able to find kpglying jobs in academia almost
immediately upon graduation, they were still unable to service their student |ddasy is a single
mother with three degrees and over 8900 in student debt. Despite working pdirne throughout her
studies and only spending on the barecessities, she still incurred more debt than she can currently
afford. Andrew, another successful academic, spoke about how his debts accumulatededa!syatys
being employed, even as a student. At their peak, his student loans totaled over $25,000 but it is the
credit card debt he assumed as a student that has proven most difficult to pay off. When asked about
this, he says *“ Yads.hlhey weregasy to det The creditf cardt compdnies all came

to our campus. | got both a MasterCard and a Visa card. Then | got a Sears card, a Zellers card, and a

S i

k

t

o

Canadian Tire card.” He rat her s heepthingdlikey admi t s

socializing, video games and other unnecessary material items which he now regrets purchasing.
Though student loans are intended to supplement the cost of living as well as tuition and other
school expenses, these examples suggest that thepften insufficient for this purpose. This is

consistent with Statistics Canada data which show that students are increasingly supplementing their
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student loans with other forms of credit. From 1995 to 2005 the proportion of students with only
governmentsponsored loans fell from 67% to 52% while the proportion of students with only non
government loans increased from 14% to 22% (Luong 2010:5).

Almost all of my interview subjects with student loans have defaulted on them one or more
times. Schwartz (199@rgues that there are three primary reasons for defaulting on student loans: (1)
incentives for default are created by the program rules; (2) users do not understand how the
loan/repayment schedule works; 3) defaulters cannot afford to pay (1999:31&ohtdudes that
inability to repay debts is the primary cause of
findings. In every almost interview it was revealed that the inability to repay student loans can be
directly tied to simply not havingufficient funds. It seems as though students not only overestimate the
job market and their earning potential, but also fail to understand the potentiallalifering
consequences of assuming large amounts of debt.

Perhaps it should come as no surprise to find that students are sometimes confused and ill
informed when it comes to student loans. The process of applying for student financial aid or loans can
be quite complicated. None of the subjects interviewed reedigny formal education in how to
manage their finances before assuming their student loans. Even informal training was rare. When

asked if they received mugjuidanceor training from their parents, most reported that they did not

beyond afewvaguewamigs not to get in over their heads wi

circumstances in which student loans are issued are one of the primary causes of confusion for students:

Unlike consumer loans, student loans are not tied directly to the
purchase of tangible consumer goods and no repayment is demanded
until the end of full time studies. Indeed, there is little contact with the
lender for potentially long periods of time while the student is engaged
in full-time studies. As a result, some studemay not even know (or

not remember) that part of their financial aid package was, in fact, a
loan that must be repaid. (1999:321)
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Both Jennifer and Saralmderestimated the total amount of student loan debt they had incurred and
received a nasty shoeithen, upon graduation, they learned how much they owe and how high the
monthly payments would be. Sa$arah

What | did definitely not understand was the amount of minimum

payment that the loan was going to cost me and how little | would have

leftoverf or f ood and | odging. I didn’t under st a
five different people would mean five different minimum payments that

were not going to be easy to meet even with making minimum

payment. | also did not understand compound interest. | stilhdt

understand compound interest. One of my cards was 28% interest and |

did not wunder stddumderdtandathat.l.waS taking ena h

a |l ot of debt. What | didn’t understand was
be to pay it back.

In their 2014 w1dy, Andruska et afound that nearly twefifths of students underestimate the
total amount of student loan debt they owed (2014:134). They note that few financial products used by
families are as complex as student loans. For example:

The decision aboutow much to borrow is often bundled with the

choice of college or university, and may involve a joint negotiation
between parents and students as to who will do the borrowing and who
will do the paying. Families often take out loans as a series of
indeperdent annual decisions rather than with any consideration of
previous or subsequent loans. Interest on student loans may or may not
be deferrable depending on the student’'s fi
status, and posgraduate studies or job situation. Stuats often take

out loans from a variety of providers, but they rarely see a
comprehensive picture of their total student loan obligations, and
virtually never see an estimate of the total monthly payment obligation
for all of their federal and private loanAndruskaet al.2014:125)

Because of her own experiences with delgnniferstronglyfeels that every student should receive
some sort of financial training before being allowed to assume large amounts of debt. This sentiment
was also echoed by sevérthers. Perhaps their naive understanding of student loans and credit in
general contributed to unrealistic expectations regarding their loan repayments. A recent poll by the

CIBC found that twahirds of postsecondary students believe they will haveithoans completely paid
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off within five yearsl(eong2014). The Canada Student Loan Progr&sI(Preports that students
graduating in 2015 will actually take an average of ten years to pay off their(loamsg 20131

These interviews expose anothesmomon problem with Canadian student loanthey are
rarely sufficient on their own to cover the actual costs of being a student. Almost all research
participants report that they were forced to supplement their student loans with other privately issued
forms of debt. Credit cards and lines of credit were the most popular sources of additional funding for
students. This use of private debt was especially prevalent in the research subjects who went back to
school to pursue advanced degrees. The CSLP recelethged a report which found that while the
amount of money students owe on federal loans has remained relatively constant over the past ten
years, the amount of private debt has increased significantly, especially for graduate students. Average
private debt for them has risen from approximately $19,000 in 2005 to $40,000 in 2015, an enormous
increase Press 201p These private sources of funding are all relatively expensive compared to
government student loans and do not allow the favable repaymentérms found with the CSLP. Also,
it stands to reason that having many loans from many different providers makes getting a complete

picture of one’'s debt more difficult.

It is interesting to note that even though the interviewees almost unanimously adgheddheir
student loans were insufficient, this did nothing to mediate the propensity for many of them to spend
student loan money on neachool related or nomessential itemsDavidtalks about how his first
purchase upon receiving his student loan wa580 guitar.Jennifer who says she grew up in a family

whi ch was not particularly wealthy”, specul ates

her going a I|little overboard” with hertivelyonsumer
large amount money for the first time makes it hard for some students to resist engaging in spending
sprees. Similarly witAndrew; much of the money he acquired through loans was lent to friends or

spent on socializing and the purchase of unnecgssgams. There were a couple of exceptions to this,
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however. Several interviewees emphasized that their debt problems occurred despite being extremely
careful with their student loan monejarys ays “ The only debt | have ever
and these funds went entirely to tuition and living necessitiEniferwas also especially adamant that
the money she borrowed was spent on bare necessit
myself a bra for six years. | did not spend mach a | | on socializing."”
4.3: Living expenses and discretionary credit
After student loans, the second most common reason for research participants getting into debt
is to cover basic living expenses or to supplement their discretionary income.
Elizabeti s marri ed and i n htene engplaymeny sh8f@uhdgshathétv en  wi t

income was barely enough to cover her living expenses let alone allow her any extra funds to socialize or
go shopping with her peers. She acquired her first creditcardr& r unexpectedly: She
at a table outside the bank at a mall was offering credit cards. So | signed up for it. When it arrived in the
mai | I was | i ke ' Elzabéthdi dnhaveeadctbédi cacdrdo” cove
appreciated having the extra money available for

It was nice to be able to go shopping because my paychecks were spent

on bills. It was mostly discretionary spending. | would go shopping or go

toa club when | couldn’t afford it. I't was r

normally treat myself to. Socializing was a big part of it. | wanted to be

able to do things with my friends whenever they wanted to do stuff. |

didn’t want to feel l eft out.
She eports that she was not particularly worried about taking on credit card debt. Part of the reason for
this was because she had little or no understanding of how credit worked nor the consequences of not
paying it back: “ 1 diademypadod réatianship with gny parentst Therewasl di dn
not a lot of education from them. | grew up really fast and had to learn everything by myself. Nobody
educated me a lklzab¢thwak alkotenceutaged tb acfuire and use a creatiti by the
simple fact that everybody else seemed to be doing it. When asked if her friends were in similar

situations with their credit car ds, her answer wa
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Social interactions can have a significant impact on financial degrsadmg in a wide variety of
contexts. This is especially true for less financially sophisticated individuals who are more likely to rely
upon social learning mechanisms for cues regaydhe proper or improper use of credit (Frydman
2014, Bursztyn et al. 2014). With her somewhat reckless use of detidipetha selfdescribed
extrovert, displayed behaviours consistent with the existing body aflitee which suggests that
extroverts tend towards additional social expenditures by socializing, seeking out new friends, and
acquiring status symbols (Harrison and Chudry 2[83). Furthermore, highly extverted individuals
have been found to have a higher propensity to use overdeftshave a history of borrowing from
their families (Harrison and Chudry 2011:162).

LikeElizabethLeahalso first got into debt through the sealéportedly frivolous use of credit
cards.Leahand her husband enjoyed shopping and purchasing the lategets. This eventually
resulted in them incurring tens of thousands of dollars in debt through the purchase edssamtial
consumer goods. Unlikelizabethhowever, who was young and single when she first started using
hers,Leahwas mature (42 yeardd) and married. She reflects upon when her first credit cards arrived
in the mail :: *“I remember getting them and thinkin

From her description of their spending habits, it would appear that lhathhand her husband
display materialistic tendencies. Sirgy (1998) defines materialism as an individual variable reflecting a
high relative importance placed on the acquisition of material goods. Highly materialistic consumers are
more likely to view themselves as spenders aadena more favourable attitude towards borrowing
than consumers low in materialism (Watson 20@)th Leah and her spouse seem to fit this
description. They frequently bought expensive items on impulse and enjoyed owning goods
manufactured by prestigiousr high end brands.

Leahgoes on to say that while she understood in an abstract way that she was borrowing

money, she was almost completely oblivious to the loergn consequences of borrowing:
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| suppose | understood that | was borrowing money. I jusadidt r eal i z e

how quickly it accumul ated and how hard it
have a good understanding of how much you are paying to get the

credit. That wasn’'t explained to me at all
interest, so that if | boughtanething for $500 | would end up paying

$1,500 for it.

Paying down the credit cards was never a prioritylfeah She and her husband were both
employed with good jobs which gave them access to a considerable amount of credit. She tells how,
when thingggot tight or they had trouble servicing their debt, it seemed like somebody was always
willing to lend them even more monelyeahand her husband used to get mailed gapproved loan
offers from TransAmerica Credit and would agree to the loans as a matteourse—with no regard
for whether or not they actually needed the money. When those offers stopped coming and she and her
husband started having trouble servicing their de
to talk to their bankmanager who would simply give them more money. | asked whether the bank
manager ever tried to caution them or advise them to slow down their spentleehs ay s no: “ He |
gave us whatever we wanted. [Iahand beermshndaversablatek ed . ”
refinance their debts. By consolidating all their debts within their mortgage, they were able to clear up
their credit cards, only to promptly max them out again. This became a cycle until their debts spiraled
completely out of control.

Evan debt problems also started witheeplamdi t car d
how in his early twenties he would constantly get ctexdird offers though the maiHe filled out the
applications as a sort of joke, never thinking that they would actually approve Biansays that he did
not take the applications seriously and wolilelabout his level of incoméfter doing this several times
and always being turrdiedown, he all of a sudden got acteg for three different cardsEach card had a
$12,000to 15,000 dollar credit limitThese were his first credit cards and his first experience with debt.

At the time,Evandid not really consider the consequences afuaming lots of credit card debt.
He says “1 wasn’'t really thinking ahead, I guess
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work itself out?”. He would get to the point where
he would @t some moneyand pay the carslback downOnce he got his credit card balances down to

zero, however, it weadadmackup large debldtdr a few yearsnhg found o

less and less workhich meant less incom@&his meant that he dgan having more and more trouble

paying offhis credit card bills. He salswent from being able to pay two or three thousand dollar

chunks, to gee, I wonder what the minimum payment
Another factorEvansays he never considered (whishe bl ames on his “own st
amount of interest charged on credit cards. This

balance agvandid. He says he was paying over 20% interest on his credit card debt. Even though he
knew how cedit cards worked and what would happen if he fell into arrears, he just never thought he
would be in a position where he couldn’t make pay
Unlike many other interview subject&yandid not really talk about debt, particularly his own
indebtedness wi th his friends and peers. He says he did
couldn’'t keep it working”. He did know |l ots of o
bills. The difference, however, is that his better estalgipeers were making more money than him
and could afford to pay back their debts. Much lideabeth Evanwanted to live the same lifestyle as
his friends despite making less money. Credit card debt allowed him to do this, albeit temporarily at
least.
While most interview subjects at least partially blame their own foolish or irresponsible
spending for getting in over their heads in deldgtalieand her husbandliamtell a much different
story: Their debt problems began with the purchase of a heme. They approached this transaction
reasonabl y confei daernet Ibyo tsha ypirnegt,t y* Ve xperi enced with

we already had a pretty good rhythm of using deb

personalandbusness | ine of c¢credit.” The house they purc

95



of repairs and upgradetiamr epor t s t hat they “got into it with

being a 170 year old structure there would be pr
With their good credit they had little trouble getting a mortgage to purchase the property. Their

problems began with the realization that their restoration project was going to end up costing them

double to triple what they had originally anticipated. Evlaonugh they initially had what they thought

was a reasonable plan for dealing with their debt, they soon found themselves having to get a second

mortgage and tap every other source of credit they had access to. Compounding their problem was the

arrival oftheir first child, which meant less time to work and less income to service their debts.

Natalieand Liamrecall discussing their difficult debt situation with their frienblstalies ay s: “ 1 am

ashamed or embarrassed by our debts. There are loteople in our generation who are in similar

situations. People can relate to our experience. | feel like having a lot of debt is just a fact of life. | know

pl enty of other people in similar situations”.
One of these people in a similar situatioMatthew. Until he purchased his first house, he had

made a point to pay for everything with cash. LNatalieandLiam his house was old and in need of

renovations—the cost of which soon became overwhelming. After he began renovations he realized

that the howse had serious structural issues, so serious in fact, that he eventually had to tear the house

down and borrow even more money to build a new one. Looking back he realizes that his financial

decisions at the time were very foolish”.
There is research timdicate that people with disabilities are several times more likely to report
debt than individuals without similar problems (Fitehal.2007:129)Kareni s a woman i n her

with a disability which has made it difficult to find employment. Assalt, she has lived on various

forms of social assistance since her teens and has struggled with debt. Her problems with debt began

t

o

n (

when she acquired her first credit card in her 20

her brother to cesign for her. Despite only using it for necessities, she soon had her card maxed out and
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was unable to make even the minimum payments. Unable to stand the constant harassment by
collection agencied<arenhad to go to her brother and admit she was in okier head. He reluctantly
(and quite angrily) paid her credit card off and then cancelled it. She still feels ashamed of herself and is
al ways aware of this shame when she is around her
that he had to baiher out financially, buKarenwonders if his wife does.
Finally, not everyone who gets into a difficult debt situation does so because of their own
independent financial decisiondanet who is 46 and recently divorced, is unigue among my research
participants in that she married into her debt problems.

| got into debt through marriage. My éxusband had poor credit. He

was anaddictkpot and pill s. He couldn’t get a 1|in

first line of credit so he could get a computer so he coaldegjob. He

was able to get a job but that was how our debt started. From there it
kept accumulating and accumulating until it became the second biggest
reason | left him. The first was abuse, the second was debt.

She goes on to say that she halasolutely no debt before she got into a relationship with her husband.
After getting married she discovered that he had already declared bankruptcy once so any credit they
needed had to be obtained by her. None of the money she borrowed was used fositesedVhen
asked what the money was spent on she says:

Computers and eleobnicswere a big thing, and he was really into

television shopping. Something would come up on TV witi8adl

number and he would order it. He would buy computers, stereo

equipment, and stuff like that. Big things. He would buy stuff that was

ridiculous, frivolous. So even though | knew how deep in debt we were,

he seemed to be able to push that reality aside and keep on shopping.

Most of this spending was done deceptively or inehher back:

| travel for my work so oftentimes | go away and come home and a

bunch of packages arrive. I am | i ke what
“Oh | ordered this stuff”. And someti mes i
one or two things for me and a whobunch of stuff for himsel items

for me to soften the bl ow. He didn’'t sl eep

to order things. He jumped right on the internet band wagon.
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ForJanet it was the actions of her spouse that led to her leaving their maraagegetting her debt

under control. She tells how things came to a head after being married for about ten years. She had just
made an extra $4000 from a work contract and her plan was to use that money to pay down her maxed
out Visa card. When her husbaf@lind out about this extra income, he declared that he needed it to

pay for dental work. He never took care of his teellinetcomplains, no matter how much she bugged

him about it. When she found out about this, yet another unnecessary bill, she saystherar t j ust s

it went right from my fuckin head to my feet.” Th
this”. She recounts quite vividly how this incide
This happenedon April8& nd | t h o tdgulous.ByMay?s i s

or 91 left. And that was a big part of it. | left with that 4000 dollars and

put it right on the Visa. That was the tipping point. Coming home with

money to pay on debt and have him want to spend it on something he

could have preented. He was the main spender of everything | had. So

that was the straw that broke the financial back.
4.4: Debt becomes a problem

LikeJanetthe majority of my research participants were able to recall specifically when they

first realized that tleir debts were becoming a problem. S&@n“ The moment of reali za
when | had missed two payments on my American Express card and they called up and gave me a do or
die deadline for paying off my emgddentwcdiection .” He w
anyway. American Express then demanded latistanpp ay of f hi s entire bill !
couple of payments | ate, to suddenly owing them $
from a collection agencyegarding his credit card bilEvanmoved frequently so collectors had a hard
time tracking him down. Also, he made a habit of not answering the phone if he did not recognize the
number. He says that, at the time, he had no idea how to deal with that&n. Evansays that the

collection agencies pursued him very aggressively. The more aggressive they became, however, the

more Evanavoided them.
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Evann sn’t the only interviewee whose debt probl e
Davidalso only came to fully realize the extent of his problems once the creditors started knocking on
his door. At first he says he ignored the threatening calls. vk Davidemployed caller ID to avoid
collection calls. He eventually did contact hisdit@rs but was unable to work out a realisticpayment
plan with them. The collectors demanded far more money tBawidcould afford so he simply stopped
trying. He says he pretty much told thenntheo “f uck
had no money and no possessions so he didn’'t see
Davidsays that even though he later tried to work with the collection agencies, he still found
them very difficult and unreasonable. He comments:
Had they leen willing to work towards a manageable and reasonable
way for me to pay off my debts, it wouldn’t

get t hem u rEdeeyrcreditar Inspokedd was just so cutthroat
and some of the things they said were just so mean andyrtastt |

couldn’”t imagine giving them any of my mone
to give them | wouldn’t just because | want
failed.

Major or unexpected life events can not only cause people to get into debt but can exacerbate
already precarious debt situations. This was the case with several interviewees who report that their
debt situations finally reached a crisis point because of a major life event. After completing her last
degree,Sarahwas in the process of seeking emyteent when she suffered a major injury due to a car
accident. This unexpectedly left her unable to work or even look for work for almost six months. This left
Sarahalmost completely unable to service her large debts. For her, this was the moment that she
realized that she was in serious financial trouble.

Mary recalls that the event that pushed her over the edge financially was having a baby as a
single mother. After finishing her education, she found herself able to meet her minimum debt
payments—barely . I't was only after she had her first chi

started to get nasty”. She says:
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I let the student loan people know | was on maternity leave and
therefore would not be able to pay the same amount of money. | think |
went into arrears at that point although it was not for a drastic amount
of money. And then | didn’t hear anything f
after | had my daughter they came after me with this really official
letter. It looked like the Ontario governmewtas taking me to court
over this amount of money that | owed them. | contacted them and told
them | di dn’ t know what this | etter means,
maternity |l eave but they didn’t care. They
to a collection agecy. When | started working for the Ontario
government they were able to track me down. When | got that official
[collection] letter, it was like no other letter | had ever received. It sent
shivers down my spine. ltds | ike | am going
breakdown about it. It was really scary intimidation tactics. But | just
didn't have the money.
LikeMary, Leahalso saw her debt situation come to a head with the arrival of her first child.
Even though she and her husband had planned for the chiéy, $everely underestimated the
additional strain it would put on their finances. It is at this point that they first began to have trouble
servicing their debt and realized the hole they had dug themselves into.

LiamandNatalie like several otherintevi ewees, report that there wa
when they realized they were in troubl e; rat her ,
Several other interviewees report that their problems began when their debts got so high that they
reached a point where they could not afford to cover their basic day to day expenses and still keep their
debts current. For examplé&ndrewtells how despite being employed with a high paying job he found
hi msel f unabl e to af f oWhdtreallyhitime was mydegedighih edvi dh 'ats slea v
enough money to get new glasses, even with insurance. | started thinking to myself why am | am in this
situation? | have a dudedwas particularly upsetwhen hislpoor financi@ her e
situations prevented him from being able to help

members was sick and | could not afford to buy a plane ticket out west without help. This was a big deal

tome. This is when it really hit.. My debt prevente
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4.5: Living with problem debt

Living with problem debt can be very stressful. In light of the considerable amount of literature
linking debt to negative mental health outcomes it is no surprise that almost all respondents reported
feeling some level of mental distress because of thebts.

Nataliet al ks about the stress her debts caused her
regretted doing this, but we are under a huge amount of stress because of this, plus there is also our
little guy.” | ndeedinthbhaseioMagy) seems tb add an kextra dimensionof or g
stress to problematic debt situations. All of the parents | interviewed expressed dismay at the possibility
that their financial situations could have negative consequences for their children. Whbibeneans
not being abl e to s awWary),habeingableto affordgudlity dayca®aahj uc at i o
or just generally not being able to afford the things they would like to be able to purchase for their child
(Natalig). Readingk Reynatls (2001) found that the negative effect of debts upon mental health can be
especially acute for people with young children. The results of this research seem to bear out these
findings.

As has already been mentioned, not being able to pay your debtdlysneans having to deal
with the stress of collection calls. More than half of my research participants reported receiving regular
calls from collection agencies. Some, sastChantelle and Dav@bven talk about receiving collection
calls at work and ho embarrassing and stressful that was. But even those interviewees who never had
to deal with collections agencies still experienced a great deal of anxiety over theiddahtferwas
never hounded by debt collectors, yet she still found trying to managy debts extremely taxing
psychologically. She talks about how her debts ma
be having a good day and then she would remember

was frequently fraught vtfh guilt at the prospect of having to delay paying bilenniferreports that her
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stress not only made her physically sick but even prevented her from sleeping. Even now that she is
beginning to get her debt under control she still has frequent sleepliegds.

Emmahas so far been able to avoid having her debts sent to collection, buldikafer is

really stressed” by her situation:

| have been so stressed out that | was unable to work. | constantly have
a sinking stomach feeling, | questionetiather | should quit school, |
guestioned whether | should go part time (but then | would lose my
dental and health benefits), | considered getting a job off campus but it
is really hard to get work done when you are a full time student working
more than ® hours a week. | sought counselling at MUN because | was
so stressed and it was causing problems, | was so stressed out | could
not work, and then | was stressed out because | was not getting any
work done.

Along with the stress of being in debt conthe guilt and regret. Many respondents report that

their debt situations had a negative effect on their sedteem.Caroltalks about the humiliation of

having to call her parents for financial helpi  f el t Iwrokgw,i tvh ante ?wds was i n my
and didn’t have anything except for debt. I didn”’
own fridge and stove. | wabBavidssarytsi meg 4 dlite,lifelt dii ke’ ta

likelwaaunsuccessful because of unmanageable debt s.
successful peer®avidalso found it very difficult to see the stress that his debts caused his parents. He
says, “lt killed them.nolwhheeyr et.h"o uLgihkte | POaviciels aoln ian treor
how birthdays and Christmas were especially diffi
presents for anybody he was close to.

Having so much debt definitely had a similarly negative affect enn n isefifiemage. She says,
“ Ris was the first point in my life where | really had a chance to be independent, and | felt like | was
bl owing it.” She thought she should be able to ha

in her life siccessfully. Her situation made her feel like she did not have control over her life even

though she should. She says she often felt very ashamed. She does not think her debts affected how
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most other people thought of her though, but only because sheatées to hide them successfully. Had

she not been able to keep her debts secret she thinks that people would have had a lower opinion of

her.

A great deal of the stress reported by debtors is related to their belief that debt carries with it a
serious soal stigmaAndrews ay s, “1 grew up in Alberta and if pe
was because they were alcohol i cs o Manzlgobelievess ng. Th

there is a lot of stigma surrounding debt:

| think that you &el like you are a failure if you have debt issues. | am

embarrassed and it is really hard to tell anybody [about it]. | feel like it is

a dark dirty secret hanging over me.. | woul
work about my debt, it would be mortifyingly dmarrassing. In your

mind you just assume that people who have debt are irresponsible or

gamblers. There are a lot of negative stereotypes.

This stigma can also discourage people from talking about their debt problems and from seeking help.
When asked iffge thinks debt carries any social stigarahr e pl i ed “ Oh my god yes!”
say that she thinks the shame people feel because of their debts is part of the problem:
If everybody was more open about debt that we are dealing with then
we might gé some sort of social movement on the go. But because it
has become a personal issue people do not discuss it. It is seen as
lacking sekcontrol, it is embarrassing. If we did not have a friend who
had already gone through bankruptcy we would not even be
considering it. There is such a sense of shame surrounding bankruptcy,
it is like cancer. It is something people whisper about. Our daycare
provider knows someone who declared bankruptcy and when she talks
about it she always says the word bankruptcyimb i s per . Like it’s a
tawdry shameful secret or something.
Several respondents expressed a belief that some forms of debt carry more of a social stigma than
others. These respondents found consolation in the fact that if they are going to be over theé# inea
debt, at | east Natalig“sl o e'egodadch'erdehits. aSasys gma surro

surrounding things that are shunnedupeh i ke gambl i ng debt or purchasin

feels that because her debt was not acquiragésponsibly and because so many others are in a similar
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situation, she does not have to feel ashamed of her situation. Like@lsntellefeels that people are
more likely to cut a debtor some slack if they know the debts are from student.|Baved, Ceol and
Jenniferall shared similar opinions.
A large part ofl e n nsistame over her finances is due to the fact that a significant portion of
her debt was acquired through unnecessary spendiagniferused shopping and consumption as a
way to make Br feel better when her relationship with her significant other was not going well. Debt
became a vicious cycle féennifer* my f i nances caused problems, and t
to spend more, because shopping makes you happy."”

Even though thewill admit that being heavily in debt is not an ideal situation, for some people

it is perceived as unavoidable, and this makes it easier for them to accept. For exaiapisays that

he never felt distress or guilt because of his financial situaten.Brg i n debt over one’s
common thing” amongst his friends Ryamwhpoe edrose.s nSitmi
believe there is any significant stigma -embgeached

or selfesteem.

Whether it affected their own selfnage or not, every participant agreed that the ubiquity of
debt and debt problers has lessened the social stigma that has traditionally surroundaddrew
says:

| think [the stigma] is less now because we are bombarded with new

facts about how in debt Canadians are. 't s
fault we are in debt. Individualse al i ze “hey, it is not only n
stigma is less overall, people understand what it is like to be in debt. For

some individuals it can still be a tough thing.

Janetshares similar sentiments:

I think there is stigmdfirdistartedi t i sn’t as bac
accumulatingdebtn t he 90’ s. IiBecaeyingdceréhiy | know

amount of debt. My friend has a 16 year daughter who just bought a car

on credit for$25,000. Kids do not feel the way their parents do about

debt. Having a loan is aeiof passage these days. When | was young

asking parents to ¢sign a loan was a big deal, now it seems like it is
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nothing. | know people who have declared bankruptcy and will tell you

in a casual conversation. | think some people almost see [debt]igaa s

of affluence-“ 1 ook at all the | oans | have.”
4.6: Getting into debt: Summary and Discussion

Even though each individual situation is unique, a few noteworthy trends emerged through the
course of the interviews. First, in almost every case, thewggees simply did not have enough
income to service their debts. There were no efforts to try and defraud their creditors and everybody
displayed a genuine desire to pay if only they could. Even though,dikevibavid andRyan reported
trying to hidefrom their creditors, this was only because they were completely unable to make their
payments and were unable to find a compromise with their creditors. Furthermore, almost everybody
spoke of regret. If they could Héve their pasts, most would be muchome cautious in their use of debt
(if they were to use it at all).

Another noteworthy finding is that most interviewees have or have had multiple forms of debt.
Several participants such Batalieand Saraleport frequently having to use one form of clieto pay
off another. Many also spoke of owing money to utility companies or owing back rent. These research
participants almost all agree upon how easy it was to access credit despite the fact that many of them
had little or no income and, in some case&re very young.

It is particularly interesting that almost every story reveals how the subject was encouraged and
re-assured in decisions to take on debt by the apparent fact that all their peers were doing the same
things. There is a substantial bodfyempirical research which shows how social interactions can
influence financiatlecision making in a wide variety of contexts (Frydman 2014:2) and that those with
less financial sophistication tend to use this social learning mechanism more (20140835pflthe
academic literature | have found, however, has looked at the peer effects on buying and investment
decisions. None has looked at how peers cancaffersonal debt decisions. Thesearchthat does exist

clearly shows the weight that peer behaur has in influencing how young people make their own
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personal debt decisions. Peer influence becomes even more important when we consider that none of
the interviewees had any formal financial education and little or no informal education on debt.

A later section will look at some of the negative effects problematic debts situations can have on
friendships and socializinli.is interesting to note, however, that the desire to maintain relationships

can help to push people into deliEvan ElizabethLeah Andrew, and several others used credit to

allow them to socialize. Without credit, they would not have been able to socialize and participate in the
same activities as their friends. For some young people, fear of social isolation or lonelinesstamgea

a much greater concern that assuming too much debt

Several of my interview subjects were married or in serious relationships at the time they first
started getting into debt. In each case, they report that acquiring debt placed a strain on the
relationship. This should come as no surprise judging from the literature and will be examined in further
detail later.

Even though some commonalities were discovered, every situation is unique. Not everyone felt
the same levels of anxiety while taking on deBome respondents, suesLiam have accepted that
taking on debt is simply a necessary part of life and nothing to be ashamed of. Sjfailarignd
Matthew expressed some level of concern over their debts but do not consider it a major cause of
distress for them or their partners&sathergood1012) suggests that, for particular social groups, the
ubiquity of indebtedness has served to lessen the social stigma surrounding it. This may help explain
why several interviewees seem relatively unfazed byrttebts.

In Chapter Wo | touched upon the large body of literature which suggests that there i®agst
relationship between personality factors and economic behaviour. Specific individual characteristics or
practices such as careless budgeting, |ddetidiscipline or seltontrol, impulsiveness, extroversion
and materialism are all associated with low levels of savings and relatively high levels of personal debt

(Livingston and Lunt 199Pea et al 1995 Tokunaga 1993, Walker 19%yhus and Webl 2001, Yang
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and Lester 2014Wang et al. 2011 These studies all emphasize the role of personal agency in shaping
individual financial circumstances. Debt, in this view, is best understood as a result of poor individual
decisionmaking skills on the padf the debtor.

Several of the participants in this study do indeed place the blame for their unfavourable
financial predicaments squarely upon their own shoulders, citing their stighted financial decisions
or irresponsible behaviours as a primarysa of their current debt problems. For example, several
recipients of student loans admit to spending resources that should have been devoted to financing
their education on frivolous items such as guitars or televisions. Others used borrowed money to
sodalize, to shop for unnecessary consumer items, or to spend on drugs/alcohol. It would seem then,
that for some, the problem of unmanageable debt could possibly be at least partially mitigated though
selfregulation.

But can it really? A pervasive thentet ran through almost every interview was the constant
disparity between income and expenditures. Most interviewees simply did not have the necessary
financial resources needed to meet their dayday requirements. This proved especially acute amongst
the current and former students | interviewed. It is also remarkable to hear about the aggressive
manner in which credit products had been marketed to participants by financial institutions. Every
debtor interviewed in this study was able to access credi vélative ease. In some cases quiet large
amounts. This was true even when their own personal financial circumstances should have made
lenders question their ability to pay back these loans. These interviews also seem consistent with the
thesis that debin the neoliberal economy has become normalized and has lost much of the shame and
moral condemnation that once surrounded it (Man 2012). Interview subjects in this study experience
the contemporary economy as one in which debt is not only readilyadlaj but also carries little social
stigma for many. Combine this with the apparent fact that for some, especially young people, the

financial consequences of carrying high levels of debt are often misunderstood, and it quickly becomes
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apparent why manyf my interviewees were willing to take on large levels of debt. Indeed, many
subjects see the assumption of personal debt as a necessary part of contemporary economic life. Debt is
simply inevitable.

C. Wright Mills (1959)iddogriickad s iwlaagti nlag i oanl’' | <«
the relationship between individual experiences and larger social structures. In the context of this
research, | would argue that, despite a few possible exceptions, the stories my interviews uncovered
frame pioblem debt chiefly as a consequence of structural issues, of rex@momic policies. As such,
the issue of problematic personal debt represents an excellent example ofbimsthing that is
experienced as a personal problem, can have a public or structavze.

As discussed in Chaptend, the financialization of the neoliberal economy has made the
marketing of financial products highly profitable. In addition, the ability of financial institutions to
commodify debt as assdiackedsecurities has allowethem to offload the risks traditionally born by
lenders to investors (Seoderberg 202015. Finally, we find ourselves in a situation where the profits
generated from financial products like student loans or credit cards far outpace the profits d&owed
the production of more traditional physical goodsapavitsa®009). In light of this, the ubiquitousness
of these financial products should come as no surprise.

Several interviewees, especially those who found themselves unable to pay back saatemnt |
expressed a great deal of frustration at their predicamebiam for example, expressed anger over the
fact that he thought he was doing ‘ evsecoygdami ng ri g
institution. Only later did he discover thhe was unable to secure employment in his chosen field and
had no way to repay his student loans. This is sirtoldtary, Jennifer and Saralwho were each led to
believe that getting advanced degrees would increase their future employability and incohyeto

discover upon graduation that this was in fact simply not the case.
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These interviews also illuminate another important contributing factor in the creation of
probl ematic debt situations, that bseMammg20i2he i ndi v
explains:

Particular life events like sickness, unemployment, changed family

circumstances and marital breakdown can have a profound effect on an

i ndividual s i ncome. I n turn, this i s seen
repay currentobligations on credit repayments as well as sustain
payments on utility bills, mortgages and other financial commitments.
These factors, in some sense, are understood to reside outside the

i mmedi ate scope of the individual
partially structural factors explaining potential repayment failures and
drifts into overindebtedness. (2112:214)

s will ar

Several respondents attributed their financial problems to a disability, or a change in familial or life
circumstances. Note though, as kan (2012) points out, these reasons for problematic debt situations
are themselves influenced by social structure. For example, there is no reason why a disability should
necessarily lead to debt problems, unless of course, the economy is structurechatigedple with
di sabilities are typically excluded from the work
safety net prove inadequate.

In summary, the data extracted from the interviews seem to have uncovered three dimensions
to the queston of what causes people to enter into problematic debt situations: individual agency,

structur al causes, and the subject s |ife circums
debt in different amounts, varying somewhat according to the eirstances. To understand the

dynamic of how these three dimensions work together to shape individual economic behaviours, we will

return once again to the work of Bourdieu and his analysis of the contemporary neoliberal economy.

In my earlier discussion&o ur di eu | touched upon Bourdieu’s cono¢

term to denote the set of dispositions and beliefs that organize the way we understand the social world

and how we react to it. Habi t us ofthe so@ahwoildnitd i vi du al

includes the various ends that appear useful and/or possible for that particular individual (Horvat 2001).
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What makes this concept wusef ul here is that it do
within the context of he larger social structure. Structure and agency mutually affect and shape each
other.

Bourdieu argues that within any social space, there are social structures which give rise to

particul ar di spositions wi t h ispositibns ean lpeeirmdgrsdtoed wh o o
as inclinations towards certain behaviours, as the tendency to favour one choice over another or to
privilege one practice over another. I n this sens
agency, but rather, limit the range of options any individual agent has available to him or her. This
brings us to Bourdieu’s key aregoompassihg andehgraasicei ng ne
paradigm for shaping habitus producing structures (Chop8R0'he netiberal state, through its
economic, social and cultural policies, creates a situation where individuals do possess a measure of
autonomy, but only in the sense that they are free to choose from practices which conform to-and re
inforce the dominant neolieral ideology.

With the concept of habitus in mind, we can now see how it makes little sense to talk about the
subject under neoliberalism as an autonomous free economic agert for example, talks about
“playing the car ds tehieweesagress similarisentimenasiindheiobeliefgthat i n
they were either doing what they thought was expected of them, that by borrowing they were following
a wellkworn path to success. Others simply felt that, given the circumstances of their hegssimply
had no other realistic option but to assume large amounts of debt.

Understanding why people get into problematic debt situations is important if we as a society
wish to address this issue. These findings support critics of the debt counsedlislyy (Soederberg

2014, Walker 2012, Mawn 2015, Walker et al. 2015,) who question its effectiveness given that it only

addresses individual agency while ignoring the structural causes of personal debt. That said, debt
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counselling did prove helpful @ few interviewees in helping get their debts under control, setting

budgets, and in some cases eventually paying their debts off.
Almost all the interviewees in this study describe heightened levels of stress and anxiety due to

their debts. These desctipi ons wer e often qui NaaliewhileEntarepbrts was i n

“l have been so stressed out that | was wunable to

These results are in line with several studies linking debt and finatiffiallties to elevated levels of

stress, anxiety and mental distre®&rifdlges and Disney 2010, Brown et al. 2005, Drentea arrdkaes

2000, Meltzer et al. 2013 In addition to the stress caused by their debts, several respondents told

about how beinginable to manage their debts has negatively affected theirestifem . Emma

describes her feelingengoWwi hbhmmeéei bt Modredsayskkéd a1 whb |

“felt Jike”a Il owe he didn’t meausecure up to his pee
In Chapter Wo | noted that while there are several studies linking mental distress and poor

mental health to high levels of debt/financial insecurity, almost all of them are quantitative.

Furthermore, there is a tendency for them to overlook the etand details of each individual case

(Rooseet al. 2010, making it difficult for them to demonstrate a causal relationship between poor

mental health and financial stress or debt. Judging from this literature, it is difficult to know if it is the

problem debt that caused the stress/poor mental health or the stress/poor mental health that caused

the problem debt. It could be one, both, or neither.

By detailing the process through which individuals get into problematic debt situations, | would

arguethatt hi s research sheds some | ight on this quest:
participant’s stories, there seems to be a direct
stress and mental distress ofanxety, ctressiare genaad podre al t h .

mental weltbeing only appeared after their debts had gotten out of control. Furthermore, it would

appear that those who believe that debt carries a significant social stigma are most likely to experience
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shame, anxietyred general mental distress over their situation. This can be contrasted with the
interviewees who seemed relatively unfazed by their debismand Ryanfor example, do not believe
that debt caries the serious social stigma or negative connotations indite past, nor did they report
heightened levels of mental distress because of their debt situation.

Only one research subject had pegisting mental health issues before she began having
problems with unmanageable debt. In her case she reports thadiffculties with debt, while not the
root cause of her problem, certainly exacerbated them.

In summary, rost intervieweesseemedquite willing to assume personal responsibility for the
decisions that led them to assume unmanageable levels of debt. Their stories, however, show that one
cannot understandow they arrived atheir difficult financial situations without also taking ot
considerationboth the structuralcausesof their debts as well as their individual life circumstances. The
lack of jobs (especiglones that pay a living wagehe apparently ubiquity of debiandthe ease at
which it can be accessed encouragenmepeople to assuma lotmore debt than they can handle
These structural factors can be compounded by negative life events which make assuming debt the only
practical way to cover living expenses.

Thestories outlined in this chapter indicathe importanceof context in understanding the
cause®f problematic debt situations and reveal some of the negative consequences living with debt
can have upon an i-bethg. Whiledsame intergiewpes sesnmed raldtively enfated
by their difficultieswith debt, most found that it hadtdeast somenegative effect on theiphysical
and/or mental healthThese negative consequencsil be explored in further detail in the next
chapters which will lookpecificallyat the effectsunmanageabl@&ebt can hae upon personal

relationships.
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Chapter 5: Debt and relationships
5.1: Introduction

The previous chapter detailed how interview subjects first got into problems with debt. This
chapter will examine the many ways living with unmanageable debt can hasleteribus effect upon
the debtor’s personal relationships. I owi || | ook
extended family) relationships, friendships and acquaintances, marriage and committed romantic
relationships, and dating.

5.2: Debt and the family

This research uncovered a rich variety of stories detailing the specifics of how living with
problematic debt can harm relationships with family members. Much of the literature which looks at
financial stress and family life focusgson how problem debt or financial troubles can affect the
nuclear family (Conger et al. 1994, Conger et al. 1990, Conger et al. 1999, Skogrand et al. 2011). These
interviews build upon these studies by focusing specifically on personal debt, and by tirgaties
focus to detail how problematic debt situations can negatively affect interactions with family members
beyond the immediate nuclear family.

As | have already discussed in the previous chapter, most respondents made at least some effort
to keep heir debt situation secret. Nobody liked having to do this as it adds to an already difficult and
stressful situation. Plus, of course, nobody likes finding themselves in circumstances where they have to
lie regularly and deceive the people close to thé&mespite how uncomfortable it made them feel,
several interviewees reported keeping the extent of their debts hidden from their families for fear that it
would damage their relationshipSarahexplains:

I didn’t talk to my parents [about my debt s
lost their minds. [My parents] did not know | was drowning. They would
not have approved. They knew | was taking out a student loan to do my

undergraduate. They did not know | was takorgboatloads of credit
card debt. They knew | was taking out a loan for my masters but they
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knew | had a full scholarship so they thoug
need more?”

Saralal so kept her debt hidden from her partner’s pa

People have differerviews towards money and | quickly caught on that

my partner’'s family doesn’t talk about it n
about it much with my family because | didn
panic button. With friends this was fine, but with my partner and

parents | don’'t think | said anything unti/l

homeless tend to be rock bottom.

Right now, neitheGar plar€®#nt s nor her partner’ s paegqureentt s have

debts. When | asked her about this, she laughed atdinme that they have to put a considerable
amount of effort into keeping their parents in the dark on this matter. She explains:

Here is the rub. I had to go to my parents
payment for daycare because | could not put it togethdy parents

were shocked but | told them this was a etime thing. Then | had to

go back to them the following year when the student loan hit the fan

and ask for $3000. So now | am into my parents for $4000 and they do

not even know the half ofit. Afldmy partner’s] parents gave u
$50,000 so we could buy this house. Now we gave them back $25,000

using a line of credit but we still owe them 25 grand. They definitely do

not know that we have all this debt. They think we have a mortgage. My

parents know it more about my student loans, but not the total. If

they did they would lose their minds.

Sarahhad previously mentioned that she and her partner were considering declaring bankruptcy. |
asked if fear of a parental reaction to this was holding hexkba
Yeah. We would have to go a fair distance to keep that from them. Like
if we declared bankruptcy and then our car died. How do we explain to
them that we cannot get a new one? So we are keeping it from the
parents. That | had to go to my parents ané #&m for money on two
separate occasions is horrifying, | cannot imagine wimgt partner] is
going through-owi ng hi s parents 25. 't s terrifying
Natalieand her partner have also gone to great lengths to keep the extent of their debts hidden
from their parents, especially from his. She sthat Liami gar ent s “woul d not be hap
about their true financial situation. Her partner

mortgages and he warned them about buying such an old houseweheto find out about their debts
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he woul d beEamSaysthatcskcele alrévelation would most certainly have a very negative
impact upon their relationship with his parents.
Elizabeth garents knew when shecguiredher first credit card but di not approve, even

thoughElizabetHirst got the card only intending to use it for emergencies. She calls their opinions on

debt “o+4+ydouws cahroeolnot supposed to drink, steal or (ge
shared financial informatiowi t h t he m. Had they ever known about
they would have freaked out. Killed me."”

Jennifets parentsknew she was taking out studelttans but had no idea about the credit card
debt or the overall extent of her financial trolas. Like several other respondents, she went through
considerable effort to try and keep her debt situation hidden from her family. Jennifer reports feeling
afraid they would be disappointed or worried about her if they knew. The logistics of keepidglhe
hidden eventually proved too much fdennifer.Her family became curious when Jennifer was forced to
take a second job to pajown her debts despite already having a reasonably high paying career. At this
point she felt like she was actually doingrset hi ng t o get her debts under c
ashamed to share details of her debt situation with family members. But there are some details she kept
to herself. She says she never told her parents about her credit card debts and never wsljusihéoio
embarrassed.

Andrewalso talks about purposely hiding his debts from his family. At the moment only his
mother and a close aunt are aware of the extent of his problems. If the rest of the family had known
about his debts there would have be&ouble. He says:

They would have screamed and shouted at me. One of the toughest
letters | have ever written was to my mother. This was about a year and

a half after | went to credit counseling. | needed some cash at that time.
It shocked her.
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By this pint Andrew debt had reached a crisis point and he was unable to service his debts and cover
basic living expenses without help. Even though he found it very embarrassing at the time, he does not
regret seeking help.
Even though | know | disappointecetin a bit, it all worked out well in
the end. | called my aunt and with my mom | sent a letter. They did not
hesitate to help me when | needed it and | have kept them apprised of
my progress.
In the endAndrewdoes not think his situation had any lastinggative effects on his relationship with
his family. He says: “My parents had already gone
oldest brother declared bankruptcy twice. My relationship with my parents has alwaysstregmed
My debtdidmt make this relationship any better or wor ¢

Several interviewees made no effort to hide their debts from their parents and families. Unlike
many of her peerdylary did not receive any financial assistance from her parents when it came time to
attend wniversity. They valued education, however, and suppolikal r gecision to further her
studies even if meant taking on a lot of debt. Despite having some sense that Mary was struggling
financially, they were initially surprised to learn her situation deteriorated so badly. It was her
family who first suggested she consider bankruptc
talked to parents and to other family members. This is where | first got the idea of bankruptcy. | do not
thinklwoul d have had the idea myself.” She talks abol
clean about the details of her debt. Even though her family was supportive and understanding this did
not lessen the shame she felt, and still feels, about heasibn.

Mary’'s story is particularly interesting becau
they were unable to contribute financially to her
they had been able to offer some fineial support for their daughter she would not have ended up in
such a difficult situation. Knowing that your debts are not only causing yourself grief, but also negatively
affecting the people close to you, exacerbates an already difficult situddavd talked about how
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terrible he felt to see the stress his parents ex
parents,D a v imdthesand father felt somewhat guilty because they were not able to provide him with
any financial help. They were afd for him and how his debts would affect his future ambitions. He
says: “lIt killed them. They thought | was on a ro
Approximately a third of my research subjects talked about having to approach family members
to borrow money. For some, likéatalieandLiam this was particularly difficult. Desperate for cash,
they decided to approachiani s f at her f olamrecoufit®tbe,e@®eOt:0 | oan.
That was very painful, mydadisanlexa n k e r . |l didn’t want to ha
discussions with him about what we were doing financially. | was raised
with a lot of Calvinist guilt. Going to them and asking if it would be
possible to borow money was very stressful. And it still is because we
haven’t managed to pay them back vyet.
It was originallNatalie s i dea for her husband to get a | oan fr
she had to put a considerable amount of pressurd_.@mbefore he would agree to this plaNatalie
says this caused a strain on their marriage and made for some very tense exchanges between them. In
the end, however, their need for money outweighed other considerations and they got the loan.
Sarah apprached her parents for a loan after completing her first degree. Even though the loan
was needed to cover debts, she made up a story ab
in yet and how she just needed a few bucks to get by in the meantimen\&&$leed why she had to lie
about the reason for the loan, Sarah reported that there is no way her parents would have given her
money to pay off debt. She says:
They would have said no. There are the sort of folks-tettone point |
called them for helpvhile | was in Vancouver working on my undergrad.
They said it would be best if | just applied for welfare, they are not
sending me money. They offered to fly me home, but said if | wanted to
continue living as | was | needed to apply for welfare.

As already mentioned, Sarah was later able to successfully borrow several thodsdadsfrom her

parents to cover daycare and other necessities. But again, she was forced to deceive her parents in
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order to justify the loan. Maintaining a lie can be stresshd difficult, especially when you are being
chased by debt <coll ectors. I n Sarah’s case the st
while trying to track her down.
Yeah the student loan people did call my parents. | went into interest
relief and told my parents that they were just calling concerning that.
That this wasn’'t going to affect my credit
telling them. Then | got the student loan people to only call me at home.
Several other interviewees also report fdyninembers being contacted and in some cases harassed by
collection services.
Janet also had to approach a family member for a loan. It was her original intent to ask her
parents for a loan, but she ended up borrowing several thouskidrsfrom her sster instead.
| tell you it was really hard. | built myself up for about a month. |
approached my sister for advice about how to ask my parents for
money. She said “Are you crazy? Let me help
 oan with i nt erlammyparénts.dineyd defintelywant t o a
would have been alarmed.
Janet talks about how her siblings are all doing just fine financially. For her, the second oldest of three
brothers and two sisters, to be in such dire financial straits was humiliating for &reetalls it her

cloak of shame” .

Janet’'s husband at the time also tried to keep
from his parents. Eventually, their debts forced
amount of rent. Itsoon became difficult to keep their situation hidden as they found themselves unable
to pay even a token rent to his parents or stay on top of their utility bills. Eventually Janet did tell his
parents about their circumstances. They agreed to speakvifthabout his poor financial skills but she
says nothing ever came of it.

Several interviewees talked about how living with unmanageable debt can turn what should be
enjoyable family occasions into stressful ordeals. For example, David found birtmdbgfastmas to

be especially stressful because he was unable to afford to give presents. These and similar sentiments
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were quite common among this projects’ research p
to be sympathetic and accommodagjiit did little to ease the humiliation. Carol explains:
If I wanted to go home for Christmas, [my parents] would have to pay
for it. Xmas was always ridiculous. My family is very generous and
always spend a lot of money on each other at Christmas, budamity
understood that | was broke. So we all made an agreement that we
would not spend as much. | was able to cut what | would normally
spend bytwo-thirds but that was still very embarrassing for me. They all
understood and nobody made me feel embaressBut | just felt
embarrassed anyway.
She reports that, in the end, her family spent as much or more than they usually do, while Carol could
barely afford to buy anybody anything. Furthermore, Carol, much like Jennifer and Sarah, was only able
to fly home to see her parents if they paid for her ticket. This means that she found herself in a position
where she had to either go for long stretches without seeing her family (and sometimes make up
excuses about why she couattketrhomte) , or “suck it up”
The stories contained in this chapter are particularly strikiegausehey showjust how
socially debilitating the sense of shame experienced by debtors can in faohkibe one hand, most
interviewees expressed an intense desiredecrecy, to hide their financial troubles from their loved
ones to prevent interfamily conflict and shield loved ones from the stress of seeing them suffer. On the
ot her hand, even when family members wetodo aware o
little to alleviate their sense of shame and fail
understanding may even exacerbate her sense of shame and embarrassment.
As mentioned earlier, there is little if any research that explév@s debt or financial hardship
can affect extended families, focusing instead on the nuclear(@uihger et al. 1994, Conger et al.
1990, Conger et al. 1999, Skogrand et al. 200H4is research show that the effects of problematic debt

situations on extaded families can be quite serious and perhbpse wider ranging effects thaone

would anticipate.
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5.3: Debt and Friendships

Il will now turn to how problematic debt situat
friends and acquaintanceSpecificallyl want to examinevhether or not managing problematic debt
i mpedes the debtor’s ability to sloicaspaddflyiegwahnd t o
debt andfinancial stress has not received a great deal of academic atterdiad | would argue that this
represents a significant omission in the literature. Developing and maintaining friendships is important
t o a p e rbsimyifvVarsDemHerkt ket al. 2012). This makes understanding how friendships can be
affected by problenatic debt worth examining in detail.

In Chapter Bur | discussed how the initial willingness of respondents to take on debt was
influenced by a perception that their peers were also engaging in similar activities. Once the debt
became a problem, howevemany report becoming reluctarib talk about it with friends and peers.
Many respondents have not discussed their debt problems with their friends at all, and those who have
generally did not go into great detail or reveal the full extent of tipeablems

Some interviewees such Bmtaliefeel that there are a lot of people in similar situai®as she

and herhusbandst ruggl ing with multiple mortgages and deb
days”. They have someepetactempatemidzse wandcd swshadmet h
their financi al di fficulties, but this does not e
friends who we confided in but only to a certain

contraged with Elizabeth While she knows she has friends struggling under similar circumstances, she
explains that they find the topic extremely stressful and avoid it in conversations. SinMlattiiew

also knows he has friends who struggle with debt. He says that amongst his peers, debt is a personal
issue ands not something you discusssually. Another interesting perspective comes frémdrew He

is an intensely private personand hasnointeeest al | in telling his story t
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had anybody to share with except my mom and aunt. | did not know anybody with my debts or seek

anybody out.
Janet has only told one friend about her debt situatioimer boss. Like Janet, her Isosas

struggled with problem debt, making her a sympathetic and-jumtgmental person to confide in. Janet

is unwilling to share her story with any other of her friends because she is afraid it may affect how they

see her . She s ayeverlet'arlybody&rew that ltwasmtruggling tith monéy because |

haveastongi ndependent streak and | felt I|ike this was

other interviewees expressed similar sentiments; nobody wants their friends to feel soihyein or

think less of them.

Sarah presents a very interesting perspective when asked about whether or not she talks about

her debt problems with friends. She suggests that it may be easier to talk about debt as a young student

but much more difficulas one gets older.
In your twenties everybody is on equal footing. Our mistake was that
[my partner and I] both pursued tons of education. | have friends who
started working in their 20"s and who
got real jobs tillourmid30s. We t hought with our hig
would be raking in the money but it di
something 40 somethings talk about, th
talk about. My friends, for the most part, have had both partners
workingfor long periods of time. So they are not as deep in debt as us.
If you got a BA and a decent job 20 years ago you are probably doing ok
—which is what most of my friends did. Now they are saving for

retirement and we are still struggling under studesdth debt. So no,
we do not have this conversation now with polite company.
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One of the most difficult problems for people who have unmanageable debt is social isolation.
Approximately half of my respondents reported that their financial situation previets from
socializing with their current friends or making new onk$izabethtalks about how trying to stay on
top of her debt payments meant cutting her socializing budget to almost nil:
I felt Iike | couldn’t goadtosdve and be with n
money. | became depressed about it. | was not happy at all. And my

friends were annoyed because | barely went out anymore. If at that age
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group your friends want you to go out and vy
they thinkElizabethis a stick in the mal

Similarly, Chantelle says “Sometimes my friends w
downtown but | would have had to get further in d
bored with her and stopped asking her to take partheir outings. Chantelle was reluctant to share her
debt problems with her friends, even if shadshe does not think they wouldave understod.

In the same way that some interviewees felt the need to deceive family members about their
true financal state, Andrewwould lie to his friends in order to avoid social situations which he could not
afford: "I used to make up excuses why | coul dn’t

get out of social events with no problem. | have ugexs an excuse because | have no money for

socializing.
Sarah says that her peer group has changed because of her debts. She now feels more
comfortable socializing with and relating to-20methings than she does with people her own age.

| have goodriends who go on cruises, and they go out to dinner at

expensive restaurants. We cannot afford expensive restaurants. It

brutally eviscerated those friendships. How do you keep up with the

Joneses i f they want to go to Raymond’' s? We
Raymmmd’' s... I find | am making younger and you
my friends of my age the 40 somethings-we are not in the same

league as them. We cannot go out with them. But the younger ones

with young kids who are still sort of getting it togethethey

understand, it is easy to explain stuff to them. It is hard to tell my peers

that | cannot go shopping or go out. It sucks.

Carolalso reportshaving a difficult time socializing with the friends she grew up with:

I would go home for Christmas and harmgund with my old friends

that | grew up with. And they would say m 8
fancy outfit because we are going out for N
going somewhere where it is a hundred dollar ticket, plus drinks, plus a

Il i mo. " S somethirgthati aen alvleotd take part in.
Carol's friends are aware that she is a studen
have some friends who were | i ke ‘You are a studen
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generosityand sympathy for her situation rather embarrassing. Like several other research participants,
Carol feels that at her age she should be established in life. It is humiliating to be struggling financially
when her peers are not.
Jennifer tells how she had take a second job in order to service her debt. This, even more
than the financial hardship caused by her debts, interfered with her ability to socialize. Having to hold
down a second job significantly cuts down the amount of time she has to soeiglfizaeports that
nights and weekends are rarely free. At the ti me
off in a month. Even when she does have evenings that are free, she cannot stay out late because she
has to work the next mornip . Jenni fer has been able to maintain
friends as often as she would like. Jennifer says she would definitely like to socialize more if she could
only afford it. Her lack of flexibility in terms of her work schedukans there are some friends that she
almost never gets to see.
Jennifer goes on to say that even when she can find time for social activities with her friends she
is mostly limited to activities that do not require a lot of money. It is interestimpte that when she
explained to her friends that she cannot afford expensive social activities; a lot of them admitted that
they were in similar financial situations and welcomed her suggestion that they do less expensive
activities. Shel sRgsmeéi brivagi agmbhis up was a re
collectively set out to find less expensive social activities and were successful.
As we saw in the literature review, there is a considerable amount of academic and popular
literature which talks about the various hardships caused by unmanageablgBalmer et al. 2006,
Bemel 2016, Bridge% Disney2010, Brown et al 2005, Dew 2008, 2011) light of this it comes as no
surprise to find so many interviewees struggling with the efféaés$ problematic debt has had on their

lives. What is surprising, however, is that a significant number of respondents reported that their debts
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did not have a detrimental effect on their relationships with friends and family or their ability to
socialize.
David has always had a very active social life. When his debts made it difficult for him to go out,
many of his friends would rally around him and buy him drinks or pay his way. They were also very
receptive to taking part in social events and activitessewwc h di dn’'t cost a | ot of n
roommate was very generous and helped him out when he could. It is interesting to note that David
does not see financi al matters as terribly privat
with his friends and peers. Perhaps because David was so open with his debt issues, he found himself
easily able to connect with other people who were experiencing similar difficulties. In his social group
there were several other people who alsowerededgply debt . Thi s made “cheap a
and social events popular amongst his peers.
Ryan much like David, leads a very active social life. Although the financial hardships caused by

his debts did impact his ability to go out to restaurants aads with his friends, he does not think it had

much of an overall negative impact on his soci al
makes |ittle effort to hide them. He never though
at least not in his peer group. This stigma was also lessened by the faBythidt ad “good” debt s

Good in the sense that they were student loans and did not originate in irresponsibility or short

sightedness on his part. Aldeyanis a musician, soif1igoing out involved him performing at local bars

and clubs. He didn’t make a | ot of money doing th
ni ghtspots and wuswually included free drinks. When
out with his friends at home” and generally taking

DanielandLiamshared stories which mirror those of David @Rgan Danielis also an artist
who was able to make up for his lack of socializing fundsbfpgning at local clubs and bars. Many of

Liami s peers | ived with a | egacy of | arge student |
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similar situations and keeping outings inexpensive. Rian Liamdid not feel stigmatized for having so
much debt because he feels he was never irresponsible with money, he simply did the best he could
with the situation he found himself in. In fattiamsays he never even considered that his debts might
affect his ability to socialize.

5.4: Dating and Debt

This final data section wild./ l ook at how probl
date and form new romantic relationships. This is another area which has not yet received a great deal
of attention in the literature (Addo 2014). Whiledlprevious chapter touched upon debt and
relationship formation, it mostly focused on already established couples. This chapter will concern itself
with the experiences of single individuals in debt and how their financial situation affects their dating
behaviours and outcomes.

As we saw earlier in Sarah’'s story, problem de
forming new romantic relationships by making you less eligible in the eyes of a potential mate (or the
potential mat e’ s i somdthing thaBmnthregomsiwernyingsabout frefuentlg.

She fears that her debts could affect her ability to find a partner in the future or make potential mates
hesitant to enter into a longerm relationship with her. She would at least like to get tiedit card

debt down before starting another serious relationship. Jennifer also reports that she feels it is
important to pay off her debts before committing to a relationship. She does not think it would be fair
to saddle someone else with her fingal issues. Ideally, she would also like to get her debt under
control before she has any children.

Jennifer says she has dated a bit over the | as
explain her debts and her financial situation to potentiaftpers. So far most guys she has dated have

been fire with it. This is at leagtartially due to the fact that a lot of her dates also have their own debts
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to worry about and they tend not to judge. If she dated somebody who did not have any debtifedenn
thinks she would likely feel intimidated and hesitant to discuss her financial problems with them.

Having had so many difficult experiences with debt has also changed what Jennifer looks for in a
potential partner. She claims she would not reject agmtial partner because of his level of debt, but
she would reject somebody who doesn’t take their
successfully manage finances an attractive and important quality for a potential boyfriend.
Card was single when she started having debt problems and tells how her financial woes made it
extremely difficult to have a social life and date:

ause I

It was hard for me to meet anyone becau
I did go

didn’t have money oubitwgud beoom tampusVh e n
at the campus bar where it is cheap. And it is the same people, the same
l' i keminded people. So | didn’”t have a | ot o
when | did it was embarrassing to say what do you want to do tonight?

All I could afbrd to do is feed the ducks at Bowring Park. They want to

go to dinner and movie and | don’t mind bei
but I cannot be treated and never treat. So that really is just not
acceptable to me so | |juwmantcdi dn’t do that.

relationships.
A small silver lining for Carol is that at least her debt comes from student loans and not irresponsible
spending. She believes this lessened the shame and social stigma that is usually associated with problem
debt s: “ laPhbDhstudeht is boet of prgstigious. IOKfor people to buy me dinner because |
am a starving student. | think the social status connected with a PhD student somewhat negates the
shame."”

Mary is the only interviewee to va already declared bankrupteythough several are
considering ior have conslered it in the pastWhen she met her current partner she knew she would
eventually have to come clean about her past debts and bankruptcy. She recalls being very nervous
abou the prospect of revealing these details:

I thought he would think less of me. | think having debt signifies a
number of negative stereotypesthat you are irresponsible with

money, can’t handle responsibility, are neg
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your lfe —none of those things are really true of me. And people who

knew me know that. But somebody who is just meeting me and found

out this significant thing-which will have a huge impact on our life

together so.. | wanted thd®copsglerson to be hor
a future then | had to fess up to this thing that might impact us. And we

were talking about moving in and what that would mean. So it was the

time to have that talk.

She shares details of what it was$ klPi ke to finally

|l said “1I have something to tell you."” | weg
him to judge me. We had been seeing each other for 3 or 4 months. |

was really embarrassed and there was a huge build up to it. |

immediately felt better after | said it.¢dwas fine, he was ok with it. |

think he understands that some things are beyond our control. And he

got the fact that it was student loan debt. | think it might have been

different if it had been other kinds of debt. Fifty thousand in credit card

debt has a different implication.

Janet wanted to start dating after she left her husband but her debts made it difficult to
socialize and made her hesitant to enter into a relationship.

My debts really had an i mpactt on my soci al
was over a year till | had a very casual relationship. It started online so |

could hide my debt. For the first eight months, | only went out with

friends and didn’'t really consider seeing ¢
couldn't afford aidemcdantwamnut ftiot ri sk spendi i
bucks oradate, better to spend it on groceries. Everybody around me

felt |ike | had to be pushed into the datin
somebody that | really I|Iike angd then be al/l
in debt.”

She had no doubts that her debts would make her less desirable to potential partners. She explains that

“1f | was talking to somebodttheylhadewenb400indettand at e an
nothing to show for it | would thin  t wi c e . I't"s not only the money, i1
of the person’s financi al abilities.”

Janet has gotten her debt under control and is once again in atéwngrelationship. She says
that while she was single and dating, skas quite mindful of any new potential partrienancial and
debt situations. She was only prepared to date somebody who is responsible, employed and pays their

bills on time.
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Andrewis another interview subject wisesocial and dating lives were detrimiglly impacted
by his debts. He says that his desire to find a partner in life had to be put on hold until he got his debts
under control: “ have never been in a relationsh

haven’'t ev eseriotsly forachuntber of gears ecause | do not want to bring debt into the

relationship. That’'s not fair to the other person
Andrew s debt has been | ike a dark c¢cloud hanging
[The debt] is always there. There is always this sectali g ma . l't’s just not

a comfortable place to be. On top of that, | am somewhat of a romantic

and if | am taking a woman out | want to make sure | am actually taking

them out. There are times when you might want to spend a couple of

hundred dollars on a da but | cannot do that. So the direct

consequences of debt are that | am unable to socialize in some of the

ways | would like. When the conversation about buying a house or

having children comes up, and you already h

Most respondats said they would be hesitant to date somebody who had a large amount of

debt but would not simply reject them out of hand. Several respondents pointed out that if they avoided
people who are in debt the dating pool would be pretty smatlahstands outwith her unwavering
resolve to never again date somebody in debt. She
Unl i ke many other respondents she doesn’t care if
loans. She would still beuge skeptical of their ability to manage money and after her own experiences,

s he wants nothing to do with that.?”
Interestingly, not all respondents felt that their debts necessarily had a negative impact on their
social and dating practices. David tiooed to date and socialize despite his financial troubles. Indeed
he met and married his current wife before he was able to completely dig himself out of debt. Likewise,
Ryannever had trouble dating despite his debts. Both report that debt is commongman their social
circles that it really isn’t a factor in casual d
FinallyLeah s st ory offers an unexpected insight int

for people with disabilitied.eah has an intellectual disability which has madifficult to find
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employment. As a resulLeahhas been relying on social assistance for some time now. She explains
how if two people on social assistance decide to live together their benefits are drastically reduced.
Having to devote a sizeable portonf one’ s i ncome towards debt repayn
government regulations which already maketwbitation of partners difficult, represents a serious
obstacle for couples who would like to get married or live togetheahknew that while she was tigg
to carry a |l arge debt |l oad she was simply not abl
even try.Leahis no longer in debt today and adamantly states she would never enter into a partnership
with somebody who is.
5.5: Romance, marriage and debt

As has already been stated in earlier chapters, there is a substantial amdiletaitire
focused on how debt and financial streggeat marriage and the nuclear family. This literatu@o(iger
et al.1990, 1994, and 1999, Skogrand et al. 2@dw 2011 and 2008) generally does not loothat
effects of debt or financial stress on the formative stages of romantic relationships. This does not mean
that this is not an important topic though. This is especially true in light of the fact thatgdatid the
development of romantic relationships often occur while in school or at a relatpelgg age, which as
we saw in Chapterhfee, is also the time when many people first begin assuming debt and begin to
realize that it might become a problem.

This section focuses on two primary areas of inquiry. First it will seek to uncover how
problematic debt situations affect the formation of lotgrm romantic partnership and/or marriage,
and second it will examine the potential impact problematic debtatitns have upon already
established romantic relationships. Few studies have examined the association between consumer debt
and divorce (Dew 2011), let alone the actual details and processes through which consumer debt
actually can cause or contribute the destruction ofamarriage. As we shall see in this chapter, several

of my studies participantsexperiencedhe dissolution of their marriages while they were trying to
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actively trying to deal with their debt problems. This makes the details of ttagies particularly
important.
We begin this section with Jennifer’”s story. J
relationship with her partner while she was in school. He was the only one who was privy to all of her
financial information inelding her debts. Jennifer explains that her debt issues caused constant stress

and conflict in their relationship: it made him

finances so well while she did not. He warned her abouttmegersof getting into debt, but she says

she “did it anyway.” Jennifer’'s partner also had
like she did. Also, his parents were able to help him out financially. This caused a lot of tension
between them.

Jennfer thinks that, ultimately, her debts probably were not the root cause of her relationship
problems but they certainly exacerbated them: *“it
argue and fight about”. Whagimg the possipilitygobgetting maoried, ol d e
they started to argue about her debts even more. Her partner was not pleased that he would have to
assume responsibility for the debts she foolishly ran up. In the last couple of years of their relationship,
they argued about her debts quite frequently, usually three or four times a week.

After she broke up with her partner, her rate of debt accumulation actually accelerated. Again,
she used debfinanced consumption as a way to comfort herself and deal wittsstréilso, being single
meant she no longer had somebody to share expenses with and this also added to her debt. She also
went out and socialized a | ot more once she becam

Chantelle also has a long term partradre has dated for almost ten years. She says they were
already a couple and living together when she first began to get into debt. Her boyfriend was aware that

she was getting in over her head and fougtitbnglya g ai nst it . Chantrdnbteo says
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get a credit card. For the student loan thing, he recommended | worktjpaet rather than take on all
that debt. But | didn”t Ilisten.”

Chantelle says that she and her partner have never had a lot of free money so having to service
her debt caises her partner to resent her. This is especially acute when they are broke and have no
extra money to pay her credit card bill or student loan payment. Another point of tension in their

relationship is when her boyfriend has to field collection callhéar She explains:

When | didn’t have my own cell phone and we
had his number. So every day they were calling him. He was getting mad
at me because | wasn’'t dealing with it. Ev e

to ignore a call or tehem that | will call them back. So yeah, that is
one thing that he is constantly annoyed with.

While Chantelle feels that her relationship probably is not threatened by her financial situation, she is
aware that it has the potential to continue causing them problems in the future, especially if they ever
want to purchase a house together or get mad.

Like Chantelld\atalieandLiamdo not feel their relationship is at any serious risk because of
the problems caused by their debts. Ytalieadmits it still causes them a lot of problems and
exacerbates other issues in their relationship. For exampleegpkinshow the stresses caused by
their financial situation intensified with the arrival of their first child:

Having [our child] reallyamped the tension up. Without [having a child]
it would have been a completely different experience. We haveangt
marriage but our marriage was definitely put to the test at this point.
We had some pretty intense conversations about how we were gaing t
do things. There is no question | am way shorter tempered and quick to
get frustrated because of this whole experience.
Nataliereports that she still finds dealing with a child in addition to their financial stresses to be
extremely difficult. Shesays “ 1t just puts us both on edge. And i

are not comfortable in this situation. Any sort of financial emergency right now would definitely put us

into the red zone, we don't hhatv en oomu.c’h o f a [finan
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Leahreportsthath e ra'ndd her husband’ s debts were the basi
how she was the one who managed their finances and felt like the stress was always on her shoulders:
“He was the spender amyd st rpeaisd tlhevalsi Itlhe, rsec pioth sw
want to think about iit.” She explains that she tr
management but he refused. In the later part of their marriage, arguments about money and finances
were relentlessLeait el | s how she was resentful that he woul
financial decisions or help with financial planning. MuchNilatalieandLiamlLeah s r el at i onshi p
became even more difficult with the arrival of their firstilch Taking care of a newborn, managing out
of control debts, as well as living through a poorly planned renovation of their house proved too much
for the couple Leahreports that she dreaded paydays because he would inevitably want to go purchase
something while she wanted to pay the bills. When he wanted to buy something he would get angry at
her because they had no money in their account, h
money?” He didn’t real i z é arndmade mbieffoftsitocfimdloat. i t was pa
Several respondents reported that they or their partner do not typically communicate very
much about financial matter&evanwas also married at the time he started getting heavily into credit
card debt, but he and higife did not share a lot of personal financial information. She knew he had a
| ot of debt , but did not realize the extent of it
f i nan &vaamMad cgnsidered the breadwinner in the relatibiis. He and his partner did not
discuss their debts before getting married, thouglanknew that she had debts from school. When
Evandi dn’'t have a | ot of money coming in it placed
by the fact that whaimoney was coming in had to go toward servidivgn s de bt .
A couple of respondents related how they or their partner have made efforts to hide the extent
of their debts or their spending from each oth&fatthew admits that he tends to be rather reckkes

with his spending and is not alygcompletely forthcoming withis spouse when he makes large
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purchases. This can be a source of tension. He knows that his spending habits can cause his partner
di stress: “she definit elatly, Waveverjhe lsasbaenreminguirbhisut it t
spending habits in order to avoid conflict. Furth
puts it, have caused him to start thinking more about his debts and what he needs to do to get them
under contrd.

When asked, Janet tells how her partner woul d
says. As an addict, he needed cash all the time and would often take out cash advances on their credit
cards. He would also secretly go online at nightandd er t hi ngs they couldn’'t a

extremely difficult for her to communicate to him the problems his irresponsible use of credit were

causing them. She says “He avoided talking religi
about finances.” Despite their | ack of productive
“He definitely felt shame. When he drank there we

One of the most interesting things Janet talks aboutishoewr husband’ s debt <cha
dynamics of the relationship. She says:
He was a traditionalist when it comes to money. The fact that | knew
about his levels of debt made him think | looked at him poorly because
of it (which I was). It would just make hims i ct er ... I't made him wa
to be more dominant because he had no control over his debt.
Janet had already spoken about how her husband was physically abusive. She does not think that his
debts ever directly contributed to his being abusive towards het the level of tension his financial
habits added to their relationship was certainly not helpful.
David's situation is interesting and rather wun
serious girlfriend when he found himself out of work rapigtting into debt. When his debts started to
become a problem they began to cause tension in his relationship. His girlfriend was relativelif well
financially and wanted to help him pay down his debts. In fact, she insisted on helping. David said this

threatened his sense of independence. This played a large role in the dissolution of the relationship. He
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tells how he didn’'t |ike having to move back home
found less threatening to his independence th@a now former girlfriend.

David says that it was a new romantic relationship that gave him the motivation to get his debts
under control: “1t wasn’'t wunti/l I met my next gir
debts really starttoafet me and | figured | had to do somet hir
relationship not expecting it to get serious, but when it did, he once again was faced with the fact that
he really had to do somet hi nfontalbowtt ehvi esr ydtetbitmsg rHiec
He didn’'t want to begin a relationship only to ha
out about the extent of his debts. David believed
relationship unless he gdiis debts under control. The desire to contribute to and maintain his
relationship with his new girlfriend was the largest single incentive to tackle his debt problems. He
reports that this girlfriend also had a lot of debt but was handling it in a mavdymtive matter. In this
sense, she served as a role model for him.

David thinks that, were it not for that new relationship, and for the help and support she gave
him, he would probably still be in debt. In some ways, handling their respective debt mrobigether
has actually helped their relationship. To be able to work together to overcome a shared problem has
helped strengthen their relationship. This does not mean, however, that his debts have not been a
source of conflict as well. David says thesre some nights of fighting and crying while they argued
over what he and they were going to do next about his debt problems. She would get angry when
creditors would call looking for him and insist that he do something about it. He says that had he not
taken care of his debts there is no question that he and his new girlfriend would have broken up
because of it.

Though married now, Sarah was experiencing financial problems because of her debts when she

first met and started dating her current husbantheSmet him when she was 29 and had just started her
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first “real” job after finishing school. Sarah wa

months until she got into a car accident. She says that this is the point she had to corifespaaner

that she had a | ot of debt and she probably wasn’
“Yeah it was quite the conversation. He was awar
card debt. This was the firsttimewetalld about it . I was unable to affo

to share this information but felt she had no choice at this point:

Because when you ask “do you have a spare ¢«
wonder why you can’t pay affomlr housi ng. I sai
housing because | was trying to fend off the debt collectors. So he found

out pretty early in the relationship that | was unable to survive due to

the amount | had to pay.

Sarah talks about how her debt situation almost derailed her new romancen\&$ked if it caused
tension in her relationship she said:
It wasn’t so much tension as it was apprehe
| want to pursue a relationship with this person? Here is someone who
can’t work and owes $30fina@ewworth of debt,
living situation. This was all a little much for the dating scene.
Sarah talks at length about how friendshafr future husbandecommended that he avoid her because
of her debts:
He had some old friends who were | awyers...
going to happen if she gets injured again or buys all this stuff. | think
they had an impression of me that | must have bought a lot of stuff,
because none of them have had to survive on credit
Despite the advice to the contrariger partnerdid propose and he and Sarah got married. While their
relationship probl ems may havhernbwehgsbhandoonbegantar ah’ s
get into debt as well which exacerbated their sitioat Sarah says their struggles with debt have been
difficult for them:
I think it has markedly affected our quality of life. As | was trying
desperately to tread water and get my debt under confroly husbandl
hasbeen accumulating more. Our solutiondar debt problems has

been to acquire more debt. Get more debt to pay off debts. The anxiety
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and the tension that has caused between us is the number one issue in
our relationship.

When asked how often their financial issues cause problems between themeplied:

Around the time of the accident, we argued once a week. Like

wondering how are we going to make this payment? Then the other

person says “Stop talking about it, it is s
person is |like “wadhaveonha.t 8l kcabwatgbt”
married this comes up twice a week at least and someone is always

saying “Why did you do that? Why did you bu
And | go “well why did you buy that”? Any t
money it causes tensiolVhere should it go? We are always fighting

about priorities. Where should the money go? And also where the

money went? Like fighting over previous purchases and why the credit

card balance is so high.. It’s constant, alwv
constant souce of tension.

She thinks that their debt problems are going to continue to have a negative impact upon their

relationship in the future. Sarah says the only time they get a lull is wiegnare gettingnto even

more debt. This gives them some cash artémporary respite but is ultimately futile and self

defeating. She calls their situation “ludicrous?”.
Sarah also talks about another interesting problem that debt caused in their marriage:

The power balance changed in the relationship. We had tw@lgeo

who lived independently in their own homes, each working and paying

the bills—on equal footing. To someone who was carrying the weight of

two people. | felt very deendent up him, like | had to kdew to

whatever he wants. And | found out later thiltat dynamic will always

shift and change if one person is working and the other is not.

It can make for a lot of resentment. The person who is paying the bills

can get very resentful and the person who is not working can feel very

guilty. | felt at poits that well what if we break up? What then? And

that is an awful feeling. And he was wonder
back to work? What then?” Now | have this p
So we had this tremendous stress, and we would argue. And he was

always the one holding the carrot. He was the one who had the power

and | didn’t. And if we had any more destru
could have been really bad. But all it was money, it was the one issue.

He would say “you can’t &duong Lt hhad Do you caea
listen because he was the one with the money. | would just have to say

“yes dear.” | coul dn’ tionsmarkyselfany deci si ons i
Which is awful.
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5.6: Debt and relationships: Summary and Discussion

The interviews paint a cleand striking picture of thelamaging effects problem debt can have
upon personal relationships. Beginning with the family, the data weie in this study demonstrate
the ways inwhichover ndebt edness can cause an |dgblhgsyandirual ' s
some cases, even extended family members to suffer. | would argue that this finding is particularly
significant because it shows that the harmful effects of anelebtedness go beyond those that
accompany relatively straightforward ecmmic deprivation or poverty.

First, and perhaps most significantly, research subjects revealed how those strugtiling wi
problem debt often felt the neetb hide the extent of their financial woes from family members. This
introduces an element of decepin into familial relationships and can make what should be daumne
and normal family interactions stressful and uncomfortable. Several respondents reported going to
great lengths to keep their debt situations hidden from parents, siblingsws, and eve aunts and
uncles. Most cited similar reasons for engaging in these deceptions. Foremost was the fear of how
family members would react. Sardlatalie and Jennifeall worried that their parents anih-laws
would respond with shock, anger and disappoient were they to learn the true extent of their debts.
These interview accounts show how the fear of being discovered, and the possible negative
consequences this discovery would have upon their family relationships, can be a significant source of
distress for those in debt and exacerbate the stress already caused by their financial troubles. Added to
this is the sense of guilt and shame that accompany having to lie to or deceivedogsd

Not all respondents kept their debts secret. Some, Akelrew; Mary andRyandid reveal the
details of their indebtedness to family members. Their accounts illustrate how coming clean about their
financial troubles can also lead to relationship difficulties. First, there is the shame and embarrassment
that comes withrevealing their inability to manage their finances to their families. Second is the guilt

that arises from causing loved ones to worry about them. Mary talks about how her parents felt guilty
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that they were unable to contribute financially to her educatiand as a result, felt somewhat

responsible for her subsequent school related debts. David shared a similar story. Not only did his

parents feel guilty for not being able to help him out financially, but they also experienced a great deal

of stressthemseves over the apparent fact that their son’
debts. This finding was interesting because it illustrates how the feelings of stress, anxiety and guilt

often associated with unmanageable debt can reach beyond theodeBarents in particular can view

their child s debt problem as a reflection upon t
inability to earn enough money to insulate their child from the need to use debt to finance their

education or oher life expenses.

A few interviewees approached family members for loans. Once again, these interactions were
characterized by feelings of guilt, shame, and failure on the part of the respondent. Sarblatzfid
report being faced with the doubly difillt task of asking family members for financial assistance while
still trying to hide the true extent of their debts.

Another interesting and common sentiment amongst interviewees was the way in which their
debts made what should have been happy famillidays and events stressful and unpleasant. These
social events, such as Christmas for example, can require expensive travelling or gift gotmgf
which are extremely difficult for people with already unmanageable debt. Several recipients report
being faced with the uncomfortable prospect of either borrowing money, or hawingakeup some
excuse about why they cannot attend.

The manner in which problematic delaind financial stress affect relationships with extended
family members is a topic thdias not received much, if any, attention in the literature. What literature
does exist tendto focus on effects within the ralear family (Conger et al. 1991994,1999, Skogrand
et al. 2011). The results of this study demonstrate several ways in widblematic debt situations

have the potential to negatively affect relationships with immediate and extended family members.
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As we saw in ChaptewD, there are several quantitative studies that link problems with debt to
poor mental health and diminishezmotional weltbeing (Brown et al. 2005, Bridges and Disney 2010).
Yet it is not always clear in these studies exactly why problematic debt is so harmful beyond the obvious
financial or material deprivation typically associated with it. A strength ofrtiepth interview is its

ability to uncover deep” information (Johnson 20
mechanisms behind social phenomena. Not only do the findings of this research confirm the results of
other studies which correlatindebtedness and poor mental health or stress, but they also reveal
several of the causal mechanisms that linkrthsgether. In other words, these data suggtsit the
mental duress typically associated with indebtedness may not come from the delibt litserather,
from the effect it has upon relationships.
Many of this study’' s respondents were able to
negatively affected their ability to socialize and maintain friendships, although for some, this problem
was more acute than for others. Much like what we found in the section dealing with problem debt and
familial relationships, several respondents told of their unwillingness to share details of their financial
problems with friends and acquaintances. Tlaso cited many of the same reasons for this reluctance,
such as shame, embarrassment, and the belief that their friends might think less of them if they knew
the extent of their debts. Those who did share their stories with friends or peers describestoimdy
with a select few who they felt could be trusted or wivould notjudge them negatively.
If there is an upside to the prevalence of problem debt in our society, it is that those
experiencing debt problems can often find others in similar situegito commiserate with. For
example, some research subjects Ikatalieand Janet tell of how they shar
few select friends who have themselves experienced problems with debt. They report finding some

degree of comfort in havipa sympathetic ear to commiserate with. Yet even with these friends there is

still an element of embarrassment and shame which restricts how much they are willing share.
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One interesting and novel finding is how the experience of problem debt can in8uem
unusual waysdecisions regardmwho to socialize withSarah tells how her financial situation has
helped change the age of her peer group. Despite being ithirties, Sarah finds herself socializing
with younger people. She explains that ygymeople who are just starting out are generally in debt
themselves and more likely to be nfudgmental of her situation. She finds discussing her financial
problems with her older more financiallpdependent peers intimidating and embarrassing and vearri
they would be more apt to judge her negatively. Some of courseAlikikewand Chantelle, chose to
keep their debts completely secret from their friends and peers.

Probably the primary negative impact debt had upon socialairdthe maintenance of
friendshipsis dueto the simple fact that servicing debt eats up money and resources that could
otherwise be spent on entertainment and socializing. Because of this, several respondents report
feelings of social isolation and lonelineB&izabethand Chatelle describe an interesting dynamic where
friends, who are in the dark regardititer e spondent '’ s financi al probl ems,
apparent reluctance to socialize. In addition to the problems caused by lack of funds, some respondents
such as Jennifer also reported that having to work an extra job or extra hours meant less spare time to
spend with friends. This meant that even inexpensive social activities became difficult for her to
participate in.

It is interesting to hear from reseetn subjects who did not report any negative impact on their
social lives at all despite their debts. David &yhn both of whom expressed few qualms about sharing
their financial details with friends, tell how their social group rallied around them apdated them
though their tough times. This includes not only a willingness on their parts to engage in inexpensive
social activities, but even to lend or give David &yanmoney when necessary. Finally, a couple of
respondents likd.iamand Rick desdre a social life completely unaffected by their debts. The accounts

of these four individuals raise the question of w
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difficult situation even worse. They challenge the perception that we should feel shamelt over our
debts when we consider how common problematic debt situations actually are.

Much in the same way that indebtedness can change the dynamic of friendships, the data in this
chapter showthat problematic debt can negatively affect marriage and can hinder the development of
romantic relationships as well. This is especially true when one partner is experiencing problems with
debt while the other is not. Such a scenario can cause strassipteand conflict between partners and
may even contribute to the ultimate dissolution of relationship

Participants in this study, despite their relatiyemall numbers, detail a range of experiences
when it comes to dealing with problematic debhike in a romantic relationshiprhere are several
examples of instances where it was either 1) the interviewee who was responsible for the debts, 2)
where both partners contributed, and 3) where it
problems tothe relationship. Each of these provides different insights into the topic at hand.

Chantelle talks about the resentment her partner felt towards her because of her debts. Not
only for the financial hardships her debts brought to their relationshipsalsa because her partner
had to deal with the stress of fielding collection calls. She also worries about what her debts may mean
for the future of her relationship, especially if they want to purchase a house together and have a
family. A similar accountas provided by Jennifer. Like Chantelle, her partner wazamparatively
good financial condition and felt anger and resen
manage her finances. Money became a frequent cause for friction between. thasurprisingly, as the
couple began to consider their future and possi bl
became even more acute. Her partner was wary of taking on her debts through marriage. She gives
some insight into just how muchidtion her debts caused with her admission tisheand her partner
argued at least three or four times a week about her debt. While it may not have been the root cause of

their eventual breakup, her financial woes likely contributed.
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Few empirical studehave been conducted to determineethole that financial behaviouras
oninfluencing relationship satisfaction (Brét al.2008). The results of this research seem to indicate
that financial behaviours can have a very significant affect upon thisrview data also indicatéhat
problematic debt causes friction in relationships even when both partners share responsibility for their
debts. Respondents repeatedly told of how the constant tension caused by trying to manage their debts
had the effect ofexacerbating other relationship problems and conflicts.

One interesting observation is how dealing with problematic debts can affect the dynamic and
power relations within the partnership. Botteahand Janet bore primary responsibility for managing
the finances in their relationshignd had to deal with partners who resented any attempts to get their
finances and debts under control. Janet in particular talks about how her husband, a traditionalist in
terms of gender roles, felt threatened by her attetapo take control of ad manage their finances.

Several studies have examined the gendered division of financial labour in relationships. Thorne
(2010) reports that the gendered division of financial labour actually intensifies among families who
experence financial stress. She identifies three primary tasks involved in managing debts: the micro
management of every dollar and debt, negotiations with aggressive debt collectors, and if necessary
researching and financing bankruptcy procedures (Thorne :285). Her research found that women
tend to be the ones to take on these tasks by themselves, leading to considerable emotional stress for
them. Dunn and Mirzaie (2016) in their study found that during periods of financial difficulties in
relationships, wmen tend to experience more stress than their male partners. The experiences of Janet
andLeahwould appear to confirm these findings. In addition to the stress caused by their debts, Janet
al so had to deal with her hfinandebprobléms coaldbtiggeehimand t he
Fox et al. (2002) found in their research that the number of debts a couple has significantly increases the
odds of maleonf e mal e vi ol ence. I n her and her husband’s

directlyled to an increase in violence in their marriage. Even so, she does believe that the ever present
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stress from their debts led to the already considerable distress and tension she experienced in their
relationship, and was definitely a contributing factortheir ultimate breakup.

Unsurprisingly, the interviews revealed several instances where one partner made a conscious
effort to keep the extent of their debts and their spending hidden from the other. The perceived need
for deception and secrecy in regis to debts appears to be a theme that runs through almost every
interview in some fashion or another.

David is the only interviewee who considers his debts a direct cause of the dissolution of a
romantic relationship. Interestingly, it was only aftex had entered into another relationships and was
considering marriage that he finally decided to get his debts under control. Unlike most respondents
whose debt problems caused tension in their relationship, David anfthbiscee saw their relationship
grow stronger by working together to take care of his debts.

The findings in this chapter not only confirm the findings of other studies that link debt and
financial stress to marital and relationship probler@®(ger et al1990, 1994, 1999, Skograndast
2011, Dew 2011 and 2008, Grant 2000), but also show how debt and financial stress can damage
relationships that are still in the formative stage.

Lastly, interview subjects talked about the ways problematic debt can make it difficult to date
and ente into relationships with potential romantic partners. Unsurprisingly, the financial hardships
caused by having to service unmanageable debt represent one of the primary reasons interviewees
reported for not being abléo socialize and date as much as thveyuld like. Respondents commonly
reported that they simply cannot afford to spend scarce funds on dating and other similar social
activities.

Several interviewees report feelings of fear and anxiety at the prospect that potential partners
would be scard off by their debts, especially potential partners who were looking for serioustirng

relationships or marriage. In the previous chap®arah téked about how hefinance2’ &iends
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counselled him to avoid marrying her because of her debts. Indighis, it would appear that fegrof
problemdebt can make somebody a less eligible partner are not without grounds. This result is in line
with other studies which found that young adults across all social classes typically cite financial security
as aprerequisite for marriageCGherlin 2009, Edin 2005, Manning et al. 2007, Smock et al).2005
Predictably, several respondents explained that their own problems with debt, and the complications it
caused in previous relationships, have made them hesitaget involved with a new potential partner
experiencing similar financial difficulties.

Young adults today are increasingly delaying marriage (Addo 2014:1677). Rising levels of
personal debt and delayed entry into the labour market are frequetitid as contributing to this delay
in marriage(Furstenberg et ak001, Setterseten and Ray 2QIBicheva 201)6Several studies point to
financial weHbeing and stability as predictors of marriage, especially for men (Sass|&addastheider
2004, Sweenef002,Xie et al. 2008 The finding of this research are consistent with these studies. It is
significant to note that even for those subjects who have managed to pay back their debts, the fear that
potential partners will react negatively to their findathistory remains an ever present worry.

Most, but not all respondents found sharing their financial details to potential partners (what
Mary calls *“the talk’) miAndréwyhave no desikettarskanedinaycialst r e s s
detailswith potential partners at all, preferring to wait until they are financially secure before dating.
That some people choose to drop out of the dating market altogether because of their problem debts is
one of the most interesting and troubling findingstbis research, especially considering that getting
their debts under control or paid off is often a letgyrm process. A number of interviewees have been
living with debt problems for yearsa long time to be without a date.

A small minority of responeints reported few if any negative consequences from their debt
situations in terms of dating. This could be because different social groups have divergent views on how

much of a liability problem debt is in assessing the suitalufiyotential dating pamers. A few
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interviewees argue that the ubiquiof problem debt helps mitigate the social stigma surrounding it. As
a result of this, they believe their own debts have little impact upon their desirability to potential mates,
and similarly, would notcani der a potenti al partner’s debts a |
In summation, this researdmasexposedsome of thedamagingeffectsthat living with
unmanageable debt can have updifferent types ofinterpersonalrelationshipsKindred relationships
can beomestrained and stressful as those in debt seek to hide the extent of their financial woes from
loved onesThese effectsanrange beyond the nuclear famiandeven damag relationships with
extended family members. Similarly, friendships become diffto form and maintain as debtors find
themselves unable to afford to socialize dmetomeisolated from their peers.
Perhaps the most strikingtoriesthis research uncoveredetailthe manner in which living with
problematic debt interferes with theormationand maintenance of romantic relationship$n addition
to the financial hardships brought on by indebtedndhkg, accompanying social stigraad the adverse
i mpact being in debt -esteemcahmakendingm romantec paer bt or ' s s el
challengingData fom this research also indicatkat heaviy indebted individuals can be significantly
less appealing as potential romantic partneaadin light of this it is no surprise that some debtors
decided to forgo dating altogether.
Togetherthe results of thigesearch document how being in debt calmstructa n i ndi vi dual ’
ability to enter into and maintain healthy relationships. Considering how ubiquitous personal debt has
become in Canadian society, these results are quite distgr These results also shawat the

problems associated with unmanageable debt extend outside the economic realm to affect other

spheresof life as well.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
6.1: Researching problematic debt
Chapter Three detailed the research methodology employed in this study. In seeking to uncover
the minutiae of how research subject’'s debt probl
research project ventured into a difficult area of inquiBollecting data meant intruding into the private

sphere of i ndi vi dual s finances, married and f ami
sensitivity of this research topic affected every aspect of the research process, especially research design
and data collection.

The semsstructured indepth interview was the primary tool used to collect data. This method
was chosen because, unlike quantitative methods which typically emphasize breadth of knowledge over
depth, this project sought to reveal dp and complex details of the thoughts, experiences and
reflections of those who have lived with unmanageable debt. In order to understand financial
behaviours and their effects upon relationships it is important to understand the history and context
behind them. The irdepth interview is uniquely suited for this task.

As somebody who has himself experienced problems with debt and who hasdirdt
experience with the negative effects it can have
status. This proved useful in helping me empathize with informants and made it easy to establish a good
rapport with them. It also meant, however, that | had to be especially vigilant and guard against letting
my own experiences and biases colour the datilection process. Each interview was approached with
an open mind and the understanding that other peo
from my own.

The interviews themselves went well with almost every participant seeming quite wilirig
some cases even eager, to talk about their problems with debt and the negative effects it had not only

upon their relationships, but also upon nearly every aspect of their lives. Interviews were transcribed
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immediately in order to retain and recortlances such as visual clues or other impressions that are not
easily captured with recorded interviews.

The most serious challenges this research project encountered were in the areas of sampling
and recruitment. My original recruitment plan employedmprobability sampling methods which
largely counted upon the cooperation of debt industry insiders (like debt counsellors) to assist me in
recruiting research participants. Although my initial contacts with debt industry professionals appeared
promising,in the end none of them were willing to approach their clients to see if they were willing to
participate in my research. This represented a serious setback but was one that | perhaps should have
anticipated in light of the sensitive nature of my topiaahe taboos surrounding the subject.
Convincing “gat ebetweepsdortee’resdarheraandtiresaarsh sgbects is often
difficult (Groger et al. 1999). In this case counsellors seemed reluctant to ask their clients to share their
personal fnancial and relationship details with a stranger, fearing that to do so may threaten the high
level of trust necessary for a productive counsellor/client relationship.

Recruitment plan B entailed 1) sending out a mass email to all Memorial Universityatga
students asking for recruits, and, 2) exploiting my own social network by asking friends, acquaintances,
co-workers or anybody else | could find if they knew of any potential research subjects. This approach
proved fruitful and yielded 24 researchntiaipants. | was rather fortunate to have a social network
from which to recruit research subjects after my original strategy proved inadequate, but this did raise
some concerns about the reliability of the data | collected. More than half of my intezeewere
either friends or acquaintances and | had to take special care to prevent my relationships with
interviewees from colouring the data | collected. This revised recruitment strategy also raised concerns
because it made it difficult to ensure the leebgeneity of my sample population, although in the end
my sample did contain a fairly diverse mix in terms of age, gender, marital status, level of education, and

levels of income as described on page 75.
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The difficulties | encountered in my attemptsricruit research subjects are telling. Despite the
ubiquity of overindebtednessmy recruitment problemsndicatethat the taboos that surround
di scussions of one’ s matessyangRedpledtiedems, jystdomotiwamt® r e ma i
talk abaut their debts.Fenichel (1945) suggests thaettaboo associated with personal financial
mattersserveso reinforcethe dominant ideologyEnsuring that both the causes and consequences of
personal debt remairoff-limit’ topics for casual conversatiohelps to hide the extent and seriousness
of the problem. It is difficultto fully understand let alonaddressa problem when peoplare unwilling
to talk about it

One mightwonder ifthe amount of media attentiomevoted to personal debt anover-
indebtednesanayhavelessened the personal debt tabodlany of my research subjects were quite
aware of the fact thapersonal indebtedness is a widespread probldims awareness, however, seems

to have done little to alleviate thesenseshame or make them less reluctanttalk abouttheir debts

Should we be surprised bythisPn der t he domi nant neol i ber al ideol o
paradi gm’ i tindebtednessireneams aboveval a personal failure. It reflectsatility on
the part of the individual to be responsible, to

path to financial security. No amount of media exposure will inspire collective action as Ipagsasal
overindebtedness continues todbframed as an individugkoblemrather thana structural one.

When | reflect upon the interview proceasd the results it yielded,think it is fair to sayhat
the fact that | have experienced problematic debyselfand that | was willing to shareyrexperiences
with the intervieweesvaskeyto my researchit also probably helped thatdlready had a social
connection with most of my interviewees. This causes me to wonder what my results would have been
had | been successful with my original reamgnt plan and able to recruit strangers. | suspect that
leastsome ofmy research subjects would have beguite hesitant to reveal personal details of their

lives to somebody they did not already knawd trust.
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Judging by my own experiencegh this research, | will not be surpriseduture scholarsvho
wish toexamine personal indebtedness face similar recruitment probléffithout mylarge personal
network of friends and acquaintances to draw upon | would not have been able to carry out this
reearchl t hink that this thesis effectively demonstr
personal connection with research subjects can bring to social research, especially when considering
taboo or difficult topics.
6.2: Getting into debt

Each interview began with a detailed discussion about the circumstances and conditions which
led the interviewee into their problematic debt situation. Even though the original purpose of this
research was to look at how problem debt negatively affectsqeakrelationships, the stories of how
people got into debt and the wideanging difficulties their debt caused them, proved to be one of the
more interesting results of this research. These particular results are also useful in that they have direct
policy implications in terms of how we deal with problematic personal debt in general.

A little more than half of this studies subij e
making this by far the most common form of debt reported by interviewddiof these subjects viewed

borrowing money to upgrade their education as a sound financial strategy. Soon after graduation,

however, they began to question the wisdom of their plan. Interviewees reported difficultly finding

employment upon graduation weh left them without the funds required to service the debts they

acquired as students, let alone the resources required to pay for the basic necessities of living. Several
graduates reacted to this unfortunate state of affairs by returning to schoob#tedhpting to upgrade

their education even more which of course required taking on even more debt. Several respondents

also told of how they were forced to supplement their student loans with other more expensive forms

of debt such as credit cards.
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Mogt former students interviewed in this study report being confused about how the student
loan system works and surprised by the total amount of debt they managed to accumulate while in
school. They also talk about the shock of discovering just how highniegithly student loan payments
were after they graduated.

Through the course of the interviews | was struck by how niateyviewees expressed the view

thattherea r e good” and “bad” debts. Good debts are th
represent a wise and considered investment. Bad debts, on the other hand, are those which represent
frivolous or irresponsible spending and consumption. Most of ngninewees believe student loans fall
into the “good” category. These debts were assume
will yield future financial rewards$:urthermore, interviewees revealed how they were encouraged to
assume student lass by trusted authorities parents, counselors, and student advisors as well as by
their peers. This perhaps explains the immense frustration research subjects expressed at their financial
predicaments. They thought trehsepposdd m)ahddbelievddtiey he scr
were treading a welvorn and reliable path to future financial security. Several graduates even returned
to school in order to upgrade their education, further increasing their debt burdens. Ysd phemised
rewards fdied to materialize. Respondents found themselves unable to secure employment upon
graduation,andeven when they did, they discovered their chosen field does not pay enough for them to
cover both living expenses and service their debt.

What are we to makef this?l wouldargue that these stories expose the financial literacy
paradigm as essentially bankru@ubjects report finding themselves in dire financial stra@spite their
genuine best efforts to adhere to thenets of the paradigm. This is niot say that financial literacy is
completely without value, indeed some respondents did benefit from financial counselling and

education. It is clear, however, that increasing levels of financial literacy cannot on its own be an

effective solution to the pblem of personal oveindebtedness. Financial literadpes not defend
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against a poor job market, stagnating wages, and growing financial ineqéalithermore this

research shows that even those who do possess a measure of financial literacy afadlovhexpert

financial advice can still find themselves in debt. How can they not feel shame or embarrassment in light

of the apparent fact that they failed despite fol
the path that led so many othets financial success? Surely this must then be their own fault, the result

of their own personal shortcomings. Little wonder they feel shame and embarrassment at their

predicaments.

I f paying for one’s education imgin®debthtee most c¢com
second was to cover basic living expenses or to supplement discretionary income. This debt was mostly
in the form of unsecured credit card debt although other common forms of debt reported include
mortgage, car loans and bank lirecredit.

Even though each case is somewhat unique, a few common themes emerged through the
course of the interviews. First, is the ease at with which debt can be accessed. This was true even for
those who were not in ideal financial situations. In seveaaks interviewees describe the aggressive
manner in which debt is marketed. Several describe being pressured to sign up for credit cards or about
receiving unsolicited offers of guaranteed loans in the mail. Nobody in my sample population had any
problem getting into debt. Similarly, many interviewees reported being naive or confused about how
debt works when they first began to acquire it. Common to many stories was the sense of shock and
dismay respondents felt when they realized how difficult it woulddopay back their loans or credit
cards. By the time many realized the financial hole they had dug for themselves it was too late.

Although some respondents used creditto pay for-def s cr i bed “fri vol ous” or

such as socializing or unnecessary consumer products like televisions or guitars, most debt (beyond

student debt that is) was accrued in the purchase argalay living necessities like housing, food, or

utilities. This finding is iIimportant because it f
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inability to properly selregulate their economic behaviour, but rather, as a consequence of the
di sparity between many research subject’s i ncome
most interview subjects were employed or had other sources of income, they were not able to generate
enough revenue to covéroth the cost of living and theostof servicing their debts.

These finding again underline my contention that personal -veéebtedness is ultimately a
reflection larger economic structures rather than individual behaviours or characteristics. By using credit
to fund their purchases, individuals are able to at taamporary mitigate their fundamental problerm
which islack of income. More generally, the easy availability of credit masks the disparities between the
upper and lower economic classes by allowing both to consume similar products and live similar
lifestyles—until it comestime to pay the bills that is. Then, as this research reveals, the structural
inequalities that characterize the neoliberal economy become difficult to hide or ignore.

Another interesting finding is the reported ubiquity of debedRondents tell how they were
encouraged to take on debt by the apparent fact that all their peers were doing so as well. Several
respondents expressed a belief that the assumption of personal debt is simply an inevitable part of living
i n t oday Thispeoeed espenially true for those who wish to access higher education.

A large portion of interviewees told of the anxiety and general mental distress that came with being
unable to manage their debts. Many respondents reported feelings of streds,and embarrassment
over the apparent inability to manage their finances. Some believe that their debts have negatively
affected their selimage and selésteem. This is closely related to the common perception among
research subjects that thereisacsé al sti gma attached to being unabl
if the debts were incurred through frivolous or irresponsible spending.

In the conclusion to Chapter Four | argue that my interview results reveal that research subjects got
into problematic debt situations because of 1) their own actions and decisions, or agency, 2) the

economic structure of the nebberal economy which requires the proliferation of consumer debt in
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order to continue expanding, and 3), because of individual life rtistances such as soeé@onomic
status, physical health, etc. Drawing upon Bourdi
current neoliberal state has created an economic and social structure in which individuals do possess a
measure of autonomyroagency, but only in the sense that they are free to choose from practices which
re-inforce the dominant neoliberal ideolog¥his research calls into question the dominant neoliberal
ideology and refutets commonly accepted mantra that the problem aflividual ovesindebtedness
can be countered simply by increased levels of financial literacy. Ultimately, personahdeletedness
has its roots in the economic and social inequality which has come to characterize our neoliberal
economy Its solution, herefor, will only be found in changing the structural features that work to
create and sustain economic inequality.

It is notable that almost every interviewee recounts first getting into debt at a relatively young
age. Having little if any financial @chtion to guide them, interviewees naively assumed large amounts
of debt while giving insufficient consideration to how they would pay it back. Some interviewees
referred to their first credit card edbyihflatede of cr
estimates of their future earning potential, assumed large student loans which they had difficulty
repaying. These examples point to the need for improved financial education, especially for young
people who often make lifehanging financiadecisions without understanding their full implications.
Yet they do not take away from my argument tha its own,increasingndividual financial literacy is
insufficient to deal withthe problem of personal oveéndebtedness.

Finally, he resultsof this research underline the importance of context in understanding the causes

of problematic debt situations and show the value of qualitative research in this area. By pursuing a

“deeper understanding of how p siorpveats agoeplexseneso unm
of both individual and structural factors which work together to create the difficult financial

circumstances most of my research subject’s found
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6.3: Problematic debt and relationships
Living with problematicelbt can negatively affect the debtor’
Interviewees tell of their efforts to keep the extent of their debt hidden from family members out of
fear for how they would react. Several report feeling guilty at having tm lieeir loved ones and talk
about their constant sense of anxiety that comes from having to keep up a facade.

Respondents who did reveal the extent of their debts to family members faced other problems.
There is the shame and embarrassment that comels admitting they are unable to manage their
finances, the guilt that comes with knowing they are causing their loved ones worry and stress, and in
some cases the guilt of knowing that family members may themselves experience deprivation or get
themselvesnto debt in order to help the research subject out financially. Another interesting finding is
the apparent dread which some interview subjects felt in anticipation of holiday or family events.
Interviewees report feelings of embarrassment that they aatradford to travel or take part in
celebrations that require spending money.

Many of this research’s participants were abl e
impacted their ability to form new friendships and maintain already establisimes. For some this
problem was more acute than for others.

It seems the most significant negative effect debt had upon socializing was due to the fact that
servicing debt requires resources that could otherwise go to fund socializing and entertainment.
Interview subjects describe having to make excuses to explain their absence at social events. Also, the
need for extra income to service debt can mean having to work more hours or even take on an extra job.
This results in less time for socializing evdremwthe activities are relatively inexpensive. Much like in
earlier chapters, several research subjects describe the efforts they go through to keep their debts
hidden from their friends. Again, feelings of shame and embarrassment are the primary maotifcatio

this behaviour.
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One interesting finding is that not all respondents saw their social lives and friendships adversely
affected by their debt situation. A few interviewees recount how their friends, some of whom had
themselves experience with unmareaple debt, actually rallied around them. They helped choose
relatively inexpensive social activities or even lent or gave money to the respondents if it meant they
could include them in a social activity. This finding goes to show that, despite marariansil not
everybody with unmanageable debts necessarily shares the same experiences. Context and the
circumstances surrounding each individual ' s |ife

Clear data emerged from the interviews that unmgrable debts can unfavourably affect
people’s marriages or established romantic relat.
ones. Research subjects talk about feelings of resentment and anger when their partner irresponsibly
runsupdebtsSi mi | arl'y, they also talk about being the s
ones responsible for creating their debt problems.

Living with the stress of unmanageable debt takes a toll on a relationship. It can lead to conflict
in alreadyestablished relationships and exacerbate other problems. In one case it even led to the
dissolution of an otherwise healthy relationship. Respondents also told stories of one partner trying to
hide their debts from another which led to feelings of guilttbe part of the deceiver, and resentment
and betrayal on the part of the deceived. It is difficult to imagine how such behaviours could not do
serious damage to a relationship.

In terms of dating, being in a position of unmanageable debt can make smipédss eligible in
the eyes of potential mates. It can also cause people to delay forming romantic relationships, getting
married, or having children and starting a family. Several respondents avoided dating altogether
because of their financial situatio They also report that their own negative experiences with debt have
made them wary of dating somebody else who is experiencing similar difficulties. Those who do decide

to come clean and tell their poteeattiallkpaad nerco
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interviewees referred to it), recall feelings of nervousness when anticipating how their partner would
react.

Much as in the discussions about debt and friendship, a few respondents found that their debts
did not have a detrimentadffect upon their dating lives or their romantic relationships. One participant
even credits his new romantic partner as giving him the support he needed to begin to reverse his debt
problems.

When reflecting upon these resultseaps the moshoteworthy finding is that the hardships
associated with personal indebtednedsarlygo well beyond those of simple material deprivatidhe
emotional toll over-indebtednessasupon the debtor is often sever@nd unrelenting Feelings of
personaldespair,guilt, failure, desperation and embarrassmeare common and difficult to deal with,
not only for the debtor, but for those close to her or him as well

The media typically frames problematic personal debt as threat to the larger economy. Yet, as
this research shows, there are very strong connections between personal problems and social
structures.Personal oveindebtedness represents a serious impediment to the emotionakoaitg of
its victims and can threaten already established relationships whipeding the formation of new
ones. Itis likely that as long as the neoliberal economic structures that created this problem remain in
place, there will be little hope of dealing with this problem in an effective manner.

Finally, it ifascinating to cosider that the introduction of new consumer credit products can
have a profound impact upon how we understand, negotiate, and experience our personal and intimate
relationships. This research indicates thargctural changes to the capitalist econonmgost notable
financialization and financial deregulation, can in turn profoundly affect how we relate to each other on
a personal |l evel . These interviews show how an
when they enter or exit relationshipsiow they view potential partners, decisions to get married or

have children, and shape the dynamic of all types of personal relations and interactions.
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6.4: Policy implications

This research reveals the widanging negative effects that ov@rdebtedness can have on
individuals and those close to them. In light of this, | would argue that the results of this research
underline the urgency and seriousness which need to guide our collective response to this issue. But
what should this collective responbe?

How we as a society choose to react to the problem of unmanageable individual indebtedness
largely depends upon our understanding of how and why problematic debt situations arise in the first
place. This makes the results of this research valuable. Dabpitarge body of literature (mostly
psychological) reviewed in Chapter Five, which suggests that there is a strong correlation between
personality factors and economic behaviour, | would argue that the data collected in this research tend
to support an #ernative hypothesis-that individuals find themselves in unmanageable debt situations
largely (but not entirely) as a response to the structural requirements of our neoliberal economy. This
has significant implications in terms of how we should deah wibblematic personal debt on both a
micro and macro level.

As | have demonstrated, some of the participants in this study blamed their debt problems on
their own poor financial decisions. They cite inadequate financial planning, frivolous aneghtet
spending, financial illiteracy, and general immaturity as all contributing to their financial woes. Within a
neoliberal economic and political context that emphasizes individual autonomy and agency, people will
tend to understand oveindebtedness aa failure of selgovernment (Marron 2012:418). Individuals
struggling with debt are presented as autonomous financial subjects rather than as the objects of
problematic economic processes and policies. This means that in addressing problematic debt
situations, debt counsellors and financial educators will typically tend to focus on finding out what is it
about indebted individuals that predisposes them to dysfunctional economic behaviours, and in turn,

promote individual financial literacy as a solutiotthAugh achieving a level of financial expertise may
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offer some individuals a measure of immediate remedy (several subjects reported seeking and finding
some measure of assistance from credit counselling agencies), it also effectively shifts respdosibility
overindebtedness from the economy and the state to the individual, reinforcing hierarchies of
inequality and the system that reproduces them (Arthur 2011:203).

The most common structural causes of indebtedness reported by the participants in this
research, such as the need to take out large student loans or having to use credit to cover basic living
expenses, cannot be effectively addressed by debt counselling services or increased levels of financial
expertise. It is also worth noting that many bftcredit counselling agencies, while ostensibly
presented as community based, npnofit debtor-friendly organizations, are in fact closely aligned with
the major banks and lending agencies (Bg&lmai and Schwartz 2014). This makes them more inclined to
direct clients towards rgpayment schemes when other options (such as bankruptcy) would be of
greater benefit to the debtor (Gardener 2002:31).

For the most part, governments in Canada seem to have fully endorsed the promotion of so
called “financial litex c y ’ as the appr opsindebtedaessobits gtieens lafadt,0 t he o
some government organizations even go so far as to frame neoliberal financial literacy as a vital
component of responsible citizenship. For example, the Ontario MinistBgdo€ation in a 2010
document stated that equipping “Ontario students
financial decision making in the twentiyst century is also to equip them for success as involved and
responsi bl e odvinistiy af Edusation ZOTDR inarthur 194). Similarly, the Canadian
federal department of finance argues that maaoconomic stability is enhanced when consumers
become more financially literate and are better able to consume financial products rebfyoffsithur
2012:194).

In contrast to this financial literacy paradigm, others, such as Arthur (2012) contend that

“educating citizens entails a fostering of critic
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only the choices availabeut al so t he conditions which have crec
brings us back once again to C. Wright Mills and
i magination”, or developing the abil iekpgrieices under s
and the larger social structure. The results of this research indicate that the problem of individual over
indebtedness is not one that can be remedied by attempts (everrmedining ones) to correct
individual financial behaviours, but ragh it is a problem that needs to be tackled on a macro level. We
need to address the structural features of the neoliberal economy which create economic disparities
and necessitate unsustainable borrowing. As Sonti (2013) argues:
The problem with attempghg to build a politics of debt resistance is that
our crisis of personal indebtedness is not really about debt. It is about
neoliberalism.. The materi al hardship that o
increasing numbers of us will require focusing less on the fatitha
owe loads of money and more on the reason we owe it. And the reason
we owe so much is not that we have borrowed excessive sums, it is that
we cannot afford the things we need without borrowing. (Sonti 2013:1).
For the most part, western governmertiave rejected economic redistribution as a means of
tackling indebtedness or other social issues, instead concerning themselves with increasing transparency
and standardizing credit products (Marron 2012: 41
l ending’ policies, while perhaps somewhat wuseful,
problematic debt that this research has revealed. The issue then, becomes one of tackling
unemployment, wage stagnation, and social inequality. It seemfikaly that these problems can be
addressed in a substantive way with anything less than a sea change in current government policy. Our
contemporary nediberal social and economic structures, like the ideology that underpins them, have
an institutional nromentum and popular legitimacy that likely make them difficult to counter.

I ncreasing the public’ s awareness of our soci e
in prompting social change. This means not only making people aware of thesserss and scope of

the issue, but more importantly, helping them understand the underlying structural causes of
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unmanageable personal indebtedness. This awareness can help shape public discourse on economic and
social issues and bring pressure to bearmptected officials to reform public policy.
6.5: Limitations and directions for future research

Commenting on the sociological research proces
perfect research designs. There are always trade f s " ( ZHisaticulabr@sgarch project, and
the results it has yielded, exemplifies both the strengths and weaknesses of the qualitative research
method. One of the primary reasons | chose théépth interview is so that the issues and subjects
explored by thsé research could be evaluated in depth and with great detail. This meant limiting my
sample size to a number that was both practically manageable, yet large enough to yield the results |
required. As Mason (2010) points out,

Within any research area, diffent participants can have diverse
opinions. Qualitative samples must be large enough to assure that most
or all of the perceptions that might be important are uncovered, but at
the same time if the sample is too large data becomes repetitive and,
eventudly, superfluous.

When deciding on sample size for qualitative research, | was guided by the concept of saturation
(Glasner 1967:180) which refers to the point at which the collection of new data yields no further
insights into the topic at hand. In themase of this research, | started to achieve saturation after
approximately 20 interviews. | think a case could be made that the major reason | was able to reach
saturation with this relatively small number of research participants is due to the homogefaity
sample group.

In Chapter Three | discussed how my original recruitment strategy failed to yield very many
research participants. A consequence of this was that | had to draw upon my own social networks to find
recruits. While this new strategy uttately proved successful, it did severely limit the diversity of my

sample and influenced the results of my research. Because most of my interviewees were either friends,

colleagues or acquaintances, one would expect them to be rather similar to mysatiiis of lifestyle,
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values, soci@conomic status and age. This raises legitimate questions about the representativeness of
my sample population. Furthermore, it should also be noted that my sample, partially by virtue of being
limited to currentresiden s of St. John’s Newfoundland, was | ack
meant that | was unable to explore how ethnicity (and possibly racism) factor into the equation. Other
researchers have examined how people of different ethnicities experimaebdtedness in different

manners Puggeret al.2013, Killewald 2013, Firestone 201Ky own research, however, yielded no
insights into this important question. Similarly, my sample was composed entirely of Cabadian
residents. Statistics Canada o#ts that immigrants tend to accumulate more debt than Aamigrants
(Hurst 2011, Chawla 2012 et al.). It may be the case that immigrants to Canada have perspectives and
experiences of debt that would add valuable insights to the question at hand. Bhiméthing that

future researchers may want to explore.

There is a good chance that a sample which included greater diversity in terms of age, socio
economic status, ethnicity or even geographic location might yield somewhat different results. Another
important consideration is that my research participants were almost all able to readily access
mainstream consumer credit sources like credit cards, student loans, or lines or credit. There is data,
however, to indicate that many Canadians are excluded frummstream credit and from access to
financialserviceyRamsey 2000 Buckand & Martin 2005). Again, the experiences of this particular
demographic were not explored in my research and represent a shortcoming that needs to be addressed
in future studies.

Finally, in light of the small sample size this research had to draw upon, one should be cautious
before generalizing the results to larger populations. For example, having only been able to recruit one
person with a disability means that her particulapexences should not necessarily be taken as
representative of al/l persons with disabilities.

experiences with debt with individual variables s
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status, te relatively small sample size used in this research makes it unsuitable for this goal. Again, this
is an area in which more investigation is needed. Future researchers may shed insight on this question
by utilizing a larger sample or by focusing theorugtment efforts on one specific group or

demographic.

This research opens new ground and points to possible directions for future reskarch.
findingsare particularly relevant to the sociology of emotion. T. David Ker(®f8)argued forthe
importanceof status and power in influencing emotional states. Emotions emangeevolveas
interpersonal events change individuals' statusl power.This research shows how social structure can
influence individual ' s s tBeitginsgebshash prpfoundesffectupon unex p e
one’s social status and | eaves one feeling power|
formation of negative or harmful emotions not only on the part of the debtor but also those he or she
cares about. Tkiresearch points to new ways the dynamic between power/status and emotional states
can be explored.

Despite its drawbacks, the results of this research paint a very compelling picture of the
hardships that can accompany oviadebtedness and clearly dat how it can have a harmful effect on
a whole range of interpersonal relationships. Unlike quantitative research which focuses on breadth of
information rather than depth, this thesis draws on the strength of qualitative methodology to reveal
the contextand details of what people actually experience when trying to deal with unmanageable
debt. This is important because it allows this research to not only establish that yes, over indebtedness
does indeed have an adverse impact on personal relationshipslsw gives important and original
insights into exactly how and why this occurs. By providing a more complete understanding of the
process through which indebtedness deleteriously
on the seriousness oiie issue, as well as important insights into what we as a society need to do to

address it.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Research subject Biographies
Lami s a mal e i n his e alawpartndrB@avesno depeaderasmadd ldi®petherc o mmo n
in a rented apartment at the time of the interview. Liam is employed in the health industry and earns
approximately $8,000 a year. At the time of ounterview, he had managed to pay down his debts to
less than $10,000.
Davidi s a man in his | ate 30"s who owns a house in ¢
approximately $30,000 a year working ftithe inthe service industry. When interviewed, his debts
totaled over $150,008- primarily longterm mortgage debt. He had just finished paying off
approximately $000 in credit card debt at the time we spoke.
Ryani s a mal e in his eagarilnt exW’'ise.w Ate tlhevetdi men oSft .o W c
with his commoHdaw partner. Ryan is se#fmployed in the service industry and earns approximately
$40,000 a year. His total debts amount to approximately $30,000.
Sarahi s a wo man iSheishmarried With twe yoBn@ ¢hiédren and lives with her family in
their St. John’s home. Both she and her hatsband a
home mom. Their household income at the time of her interview was approximately,@1d. Their
total household debt is almost $500,000.
Jenniferi s a female in her mid 30"s. She is a graduat e
in a rented apartment in St. John’s. fough he ti me
student loans and a pattme job with together provided an income of approximately $30,000. She
owes over $50,000 (and growing) in debt.
Maryis afemaleimerl at e 30’ s. She is a single mom with a toc

J o h nt’the time &f our interviewMary had a longterm partner who she had been dating for a couple
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of years. She has an advanced degree and is employedhfalin an academic position. She owes

approximately $12,000 in mostly shegrm unsecured debt.

Andrewi s a man in his | ate 40’ s. He is single with n
apart ment Andrewdds an advarited degree and full time employment in an academic

position. He earns approximately $90,000 a year, and has delatytapproximately $13,000.

Elizabethi s a marri ed woman i-at-hdme motheravhodiveSvith herhusBahde i s a
and young child in their Mount Pearl home. At the time of our internvé@and her husband had just

finished paying off almst $6000 in credit card debt.

Leahi s a woman in her early 50 s. Married at the ti
and her husband’s conflicts over financial matter
possesses aniversity degree and works at a managerial level career earning a little over $50,000 a year.

When interviewed, she owed debts totally approximately $40,000.

Evani s a married male in his early 40’ s. rHesoni ves w
in their St. John’s home. He earns slightly | ess
$50,000 in unsecured debt (mostly credit card).

Nataliei s a woman in her | ate 30"s who | ives with her
separately) and their toddl er. Natalie and her hu
home mom. When interviewed, she and her husband owed approximately $270,000, mostly in

mortgage debt.

Liami s a mal e in his Jeoahrnl’ys 4wli’'tsh whhios Iwiviees Nant aSti.e arr
Matthewi s a male in his mid 40'"s. He I|live with his w
employed fulitime as a professional, Matthew earned a salary of approximately $70,000 at theftime o

his interview. His debts total approximately $35,000.
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Kareni s a woman in her | ate 40’'s who r elawthesbaach apartr
She suffers from a lifeong disability which has made it difficult for her to find futhe empbyment.

She currently works patime in the service industry and earns less than $25,000 a year. At the time of

the interview she was in the process of trying to pay down her debts which amounted to approximately
$20,000.

Janetisawomaninherearly50s . She owns her house in -8 . John’ s
partner. At the time of our interview Janet worked ftithe and earned approximately $60,000 with

debts totaling over $75,000.

Chantellei s a woman in her | atla@ @t sneSheeandaheapanpmm

She works in the service industry earning approximately $30,000. Her debts total approximately

$10,000.
Emmai s a single female in her early 30’'s. At the 1t
apartment in St. John’s. She h-tin®einamacaemicpasitoad degr

and parttime in a service job. Her yearly incomever $80,000. Amanda has a lot of debt with credit

card and students loans totaling over $60,000.

Danieli s a mal e ar t Dasitlis marriedwiths3 chéldren &ng lives Qvith is wife in their St.
John’s home. Ri ck e@ayeasandhapdebtsiotaling$120)060. $50, 00

Sophiai s a divorced woman in her early 50’'s. She |iwv
She is currently unemployed and owes debts of approximatej0H8

Nathani s a single male university student in his ear
three roommates. At the time of his interview Nathan had debts totaling approximated084

Christiani s a singl e mal e i gssionhliargstahdivesby Bifdselinardited i s a pr |
apartment in St. John’'s. Nathan’'s yearly income i

he owed almost $20,000 in mostly unsecured debt.
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Norai s a divorced singl eentmantagamentin Hehnl at an20 wer kS
time in the service industry. Her annual income is approximately $35,008rentlast30,000 in mostly

unsecured debt.

Garyi s a male in his early 50’ s. He their threehchildrenp ar t ner
Gary is a professional and earns a salary of approximately $80,000. His total debts amount to

approximately $170,000.
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Appendix B: Letter of consent

The effects of unmanageable debt on personal relationships

Participant Consent Form

This research will examine how unmanageable levels of personal debt affect an
individual’s ability to enter into and mainta
Unmanageable or problem debt is defined as debts that cabeaepaid according to the
terms set out in the original contract between creditor and debtor; the inability to repay debts
altogether; having to borrow new money to service old debt; or having to sacrifice essentials
(food, shelter, or clothing) in ordeo service debt.

Participation in this research project is entirely voluntdfy.ou do decideto take part
youwill be askedto signthis consentform. Youwill be free to withdraw from the study at any
time and without giving a reason.Yourparticipation in this projectwill involvetaking part in
a 1-2 hour interview at a location and time convenientfor you. Duringthe interview you will
be askedto describeand reflect uponyour experiencesvith problemdebt, and how this debt
has(or hasnot) affectedyour personalrelationships.Duringthe courseof the interview you
may choos not to answerany questionwithout giving a reason.

All information collected about you and your particular experiences will be kept strictly
confidential (subject to legal limitations)t will not be shared withany debt counsellors or
agencies.Privacy, anonymity and confidentiality will be ensured in collection, storage and
publication of all material collected during the course of this intervi®nly the researcher and
his supervisors will be able to access this information. This interview wiigitally recorded
and transcribed with all data being kept on a secure password protected computer. This
information will be stored for 5 years (per Memorial University guidelines), then destroyed.

Information collected from this research will be pubbshin a thesis as a requirement
for the fulfillment of a PhD at Memorial University in the Department of Sociology. Information
gathered during this interview will also be used as material for academic papers for publication
and for presentation at academconferences. In doing so, however, no information will be
released or published that would disclose the identity of a participant. A copy of the final
research (as well as a transcript or recording of the entire interview) will be provided to
interviewees upon request. You may also contact the
709-864-7457 if you have any questions or concerns about this research project.

The proposal for this research has been reviewed by the Interdisciplinary Committee on
B hics in Human Research and found to be in co
policy. If you have ethical concerns about the research (such as the way you have been treated
or your rights as a participant), you may contact the Chairperson diGEéIR datehr@mun.ca
or by telephone at 70864-2861.
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1. Your signature here means that you have read and understood the information
about this research, you have had the opportunity to ask questions about the
research and are satisfied with the answers, you understand the goal of the
research and your part in it, and you understand you are free to withdraw at any
time without giving reason. A copy of this Consent Form has been given to me for
your records.

Signature of participant Date

2. Your signature here means that you understand that the comments you make
during the course of the interview mhg directly quoted in the research results
(minus any indentifying information). Should you not wish to be directly quoted
you can still participate in this research project.

Signature of participant Date

3. I have explained this study to the best of my ability. | have invited questions and
given answers. | believe that the participant fully understands what is involved in
being in the study angotential risks of the study and that he or she has freely
chosen to be in the study

Signature of investigator Date
Telephone number709-579-9870

Email address: steadman.jamie@gmail.com
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Appendix C: Letter of introduction

Dear:

My name is Jamie Steadman. | am a Ph.D. student in the sociology department at Memorial University

and am currently researching the i mpact of wunmana
relationships.

| am writing this letter to ask for your helptiwimy research. As a professional in the debt counseling
field, your experiences, insights and expertise would be of great value to my research project.

Would it be possible for me to interview you? | am happy to meet at whatever time is most convenient
for you and don’'t anticipate needing more than 30

My research plan has been approved by Memori al Un
Human Research. If you wish to verify my status with Memorial Uniiyensiiscuss the research you
may also contact my supervisor Dr Robert Hilll(@mun.caor 709864-7457).

| will contact you in the next several days to see if we can arrange a meeting.

Cheers,
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