
Consumption of Debt: An
Interpersonal Relationship Approach

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Wang, Jianfeng

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 26/05/2023 10:23:45

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/195092

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/195092


CONSUMPTION OF DEBT: AN INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIP APPROACH 

by 

Jianfeng Wang 

 

_________________________ 
Copyright © Jianfeng Wang 2006 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

COMMITTEE ON BUSINESS ADMINISTRATION 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of  

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
WITH A MAJOR IN MANAGEMENT 

 
In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

 

 

2006



2 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 
As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation  
 
prepared by Jianfeng Wang 
 
entitled Consumption of Debt: An Interpersonal Relationship Approach 
 
and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the  
 
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: __4/11/06_____ 
Melanie Wallendorf    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: __4/11/06_____
Robert Lusch    
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: __4/11/06_____
Ronald Breiger    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: __4/11/06_____
Kenneth Koput    
    
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s 
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
 
________________________________________________ Date: ___4/11/06____
Dissertation Director: Melanie Wallendorf



3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

 
Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 

provided that accurate acknowledge of source is made.  Request for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be 
granted by the copyright holder. 

 

SIGNED: ___Jianfeng Wang_______________________ 

 



4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This dissertation has been such an intellectual journey for me. I am deeply 

indebted to my dissertation chair Dr. Melanie Wallendorf who guided me from the very 

initial idea till the final product. Her solid scholarship stimulates me to produce quality 

academic work and her persistent encouragement instills me with confidence. I am also 

grateful to my committee members, Dr. Robert Lusch, Dr. Aric Rindfleisch, Dr. Ronald 

Breiger, and Dr. Kenneth Koput, who provided many helpful and insightful comments on 

various stages of this dissertation. 

I want to thank faculty members at the marketing department who provided me 

advice and suggestions during this dissertation. They thought of me (and my dissertation) 

when they found pertinent information in newspapers, magazines, and TV programs. I 

am also grateful to my fellow Ph.D. students who were always willing to listen to my 

ideas, thoughts, and doubts, and shared their brilliant opinions with me. 

I want to thank my family members back in China, who always believe in me and 

assure my capability. No matter what obstacles I encountered during my dissertation, I 

knew they were always there to support me and cheer for me.  

This research was funded by Take Charge America Institute at the University of 

Arizona. I appreciate the research grant for this dissertation. I thank Dr. Jing Jian Xiao for 

generously teaching me about consumer finance and Dr. Michael Sullivan at Take 

Charge America for assisting data collection in study 2.  

 



5 

DEDICATION 

I dedicate this dissertation to my wife Jeanine. Your support smoothens this 

whole journey, your smiles ease all the struggles, and most of all, your love makes all I 

do meaningful and rewarding. 



6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT...................................................................................................................... 12 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION..................................................................................... 14 

CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND....................................................................................... 21 

OVERVIEW OF CREDIT............................................................................................ 21 

CREDIT CARDS.......................................................................................................... 22 

Overview of Credit Cards ......................................................................................... 22 

Credit Card Use......................................................................................................... 24 

CONSUMER DEBT..................................................................................................... 26 

SOCIOLOGY OF MONEY AND CREDIT................................................................. 29 

Money ....................................................................................................................... 29 

Credit and Debt ......................................................................................................... 31 

CHAPTER 3: STUDY 1................................................................................................... 33 

ABSTRACT.................................................................................................................. 33 

INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................................ 34 

BACKGROUND .......................................................................................................... 35 

Social Exchange Theory ........................................................................................... 35 

Obligation, Freedom, and Responsibility ................................................................. 38 

Coming Along in College ......................................................................................... 43 

College Students and Financial Management........................................................... 45 

Emerging Adulthood................................................................................................. 51 

Social Networks and Transition to Adulthood.......................................................... 55 



7 

TABLE OF CONTENTS -- Continued

RESEARCH METHOD................................................................................................ 57 

Method ...................................................................................................................... 58 

Sampling ................................................................................................................... 59 

Data Collection ......................................................................................................... 60 

Data Analysis ............................................................................................................ 62 

FINDINGS.................................................................................................................... 63 

ACQUISITION OF CREDIT CARDS..................................................................... 64 

Achieving Independence....................................................................................... 64 

Individual Credibility........................................................................................ 65 

Family Influence ............................................................................................... 66 

Transition to Adulthood........................................................................................ 69 

Self Control....................................................................................................... 69 

More Freedom Given by Parents ...................................................................... 70 

Learn to be Responsible........................................................................................ 71 

Temptation of Irresponsibility .............................................................................. 72 

DEPENDENCE ON CREDIT CARDS.................................................................... 73 

Escape Parental Control with Credit Cards .......................................................... 74 

Escape Parental Control on Consumption ........................................................ 74 

Escape Parental Control: Peer Influence........................................................... 76 

Escape Parental Control of Life Project............................................................ 77 

Try to Escape Childhood ...................................................................................... 80 



8 

TABLE OF CONTENTS -- Continued

Try Out Real Life.................................................................................................. 82 

Keep Family Proud ............................................................................................... 84 

Escape Conflicting Family Dynamics .................................................................. 85 

Governmental Regulation on Independence......................................................... 86 

REPAYMENT OF CREDIT CARD DEBT............................................................. 87 

Take Responsibility .............................................................................................. 89 

Coping Strategies .............................................................................................. 90 

Change Consumption.................................................................................... 91 

Working ........................................................................................................ 92 

Social Network Impacts.................................................................................... 93 

Parental Support............................................................................................ 94 

Friends’ Support............................................................................................ 94 

Reject Responsibility ............................................................................................ 96 

Social Network Impacts.................................................................................... 97 

Parental Impact ............................................................................................. 97 

Friends’ Impact ............................................................................................. 98 

Negotiate Responsibility....................................................................................... 99 

Parents as a Temporary Salvager...................................................................... 99 

Parents for Partial Solution ............................................................................. 100 

DISCUSSION............................................................................................................. 102 

CHAPTER 4: STUDY 2................................................................................................. 107 



9 

TABLE OF CONTENTS -- Continued

ABSTRACT................................................................................................................ 107 

INTRODUCTION ...................................................................................................... 108 

BACKGROUND ........................................................................................................ 112 

LITERATURE REVIEW ........................................................................................... 114 

Consumer Status ..................................................................................................... 114 

Consumption Ideology............................................................................................ 116 

Stigma ..................................................................................................................... 117 

RESEARCH METHOD.............................................................................................. 122 

Sampling ................................................................................................................. 123 

Data Collection ....................................................................................................... 125 

Data Analysis .......................................................................................................... 126 

FINDINGS.................................................................................................................. 127 

FALLING INTO UNMANAGEABLE DEBT....................................................... 128 

Signs.................................................................................................................... 128 

Causes of Unmanageable Debt ........................................................................... 131 

Lack of Financial Knowledge......................................................................... 131 

Over-consumption........................................................................................... 134 

Status Competition.......................................................................................... 135 

Push from Credit Card Companies ................................................................. 138 

IMPACT OF UNMANAGEABLE DEBT ............................................................. 139 

Losing Status as a Credit Card User ................................................................... 139 



10 

TABLE OF CONTENTS -- Continued

Burden on Life Projects ...................................................................................... 141 

STIGMA MANAGEMENT ................................................................................... 142 

Fearing of Stigmatization.................................................................................... 142 

Covering Stigma ................................................................................................. 147 

Handling Stigma in Social Networks.................................................................. 151 

Family Relations ............................................................................................. 151 

Intimate Relations ........................................................................................... 153 

Peer Relations ................................................................................................. 157 

Stigmatized Debtors help the Unstigmatized.................................................. 158 

Sharing between Stigmatized.......................................................................... 159 

Preventing a Worse Stigma................................................................................. 160 

Individual Motives to Avoid Bankruptcy ....................................................... 161 

Family Motive to Avoid Bankruptcy.............................................................. 163 

Social Motives to Avoid Bankruptcy.............................................................. 164 

Social Comparison.......................................................................................... 165 

BECOME RENORMALIZED CONSUMERS...................................................... 168 

Debt Free............................................................................................................. 169 

Moderate Consumption....................................................................................... 170 

Realistic Prospect................................................................................................ 176 

Good Financial Standing..................................................................................... 177 

Debt Prevention .................................................................................................. 180 



11 

TABLE OF CONTENTS -- Continued

DISCUSSION............................................................................................................. 183 

CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION ....................................................................................... 188 

Marketing and Public Policy Implications.................................................................. 196 

APPENDICES ................................................................................................................ 199 

APPENDIX A............................................................................................................. 200 

TABLE 1: DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILES OF INFORMANTS IN STUDY 1 .......... 200 

APPENDIX B ............................................................................................................. 201 

TABLE 2: DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILES OF INFORMANTS IN STUDY 2 .......... 201 

APPENDIX C ............................................................................................................. 202 

DEPTH INTERVIEW GUIDELINES FOR STUDY 1.............................................. 202 

APPENDIX D............................................................................................................. 204 

DEPTH INTERVIEW GUIDELINES FOR STUDY 2.............................................. 204 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................... 206 

 

     

 

 

 



12 

ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the phenomenon of consumer debt in the U.S. and 

probes the issue of credit card debt from a consumer-centric perspective. It examines how 

credit card usage and credit card debt are embedded in consumers’ social relations and 

life projects, and reveals how debtors cope within their social networks as they use credit 

cards and manage their credit card debt.  

Study 1 explores how young adults use credit cards to achieve their life goals as 

well as to negotiate changes in their relationships with their parents. Credit cards are an 

important tool for helping young people gain independence and sever their obligation to 

their parents. This study focuses on the initial stage of credit consumption and examines 

the rationale young adults use when acquiring credit cards and taking on credit card debt. 

Through depth interviews with 17 undergraduate students who have credit card debt, I 

find that the consumption of credit cards corresponds to their strategies to negotiate 

independence as well as obligations to their parents. The use of credit cards and 

management of credit card debt among young adults is a significant and symbolic aspect 

of their transition from childhood to adulthood, and credit cards are a transitional tool for 

this coming of age. 

Study 2 focuses on another phase of debt consumption: repayment of credit card 

debt. Depth interviews were conducted with 22 adult debtors who were enrolled in a debt 

elimination program at a credit-counseling agency. Two main theoretical themes are 

found. First, debtors negotiate the meaning of consumer status. The concept of normality 

with respect to consumer behavior changes from being based on lifestyle and possessions 
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to a focus on maintaining consumer credibility and being a good credit citizen. Second, 

during the process of falling into debt and struggling to extricate oneself from debt, 

consumers engage in a stigma management process to deal with people in their social 

networks. In addition to coping with the financial consequences of debt, debtors also 

employ strategies to cope with debt’s symbolic consequences.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Social boundaries and interpersonal relationships exert a complicated influence on 

consumption, often serving to either facilitate or constrain consumption choices and 

purchasing decisions. In addition to influencing purchasing decisions, social roles and 

interpersonal ties also impact consumption experiences and consumers’ understanding or 

interpretation of their own consumption patterns. Consumers, whose desire for status is 

often mirrored in their social relationships, pursue status through marketplace practices.  

In consumer behavior literature, consumers are largely studied as isolated 

individuals who make choices independent of interpersonal influences. This tradition fits 

with predominant psychological theories and experimental methods. In reality, however, 

consumers consider their social networks when they practice in the marketplace. 

Examining consumer behavior by integrating relationship factors is sorely needed in this 

field. We need to understand that consumers are connected with other consumers and 

certain meanings in those connections influence their participation in the marketplace. 

For example, social status is not only obtained by material possessions (Richins 1994) but 

also manifested in consumers’ management within their social networks. The status gain 

or loss in consumption practices is actively pursued or avoided by consumers who 

interpret their symbolic images in others’ eyes. From a sociological perspective, this 

dissertation integrates certain aspects of interpersonal ties to investigate consumers’ 

participation in consumer culture. In addition, it incorporates consumers’ interpretation of 

societal ideologies to explain their own consumption behavior.  
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To better understand the dynamics that link consumption practices, interpersonal 

relations, and consumer status, this dissertation examines the phenomenon of consumer 

debt in the U.S. and probes the issue of credit card debt from a consumer centric 

perspective. The study examines how credit card usage and credit card debt are 

embedded in consumers’ social relations and life projects, and reveals how debtors cope 

within their social networks as they use credit cards and manage their credit card debt. I 

use consumer debt as a context to explore the changes in consumers’ social relationships 

that accompany one aspect of their participation in the marketplace. 

Consumer debt is not simply a contract between borrowers and lenders. It is also 

closely tied to non-contractual interpersonal relationships (Manning 2000; Sullivan, 

Warren, and Westbrook 1989). The types and amounts of debt people carry are dynamic, 

and consumers continually negotiate the meanings of debt as they shift their usage of debt. 

This dissertation integrates consumers’ various life domains to better understand debt’s 

manifest and latent functions in their life projects. As some research has suggested (e.g., 

Manning 2000; Ritzer 1995; Sullivan et al. 1989), consumer financial behavior involves 

many aspects of social life. Debtors interpret and negotiate the meanings of debt 

according to their socially constructed environments and the social relationships within 

their networks. Some aspects of their life domains, such as consumption, personal 

relationships, academic achievement, and career development, may be closely related to 

or even functions of their debt situations.  

This dissertation addresses two main research questions. First, how do consumers 

use credit cards to leverage their interpersonal relations? This question explores the 
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components and meanings of social ties that are involved in consumer credit card use. 

The second question concerns how consumers pursue status through their consumption of 

credit cards (i.e., from acquisition of credit cards, to dependence on credit cards, to 

repayment of credit card debt). In looking at this issue, I broaden the traditional scope of 

the term status by integrating consumer credibility.  

In order to answer these research questions, two studies were conducted. Both 

studies address the continuous nature of the phenomenon of debt and capture distinctive 

components of interpersonal relations. Thus, the two studies are connected. Together, 

they cover the entire process from acquisition of credit cards, to accrual of debt, to 

repayment of debt. Each study focuses on a particular stage of this process.  

In study 1, the informants are undergraduate students who began to use credit 

cards independent of their parents. They have used credit cards and accrued credit card 

debt for a relatively short period of time and had only minimal experience with credit 

cards. The contextual focus is on their acquisition of credit cards and dependence on 

credit cards.  

In study 2, informants are adult debtors who have used credit cards for a fairly 

long period of time. They have tenured experiences with credit cards and had reached a 

point where they acknowledged having difficulty paying back their credit card debt. 

These adults are enrolled in a debt management program at a credit-counseling agency in 

order to deal with their debt. The contextual focus is on their credit card debt repayment 

although stages of their credit card acquisition and debt accrual are studied in retrospect.  
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The two studies cover a range within the continuum of the credit card debt 

phenomenon. Credit card debt acquisition is a longitudinal process, and one approach to 

understanding it is to follow credit card users over time. A longitudinal approach of 

following consumers over time from acquisition to credit cards, to accrual of debt, and 

then to repayment of debt, is not used in this dissertation. Although it is empirically 

preferable, a longitudinal approach is not practically possible within the constraints 

imposed by doctoral programs. Instead, it substitutes with a cross-sectional comparison 

of two groups to infer a longitudinal process. Credit card users who have difficulty 

paying back their debt began, like everyone, with zero balances, but they somehow fell 

into debt and struggled with repayment. The young adults in study 1 represent, to some 

extent, the same starting point that once existed for the adult debtors in study 2. The two 

studies both address the dynamic nature of social relations. As relationships within 

people’s social networks change, their consumption practices also change. In study 1 of 

this project, the focus is on the parent-child relationship and how it interrelates with 

credit card use and the understanding of debt.  

In order to better achieve a cross sectional comparison, informants in both studies 

are matched according to their educational backgrounds. The informants in study 1 are 

undergraduate students at a state university, and the informants in study 2 have college 

degrees or have at least attended college. This criterion insured that all informants were 

socially situated such that they had the financial capability to acquire necessities, as the 

intent was not to study debtors who were in poverty. The focus was on credit card debt as 

a phenomenon among American middle-class consumers, and members of this 
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population often began in college as independent credit card users (Manning 2000; 

Sullivan, Warren, and Westbrook 2000). They receive higher education and launch their 

career and start their family in order to be part of the mainstream American society. They 

are equipped with the cultural and social capital to achieve their dreams and to live a 

desirable lifestyle. Although they are full of hope of all their life possibilities, especially 

when they are young adults, some of them stumble with their finances and fall into heavy 

credit card debt. The focus on informants with college educations narrows the potential 

alternative explanations regarding different life changes for the phenomenon of credit 

card debt. 

The linkage between the two studies also rests on a theoretical focus. There are 

two main reasons. First, this dissertation aims to understand how interpersonal 

relationships may play a role in the behavior of debtors. Consumer debt results from 

individuals’ independent decisions or behaviors, but at the same time it is influenced by 

the individual’s ties with other actors in his/her network. A study on consumer saving 

finds that non-savers are likely to hide their financial situations from relatives and friends 

(Lunt and Livingstone 1991), which indicates that social support varies depending upon 

people’s financial situations. Debt is not only related to an individual’s personality and 

values, but is often influenced by relationships in that individual’s social network. For 

example, people may accumulate more debt in order to reduce obligations to someone 

who provides financial support. On the other hand, debt may change a person’s 

perception of his/her position in the social network and propel him/her to function 

differently vis-à-vis others in the network. The strength of ties and breadth of the network 
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may evolve over time along with a person’s debt circumstances. In this dissertation, I 

examine the meanings embedded in certain interpersonal relationships and thereby 

broaden understanding of those interpersonal ties.  

Interpersonal relationships contain multiple dimensions that influence consumers’ 

participation in the marketplace differently. Two studies in this dissertation cover 

different components of interpersonal ties and investigate their impacts on consumption 

of credit and debt. They examine social relationships beyond basic features of ties (e.g., 

strength, number, and position) and focus on meanings of interpersonal ties such as 

obligation, dependence, and responsibility. Moreover, interpersonal ties are dynamic and 

meanings and impacts of the ties change over time. People at different life stages 

consider certain meanings more important, which influences their practices with credit 

and debt. Two studies find that consumers manage their credit and debt in corresponding 

to their coping strategies within their social networks. The theoretical connections 

between study 1 and 2 reside in their focus on social relationships.  

Second, people’s feelings about their debt situations are affected by the level of 

debt they experienced in the past as well as what they anticipate in the future (Porter and 

Garman 1992). Revolving debt is both a consequence of the past and an antecedent of the 

future. Therefore, debt needs to be studied dynamically, taking into consideration how 

previous and future consumption patterns are related to current debt. Much like consumer 

brand relationships (cf. Fournier 1998), which are embedded into consumers’ specific life 

stages, attitudes and behaviors concerning debt are also embedded in life domains. A 

person’s relationship with credit card debt needs to be understood in the context of these 
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overall parameters. Peoples’ life goals are different during different life stages, and debt 

may represent an individual’s focus at a given point in time. Personal relationships, 

career goals, and social status pursuits all have an impact on debt, and are all, in turn, 

impacted by debt. This dissertation is an investigation of the interplay among various 

aspects of people’s personal lives to better understand what debt actually means to 

consumers.  

Taken together, the two studies will examine the goals consumers strive to 

achieve in their broad life schemes and assess how they are reflected in their consumption 

of debt. Informants in two studies are at different life stages and engage in distinctive life 

projects accordingly. Credit cards are used as an important tool to facilitate their life 

goals and status attainment. Both studies examine consumption of debt as it is embedded 

in people’s broad life projects. Consumption patterns and debt management interact with 

each other and both influence consumer status. This dissertation examines consumption 

of credit and debt by integrating peoples’ social networks and their life project. 
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CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND 

OVERVIEW OF CREDIT 

Success in marketing depends on good financial management, whether within 

governmental, business, or nonprofit organizations (Bartels 1962). Credit has long 

existed in the history of humanity, thriving in particular during the industrial era when 

capitalism dominated business. Credit is recognized as a key to financial success for 

businesses as well as for consumers. When credit is involved, the relationships between 

operational parties draw peoples’ attention and trust between buyer and seller is needed.  

As an advanced financial mechanism to facilitate economic transactions, credit 

soon became quite powerful, quickly replacing traditional means of payment, such as 

cash. At the beginning of the 20th century, credit started to draw more attention in 

business entities. In the following decades, retail credit was of rising importance, and 

personal finances became popular in the 1930s (Bartels 1962). Various credit types and 

occupations associated with credit emerged in both business-to-business and consumer 

transactions.  

 Consumer credit, together with mass production and mass marketing, are regarded 

as “the three pillars for the edifice of consumer society” (Calder 1999, p. 12). Compared 

with borrowing to finance assets, borrowing to consume did not officially and legally 

appear as an option for consumers until the late 19th century (Medoff and Harless 1996). 

Credit allowed needy borrowers to be freed from high rates by loan sharks. Since then, a 

combination of supply of credit and increasing consumer demand has led to rapid growth 

in consumer credit outstanding (Capon 1982). Consumer credit was fully institutionalized 
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and started to blossom in the United States in the 1970s (Medoff and Harless 1996). In 

addition, consumer credit has been morally justified and consumer installment financing 

has been given “a moral base to accompany its existing legal and institutional 

foundations” (Calder 1999, p.212). 

 The use of credit strengthens consumers’ buying power and alters the meaning of 

possessions. When consumers purchase products or services with credit instead of cash, 

the concept of ownership inevitably becomes blurred and diluted. Purchases made despite 

the fact that people cannot afford them cause a series of financial and social 

consequences for consumers. It is thus understandable why consumer attitudes toward 

credit became more negative in the 1970s and 1980s (Godwin 1997).  

 Credit has evolved not just as an exchange mechanism but also as a measure of 

peoples’ characteristics. Credit used by consumers in business transactions characterizes 

the credibility of consumers and thus predicts their future reliability. In order to 

objectively quantify people’s credibility, the credit scoring system evolved along the 

development of credit business (Capon 1982). Therefore, credit is not constrained with 

financial behavior and has a tremendous influence on personal life and social behavior. 

For instance, Manning (2000) argues that consumer credit is creating new patterns of 

American inequality with great social consequences.  

CREDIT CARDS 

Overview of Credit Cards 

 Credit cards have existed in the United States for about a century; their use began 

to thrive and become prevalent in the 1960s (Garcia 1980). Credit card use makes up the 
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greatest amount of outstanding consumer credit, which has increased from $119 billion in 

1968 to $1,456 billion in 2000 (Durkin 2000). More than 75 percent of adults in the 

United States have at least one credit card (Nilson Report, 2000) with an average of 4.2 

cards per cardholder (Nilson Report, 1998). The average credit card interest rate is 18.9% 

(American Consumer Credit Counseling 2002). In 1998, 67.6 percent of households had 

a bank-type card with an average total credit limit of $10,000. 

  Consumers use credit cards mainly for two reasons: 1) as a convenient substitute 

for cash or checks when making purchases; and 2) as a financial resource to generate 

revolving credit to facilitate consumption (Durkin 2000). Credit cards can also help 

consumers cushion unexpected and emergent expenses. Notwithstanding their advantages, 

the downside of credit cards have been widely recognized and extensively criticized. For 

example, excessive credit card usage without timely payments leads to unmanageable 

debt. Although not a major cause of personal bankruptcy, credit card abusers represent a 

noticeable group of financial failures (Sullivan et al. 1989).  

 At personal levels, consumer credit card use is often linked with irrationality and 

irresponsibility. Economists contend that “[a]s long as credit card interest rates exceed 

market rates, use is ‘rational’ only if repayment is made before interest charges are 

incurred” (Garcia 1980, p. 329). By this definition, a large proportion of credit card users 

are irrational. Economists explain credit card usage by advocating the low transaction 

costs and liquidity provision by credit cards as compared with bank loans (Brito and 

Hartley 1995). Credit cards’ high interest rates are justified by compensating for the 

search costs and switching costs of cardholders. Since most cardholders use credit cards 
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for convenient transactions, not as a source of credit, they do not search for low credit 

card interest rates (Ausubel 1991). Economic theories intend to explain the credit card 

phenomena with rational decision making and individual utility maximization. This 

stream of research argues against governmental regulations regarding credit card interest 

rates (Cargill and Wendel 1996) and advocate for the invisible hand to solve any 

problems.  

Credit Card Use  

Some early research has linked credit card use with cardholders’ socioeconomic 

statuses and lifestyles. For example, members of lower social classes use their credit 

cards for installment purchases, whereas the upper social classes use their cards for 

convenience (Mathews and Slocum 1969); income levels are as a good indicator as social 

class in predicting consumer credit behavior (Slocum and Mathews 1970). Some studies 

have found that bank card users tend to have higher incomes and are better educated 

(Adcock, Hirschman, and Goldstucker 1977) than non-users. The fast-paced growth of 

the United States credit card industry, however, has made credit cards a ubiquitous 

financial product for households in all economic strata (Durkin 2000); therefore, the 

profile of credit card users has changed considerably in the past three decades. Among all 

income categories, debtors in the lowest income levels have increased the fastest in recent 

years (Sullivan et al. 2000). Other studies differentiate credit card usage by individual 

characteristics. For example, Tokunaga (1993) finds that, regardless of demographic 

differences, heavy credit card users tend to be less price-conscious, more risk-oriented, 

and more achievement-oriented than non-users. 
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Another stream of research investigates how credit card usage changes purchasing 

behaviors (e.g., Feinberg 1986; Hirschman 1979). For example, possession of a bank card 

or store card is positively related to higher levels of in-store expenditures (Hirschman 

1979). The availability of different payment systems elevates levels of consumer 

purchasing. Credit card stimuli alone can enhance the probability, speed, or magnitude of 

spending (Feinberg 1986). However, the theoretical explanation of these effects has not 

been clear to consumer researchers (Shimp and Moody 2000).  

 From a sociological perspective, some studies have tapped roles of credit cards in 

contemporary American society (e.g., Manning 2000; Ritzer 1995). Ritzer (1995, xiii) 

states that “[c]redit cards are everyday economic phenomena that are of significance to 

people both materially and symbolically.” His book covers a wide range of social 

problems, such as rampant consumerism, escalating indebtedness, pervasive fraud and 

crime, invasions of privacy, dehumanization of daily lives, and increasing 

homogenization of the world’s cultures through the lens of credit cards. Manning (2000) 

examines credit card syndromes at macro and micro levels. He argues that credit card use 

disorders the previously constructed social class stratifications by allowing poor people to 

consume what used to be conspicuous products. This luxury is only temporary: average 

people have “a taste of the upper-class lifestyle and then return to their original social 

class positions” (Manning 2000, p.124). Employment of credit cards in this consumer 

society gives many Americans “a taste but not a share of the pie” (Manning 2000, p.124).  

Among the macro-level causes of credit card disorders and problems, credit card 

companies are criticized for their aggressiveness and shamelessness to lure people to 
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overload with credit cards; worse, they do not inform or even hide the consequences of 

credit card debt (Ritzer 1995). Creditors are blamed for masking “the social 

undercurrents of financial entrapment, indebtedness, and confusion” (Manning 2000, 

p.14). In addition, credit card companies have started to penetrate more vulnerable 

consumer niches, such as lower-income workers, students, and the elderly, and have 

forcefully shaped societal attitudes toward frugality and debt.  

 An untouched domain in credit card research is how consumers use credit cards 

in a socially-embedded environment. The social meanings of credit cards and their social 

consequences (e.g., family relations, friend networks, and community roles) for 

consumers are largely blank in the literature. Credit card practices will be better 

understood by integrating consumers’ positions in the social structure and in their social 

relationships.  

CONSUMER DEBT 

Aided by credit, consumer debt is a rampant phenomenon in America. Borrowing 

money to consume is spurred by consumers’ optimism about the future as well as 

historical effects from periods of inflation (Nocera 1994). Stimulated by economic 

growth and financial options, American household borrowing has risen to $6.5 trillion 

(Zuckerman 2000) and credit-market debt equals 295% of the gross domestic product 

(Laing 2003). On average, an American household spends 13 percent of its after-tax 

income to pay debts and carries more than $8,000 in credit card debt (Lohr 2004). Nearly 

half of all American households carry credit card debt. The rise in household 

indebtedness has raised concerns that debt may cause an excessive burden to families 
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(Kennickell 2000). Consumer debt is a two-edged sword: while it facilitates people to 

spend beyond their current economic means, excessive debt causes financial disasters and 

life tragedies. Personal bankruptcy reached a record high of 1.43 million in 2001 and this 

number is still growing (Laing 2003).  

Benjamin Franklin condemns running into debt as the first vice ahead of lying. 

Today, being in debt is widely accepted and often encouraged in America. Credit card 

debtors, however, are described as reckless, overindulgent, impatient, and irresponsible 

and personal failure is linked with indebtedness (Livingstone and Lunt 1992). This 

characterization of debtors is oversimplified and needs to be evaluated with 

circumstances that incur to consumers.  

Debt is not simply an economic variable but represents a moral state, legal stance, 

and a social obligation (Calder 1999). Historical evidence suggests that debt arises as a 

result of unemployment, sickness, or some other familial or personal economic 

misfortune (Medoff and Harless 1996). Some types of debts are more tolerable. For 

example, debts for purpose of necessities rather than luxuries are justified (Calder 1999). 

Excessive and unmanageable debts force consumers into financial difficulties or even 

bankruptcy. Studies have shown that bankrupt debtors are normal people around us with 

similar occupational prestige, age, and education to the adult population as a whole 

(Sullivan, Warren, and Westbrook 1997), although they are more likely to be 

unemployed and lower in income. Contrary to the norm of shamelessness and 

irresponsibility, most bankrupt people struggle with moral convictions and are 

surrounded by social pressure (Sullivan et al. 2000). The staggering number of debtors, 
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regardless of their occupations or backgrounds, has evoked economic disturbance and 

social unrest in America.  

 Research on consumer debt mostly focuses on the economic antecedents and 

consequences of debts. Individual characteristics (Tokunaga 1993), economic resources 

(Lea, Webley, and Levine 1993), demographics (Lea, Webley, and Walker 1995), 

individual values (Watson 1998), attitudinal factors (Livingstone and Lunt 1992), and 

social factors (Lea et al. 1993; Lea et al. 1995) are all found to be associated with debt 

conditions. People in debt are more likely to express their social worth and social 

relations through consumption (Livingstone and Lunt 1992). Debtors are more likely to 

live in a community in which debt is more common; they are also likely to perceive their 

culture as one which supports indebtedness (Lea et al. 1993). Several studies have shown 

that serious debtors are not necessarily those who spend recklessly or carelessly on 

consumer products and services (e.g., Lea et al. 1993; Sullivan et al. 1997).  

Although many studies have looked at consumer debt with different angles, few 

have integrated debtors’ social relationships and life projects to understand this 

phenomenon. Debts may facilitate and hamper interpersonal relationships, expand or 

shrink personal networks, change family and friendship relations, and generate both 

obligations and freedom. This dissertation intends to study debt as a socially-embedded 

phenomenon. It thus requires an in-depth analysis of debtors in order to delve into their 

broad life domains. The next section introduces studies of money and credit from 

sociological perspectives, which are pertinent to the theoretical foundation of this 

dissertation.  
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SOCIOLOGY OF MONEY AND CREDIT 

Money 

Money and credit have had undoubtedly huge impact on modern society, but they 

should not be restricted in the economic domains. Money and credit are often focused on 

their functions in the marketplace without taking into account of other non-economic 

issues that are beyond rational economic exchanges. A pioneer in advocating sociology 

of money, Zelizer (1994, p. 200) criticizes that money was traditionally treated with an 

“ideal of numerical calculability, which necessarily blunted personal, social, and moral 

distinctiveness” and she suggests to study money as a dynamic and complex cultural and 

social phenomenon and not just as a market phenomenon. With convincing empirical 

evidence, she argues that “money used for rational instrumental exchanges is not ‘free’ 

from social constraints but is another type of socially created currency, subject to 

particular networks of social relations and its own set of values and norms” (Zelizer 1994, 

p.18-19).  

From a social network perspective, money serves as an important medium in the 

creation and maintenance of social ties between people (Simmel [1907] 2004). Money is 

described as “the principal catalyst for the transformation of social life and instrument of 

freedom” (Simmel [1907] 2004). Echoing Simmel’s classic work, Leyshon and Thrift 

(1997) argue that money is based on “particular, overlapping social networks which 

provide the ground through which money obtains meaning.” People’s meaningful social 

relations mark their monetary transfers. Paradoxically, money alienates and separates but 

also creates and strengthens bonds between members of networks (e.g., kinship, 
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friendship, and partnership). How money is positioned among social actors in their 

relationships affects the duration, degree, and direction of the relations. Transfers of 

money regularly depend upon and define intimate social relations (Zelizer 2002). 

Detailing money’s cultural variability, Parry and Bloch (1989) find that abstract money is 

condemned as agents of individualization in that it violates a harmonious collectivism.  

Other than money’s connections with social relationships, it also possesses 

various meanings to the social beings (Carruthers and Espeland 1998; Zelizer 1996; 

Zelizer 1994). Money is often earmarked by people who intentionally differentiate it by 

its sources and usages and thus creates and maintains distinctions that matters morally, 

sentimentally, and personally (Zelizer 1996). The meaning of money is far beyond its 

exchange value and is embedded in the context it is presented, the symbolic 

juxtapositions, and even as incommensurate (Carruthers and Espeland 1998). Money 

sometimes cannot be measured with a metric and thus its economic value in the 

marketplace is meaningless when people interpret its meanings. Domestic and familial 

relationships and activities are highly valued but it is taboo to value them by using money 

as a metric (Carruthers and Espeland 1998). For some types of exchanges among family 

members, ambiguity has its virtues and monetary value only provides one dimension of 

the exchange value (Carruthers and Espeland 1998). The intrinsic value of money 

distinctively differentiates its scared and profane meanings (Belk and Wallendorf 1990) 

and is determined by people’s differential earmarking strategies (Zelizer 1994). The 

status of money resides in “a network of monetary flows” and is affected by its 
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“proximate source, its ultimate source, and its future direction” (Carruthers and Espeland 

1998, p.1389).  

Credit and Debt 

Credit is a kind of money in modern society but preceded money to facilitate 

exchange long before money was circulated (Douglas 1967). Different from money, 

individual credit and debt are nonanonymous and their values are attached to each 

individual. Credit has become crucial for business and consumers and thus reinforces the 

importance of creditworthiness and trustworthiness (cf. Carruthers and Espeland 1998). 

Credit is more personal since it is closely tied to a person who has long and evolving 

relationships with it. Zelizer (1996) argues that credit has made different qualities of 

social relations rather than depersonalizing and standardizing economic transactions. In 

sum, credit “effectively constructs webs of obligation in which economic values are 

embedded within social systems and shaped by cultural beliefs, rather than circulating 

freely through goods in purely economic markets” (Finn 2003, p.10).  

In the first day of credit in pre-modern society, debt obligations were created, 

sustained, and reinforced in economic transactions (Mauss 1990). Revolving debt is both 

a consequence of the past and an antecedent to the future. Therefore, debt needs to be 

studied dynamically, including an examination of how previous and future social 

relations influence debt behavior. Consumer debt has been found to link with both 

structural and interpersonal levels of social systems (Manning 2000).  

Consumer debt is not simply an individual’s independent decision or behavior but 

involves ties with other people in the social networks. A study on consumer saving found 
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that non-savers hide their financial situations from their relatives and friends (Lunt and 

Livingstone 1991). Debt is not only related to consumer personalities and values, but also 

influenced by interpersonal ties. Debt may also change people’s perception of their 

personal relations and propel them to function differently in their social networks. 

Other than the economic contracts that propel debtors to repay their debt, social 

pressure derived from collective obligations can be another force (Biggart 2001). It 

indicates that debt is not only bounded by formal contracts between creditors and debtors 

but may be affected by debtors’ relations in their social networks. This proposition 

requires empirical support in contemporary American society that is immersed by credit 

and debt.  

 Consumer financial behavior is also found to differentiate between people with 

different social class (Henry 2005) and socioeconomic status (Chang 2005). People with 

high socioeconomic status seek financial advice from multiple sources (Chang 2005) and 

upper-middle class takes broader and more sophisticated perspectives in personal 

investment (Henry 2005).  
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CHAPTER 3: STUDY 1  

IT’S WHO YOU OWE THAT COUNTS:  

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS AND CONSUMER DEBT 

 

ABSTRACT 

Study 1 explores how young adults use credit cards to achieve their life goals as 

well as to negotiate changes in their relationships with their parents. Credit cards are an 

important tool for helping young people gain independence and sever their obligation to 

their parents. This study focuses on the initial stage of credit consumption and examines 

the rationale young adults use when acquiring credit cards and taking on credit card debt. 

Through depth interviews with 17 undergraduate students who have credit card debt, I 

find that the consumption of credit cards corresponds to their strategies to negotiate 

independence as well as obligations to their parents. The use of credit cards and 

management of credit card debt among young adults is a significant and symbolic aspect 

of their transition from childhood to adulthood, and credit cards are a transitional tool for 

this coming of age. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Social boundaries and interpersonal relationships exert a complicated influence on 

consumption, often serving to either facilitate or constrain consumption choices and 

purchasing decisions. Social ties influence purchasing decisions and consumption 

experiences (e.g., Brown and Reingen 1987; Sirsi, Ward, and Reingen 1996). Other 

research has focused on the number, strength, and position of individuals in social 

networks. This study, however, examines how specific components of interpersonal 

relationships affect consumers’ credit card attitudes and behaviors. The interplay between 

relationships and credit consumption involves embedded meanings. As young adults gain 

independence from their parents, their understanding and interpretation of individual 

responsibility interacts with their use of credit cards and their attitude toward of credit 

card debt. This research is intended to further the understanding of the interplay between 

consumer behavior and interpersonal relations.   

Considerable research has been done that suggests consumer financial behavior is 

socially embedded and involves numerous life aspects (e.g., Manning 2000; Ritzer 1995; 

Sullivan et al. 1989). Debtors interpret and negotiate the meaning of debt in accordance 

with their socially constructed environments and interpersonal relationships within their 

networks. Consumers continually adjust their usage of debt as the types and amounts of 

debt they carry shift. This study examines credit card usage as a context for the dynamics 

among interpersonal relations and debt accumulation and repayment strategies. The study 

focuses on young adults who are initially assuming credit responsibility and debt 

obligation.   
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The aim is to understand attitudes and behaviors about debt accrual and 

repayment in the context of credit card users’ social roles and social ties. There is a 

certain tension between debt as an economic obligation and debt as a social obligation. 

While young adults may accumulate credit card debt in order to reduce their reliance on 

and obligation to their parents, that debt may alter the power structure embedded in their 

relationship and propel them to adjust their social and interpersonal roles accordingly. 

This research focuses on the meanings and boundaries of such ties as well as the mutual 

and dynamic influences the ties exert on consumers’ credit card usage.  

BACKGROUND 

Credit card use involves a contractual relationship between a consumer and a 

credit card company. At the same time, consumers also have numerous other 

interpersonal ties that intersect with and influence this focal relationship. The social 

network literature postulates that economic exchange is often embedded in social 

exchange (Granovetter 1985) which implies that there is often an expectation of future 

return without necessarily stipulating the exact nature or quantity (Blau 1964). Numerous 

empirical studies have demonstrated how social networks influence economic 

transactions (e.g., DiMaggio and Louch 1998; Uzzi 1996). This research falls under this 

theoretical umbrella, as it examines components of social relationships and demonstrates 

the mutual influences among interpersonal relationships and debt accumulation and 

repayment strategies.  

Social Exchange Theory 
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Social exchange theory is built on the assumption that exchange actors function in 

accordance with the social and power structures embedded in their exchange networks 

(Cook and Emerson 1978; Emerson 1972). Exchanging actors often do not act in 

accordance with the economic principles of maximizing utilities and engender “feelings 

of personal obligation, gratitude, and trust” (Blau 1964, p.94). In reality, a substantial 

number of economic transactions take place not through impersonal markets but among 

kin, friends, or acquaintances (Chang 2005). Furthermore, consumers are more likely to 

rely on such non-commercial ties when they are unsure about a transaction’s outcome 

(DiMaggio and Louch 1998). 

Social relations can either facilitate or impede economic exchanges, and they are 

often used to manage the risks associated with transactions (Biggart and Castanias 2001). 

In other words, economic exchanges are not simply transactions between autonomous 

actors, but rather they are dependent on the social relationships of the actors. Exchanging 

partners leverage their social capital in an economic exchange to advance their economic 

or social interests. Exchanges imply norms that regulate the exchange procedures and 

outcomes. For example, regulation of one’s social ties is reflected by the exchange of 

money (Levi-Strauss 1965). That is, social relations and economic exchange are linked, 

and they both facilitate and constrain each other. Social capital, an inherent resource in 

social relations, dynamically functions with economic relations (Coleman 1990). At the 

same time, social capital is not a resource that can be spent endlessly by exchanging 

partners. An exchanging partner is customarily characterized by a certain balance of debt. 

The reciprocity of such indebtedness needs to be justified by exchanging actors when 
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economic equilibrium cannot be reached (Coleman 1990). Notably, the reciprocity does 

not have to be fulfilled by monetary values and can be fulfilled by other forms of return. 

The indebted party can repay a balance by providing certain benefits to the creditor.  

Exchanges often take place between actors with different levels of power or 

different kinds of power. Power (a)symmetry between people in social relations affects 

the dynamics of a social exchange. For instance, a parent-child relationship is more 

asymmetrical in terms of power levels than a close friend relationship. If the subordinate 

(i.e. child) does not reciprocate as the superordinate (i.e. parent) expects, a conflict will 

likely arise and both need to adjust their behavior accordingly. If the subordinate can 

satisfy their needs from alternative sources, s/he will be able to achieve a level of 

freedom, autonomy or power that was previously unavailable in the relationship (Blau 

1964). For example, money from a neutral party may reduce the degree of dependence of 

the financial subordinate and allow him/her to obtain more freedom from the 

superordinates. 

Many social exchange studies are conducted in experimental settings in which 

actors possess resources and relations that are assigned to them (e.g., Cook and Hegtivedt 

1986; Molm 1994). They are given or assigned certain properties to use in economic 

exchanges, but lack real and multiple dimensions in interpersonal ties. In reality, people 

usually have multiple exchange relationships with each other. In the context of consumer 

debt, for instance, consumers have economic exchange relations with credit card 

companies; concurrently they usually maintain both economic and social exchanges 

within their kin networks. The latter exchange relationship is more complicated since it 

  



38 

also involves non-economic properties such as caring, discipline, and support. Economic 

ties can be both the result of and the basis for social bonds, and how social relationships 

actually function requires further study and more understanding.  

Obligation, Freedom, and Responsibility 

Interpersonal ties confer various benefits and obligations to the interacting parties. 

Exchanges in social relationships vary, consisting of exchanges of money, information, 

care, discipline, love, and much more. The nature of the parties determines how their 

relationships function in particular orientations (Parsons 1968). For instance, in parent-

child relationships, parents are obligated to provide both tangible and intangible support 

for their children, whereas children are obligated to abide by certain rules set by the 

parents. In this sense, obligation is particularistic, unique to each social relation. On the 

other hand, obligations can be collective in a communal setting. For example, in 

communally based social orders, “families feel an obligation to pay off a family 

member’s failed debt rather than besmirch the family name” (Biggart 2001, p.142).  

Obligations exist in virtually all interpersonal relations and affect various aspects 

of people’s life domains. Coleman (1990, p.306) defines obligations as one form of social 

capital and argues that “the level of trustworthiness of the social environment” and “the 

actual extent of obligations held” are two critical elements of this form of social capital. 

The social structures vary in both elements, and actors within a social structure vary in 

the second element. Connected people define and negotiate the degree and scope of 

obligations in their relations. In cases where there is a strong tie, mutual trust is usually 

guaranteed and the expectation for future repayment does not require any contractual 
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form. In a family structure, for instance, parents and children hold high levels of trust, 

although the actual extent and types of obligations they hold may differ. Parents and 

children usually have strong mutual trust so that they are confident that outstanding 

obligations will be repaid. The strong ties between them, however, do not necessarily 

guarantee the repayment in full amount or in a specific time, so the parties may engage in 

strategies to ensure that the other fulfills the obligation. For example, a son may have the 

obligation to do certain household chores every week. If he fails to complete the chores, 

parents can use their power to compel him to fulfill his obligation. One way is to cut his 

weekly stipend so that he will have to finish the chores to collect the money. Since the 

parent-child relationship is largely asymmetric and parents usually hold more power, 

children have fewer options with respect to leverage. Some individuals may be eager to 

discharge their obligations and reciprocate for services they have received because of 

“the threat of becoming otherwise subject to the power of the supplier of the services” 

(Blau 1964, p.29). However, other people may deliberately choose to delay favor 

repayment, because the favor may not cost much to the favor-giver who expects the 

recipient to reciprocate with some greater value response when it is needed (Coleman 

1990).  

Coleman (1990) realizes that obligations allow extension of transactions over time 

but not across person, but he does not address the dynamics of obligations. Social 

relations provide strategic resources for actors to deal with recurring problems and the 

strength, spectrum, and dimensions of social relations change along with other domains 

of social life. Obligation is a dynamic element in interpersonal relations. The levels and 
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components of obligations change as properties of the relationship evolve. The shift may 

be seen most clearly when the power structure of the interacting parties changes. For 

example, in a parent-child relationship, the properties of their relationship change as the 

child grows up. Children desire more autonomy from their parents (Bryant 1989), 

especially after they leave home to live on their own. At the same time, parents need to 

adjust their control over their children and renegotiate obligations to and from their 

children (White 1994). This obligation change requires either explicit or implicit 

agreement among them concerning the dynamics of their relationship.  

In social and political systems, there is generally extensive use of obligations and 

some kind of account is kept either formally or informally (Coleman 1990). “Felt 

obligation” is a form of social capital that inhibits negative actions. In the context of a 

physician-patient relation, patients’ payment includes not only money but also gratitude, 

deference, and high occupational prestige, which inhibit patients’ complaint and 

dissatisfaction with the outcome of their medical treatments. As another example, 

children usually have a sense of felt obligation toward their parents because of parents’ 

authoritative stature in the family. As children grow older, they may start to challenge 

some aspects of their parents’ authority and show less obedience. Regardless of the 

format of obligations, people need to adjust the degree of obligation so that they are not 

overly indebted or favored.  

Freedom and obligation coexist in people’s social networks. “[A] change in 

obligations is often experienced as freedom; it is the same form of relationship between 

obligations and freedom that continues here only in the individual obligation” (Simmel 
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[1907] 2004, p. 299). In social relationships, a person’s freedom is the extent to which 

they are not constrained by obligations imposed by other social actors. The degree of 

freedom is based on the nature of the relationships, the historical patterns in the 

relationships, and expectations of the interactional actors (Simmel [1907] 2004). In other 

words, freedom is meaningless without relationships, and it is actualized in constant 

interactions between social actors. This has two implications: 1) Because of existing 

relationships, there are certain mutual expectations based on rules and norms; 2) Freedom 

is sustained in a dynamic process in which the properties of the relationships evolve over 

time.  

Freedom is not an isolated individual endeavor, but rather it is embedded in social 

institutions (Breiger 1990). “Only in and through institutional forms can man attain his 

freedom, yet his freedom is forever endangered by those very institutional forms” (Coser 

1965, p. 11). In other words, social institutions provide opportunities and set constraints 

for people to achieve freedom. Various social institutions, such as family or a university 

setting, combine to exert a cumulative effect in an individual’s behavior.  

Personal freedom depends on at least two parties. It is “not solipsistic existence 

but sociological action… based on the simple fact that the individual is tied by others and 

ties others” (Simmel 1950, p.121-122). “If freedom means the development of 

individuality, the conviction to unfold the core of our being with all its individual desires 

and feelings, then this category implies not a mere absence of relationships but rather a 

very specific relation to others. … individual freedom is not a pure inner condition of an 
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isolated subject, but rather a phenomenon of correlation which loses its meaning when its 

opposite is absent” (Simmel [1907] 2004, pp. 298-299).  

“Freedom is a network of social relationships within the matrix of social control” 

(Breiger 1990, p.457). “Freedom in the social sense refers to the adequate expression of 

any measure of individual strength and importance in the configuration of leading and 

following within the group” (Simmel 1950, pp. 77-78). The quest for freedom is 

simultaneously the quest for domination and the attainment of domination. For Simmel, 

social control is maintained “internally through intrinsically ordered interweaving of 

relations based on the possibilities of gaining favor and connection” (Breiger 1990, p. 

458). The social control of institutions, family, as an example, is executed through 

exchanges between family members and the maintenance of their ties. 

When one actor pursues more freedom from connected others within the group, 

behavioral patterns between them are likely to change. One behavioral pattern that is 

subject to such change is financial behavior. For example, money frees people from 

transactions that are dependent on social ties (Simmel [1907] 2004). With monetary 

economic transactions, people may forgo social obligations because money is a universal 

medium for trading and purchasing. The consistency of monetary payments forces all 

kinds of obligations into one form and thus creates the greatest personal freedom 

(Simmel [1907] 2004). The interpersonal aspect of a relationship becomes completely 

depersonalized when only money payment is involved in an economic exchange. 

Dependent individuals can become independent with the assistance of money, especially 

when such financial resources come from impersonal sources. However, money does not 
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function independently of social relations (Zelizer 2005; Zelizer 1994). By examining 

public and private uses of money in the U.S. between 1870 and 1930, Zelizer (1994, p. 2) 

found that people “earmarked money in ways that baffle market theorists, incorporated 

money into personalized webs of friendship, family relations, interactions with authorities, 

and forays through shops and business.”  

When individuals function in their networks, they must bear a degree of 

responsibility toward others. This responsibility is not inherited, but constructed as they 

interact with other actors in life domains. The social roles each individual enacts, such as 

child, parent, or spouse, as well as the social factors that are embedded, such as gender 

and social class, influence the boundaries and domains of responsibilities. Responsibility 

is both a consequence and a cause of dynamic interpersonal interactions. The meanings 

and scope of responsibility are socially constructed and dynamically changing in 

everyday practice.  

Social relationships provide strategic resources for people to deal with recurring 

problems, and the strength, spectrum, and dimensions of social relations change along 

with other life domains. In a specific life stage, certain meanings of social relationships 

may be emphasized and pursued, and thus exert larger impacts. In the next section, I will 

review literature on emerging adults, the informants in this essay, in order to illustrate the 

key relationship features for young adults in this life stage and how these features 

influence their life projects, consumption activities, and financial behaviors. 

Coming Along in College 
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 Colleges in the United States are more than academic institutions. In the college 

arena, young adults learn to live on their own, struggle for autonomy, and seek freedom 

from authority (Moffatt 1989). They also have hopes and aspirations beyond their 

personal ambitions (Boyer 1987). They start to identify their role in and contribution to 

society and to fulfill their responsibilities as citizens; they also search for meaning in their 

education, social activities, future career, and interpersonal relationships. College 

students develop and grow not only through educational training and career pursuits, but 

also by participating in extra-curricular activities, social organizations, 

fraternities/sororities, community services, and/or part-time or even full-time jobs. 

 These young adults make the transition from home to school and from 

dependence to independence; they balance their academic and career calendars with their 

leisure and social activities (Moffatt 1989). Students set larger life tasks and goals and 

engage in a wide range of behaviors in a life domain (Zirkel and Cantor 1990). For many 

college students, efforts to grow more mature and independent may be difficult, stressful, 

and even anxiety-ridden. They are concerned with whether they measure up to their 

parents’ expectations and “feel anxious about developing a balance between a secure yet 

autonomous sense of self” (Zirkel 1992, p.506). 

Since most students are away from their family for the first time in their lives, 

they need to forge new relationships with their parents and old friends, while 

simultaneously building networks in the new environment. College is an arena where 

students define new roles and identities. There are high levels of stress and social 

pressure for college students to behave in line with the peer group they aspire to belong to 
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(Moffatt 1989). Fitting into desired social groups demands persistent effort, time and 

energy from students. In addition, it usually requires money or other resources to 

participate in appropriate events and obtain desired peer approval and group affiliation. 

The formation of self identity for young adults in college is less affected by parental 

guidance than peer influences (Boyer 1987; Moffatt 1989). Their changing self-concept is 

especially turbulent in the midst of changes in social support and geographic relocation. 

When young adults leave home, they often live in a new and complicated network of 

social relations, group definitions, and obligations in which they and their peers are 

redefining themselves (Becker, Geer, and Hughes 1968). Understanding this particular 

life domain requires a comprehensive understanding of various life projects and key 

features of their goals. 

College students find new freedoms and incur new obligations. It is generally 

understood that college students are less regulated in their social activities and 

relationships than they are in their academic curriculum (Becker et al. 1968). Campus life, 

however, does not comprise students’ entire life domains. Students balance their lives by 

allocating time, energy, and money to various types of activities that best establish them 

as students, young adults, and friends. It is a transition period in which these emerging 

adults have numerous options, make many of their own choices, and redefine and 

negotiate their identities (Arnett 2004). 

College Students and Financial Management  

 College students have many options and make many choices that they did not 

need to deal with as youngsters. Compared to their high school years, when their 
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schedules were largely determined and their options limited, college provides an arena in 

which they are able to make their own choices. While it is tempting for them to take 

advantage their newfound freedoms, it can be a risky road, and they may feel a lack of 

support from family and school authorities.  

 The financial behavior of college students has generated considerable attention 

and debate from the press. Some research highlights students’ extravagant spending 

patterns and reckless use of credit cards, accusing them of lack of self control and even a 

rampant pathology (Hayhoe, Leach, Turner, Bruin, and Lawrence 2000). Other research 

has found that college students generally employ credit cards to pay for basic school 

supplies, room and board, and even tuition, due to lack of financial support from 

elsewhere (Manning 1999b). In 2004, nearly 60% of undergraduate students shared $122 

billion in financial aid (College Board 2004). In a study of both private and public 

universities, it was found that college students carry credit card debt largely due to their 

increasing need to pay for school and living expenses, not necessarily because of 

uncontrollable overspending and binge consumption (Manning 2000). From 1974 to 1994, 

the average cost of four years of tuition, room, board, and fees at public universities rose 

from $11,032 to 25,785, and those costs at private universities rose from $25,514 to 

$64,410. In the same time period, median student loan debt leapt from $2,000 to about 

$15,000 (Shenk 1997). Student loan debt has been escalating even more recently; in 2002, 

the average undergraduate debt was $18,900, up 66% from $11,400 in 1997; the median 

undergraduate debt rose 74% to $16,500 from $9,500 (Baum and O'Malley 2003). It has 
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become more financially burdensome for young adults and their parents to pay for 

college (Baum and O'Malley 2003; Shenk 1997). 

In addition, many parents fully or partially sever financial ties with their children 

after they finish high school. A recent study found that more than half of college students 

used credit cards to buy textbooks and school supplies, and about a quarter used them to 

pay for tuition and fees (Roberts and Jones 2001). Using credit cards is not necessarily a 

wise financial decision because of the high interest rates they incur. Incidental expenses 

also account for a large portion of college students’ living costs, although they may be 

less willing to ask for help on these expenses than for tuition and fees (Manning 1999b). 

Unfortunately, research on college students’ consumer debt, especially credit card debt, 

has predominantly focused on students’ socioeconomic status. It is unclear how they use 

credit cards to juggle various domains of their life projects. For example, young adults 

living on their own for the first time may revel in the consumption freedom they possess 

with credit cards and take advantage of their newfound ability to make spending 

decisions regardless of their parents’ opinions.  

For many young adults, college is the first time they have been held accountable 

for what they consume, how much they consume, and how they pay for their purchases. 

If their credit cards are not cosigned by parents, these young adults bear the full legal 

responsibility of paying back all that they spend. It is a new and different kind of 

responsibility for them, as credit is a new concept in the consumption world of these 

young adults. College students, as a group, are differentiated from working adults with 

respect to their credit card usage, debt types, and financial management knowledge and 
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experiences. For example, they usually use credit cards for their own consumption needs 

and do not carry debt for other family members. Also, their financial condition is simpler 

because they do not have other types of debt (e.g., home mortgage) or investments. Since 

college students have fewer revolving debts than working adults, credit card debt is the 

focus of the present study.  

 Approximately 83 percent of college undergraduate students in the U.S. have 

credit cards, each with an average of 4.25 cards in their name (Davidson 2004). A recent 

government study showed that college students use credit cards for a variety of purposes, 

from school supplies to entertainment, from emergencies to routine personal expenses 

(GAO 2001). In terms of credit card payment, more than eighty percent of college 

students pay their own credit card bills and most pay their balances in full each month 

(GAO 2001). Although a majority of students handle their cards appropriately, this 

rapidly growing group of credit card users has a low degree of financial literacy (Palmer, 

Pinto, and Parente 2001). Misuse and abuse of credit cards have caused serious social and 

financial consequences for some college students (Manning 2000).  

 Some research links students’ demographic and socioeconomic backgrounds with 

their credit card attitudes and behaviors. For instance, male students are found to have 

more favorable attitudes toward credit cards (Xiao, Noring, and Anderson 1995) than 

female students, but they do not differ in their practices of paying interest and making 

minimum payments (Hayhoe et al. 2000). However, one study found that female students 

were more likely than male students to have difficulty making credit card payment 

(Lyons 2004). Minority students have been found to be more likely to have revolving 
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credit card debt than the majority race (Lyons 2004; Munro and Hirt 1998). Students 

from backgrounds of greater income are more knowledgeable about credit cards but also 

have higher credit card debts (Davies and Lea 1995), and less wealthy students are more 

likely to choose the lowest monthly payment scheme to deal with their debts (Lewis and 

Venrooij 1995). Students with low socioeconomic status are likely to be burdened by 

credit card debt given the high interest rates charged by credit card companies and their 

low financial capacity.  

 The duration of a college career has also been found to influence credit card usage. 

The longer students have been in college, the more likely they are to have revolving debt 

on their credit cards (Munro and Hirt 1998). The Student Monitor Surveys (1998) show 

that the percentage of students who have credit card accounts increases with class 

standing in the U.S. (39% of freshmen; 54% of sophomores; 63% of juniors, and 67% of 

seniors). 

 Another line of research has investigated how credit knowledge, experiences, and 

attitudes are associated with students’ credit card practices and satisfaction. College 

students are likely to be confused about interest and are prone to underestimate interest 

when there is a longer repayment period (Lewis and Venrooij 1995). However, even with 

greater knowledge about credit and finances, students may not necessarily engage in 

more prudent fiscal practices (Munro and Hirt 1998). This finding suggests that there is a 

discrepancy between students’ credit card attitudes and their real behavior. For instance, 

an affective credit attitude is found to be positively related to the purchase of leisure 
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goods by college students and the credit card balances carried as a result of such 

purchases (Hayhoe et al. 2000).  

Other studies have linked individual values and social influences with credit card 

usage and attitudes. For example, materialistic students show more positive attitudes 

toward using credit cards to finance purchases, although they do not necessarily possess 

more credit cards or have higher credit card balances (Pinto, Parente, and Palmer 2000). 

By dividing students into high and low materialistic orientations, the researchers find that 

high-materialism students have more knowledge of the benefits and drawbacks of credit 

cards than low-materialism students. Interestingly, materialistic students understand that 

credit allows them to purchase things right away even when they cannot afford them; 

they do not necessarily, however, carry higher credit card balances -- possibly due to their 

knowledge about credit card debt.  

Parental involvement in students’ acquisition of credit cards leads to significantly 

reduced credit card balances later on (Palmer et al. 2001), which suggests that the credit 

card behavior of college students is not only individually based but also family bounded. 

Students whose parents cosign their credit card applications are likely to have fewer 

credit cards and lower balances. In contrast, students whose parents become involved 

after the acquisition of credit cards are more likely to have higher credit card balances. 

This suggests that parents’ involvement prior to credit card acquisition may help to 

educate and encourage young adults to limit their credit card use to emergencies and 

prevent them from overusing credit cards, whereas parents’ post-acquisition involvement 

may consist of bailing their children out from over-indebtedness. This research, however, 
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does not provide any insight into the children’s interpretation of their parents’ 

involvement or how they interact with their parents regarding their use of credit cards. 

The questions about how young college-age adults’ usage of credit cards is embedded in 

their social relationships and how they use credit cards to leverage their relationships 

with their parents and friends remain unanswered and intriguing. 

Emerging Adulthood 

The transition to adulthood is a crucial stage in human development (Arnett 2000; 

Erickson 1960; Hogan and Astone 1986). Although they are psychologically and 

physically mature, young adults in this age cohort (usually 18-25) are still undergoing 

important changes in their social roles. They are on the pathway that eventually leads to 

complete adulthood (Arnett 2000). But both institutional arrangements and individual 

efforts have impacts on their transition from childhood to adulthood.  

Young adults in college, unlike older single adults who have no children, are in 

the process of undergoing a significant shift toward adulthood (Arnett 1998). They are 

learning to live independently and make their own decisions. During this transition stage, 

they are experimenting with different roles and searching for their niche in society 

(Erickson 1960). They are being exposed to many life options and life experiences 

without having to take on all of life’s responsibilities (Arnett 2000).  

There are three key cornerstones that signify young people’s shift to adulthood: 

“accepting responsibility for yourself, making independent decisions, and becoming 

financially independent. Each of these criteria has connotations of independence 

specifically from parents” (Arnett 2004, p. 48). These three qualities are viewed by young 
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adults as critical indicators of the transition to adulthood, and in interviews they are 

mentioned frequently by both female and male college students.  

Accepting responsibility for one’s self is the leading criterion for transition to 

adulthood  because “the idea of responsibility looms large in the conception of adulthood 

held by Americans in their twenties, and for the most part it is an individualistic kind of 

responsibility they endorse, responsibility for one’s self rather than responsibility to or 

for others” (Arnett 1998, p. 306). That is, young people believe it is important to take 

responsibility for the consequences of their actions. This responsibility is based on an 

individualistic nature and differs from other more traditional cultures’ criteria of 

providing, protecting, and procreating, all of which involve responsibilities toward others 

(Gilmore 1990). Arnett (1998, p. 306) postulates that “responsibility is seen as the key to 

adult status because it has such strong connotations of self-sufficiency and self-reliance.”  

For adolescents, identity formation resides in developing and clarifying a set of 

beliefs and values (Erickson 1960). Independent decision-making, defined as “decide on 

personal beliefs and values independently of parents or other influences,” is largely 

endorsed by college students (Arnett 1998). Therefore, making decisions based on their 

own beliefs and values rather than on external influences produces a subjective sense of 

having reached adulthood. In a parent-child relationship, young adults strive for a more 

equal relationship with their parents. Their more mature beliefs and values and their more 

independent decision-making requires less dependence on parents, particularly for 

guidance or approval. Becoming an adult is seen as concomitant with making decisions 
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independently, self-sufficiently, without relying on anyone else, especially one’s parents 

(Moore 1987).  

In contrast to the other two criteria of accepting responsibility and making 

independent decisions, financial independence is a more tangible and measurable 

criterion (Arnett 1998). It allows young adults to quantify their progress toward 

adulthood quite specifically. Since they are usually dependent on their parents to some 

extent for financial support, this dimension is continually being negotiated between 

children and parents. Financial independence more objectively measures one’s transition 

to adulthood. Interestingly, the attempt to achieve financial independence does not 

necessarily signify emotional separation from parents (Bryant 1989). Young adults may 

strive for independent thought and behavior, yet at the same time require emotional 

closeness and support from their parents.  

Financial independence also impacts the dynamic interplay between children and 

parents. From the youngsters’ perspective, growing financial independence leads to less 

parental control but increased closeness with their parents (Aquilino 1997). Young adults 

realize that the loosening of parental controls inevitably means less reliance on their 

parents, and although financial independence is primarily a consequence of the children’s 

effort, it is also prompted to some extent by the parents. Whether and to what extent 

parents provide their offspring financial support is dependent upon the family’s values 

and not necessarily their financial resources (Goldscheider, Thornton, and Yang 2001). 

While parents are more likely to provide support for school expenses, they may be less 

inclined to pay for extra-curricular expenses even if they can afford to. Children, 
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especially sons, have been found to have higher expectations of parental financial aid 

than their parents are willing to provide. This finding suggests that there is disagreement 

and confusion about family values in the U.S. (Goldscheider et al. 2001). A more detailed 

analysis of relationships and mutual expectations between parents and their young adult 

children is needed to understand the nuances in these dynamic familial social interactions. 

Researchers do not yet fully understand why parents and young adults have discrepant 

expectations concerning each other and how they resolve the discrepancies, particularly 

in the financial management domain.  

Young adults are in the process of achieving independence from their parents, but 

they are not fully there (Arnett 2000). They “rely on their parents in ways they expect 

will not continue once they become fully adult, especially for money but also for advice 

and emotional support” (Arnett 2004, p.48). In a similar conceptual vein, semi autonomy 

was proposed as an intermediate stage between living with parents and maintaining a 

separate household (Goldscheider and DaVanzo 1986). On the one hand, young adults 

are in great need of parents’ emotional support and closeness, and many of them still 

fully or partially rely on their parents’ financial support (Aquilino 1997). On the other 

hand, they strive for greater independence and rely mainly on themselves for their 

educational, social, career, and consumption decisions.  

College students often live away from their parents and the geographic distance 

separating them creates opportunities for them to live more independently. Compared 

with adolescents, they learn to apply strategies such as withholding information that may 

cause conflict; parents also learn to not inquire too much (Arnett 2000). The movement 
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toward independence is undertaken by the children, but it is usually recognized and 

supported by the parents. For example, parents may withhold some financial support to 

let their children rely on themselves more (Goldscheider et al. 2001). 

 The transition to adulthood is manifested in various life domains other than 

personal finance. For example, consumption activities may manifest and shape life 

transitions. In a study of teenage students who are transitioning from high school to 

college, symbolic consumption was seen to fulfill roles in the liminal transitions for 

young adults (Noble and Walker 1997). Possessions that symbolize the past and those 

that represent the new role are both used to facilitate this major life transition. Meanings 

interpreted from these possessions are consistent with the young adults’ identity change 

in this life stage. In addition to objects’ connections with life transition, transitions are 

manifested by the negotiation of social relationships and hinged upon the presence or 

absence of meaningful objects (Silver 1996). Because components of social relations 

change, the objects reflect the dynamic nature of identity formation and also point out the 

importance of incorporating physical space and social space to better understand the life 

transition. Thus, social relationships are “established, maintained, or changed within 

particular physical spaces comprised of meaningful objects” (Silver 1996, p. 14). Echoing 

van Gennep’s (1960) division of three stages of life transitions (i.e., separation, liminality, 

and aggregation), and the social relationships manifested in this process. 

Social Networks and Transition to Adulthood 

In studies of the transition to adulthood, microeconomic frameworks generally 

emphasize individualism and overlook youngster’s choices within the context of other 
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actors in the networks (White 1994). The change in the parent-child obligation and its 

relationship to living arrangements is largely unknown to social researchers. However, 

the transition to adulthood cannot be viewed simply as individualistic projects in which 

young adults are the sole actors. Rather, their social networks, especially their parents, 

need to be incorporated to understand how different interpersonal forces influence the 

transition process.  

As young adults interact with their parents during the life transition process, both 

parties seek to establish and enforce power through certain roles. Young adults’ identity 

formation is intertwined with their social networks and dependent upon various aspects of 

the networks such as support, obligation, and responsibility. For instance, parents’ social 

support affects how young adults develop independence and self sufficiency (Hirsch and 

Jolly 1984). While the aspect of autonomy is highly valued in American society, 

relatedness to others and interdependence need to be balanced in this transition stage 

(Bryant 1989). Autonomy and dependence are not exclusive factors in social relations; 

rather, they coexist in parent-child relations and both parties leverage them in their 

interactions.  

Parental control over major domains of young adulthood has clearly eroded 

during the 20th century (Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1999). After children leave home, 

they live a semiautonomous life and gain freedom from their parents in terms of 

education, career, and marriage. However, young adults may still rely on parental support 

by requesting financial aid or even moving back to their parents’ home. While leaving 

home reduces conflict between parents and children, parents still have certain levels of 
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control over their unmarried children (Aquilino 1997). In American society, although 

autonomy is highly valued by the young, the consequences of such autonomy warrant 

scrutiny and attention. Furstenberg (2000, p.901) summarizes that “a developmental task 

of adolescents is learning what not to tell parents and how not to tell them. … Children’s 

sense of obligation may be a critical feature of their family relationships, a feature 

involved in the dynamics of autonomy and relatedness during the years of adolescence 

and young adulthood” (Fuligni and Pedersen 2002, p. 857). 

In the transition to adulthood, peer influences increase as young adults form new 

identities and negotiate their relationship with their parents. As young adults’ social 

networks expand, peer networks play more important roles and exert more influence. 

Compared to parents, peers have more relaxed standards and more tolerant and 

permissive attitudes. This creates a comfort zone among the young (Furstenberg 2000).  

The aim of this study is to understand the phenomenon of consumer debt by 

incorporating social networks into the equation. The intersection between credit card 

usage and young adults’ exchanges with parents and friends are of great interest. 

Although credit card debt is a direct consequence of consumption, sole focus on spending 

and buying limits a comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon. In this study, I 

intend to investigate various life domains of young adults in college -- such as school, job, 

social activities, and consumption -- and thus understand how their life projects influence 

and are influenced by their financial circumstances. In sum, credit card usage, debt 

accrual and repayment are studied as socially embedded, relationship-based phenomena.  

RESEARCH METHOD 
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Method 

I intend to draw connections between young adults’ credit card consumption and 

their relationships with their parents, siblings, peers and friends. The context is credit 

card debt accumulation and repayment, and the theoretical purpose is to examine the 

social systems embedded in this phenomenon. Therefore, I am using a grounded theory 

approach and focusing on the phenomenon. Emergent theories will be inducted after 

iterative data analysis (Strauss and Corbin 1998). Consistent with grounded theory, 

qualitative techniques are employed to obtain information and gain understanding of 

consumers’ backgrounds, goals, relationships, and consumptions, and then link them with 

credit card usage. Depth interviews are an excellent method to achieve this goal 

(McCracken 1988), and theoretical themes will be derived from the interviews.  

 An interview guideline was developed (see Appendix A) to understand various 

aspects of informants’ backgrounds and to cover different stages of the phenomenon (i.e., 

credit card acquisition, debt accumulation, and debt repayment). The guideline was used 

to generate further and deeper conversations with informants. Interviews started with 

questions about the informants’ various life domains including school, social activities, 

consumption, employment, and family. Initial conversation was also used to create 

intimacy with the informants and prepare them for more in-depth questions later on. Then, 

the focus switched to their financial situations, especially credit card usage. I sought to 

learn about their experiences with credit cards by including their acquisition of credit 

cards, usage of credit cards, and payment of credit card balances. I also asked about their 

parents’ and friends’ roles in the process of credit consumption. In addition to the 
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interview guideline, follow-up questions were asked to probe the deeper meanings of 

informants’ responses.  

Sampling  

The next step was to find appropriate informants to study consumer debt patterns 

and attitudes. Undergraduate students who had credit card debts were selected for this 

study for several reasons. First, the phenomenon under investigation is credit card 

consumption, which consists of acquisition and usage of credit cards as well as accrual 

and repayment of debts. Students who pay off their credit card balances every month 

generally use them for convenience or emergency purposes and do not regard them as a 

supplemental financial resource. For purposes of this study, credit card users were 

obliged to depend on the credit available through the card to support their education, 

lifestyle, and/or spending. We want, firstly, to understand why these young adults sought 

financial support by way of credit card use and not from other sources, such as parents or 

student loans. Secondly, we also seek to understand how young adults deal with their 

credit card debt when left to their own devices. When they accumulate large credit card 

balances and have difficulty paying them off, how do they cope with this financial 

challenge? Credit card debt is an important symbol of their financial status and is linked 

to their social relations. Moreover, credit cards are new consumption tools for these 

young people, and they are learning to use them and interpret their functions and impacts, 

while, at the same time, experimenting with their life projects. Finally, credit cards 

provide additional purchasing power and consumption freedom, which may be 

unattainable from parents or other traditional sources. Understanding how young adults 
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view and handle their credit card debt can help us understand the embedded meanings of 

credit cards and credit card debt for young adults.  

Credit card debt is more than simply the accumulated result of material goods 

purchased, and it is not isolated from other types of debt. Financial support from family, 

school, or other sources needs to be considered to fully understand credit card debt. 

Student loans, for example, may relieve credit card payment pressures temporarily but 

may ultimately lead to more credit card debt over time. Therefore, although I focused on 

credit card debt, I also covered other types of consumer debt and financial aid in the 

interviews. 

I attempted to probe social relationships from the young adults’ perspectives and 

interpret key components of social relationships (e.g., independence, obligations, and 

responsibility) from their point of view and not their parents’. Since the informants were 

indebted students, the interviews were designed to uncover their interpretation of social 

ties and link this to their debt situations.  

Data Collection 

Data collection took place in three waves over three semesters. In the first wave 

(Fall 2004), students were recruited by means of a university newspaper advertisement 

that invited students with credit card balances to participate in an academic study, for 

which they would receive $20 as a token of appreciation. Prior to the interview, 

informants were told that the purpose of the study was to understand college students’ 

lifestyles, consumption, and financial behaviors. The participants included both male and 

female college students ranging in age from 18 to 30. Based on their parents’ occupations, 
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three informants came from working class families, 11 from middle class families, and 

three from upper-middle class families. They were assured that all information they 

provided would be confidential and would be used for research purposes only.  

The length of the interviews ranged between 90 minutes to just over two hours. I 

conducted a one-on-one interview with each participant in a private office at the 

marketing department at a state university. Each interview was audiotaped and 

transcribed verbatim. Eight students participated, and all of them had revolving credit 

card balances at the time of their interview. Initial data analysis was then conducted from 

these eight transcribed interviews.  

After initial analysis of the interview data from the first wave, further data 

collection was conducted to achieve a larger sample size. In Spring 2005, I picked 

students randomly from a university student directory and emailed them a request to 

participate in my study. They were informed that they were randomly selected to 

participate in an academic study of college students’ lifestyles, consumption, and 

financial behavior. They were assured that participation was voluntary and that they 

would be compensated for their time. Those interested in the study then answered some 

screening questions to determine their debt circumstances, and as a result of this process, 

nine students who had revolving credit card balances participated in the second wave of 

interviews. Again, I conducted a one-on-one interview with each of them in a private 

office at the marketing department of a state university. Each interview lasted about one 

hour. These nine interviews were transcribed verbatim and used for data analysis. This 

interview procedure mirrored that of the first wave of interviews (see Table 1).  
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 At the end of each interview, I asked the informant whether he/she would be 

interested in participating in a follow-up interview. All of them agreed to participate, and 

their contact information was recorded. In Fall 2005 (i.e., about one year after the first 

wave of interviews and six months after the second wave of interviews), the 17 students 

were contacted for a follow-up interview. Eight of them responded, and I conducted 

depth interviews lasting about an hour with each of these eight individuals. Before each 

second-round interview, I reviewed each informant’s previous transcript to refresh my 

memory about them and their circumstances. I noted some questions to clarify ambiguous 

issues remaining from the first interview and included more questions pertinent to the 

theoretical themes. I also added questions to probe their current financial situations so as 

to make comparisons between their present situations and their situations of six months to 

one year earlier. These follow-up interviews allowed me trace changes and more 

accurately capture the informants’ credit card usage and debt accrual as well as 

repayment behaviors.  

Data Analysis 

 The aim of data analysis is to derive theoretical themes from the data obtained in 

the interviews. The interviews were transcribed, generating about 400 pages of single-

spaced text. Then NVivo 2.0, a qualitative data analysis software, was used to categorize 

and link the individual data sets from the informants. As a first step, each interview was 

read several times independently and coded in NVivo. The coding was intended to 

categorize each interview into more manageable pieces according to the meanings the 

sentences represented. In many cases, one sentence or one paragraph was categorized into 
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several different codes. Then, codes across the individual interviews were summarized 

and analyzed to discover the emergent theoretical themes of the data. Codes with similar 

meanings were combined, and codes with multiple meanings were divided into more 

specific sub-codes to capture nuances within the original codes. After the main 

theoretical themes were derived, individual data sets were again examined and analyzed 

to find if the theories derived truly represented the data.  

 The entire data analysis process involves interplay between the data and the 

researcher who grounds the analysis in data and categorizes, compares, and extracts 

schemes from the raw data (Strauss and Corbin 1998). When I first analyzed the data, the 

aim was to understand the emic meanings that actively manifested in the informants’ 

conversation. Then, I stepped back and distanced myself from each informant in order to 

determine the etic perspectives. As suggested by Thompson (1997), this analysis aims to 

integrate the voice of consumers and the interpretation of researchers. I tried to interpret 

the data by understanding each individual’s background, conditions and goals. This 

allowed me to draw a holistic picture that best represented the convergent themes 

embedded in the seemingly unrelated and divergent data.  

FINDINGS 

The findings were summarized from the 17 depth interviews and the theoretical 

themes were developed after iterative data analysis. In the next section, I will illustrate 

informants’ experiences in acquiring credit cards, accumulating credit card debt, and 

repaying their credit card debt. These young adults practice with their credit cards to 

leverage independence, obligation, and responsibility in their social relationships, 
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especially in their relationships with their parents. To show how the key themes were 

derived from the three phases of credit card behavior, I present the findings in three 

sections: acquisition of credit cards, dependence on credit cards, and repayment of credit 

card debt.  

ACQUISITION OF CREDIT CARDS 

Acquiring credit cards entails more than simply adopting a new product. Credit 

cards are important transaction mechanisms and financial tools for consumers. They 

embody the ability to bring consumers future gains. They make purchasing easier by 

substituting for cash; they are accepted widely in the U.S. and throughout the world; and 

they can be used in emergencies when people lack cash. Responsible use of credit cards 

helps a person increase his/her credibility as a consumer and as a credit user. Credit cards 

are an important symbolic and functional instrument in young adults’ quest for 

independence and adult status. Young adults frequently express the desire to use credit 

cards to earn a good financial reputation and establish a sound credit record. The 

acquisition of credit cards signals their pursuit of independence and their aspiration to 

truly live on their own as their own person. Parents often support these goals and endorse 

their children’s acquisition of credit cards. After all, they want their children to be 

protected in times of emergency and, additionally, they want their children to learn 

financial responsibility. Yet while young adults are learning to be more independent and 

responsible by using credit cards, they are also tempted to spend beyond their means with 

credit cards. 

Achieving Independence 
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Young adults in college pursue independence in many aspects of life domains, 

and financial independence is one of the most important aspects (Arnett 1998). One 

critical function of credit card possession is to establish a good credit history and 

demonstrate credibility as a consumer and credit user. Family members share knowledge 

and provide guidance for young adults to shape their understanding of the rules and 

consequences of credit card use and misuse.  

Individual Credibility 

Individual independence is highly valued and deeply rooted in American culture. 

For emerging adults, independence from parents is highly desirable and is not simply an 

ideological state. The prospect of living on their own and the freedom to make their own 

choices motivates adolescents as they leave home and enter college, and young people 

utilize various mechanisms to help them achieve independence. Independence has long 

been an aspiration for college students (Becker et al. 1968), and they try to achieve it in 

various domains of social life (Arnett 2000). Credit cards are employed by young adults 

as an economic transaction medium to help them realize their goals of independence. The 

desire for a good credit record and expectations about their future materialistic well-being 

also motivate them to use credit cards.  

Credit cards function as a tool to enable young adults to become more 

independent from their parents. They understand that they need to build their own credit 

identity independently of their parents and they understand that most efficient and 

effective method to increase their credit rating is by using credit cards responsibly. 
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Cassandra was a 20-year-old junior who lived with her parents. When she explained why 

she had credit cards, she expressed mixed feelings.  

Cassandra: I don’t really like credit cards either. … I mean, obviously, putting an 

interest on it is the only way that the credit company can make money off you, but 

I don’t like it. But it’s so important nowadays to have good credit and to be able 

to build credit. It’s like what else you can do is pretty crucial that you have one 

(credit). So that’s basically the reason why I have one (credit card). If I didn’t 

have a credit card, I wouldn’t have one (credit). 

 Cassandra’s acquisition of credit cards reflected her desire to live on her own in 

the future. She came from a Latino working-class family; her father was a traditionalist 

who demanded complete obedience. She knew she could not complain to her parents 

because they paid her tuition and expenses and gave her a stipend every month. In 

addition, she still lived with them and thus had little freedom. Determined to leave her 

parents’ home after college, she used credit cards as a tool to build her financial 

credibility so she would not have to rely on her parents in the future. Credibility, as 

reflected by a credit score, is an important objective in the U.S. and has influences in 

various life domains such as loan applications and job searches.  

Family Influence  

Being independent is a goal for young adults and it is also supported by parents 

who educate and teach their children how to achieve independence. Self-motivation and 

family nurture often intertwine and affect young adults’ perception and understanding of 

independence. The interplay of such forces may start early in adolescence in various life 
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domains and continue through the period of emerging adulthood. Financial independence 

is a big part of the independence process, and credit card use is an effective method for 

parents to train their children to be financially independent. Teenagers are usually aware 

of their parents’ use of credit cards and may even have affiliated credit cards together 

with their parents; but they effectively start to manage independently when they possess 

their own credit cards. Jessica understood that an important function of credit cards is to 

build credit history. She was determined to have and use her credit cards so that she 

would be prepared to make her own purchases and live on her own in the future.  

Interviewer: How did you realize that you needed a good credit history? 

Jessica: A lot of it is because of my parents and my sister at the time also helped 

me out. … They were like, well, you need to build up a credit history. You know, 

if you want to buy a car, get a house, if you want to do anything they look at your 

credit history. So you can build up a good credit history if you don’t get into debt 

and you can pay it off. 

Jessica’s goal with regard to credit cards was consistent with the way she was 

brought up. Her parents told her to work for what she wanted, and she worked at part-

time jobs to earn extra money during most of her high school years. She took student 

loans to pay for college tuition, room and board. Her parents helped her a few times (e.g., 

when her car broke down), but she learned to depend on herself as much as possible.  

Jessica’s family served as a reliable information source to help her to understand 

the importance of having and responsibly using credit cards. Consistent with their family 

values, they encouraged her to use her credit cards to prepare for the future. Jessica’s 
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realization of independence started early in life, and credit cards became a major force at 

this life stage. By using credit cards, she willingly took the opportunity to pave the 

financial road in front of her. Achieving independence is a transformative experience, not 

only for children, but also for parents who go through the process of allowing their 

children more autonomy and self-control.  

Young adults also learn financial lessons from their parents’ mistakes. Nathan 

acquired credit cards because of his fear of repeating his parents’ financial 

embarrassment.  

Interviewer: Why did you want credit cards? 

Nathan:  Just the fear of bad credit. I wanted a credit card to start a credit rating. 

Because I tried to get a cell phone right away and you have to have credit for that. 

They said that I couldn’t have it and I was like what? I need good credit and this 

is one way. … [Or,] you have to have your parents cosign for you, well uh, they 

couldn’t cosign for me, because they don’t have credit themselves. 

Nathan’s desire for good credit was closely tied to his parents’ financial condition. 

Nathan was a witness to his parents’ troubled financial circumstances and large debts. He 

remembered creditors constantly calling his parents as they struggled to pay their bills. 

He witnessed his parents’ financial ordeal and experienced consumption constraints 

because of their debt. Fear of bad credit propelled him to take charge of his finances. 

Nathan knew that his parents had bad credit and he endeavored not to follow in their 

footsteps. Unlike other young adults, he could not depend on his parents for financial 

guarantee, and this motivated him to build his own credit record with the help of credit 
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cards. His parents’ poor financial situation served as a warning to him about the damage 

bad credit could wreak. From a young age, he was determined to build a good credit 

rating and not follow his parents’ path. 

Transition to Adulthood 

College-age adults are in an important stage of their transition to adulthood. They 

strive to behave like adults and to be treated like adults. They realize that adults are 

expected to make wise decisions and behave responsibly. On the other hand, their parents 

usually reduce intervention and give them more freedom to make their decisions.  

Self Control  

Self-control - or the lack of it - is manifested in decision making, specifically in 

purchase and spending decisions. Young adults evaluate purchase decisions according to 

certain rules such as: is it within their financial means? A college senior, Christine 

obtained her first credit card when she was a freshman. 

Interviewer: Why did you apply for your first credit card? 

Christine: Because everybody else had one. Yeah, that’s the honest reason I 

started and just because I could. And I didn’t see any harm in having one because 

I never thought of myself as a person where you know, it’s childish to think that 

you cannot control your spending [and] that you cannot have this. Because of that, 

who thinks like that? I didn’t think like that. I thought I’d be able to control it. So 

obviously I wasn’t gonna buy things [if] I can’t pay for them some day. 

Young adults are acquiring new roles that distinguish them from children. 

Christine regarded self-control as an important characteristic of adults. When she started 
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using credit cards, she controlled her spending but nevertheless lacked full understanding 

of credit cards. A gap between her trust in herself and her knowledge existed at the 

beginning of her credit card usage. Interestingly, she believed that overspending was a 

childish feature characteristic and an adult should not have that problem. In young adults’ 

development, they may not realize that there are overlaps between children and adults: 

many adults also engage in impulsive and compulsive buying behavior. However, young 

adults need to justify their behavior to be consistent with their transition to adulthood. 

More Freedom Given by Parents 

 The transition to adulthood also requires parents to relinquish some responsibility 

and reduce supervision on young adults. Christine’s mom allowed her to control her own 

finances but her mom had full access to her accounts.  

Christine: She’s known about my credit cards since I was 18 and she knew all 

about how much I owed. She knew all that. I don’t keep secrets from her. She 

knew and she never did anything about it. That’s weird and most parents wouldn’t, 

most parents would be like, probably no, you need to stop it. She did that because 

“you’re an adult, you’re over 18, [and] you can manage this yourself. If you don’t, 

you’re gonna have bad credit for the rest of your life.” 

Like to young adults, parents are also going through a process of transition in 

their relationships with their children. They may intentionally give their children enough 

space and autonomy to preserve a comfort zone. Sometimes, they deliberately give young 

adults opportunities to make mistakes and learn from them. Instead of treating them like 

children, parents treat their young adult offspring like adults and expect them to behave 
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in a mature way. Christine’s mom divorced her husband after she immigrated to the U.S. 

She started a business and was described as a “workaholic” by Christine. She gave 

Christine freedom and flexibility not necessarily because Christine was ready but because 

she believed Christine should be ready. Some parents do not want their children to be too 

dependent and thus push them to take care of themselves. At the same time, parents 

monitor the young adults to make sure they do not stray too far off track. Children learn 

from their parents’ parenting strategies and adjust their behavior accordingly 

Learn to be Responsible 

Accepting responsibility is another manifestation of independence from parents 

for emerging adults (Arnett 2000). Young adults learn from their life experiences and 

cultivate a sense of responsibility. They recognize that their parents create opportunities 

for them to accept responsibility and understand the ramifications of responsibility. 

Financial responsibility - including balancing bank accounts, paying bills, and handling 

credit cards - is a long-term undertaking. In some cases, credit cards can substitute for 

parents in training young adults about the meanings and boundaries of financial 

responsibility. Using a credit card involves even more careful and high-level decision-

making than using cash, because one can make purchases using credit cards without 

having the financial means to repay the debt. George got his first credit card when he was 

18, just before he left his parents’ home for college.  

George: Well, I turned 18 and my parents said, “You get your credit card now, go 

down to the bank and do it. 

Interviewer: They just told you to go and get a credit card? 
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George: Yeah. They said you’re 18 and you should have one and learn to be 

responsible about it. And I definitely wanted one. … It was a really useful thing to 

have. And it’s also good because I’m learning to be responsible with it. I’m not 

quite there yet, but I’m learning now. And at least I’m learning instead of having 

no idea about it. Because you eventually have to have a credit card, you know? 

 Knowing that George would probably eventually get credit cards, George’s 

parents allowed him to acquire one while he was still home. Possibly they wanted to be 

able to give him his first lesson about using credit cards. They also realized that his credit 

card conditions would be largely his own responsibility after he left home. George 

realized that he was not as responsible about credit spending as he should be, and he was 

constantly reminded and cautioned about his credit card balance and payment. By 

encouraging children to get their first credit card, parents push young adults into 

accepting responsibility for their actions. 

Temptation of Irresponsibility 

While the acquisition of credit cards is often driven by a desire for independence, 

it concurrently gives young adults purchasing power and decision-making freedom that 

they may not have experienced before. Freedom is especially cherished by adolescents 

who are still negotiating and transforming their self-identity as they live away from their 

parents. With the aid of credit cards, young people enact their desires to be independent 

and mature. However, they distort the true meaning of maturity and may eventually be 

deprived of their newfound freedom if they overcharge their credit cards and cannot 

repay the subsequent indebtedness. For financially dependent young people, the ability to 
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stand on their own feet and not feel ashamed or embarrassed about having to ask their 

parents for money is highly valued. Paradoxically, the temptation to be irresponsible 

often coexists with the desire for independence and responsibility. 

Christine: I was good with it [in the beginning]. The thing is, credit cards make 

you feel like you have all the money in the world, because you have this feeling 

that you can go out and buy anything that you want right now. You don’t have 

that feeling when you’re under 18 and you’re living off your parents. Especially 

parents [who] don’t give you an allowance and yell at you when you have to buy 

things. I think I handled it very maturely and responsibly compared to other 

people at my age. But definitely it wasn’t [totally responsible], I mean I bought a 

snowboard and I went shopping and, yeah, I did all that stuff. 

 In sum, the acquisition of credit cards by young adults manifests dyadic 

interactions between parents and children. Young adults seek to gain independence and 

prepare for their future by obtaining credit cards. Credit cards enable parents to 

simultaneously give their youngsters more freedom and teach them the lesson of 

responsibility. Credit cards create a paradox for young adults: while useful for 

emergencies and to establish a credit history, credit cards may tempt young adults to 

spend beyond their means.  

DEPENDENCE ON CREDIT CARDS 

 Some young adults accumulate charges and accrue balances on their credit cards 

right from the start. They view a credit card not just as a convenient replacement for 

carrying cash, but as an additional monetary source. For some young adults, focusing 

  



74 

solely on their buying, spending, and budgeting patterns does not fully explain their 

indebtedness. These young people use credit cards to gain freedom from, leverage 

obligations to, or avoid immediate conflicts with their parents. Yet simultaneously, they 

use credit cards to pay for the consequences of their life decisions and demonstrate their 

maturity and responsibility. Dependence on credit cards rather than on their parents gives 

them a taste of real life and a possible escape from childhood. This section describes the 

drivers that compel young adults to rely on credit cards and illustrates the theoretical 

themes that are embedded in this phase. 

Escape Parental Control with Credit Cards 

Within the family structure, parents are usually the authority figures and children 

generally need their parents’ permission to do things involving expenditure of resources. 

For young adults in college, geographic distance creates an opportunity for them to gain 

more freedom, but many of them still depend on their parents for major expenses. For 

some, credit cards offer a new monetary source that allows them freedom from parental 

control. Credit cards provide consumption freedom and empower young adults to ignore 

or defy parental authority.  

Escape Parental Control on Consumption  

The journey to independence gains momentum after young adults leave home for 

college. Living away from home enables them to change their behaviors and test the 

boundaries of their newfound freedom. Among the various life domains they explore and 

test, financial behavior is a key component. Young adults aspire to demonstrate to their 

parents that they are capable of living on their own and taking care of themselves. 
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Persuasive evidence of their ability to cope on their own leads to even more freedom. 

While many of them are still dependent on their parents’ financial aid, credit cards offer a 

new monetary source and can open doors to even more freedom. 

Some college students deliberately hide their credit card usage to inhibit their 

parents from interfering with their consumption choices. Dependence on credit cards 

becomes a strategy to free young people to pursue their consumption goals, especially 

those unapproved by parents. Money from credit cards does not require the approval of 

an authority figure and is not encumbered with requirements or obligations. Ami was 

born in the U.S. and grew up in an upper-middle class Indian family that was willing to 

pay all her expenses. She craved freedom that her parents did not approve of, but she 

knew that she was not fully independent because she depended on her parents for tuition, 

room, board and regular deposits of money into her student account to pay for her meals 

on campus. She used credit cards for specific consumption purposes. Her refusal to take 

the money offered by her parents was more than a desire for independence. 

Ami: They [her parents] ask to give me money and I say I’m fine and I don’t need 

money. 

Interviewer: You say you’re fine? 

Ami: I say I’m fine even though I’m not that fine. … It’s like, little things when I 

buy something or I go out to dinner with my friends, I don’t want my parents 

paying for that. Or if I get something for my boyfriend, I definitely don’t want my 

dad….My dad is totally against me having a boyfriend, period, especially a 

boyfriend who’s not Indian. I don’t want to make him pay for that kind of stuff. 
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Ami saw the benefit of her credit card as an alternative financial resource. It not 

only provided extra money to spend, but more importantly it gave her freedom in her 

consumption choices. She used her credit cards mainly to pay for the types of 

consumption she believed her parents would not approve of. At the same time, she 

accepted money from her parents to pay for educational and basic living expenses. Credit 

cards functioned as a transitional catalyst that allowed her consumption freedom she 

could not have had by relying solely on her parents’ largesse. Her credit cards spending 

obviated the need to obtain her parents’ approval for her purchases.  

Ami nearly maxed out her credit card, but she nevertheless declined to take 

money from her parents. She preferred to hide her consumption and continue to bear the 

burden of the high credit card interest rate. She earmarked the money from her parents for 

particular acceptable types of consumption and concealed her other financial behavior 

from her parents. Ami’s used her credit card to escape parental control of her 

consumption choices. From an economic perspective, it seems irrational to use credit 

cards and pay high interest rates when money is available. From a sociological 

perspective, however, money from parents is encumbered with obligations and 

expectations, whereas credit card companies do not make similar demands. Financial aid 

from parents often comes with implicit obligations and other strings attached. Credit card 

money, by contrast, is relatively free of cultural and emotional baggage. 

Escape Parental Control: Peer Influence 

While young adults aspire to financial independence and freedom from their 

parents’ supervision, they have few options, apart from their parents, to purchase the 
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things they want and support the lifestyles they desire. As long as they rely on financial 

support from their parents, their freedom is limited and constrained. Parental control is 

implicitly attached to the money provided, and children are variously rewarded or 

punished with financial incentives. This technique is common in this life stage, given that 

parents have lost or given away control in many other aspects of their children’s lives. In 

addition to their own experiences, young adults learn from peers about how parents 

punish their misbehavior. 

Christine: I have friends, I have one in particular that he’s grown up like that. His 

parents are really well off, but his dad is really cheap about things. He is like, “I 

will pay for your tuition, I will pay for your meals, I will take care of everything, 

but I don’t want you going out on weekends, I don’t want you spending money on 

anything.” And it’s really structured so to punish him whenever he does 

something bad. His dad will not pay for something and he gets really mad. 

Young adults realize that they are expected to “earn” financial aid according to 

their parents’ expectations. They also understand that their parents may use financial 

leverage to limit their freedom or control aspects of their lives. From a young adult’s 

point of view, parents are more likely to use financial incentives to punish than to reward. 

Financial rewards may be expected or taken for granted, but punishment has more bite, 

and consequently more influence. Christine mentioned the control that her friend’s 

parents had over him because of his financial over-dependence. Young adults’ financial 

dependence allows parents to leverage their power over their children. 

Escape Parental Control of Life Project 
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Young adults may take chances and risks to gain freedom from parental authority. 

They generally know what their parents expect of them, yet they feel compelled to make 

own decisions and they may strive for freedom even at the risk of endangering their 

financial well-being, knowing full well that there will be consequences for their 

consumption decisions or actions. While this strategy underscores their independence, it 

stresses their financial situations. Nevertheless, they are willing to forego a secure 

financial net in exchange for more freedom and autonomy. 

Emergent adults are aware of their parents’ power over their choices in life. 

However, they gain more freedom from authority when they have their own financial 

provision. One weapon in the arsenal of parental control is to simply cut off monetary 

support if children act against the parents’ wills. Karen grew up in a single-parent family 

and moved out of her mother’s house when she was 16. When she graduated from high 

school, she decided to go to a cosmetology school, although her parents wanted her to 

attend community college. After a few years, despite her parents’ wishes, she decided to 

leave her hometown and move away.  

Karen: Had I done what they had planned out for me, I think it [my financial 

situation] would be different. But since I wanted to do what I wanted to do, I 

pretty much have to do it on my own. …But I mean in a sense it’s good because 

then I don’t have somebody controlling me or telling me what to do. Because I 

won’t like that either. 

Karen had to rely on herself financially because she chose a life path that defied 

her parents’ plan for her. She understood that her choices prevented her from obtaining 
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financial support from her parents. There was an implicit consensus between her and her 

parents: both understood that the prerequisites for financial aid were breached. Even 

though her parents were capable of paying her expenses, Karen’s selection of a life path 

propelled her to be on her own. In other words, she gave up her financial safety net in 

favor of dependence on credit cards to advance her life goals.  

Karen used her credit cards to free herself from her parents’ control. She was 

armed with credit cards and thus had the wherewithal to live the way she wanted. She 

rejected her parents’ plans and became virtually independent. The paradox of her choice 

was that the more dependent she became on her credit cards, the more she relinquished 

the freedom she was seeking. Her credit card debt ballooned after she obtained eight 

credit cards without realizing the potential consequences.  

Karen: It seems like once you get into debt, it’s like you’re always trying to catch 

up. When I first moved out of my own family at 18, I didn’t know what to expect. 

I didn’t know how expensive things are. You don’t really know a lot about 

budgeting, unless somebody you know tells you about it. So I got into trouble 

right from the start where I had a couple of credit cards. 

Karen started using credit cards with little real understanding of credit, and she 

found that credit card debt was a sensitive topic to discuss with acquaintances. When she 

left her parents house and started living on her own, she not only walked away from the 

financial aid her parents could provide, but also cut herself off from their guidance and 

support. As independent as she was, Karen felt helpless and overwhelmed as she quickly 

accrued massive credit card debt.  
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Try to Escape Childhood 

Young adults may move out and live on their own, but this does not mean that 

their parents accept their independence or acknowledge their maturity. They often need to 

prove to their parents that they are able to take care of themselves. Young adults regard 

themselves as more mature once their parents cease worrying about them. Thomas was 

30 years ago and had experienced a long journey through college life, about 12 years on 

and off.  

Thomas: I wish I graduated much earlier because my parents aren’t hurting too 

much from it, but I want to depend on them as family, not monetarily. So, you 

know, I don’t like that. 

Interviewer: What do you mean by that? 

Thomas: Well, I want to call them and just see how they’re doing and be able to 

take care of myself all right. I’m able to do that much more often than I say. But 

I’d rather not have to call them and ask them for financial help. 

Thomas cherished his close relationship with his parents and wanted to keep the 

relationship non-monetary and purely supportive. He felt guilty about certain missteps 

earlier in his life, including bouts with alcohol and drug use. He desperately wanted to 

show his parents that he could take care of himself.  

Entering college is a milestone that signifies a departure from childhood and a 

step away from parental control. Responsibilities such as managing scholarships, 

financial aid, incomes, and credit cards are new and they require new knowledge and 

skills. Students are aware that credit cards companies charge high interest rates, and they 
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dislike paying these rates. Nevertheless, some of them are reluctant to seek help from 

their parents even though their parents are financially able and willing to assist them. 

Young adults aspire to achieve grownup status, and they dislike – even resent - asking for 

help from their parents. Lisa attributed her credit card debt to her reluctance to ask her 

dad for money. 

Lisa: I hate asking him [her dad] for money, I hate [it and] that’s some of the 

reason for my debt on my credit card. Because I could ask him for the money, but 

I don’t like it. I’m not like a lot of my friends that just like when they have a 

problem, oh mom could I have some more money? I hate doing that and I won’t 

do it unless I absolutely have to. 

Interviewer: You hate it? 

Lisa: I hate asking for money, I’d rather be independent. Like I’m 21 years old 

[and] I think is ridiculous that I have to go home and ask for money. I hate that 

feeling so I, uh, uh just put it on my credit card and I won’t have to worry about 

asking them for money and then therefore is my responsibility. 

Lisa regarded being independent and responsible as key elements of a grownup 

persona. She tried to attain these characteristics by using credit cards and not asking her 

parents for money. She resented the need to ask for money and hated doing it. In the 

following excerpt, it becomes clear that what she was trying to escape from.  

Lisa: I pay on it every month, I don’t ever skip a bill and I never paid them the 

minimum amount. So my credit rate is good. But my dad hates my balance on my 
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credit card. I get lectured about it every single time he brings it up: you don’t need 

to be doing this, blah, blah. 

Being lectured by parents equates to being treated like a child and it is 

unacceptable for an individual who values independence. Dependence on credit cards 

does not necessarily equate to striving for full independence, but rather escaping 

childhood. Lisa hated asking for money from her parents not because she feared they 

would deny her, but because she feared admitting that she needed their help. She saw her 

identity as being at stake and being negotiated: am I an adult in college or still a child at 

home? Lisa had a corresponding dilemma with her credit cards: shall I charge my credit 

cards or shall I ask my parents for money? She chose to accumulate charges on her credit 

cards and avoid punishment from her parents, even punishment as insignificant as an 

annoying lecture.  

Try Out Real Life 

College students prepare for the future by engaging in various life domains such 

as education, career, and social networks. Knowing that family monetary provision will 

eventually end, voluntarily or involuntarily, they also start to prepare themselves for 

financial independence and life after college, Some students experiment with a foray into 

real life by declining financial aid from their family. Despite their financial need, they 

want a sense of real adult life. Vanessa was given a large sum of money by her great-

uncle early in her college career, and she had no credit card debt despite her lavish 

spending on travel and clothing. In the last two years of her college, she chose to forego 

financial aid from her family and live more self-sufficiently.  
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Vanessa: I felt like it was very easy for me to have that money and I spent a lot of 

it. And I wanted to learn how to be a little bit more responsible with my own 

money. … I think it was time for me to start doing it on my own, struggling a 

little bit more, which was hard, but it’s taught me a lot of great lessons. And I 

knew I was going to be a teacher and I wasn’t going to make a lot of money when 

I graduated and I needed to start living that kind of a lifestyle. One that was a little 

bit more reasonable in terms of what I was probably going to be doing for the next 

couple of years. From my whole life we didn't have money. We were very poor; 

my mom was a single parent only making $30,000 a year, raising two daughters. 

So we didn’t have money; we didn't have a lot of really nice things. … And so 

once I started getting money I wanted to spend it. Cause I wanted to pretend like I 

had money and so I felt like I needed to come back to reality a little more and 

work for it myself and see what it really was like to work for it and to live 

paycheck to paycheck and struggle a little more. 

Vanessa wanted to try on the reality of her future toward the end of her time in 

college. The reality for her was based on her previous life and her future life prospects. 

Neither her moderate upbringing by a single mother nor her future career as a teacher 

matched her spending patterns during the first four years in college. She decided to learn 

how to live on her own by taking more financial responsibility and even taking on some 

debt. She felt she was different from many dependent college students who lacked 

understanding and experiences of real life. 
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Vanessa: But I think it’s very true that a lot of times kids will leave college and 

not have any concept of reality because they got everything handed to them for 

four years and then they get out into the world and they get in some financial 

trouble because they haven't had to manage money, they haven't had to live within 

their actual means. 

Vanessa wanted to accept more financial responsibility and to learn from the 

hardship of real life. She did not like carrying balances on her credit cards, but 

appreciated the fact she was learning and struggling instead of living in a fantasy. 

Vanessa employed debt as a tool to try out her version of real life, which may not have 

been the same as what would come after college, but was far different from the 

comfortable lifestyle afforded by her relative’s monetary gifts. She chose to experience 

the reality of this important transitional period, and her financial hardship made her more 

mature and independent. In addition the college she was attending, she also learned some 

lessons from the school of hard knocks.  

Keep Family Proud 

Having students in college brings prestige and status to some families. Family 

members take great pride in young adults’ achievements, and this puts pressure on them 

to excel in college. Young adults may hide their problems or failures in order appear to 

be doing well in family members’ eyes. Nathan is a first-generation college student. He 

took student loans and used credit cards to cover his expenses. Occasionally he received 

money from relatives, but he never asked them for it. 

Interviewer: Do you talk to people about your credit card debt? 
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Nathan: No, pretty much kinda like keeping it secret how much I have. I don’t 

like people feeling sorry for me and giving me money so I can pay. I enjoy 

receiving money because they’re proud of me. But like, crap I ran out of money 

[and] can you send some down? I have trouble asking for money when it’s like 

that. 

Nathan’s parents were divorced, but both they and their families were very 

supportive and close to him. He knew that they had high expectations of him, and he was 

determined to make them proud. He was afraid to disappoint his parents and relatives 

because he was treated as a role model in his extended family. Nathan was not 

specifically worried about his credit card debt; his priority was family pride. He never 

asked for money because he feared giving any hint or arousing any suspicion that he was 

having trouble in school. 

Escape Conflicting Family Dynamics 

In some families, children have troubled relationships with their parents. Troubled 

parent-child relations complicate communications and prompt young adults to try to 

escape the estranged relationship. They may have to sacrifice financial aid and take the 

financial burden upon themselves to do this. Michelle had a tense relationship with her 

stepmother, who was the dominant figure in the household and was in charge of the 

family’s finances.  

Interviewer: Who do you talk to [if you ask for money]? 

Michelle: Well, I have to talk to her [her stepmother]. My dad….to put it frankly, 

he’s kind of pussy-whipped. He could give me the money but then if MJ found 
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out, all hell would break loose, and it’d be like, ‘You better pay me back, and this 

that and the other,’ so either way, it’s almost like taking out a loan from a bank, 

but your Nazi Hitler stepmother is the bank loan officer. And it’s not fun to deal 

with her, so I just avoid it. 

Michelle was reluctant to ask her parents for money even to cover school 

expenses. Her parents could well afford the expenses, but their interpersonal ties were 

crippled so Michelle preferred to use credit cards as a source for money. Michelle’s 

troubled relationship with her stepmother blocked her access to the financial resources 

she might have had from her family. She felt that the personal and emotional cost of 

obtaining money from her stepmother was too high. Michelle preferred to pay the high 

interest rates on her credit card balances because she had no personal relationship with 

the credit card company. In contrast, money from her stepmother came at the cost of 

much anger and hatred. She refused to give in to her stepmother and used her credit cards 

to maintain her dignity in this conflicted relationship.  

Governmental Regulation on Independence 

Young adults’ dependence on credit cards mirrors their dynamic relationships 

with their parents. Beyond the micro-level of their behavior, government laws and 

regulations also have certain impacts. For example, Curt could not qualify for enough 

governmental financial aid because his parents’ incomes were too high.  

Curt: It’s kind of frustrating when I fill out the FAFSA. They say, well your 

parents, judging by, you know, the population of people that take this FAFSA and 

the contribution values and all that, they should be able to support you. They 
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should be able to pay for all of your college and all of your expenses. But they 

have their own expenses and they have their own bills. So it doesn’t always work 

out that way. So this next year I think will be a lot better for me because I can 

claim independent on a FAFSA, which hopefully they won’t take any of my 

parents’ income. Because that’s what they do, they take my parents’ income and 

say okay, well they can give me a lot of money. But they don’t. So if I can claim 

independence then they can say, ok, here’s your budget and you need this much 

help, so we’re going to give you that. So hopefully that’s how it turns out next 

year. 

Ironically, young adults are considered to be accountable for their financial 

actions and the consequences of these actions, but overarching governmental power 

interferes with individual effort and behavior. Young Americans experience several rites 

of passage that are defined and embedded in this society (van Gennep 1960). For instance, 

people at the age of 18 are given the legal right to vote. However, they are still treated as 

dependents of their parents in many respects. When it comes to financial aid, young 

adults cannot apply for government grants independently until age 23. Prior to that, 

parents’ incomes are taken into account regardless of the actual financial assistance the 

parents provide to their offspring. Many college students are financially independent or 

partially independent from their parents before the legalized age. Thus, governmental 

regulations may indirectly cause them to turn to credit cards to cover their expenses in 

college. 

REPAYMENT OF CREDIT CARD DEBT 
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Accepting personal responsibility is an important aspect of independence for 

young adults. Some responsibilities are contractual, such as credit card repayment, and 

users must abide by written rules. Other responsibilities are non-contractual, such as 

household chores, and parents and children constantly negotiate the boundaries of their 

respective responsibilities. Young adults and their parents function according to mutual, 

often implicit, agreements. For instance, financial support for children’s education is 

usually based on a tacit mutual understanding between parents and children. Parents, 

nevertheless, have more power in determining whether and to what extent they provide 

financial aid to their children.  

When young adults acquire credit cards, they accept legal responsibility for their 

use of the credit. As discussed earlier, acquisition of and dependence on credit cards 

manifest young adults’ strategies to achieve independence and gain freedom from their 

parents. In the consumption cycle of credit cards, repayment of credit card debt is the 

next stage, and several questions emerge: What do young adults do when they 

accumulate charges and become burdened by payments? Do they maintain their 

independence project and shun their parents’ surveillance and control? Or, do they 

renegotiate the boundaries of responsibility with their parents and seek help from them? 

Or, do they give up their responsibilities and fall back into childhood dependency roles 

with respect to their parents?  

In the next section, repayment of credit card debt is analyzed to show young 

adults’ strategies for coping with financial responsibility. There are three main themes in 

this phase. First, learning to be responsible is a progression in which young adults learn 
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from their behavior and find different ways to fulfill their responsibilities. Second, it is a 

dynamic process in which they negotiate meanings and boundaries with their parents. 

Children and parents constantly negotiate and redefine the domain and boundary of 

responsibility. Third, it is influenced by peers who collectively confect a consensus of 

responsibility and apply it to their own financial situations.  

Take Responsibility 

The motivation young adults have to take responsibility for their credit card debts 

is associated with how they use the credit cards and the consumption meanings embedded 

in this usage. A first step for them is to justify whether the responsibility belongs to them 

and come to terms with why it does not belong to their parents. Thomas had $2500 

balance on his credit cards, and he decided to pay it back by himself.  

Interviewer: Did you ask somebody for help (on your credit card balance)? 

Thomas: No, I kept all that to myself. Even with my parents. When I borrowed 

money from them, it was for the things I needed. Paying off the credit card bill, it 

was something I wanted, you know, before and so it’s my fault. There’s no reason 

anybody else should suffer for that. … Student loans are different. I mean, they’re 

still debt and there’s still interest, you know, but this is to make myself better. I 

mean, what I used the credit cards for wasn’t to make me better. At times it was to 

help me live but there were other times that it was just totally entertainment. 

Taking responsibility of one’s credit card debt reflects how young adults interpret 

the utilitarian meanings of credit card debt, and the utilitarian meanings derive from what 

credit cards are used for. Thomas had used his cards mostly for recreational purposes, and 
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he regarded this kind of consumption as ineligible for his parents’ financial aid. For him, 

credit card use was associated with consumption that was not directly connected to 

education. The educational goal was highly valued by Thomas because he had been 

attending college off and on for 12 years. He had made it his goal to earn a college degree, 

and he believed that what he purchased with his credit card did not contribute to this goal 

and was, therefore, unnecessary and even unforgiven debt. Therefore, he was determined 

to take full responsibility for his credit card debt.  

Coping Strategies 

Once young adults make the determination to take responsibility for their debts, they may 

engage in various strategies to eliminate it. Three primary strategies are used to pay back 

debt without seeking parents’ assistance: they may manage their finances more carefully; 

alter their consumption patterns and reduce spending; or earn more money by working 

harder at part-time jobs.  

Some students employ budgeting techniques to reduce their debt.  Curt had $1000 

balance on his credit cards at the time of first interview. Six months later, he had 

eliminated this balance.  

Curt: I haven’t used the credit card in over a year maybe. 

Interviewer: You just stopped? 

Curt: I just stopped using it and relied on my budget. I developed a budget that I 

live with and just, I mean, if I wanted something I couldn’t afford, then too bad. I 

just don’t get it. But yeah, now I’m on a budget and I have a debit card but it 
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comes out of my checking account so…I just deposit my check every week from 

work. 

Budgeting is an effective practice that allows young adults to balance income and 

expenditures and helps them understand their financial situations. Credit cards may 

obscure a person’s real spending capacity; budgeting makes the picture clear and enables 

users to monitor their money flow on a regular basis. Curt was able to get his credit cards 

under control by regularly checking his bank accounts, income, and spending. For many 

young adults, the burden of debt forces them to realize how important budgeting is. In 

some instances, credit card debt pushes them to be financially prepared for the future and 

propels them to practice responsible financial management. 

Change Consumption 

Some young adults realize that their debt is a result of their consumption and 

lifestyle choices. Melissa had been using budgeting tactics to pay down her credit card 

debt. In addition, she made some changes to her social routines that enabled her to save 

money and pay off her debt more quickly.  

Melissa: I realized it was a problem. I used to go to parties a lot and used to go to 

the bars a lot.  And now I don’t, because I’m paying off all this. I don’t have 

money to just go out with them. Oh it’s Friday, let’s go out and have some drinks 

and go do this and go do that. I don’t have money to do that. So I don’t hang with 

those people as much because that’s what they do, because they have money to do 

that and I don’t. 
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Melissa essentially changed her lifestyle by cutting out expensive social activities. 

When young adults live on their own, they are free to choose their social groups and 

participate in activities that their parents may disapprove of. They may be pressured to 

spend on material possessions and services to signal status among their peers. When 

young adults take responsibility of their finance, they need to simultaneously control their 

consumption and live more moderate lifestyles.  

Working 

In addition to changing consumption habits and reducing spending, young adults 

also find ways to increase their incomes to reduce debt burdens. Some students work long 

hours at multiple jobs to keep afloat financially. Ami planned to pay off her credit card 

debt by working through the summer.  

Ami: Basically what I’m trying to do to get out of my debt is once the summer is 

right around the corner my next payment is once a month and my next payment is 

after when school ends and so basically once I’m working I just want to like 

basically pay off all my debt. Basically I’m working the entire summer in Tucson 

and I’m going to summer school here, and so like, I’m basically just going to like 

pay off my debt from basically what I make over the summer. … I’ll have so 

much time to work. And my goal is to work 25-30 hours per week. And if I can 

do that, I can get back easily, cause I’m making about $200 a week. In like a 

month I’ll be out of my debt. 

 Indebted students may work long hours to pay down their credit card debts. For 

them, working is not about gaining relevant experience for a future career, but about 
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dealing with their financial circumstances. While it may provide a quick solution to the 

problem of debt, over-working may distract students from their educational goals and be 

detrimental to their well-being. Another drawback of working to reduce debt is that 

college students may ignore the better solution to their indebtedness: budgeting. 

Social Network Impacts  

In the previous section, we saw illustrated three strategies that young adults may 

use to address their debt problems. Their courses of action are not only individually 

driven, but are also influenced by their social networks. Parents and peers influence 

young adults’ decisions and behaviors with respect to eliminating their debt. One 

informant (Lindsay) talked about the interplay between her financial behavior and her 

parents’ and friends’ support.  

Lindsay: I think it was just a big lesson that I had to learn. I mean, I’m the one 

that’s in control of this now. It’s not my parents; I don’t just rely on them. I guess 

it’s something I have to take care in that I have to face the consequences if I mess 

up. … I mean it was really hard and things are better now because I have a better 

paying job and that sort of thing. 

Lindsay was determined to pay off her credit card debt on her own and had been 

working toward that goal for the past year and a half. She had reduced her balances 

considerably through careful budgeting and reduced spending. For example, she stopped 

going to a pricey hair salon and found a less expensive way to get her hair cut. Most of 

Lindsay’s debt was accrued quickly and unexpectedly after she moved out of her parents’ 

home into her own place.  
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Parental Support 

Lindsay’s acceptance of financial responsibility was influenced by her parents’ 

support. They provided some monetary support, but in addition they helped her realize 

that she needed to take full responsibility for her debts. 

Lindsay: Sometimes I would ask them [her parents] to help me pay for other 

expenses that came up. … If some other expense came up that I knew I wouldn't 

be able to afford that and be able to meet my financial means for that month, then 

I would sometimes ask them to help me pay for things. And generally they would. 

Sometimes it was a loan; they would give me money and say, over the next year if 

you can just send us a little bit of money to pay it off. Because they knew I 

couldn’t afford it all at once so they would send me some money. I would send 

them like $10 a month for however long it took because it was easier for me to 

pay $10 a month to them than to pay this big chunk of money up front. 

When Lindsay’s parents gave her money, it was operationalized as a loan, which 

she was expected to pay back. Family support may be something other than monetary aid. 

Intangible support such as love, care, and advice provides meaningful benefits for 

children. Although Lindsay’s parents did not teach her how to manage her finances, they 

supported her efforts to handle her financial situation responsibly. They did not bail her 

out or offer money to alleviate her debt; instead, they set up a discipline that helped 

Lindsay face her challenges. 

Friends’ Support 

  



95 

 When young adults leave home for college, new friends may function as a more 

accessible and understanding resource than parents. When Lindsay moved to a new town 

and got into financial difficulty, her friends helped her clarify her perspectives on 

spending and establish a goal to pay back her credit card debt.  

Lindsay: They [her friends] are some of the main people that were encouraging 

me to live more simply. I mean there wasn't really anything that they could do 

about it because it was my problem and my debt. But they just encouraged me to 

be a better steward of my money and just to think more about what I was 

spending money on and not to live above my means but to be realistic about what 

I could afford. It definitely helped a lot and even just practically helping me, you 

know, like coming up with a budget and learning how to designate how much 

money I can spend on these things. 

Living away from family for the first time in her life, Lindsay relied on her 

network of friends for opinions and suggestions. When she had trouble dealing with her 

credit card spending and debt, her friends were supportive and encouraging. They helped 

her approach her financial situation, which is more beneficial than simply giving money. 

Strong support from friends is important as young adults often conceal their difficulties 

from their parents. Because friends have equivalent social positions and often experience 

similar difficulties, they are more prone to listen to and accept each other’s advice.  

Through her own effort, parents’ guidance, and friends’ encouragement, Lindsay 

learned from her experiences with credit cards and took on the responsibility to pay her 
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credit card debt. By contrast, some young adults renegotiate their responsibility as they 

fall deeper into credit card debt, and find ways to escape their responsibilities.  

Reject Responsibility 

Once a young adult has accrued a large credit card debt, he/she faces a dilemma. 

He/she can continue to struggle with the indebtedness or turn to parents for help. The 

legal responsibility to pay off credit card debt remains unchanged, but; the individual 

responsibility may be disrupted. Some young adults transfer the responsibility to their 

parents and refuse to take responsibility for their own actions. One informant (Christine) 

spoke of her rejection of responsibility and how her parents and friends influenced her 

decision. Christine could barely pay the minimum on her credit card balances at one point 

in time.  

Interviewer: When you stopped paying, what were you thinking? 

Christine: I didn’t even care at that point. I just thought, I can’t pay it [and] I 

would have debt and I understood that I wasn’t all the way erasing it. But I 

figured some day I would get a job and pay it and they can charge me all they 

want. That’s so irresponsible but that’s what I was thinking. 

Christine tried to escape her financial responsibility even though she understood 

she was bonded by a legal contract. On the surface, she wanted a time cushion to delay 

repayment; but in fact she was waiting for her parents to come to her rescue. Her 

rejection of responsibility was based on her understanding of her mom’s parenting 

methods. Next, I will illustrate what she expected from her mom and how her mom 

responded to her debt when she found out about it.  
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Social Network Impacts 

Young adults are influenced by their social networks when they negotiate how to 

deal with their debt. Parents and friends both influence their choice to reject 

responsibility and impact their decision to transfer it to their parents. 

Parental Impact 

Christine knew that in letting her make her own decisions with regard to 

managing her credit cards, her mom was trying to teach her to be responsible. Christine 

and her mom had a special conduit to communicate her financial situations.  

Interviewer: Did your parents know [about your credit cards]? 

Christine: My mom knew. She saw the letters. I don’t keep secrets from her, 

because she is very hands-off. If I did something bad, it’s up to me. So she knew 

the whole time, she never really said anything. Or she did though, but she didn’t 

do anything about it because it was my problem. And then she said finally, “okay, 

you are out of control. I’m gonna pay off some of this.” Maybe [it] will teach me 

a lesson. Like I said, they will come when it’s a bad situation. They will help me 

out, but otherwise they won’t do that. 

Christine’s mom paid half of her credit card balance once she determined that 

Christine’s debt was out of control. Christine was surprised that her parents didn’t stop 

her earlier as she began to accumulate debt, but she was not surprised that they eventually 

bailed her out. She understood her mom’s parental strategy and was sure that her mom 

that would back her up if she stumbled. When she said she would pay back the debt when 
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she had money, she was waiting for her mom to step in and help her. In this way, she 

transferred her own responsibility over to her parents.  

The meaning of responsibility is regressed to the stage of childhood when young 

adults relinquish their responsibility to their parents. Children realize that, during their 

transition to adulthood, they are still guarded and protected by their parents, from whom 

they can seek help in times of risk or danger. Christine’s mom expected her to be 

responsible with her credit cards and she allowed her much autonomy in handling them. 

Yet Christine knew that her mom would bail her out if she got in trouble. Hence, her 

mom sent a conflicting message about financial responsibility to Christine.  

Friends’ Impact 

 Credit card debts are ubiquitous in college, and young adults often share their 

experiences and echo other’s concerns and worries. Lindsay’s friends helped her face her 

financial difficulties and reduce her spending; Christine, on the other hand, was 

encouraged by her friends to spend more and not worry about the consequences.  

Christine: Everyone I know from back home who is my age has credit card debt. 

So they all understand. It’s a very sympathetic reaction. So instead of ‘Christine, 

cut it off and stop spending it,’ they actually talked to me and, you know, 

sympathetic and that’s not what I needed. 

Interviewer: Sympathetic? 

Christine: They were. They were saying, “oh, that sucks, and let’s go out to 

dinner and use your credit card.” [Laugh] 
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The comfort of a social network may temporarily alleviate the emotional 

uneasiness that accompanies debt, but it eventually exacerbates young adults’ financial 

problems. Among friends, young adults feel less concerned and more open about 

discussing sensitive topics. However, they may gain a perception of debt as a common 

and trivial phenomenon and defer taking actions about it.  

Negotiate Responsibility 

As shown in previous sections, some young adults take full responsibility for their 

credit card behaviors while others reject the responsibility of their credit card debt. In 

between, some young adults negotiate with their parents to find a solution when they 

encounter difficulties paying back their debt. In this way, they accept parents’ assistance 

but also maintain their responsibility. Often the solution manifests parent-child relations 

and how responsibility is defined between them. Children learn about the rules and norms 

in the family, which in turn shape their understanding of responsibility.  

Parents as a Temporary Salvager 

When parents find out about their children’s debt situations, they may offer a 

buyout to rescue them from drowning. Young adults, however, may refuse a complete 

bailout and choose temporary assistance to address their immediate difficulty. They are 

likely to accept this type of aid in order to keep their pride and esteem. George asked his 

parents to pay off his credit card bill when he ran out of money. He planned to pay them 

back once he made money from his summer job.  

George: My parents are going to pay that off probably depending on how much 

the minimum payment is. 
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Interviewer: They are? 

George: They will because I don’t have any money, so I’ll just say please pay this 

off and I’ll pay you back. And they’ll say ok and do it. And they probably 

wouldn’t have a problem just spotting me $300 if I needed it but I have a problem 

with it. So they’ll pay it off and I’ll get a job over the summer and part of that 

money will go to paying my parents back. 

George recognized his ultimate responsibility for the payments. For him, 

temporary assistance from his parents did not change his sense of responsibility. While he 

temporarily transferred his responsibility to his parents, he did not relinquish it. The 

negotiation of responsibility was actively negotiated between him and his parents. While 

his parents encouraged him to acquire credit cards to learn to be responsible with them, 

they were willing to help him if needed. In fact, they had access to George’s credit card 

bills. They did not know, however, whether and when they should step in. When they 

learned about his increasing credit card balance and the looming deadline, they chose not 

to initiate any action but to wait for his decision. On the other hand, knowing his parents 

have access to his credit card information, George assumed that his parents would pay his 

credit card bill when they saw it. He found out on the deadline day that they had not paid 

the bill for him. This confusion manifests a dynamic interaction between parents and 

young adults when dealing with responsibility.  

Parents for Partial Solution 

Another type of negotiating responsibility calls for young adults to reach an 

agreement with their parents to pay off their debt. Young adults want to preserve partial 
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responsibility as they work out a plan to pay off the debt together with their parents. 

Melissa did not realize the severity of her credit card debt problem because it had accrued 

slowly. After a year of not using her credit cards, she still found it impossible to reduce 

the balances by paying the minimum payment. She finally told her parents about her 

situation and sought their help to eliminate her debts. 

Melissa: My dad offered to do that [eliminating her credit card balances] with me 

to pay for my cards until I got out of college and I said no. I didn’t want to owe 

my dad the money. I’d rather owe the bank or the credit cards money than my dad. 

Interview: You said no? 

Melissa: I don’t like owing my parents money because they’re always, well, you 

owe me this and you owe me that. Even though we have a great relationship, I 

don’t want to have to owe them any money because they hold it over my head. 

[laugh] They’ll be like, well, we did this for you so you can’t do this; or you can’t 

do this [because] we want you to do this. And I figured I’m already out of the 

house and I don’t need to do what they say. I don’t want to have to really listen to 

them with my decisions. But if I owe them money, then I have to listen to them, 

so I’d rather owe the bank money. 

Melissa’s parents helped her consolidate all her credit card debts into one. That 

one card had no interest rate for one year, and she was able to pay down her debt more 

quickly. Interestingly, even though she relied on her parents to solve her problems, she 

chose not to take their offer of an easy way out. She took into account other factors 
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besides economic benefit and weighed the social obligations attached to her parents’ offer 

of “free” monetary aid.  

Although Melissa needed her parents to salvage her from debt trouble, she 

leveraged her obligations with her parents and tried to retain some semblance of freedom. 

In this way, she reduced her debt and maintained some resistance to her parents’ control. 

Financial aid from her parents did not entail additional financial cost to her because she 

did not pay interest to her parents. However, she felt that her parents would have more 

power to control her life had they bailed her out. She would have less autonomy and 

dignity had she taken their money. In contrast, she would rather owe the credit card 

companies money because there were no interpersonal obligations.  

DISCUSSION 

Young adults use credit cards not only as a purchase mechanism or cash 

alternative, but also as a tool to leverage their authority, maturity, and increasing 

autonomy in social relationships. Credit cards facilitate a sense of independence for 

young adults who expect to live on their own by developing a credit history. Credit cards 

also give them a feel for freedom because they can spend on things without being 

questioned or blamed. Young adults use credit cards as a tool to launch their life projects 

and transition into adulthood at this crucial life stage. As they become less dependent on 

their parents, they rely more on credit cards. A shift of dependence manifests in young 

adults’ desire to distance themselves from one authoritarian social relationship and accept 

another powerful contractual relationship.  
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For their part, parents play an important role in young adults’ understanding of 

their responsibility with regard to credit card practices. On the one hand, parents want 

their youngsters to have the wherewithal to deal with emergencies when they live on their 

own. They push young adults to accept responsibility by managing their credit cards and 

taking care of their expenses. On the other hand, parents stand ready to extend assistance 

when they find their children in deep water. Some parents provide a safety net for their 

children that requires them to relinquish all or part of their independence and 

responsibility.  

In this study, credit cards are shown to embody an importance that goes beyond 

their purchasing power and reflects young cardholders’ emerging self-identity. Many 

undergraduate students depend on their parents for financial support, and the parents’ 

authority is manifested in their influence on young adults’ consumption choices and life 

projects. At this stage and in this situation, both parties understand that it is an 

asymmetric relationship. Parents may use their financial power to reward or punish 

young adults, but young adults can attain the financial power they desire through credit 

cards. Credit cards provide a monetary source that counters the power disparity and 

circumvents the need for parental permission. Paradoxically, as young adults become 

more financially independent from their parents, they become more dependent on credit 

cards.  

As college students experience the transition from childhood to adulthood, they 

negotiate a balance of responsibility with their parents. The domains and boundaries of 

responsibility are actively negotiated by both parties. As children become burdened by 
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credit card debt, they face a dilemma in dealing with the consequences. Some accept full 

responsibility by budgeting, working, or reducing spending; some reject the responsibility 

and fall back on their parents for a bailout; others rely on their parents for temporary 

salvage but retain ultimate responsibility for their debts. The different strategies young 

adults use to deal with debt reflect their beliefs and desires in their identity projects, as 

well as the dynamics between them and their parents and friends.  

 This study sheds light on the interplay between consumption and social 

relationships. By studying young adults’ use of credit cards, I analyze a consumption 

process that starts with the acquisition of credit cards, advances to dependence on credit 

cards, and often ends with repayment of credit card debt. In their practices with credit 

cards, emerging adults actively adjust their identity formation strategies.   

Despite the high interest rates, some young consumers prefer to rely on credit 

cards rather than their parents as a financial source. Economic theory alone can hardly 

explain this behavior. However, this is a rational behavior when considered in its social 

context. Credit card use is not burdened with any type of interpersonal obligations. Thus, 

things purchased with credit cards do not carry the baggage that may accompany items 

purchased with parents’ money. Credit card companies are more tolerant and less 

judgmental than parents when it comes to consumption decisions. Young adults can have 

more freedom in choosing their lifestyles and fulfilling their personal goals when they 

obtain financial independence with credit cards.  

Credit card usage reflects young adults’ pursuit of independence, freedom from 

obligation, and negotiation of responsibility. This research echoes the theme of the social 
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embeddedness of consumption that integrates individual consumers with their social 

networks. In specific, this study advances traditional attributes of social networks (e.g., 

strength of ties and number of ties) and investigates deeper meanings and various 

components in social ties. By studying credit cards as a context, I have demonstrated that 

economic exchange between young adults and credit card companies is intertwined with 

consumers’ social ties, especially with their parents.  

Credit card practices have several consequences vis-à-vis young adults’ 

relationships with their parents. First, as a monetary source, credit cards carry no personal 

attachments, unlike money from parents. The contractual relationship one has with a 

credit card company involves no judgment about consumption choices. Credit from credit 

cards is not laden with any constraints or limitations, nor is it required to follow 

authoritarian commands. The only requirement is to pay it back. This rule is contract-

based, and young adults see the advantage of the social freedom created by credit cards. 

In other words, young adults gain more leverage in their social exchanges with their 

parents with the help of credit cards and are thus encouraged to depend on them more.  

This study uncovers debt consumption mainly at an individual level. Notably, 

young adults’ credit card usage is also influenced by institutions. Credit card companies, 

universities, and the government all play certain roles in this dynamic. The macro-level 

interventions are not the focus of this study but need future research. Individual 

consumers’ ties to these institutions may shed additional light on their financial behavior. 

For instance, the relationship between students and universities indirectly reflects 

students’ practices with credit cards. Universities allow students to have many freedoms 
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and make many of their own decisions. One of them is the freedom to acquire credit 

cards. In fact, universities and credit card companies may even make deals to attract 

college students as credit card users. Universities benefit from credit card companies but 

students may suffer if universities do not provide necessary skills and knowledge.  

In a sample of undergraduate students who were at crucial crossroads in their 

lives, I’ve discovered dynamics between credit card management behaviors and some 

components of social relationships. It is possible that the same components may function 

differently for people in different age groups or life circumstances. It is also possible that 

other components of social relationships may emerge that have larger or overlapping 

impacts. No doubt, future research will investigate different types of interpersonal 

relationships and the meanings attached. As dynamic and complicated as interpersonal 

relationships are, there is much to explore and the interlock with consumption requires 

continued focus and deeper understanding.  
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CHAPTER 4: STUDY 2  

CONSUMPTION, STIGMA MANAGEMENT, AND STATUS RECOUP:  

A STUDY OF CREDIT CARD DEBTORS 

 

ABSTRACT 

Study 2 focuses on another phase of debt consumption: repayment of credit card 

debt. Depth interviews were conducted with 22 adult debtors who were enrolled in a debt 

elimination program at a credit-counseling agency. Two main theoretical themes are 

found. First, debtors negotiate the meaning of consumer status. The concept of normality 

with respect to consumer behavior changes from being based on lifestyle and possessions 

to a focus on maintaining consumer credibility and being a good credit citizen. Second, 

during the process of falling into debt and struggling to extricate oneself from debt, 

consumers engage in a stigma management process to deal with people in their social 

networks. In addition to coping with the financial consequences of debt, debtors also 

employ strategies to cope with debt’s symbolic consequences.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Study 1 examines the interplay between consumption of debt and interpersonal 

relations. We see that young adults often leverage their financial obligations with their 

personal obligations and freedoms. In addition, they use debt as a mechanism to define 

and negotiate meanings and the boundaries of their responsibilities. The theoretical 

underpinning of this study is to study consumer debt as a socially embedded and 

relationship-based phenomenon.  

The informants in the first study are college students who had just started using 

credit cards and accruing debts. They have scant knowledge of financial management and 

little experiences with credit card debt. Their debt situations are not at an extreme or 

uncontrollable level, although two of them had experienced some difficulty in repaying 

their credit card balances. None has consulted with a credit-counseling agency in order to 

improve their financial situations. 

At this life stage, these students are seen to possess distinctive goals, concerns, 

and life projects. Their parents or government grants cover most of their living expenses, 

and their financial obligations are mostly a result of recreational spending. The financial 

independence and disposable income available to these students is somewhat limited, but 

they are not expected to bring in financial resources for others in the family. Their main 

financial objective is to take care of themselves, for which they use money earned at their 

part-time jobs.  

The theoretical aim of the second study is twofold. First, the interplay between 

consumption of debt and interpersonal relationships is further explored. Study 1 finds that 
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young adults manage their credit cards according to factors such as their independence, 

obligations, and responsibility to their parents. These aspects of their social relations 

stand out because of their specific life stage and identity project. A separate but related 

question involves what components of interpersonal relations emerge for adults who are 

not dependent on their parents for financial aid. The informants in Study 1 are still at the 

early stage of accruing debt. However, as consumers accrue higher balances and their 

financial situations deteriorate, what coping strategies do they employ at that stage, 

specifically with respect to their social networks?  

Second, I intend to address credit as a reflection of consumer status. Consumers 

signal their status with possessions and experiences, but they also maintain implicit status 

as credit users. Study 1 determines that individual credibility is viewed as an important 

characteristic for consumers to function. In this study, consumer credibility is studied as a 

status symbol in relation to the consumer status signaled by material goods. The entire 

cycle of consumer status – from possessing it to losing it and then recouping it - is 

investigated. In other words, I will examine how people perceive the change in their 

status as credit users when they fall deep into unmanageable debt and explore how the 

change alters their status as consumers. Consumer credibility is an implicit status symbol 

because it usually is not as visible to the public as material possessions are. However, 

individual consumers are aware of the status of their own credibility and cope with it in 

their social networks. Interestingly, status as credible consumers is intertwined with the 

status derived from public meanings of consumption. For example, consumers may use 

credit cards to purchase prestigious items that signal status; yet they may jeopardize their 
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financial status if they cannot pay off their credit card bills. Generally consumers attempt 

to find a balance between these types of status so they can fully function in this consumer 

and credit society. This study aims to uncover people’s negotiation of their statuses, their 

financial management practices, their consumption, and their coping strategies within 

their social networks. 

In order to address the theoretical purposes of this study, I am focusing on a 

specific group of consumers, that is, clients of a nation-wide nonprofit consumer credit 

counseling agency. These clients, debtors who have sought assistance from the agency in 

order to pay off their credit card debts, vary in terms of their ages, educations, 

occupations, and geographical residence, but are overall fairly representative of troubled 

debtors in this country. They frequently possessed a number of credit cards and were 

saddled with large amounts of debt before they enrolled in the agency’s debt management 

program. Their financial situations were on the verge of collapse: they needed a third 

party to help them pay back their debt. These heavy debtors had widely varying amounts 

of credit card debt, but in all cases, they simply could not keep up with the credit card 

payments based on their income and other expenses.  

These financially troubled adults interpreted the meanings of credit cards and 

handled debts differently from college students. They usually had more types of debt to 

pay back (e.g., home mortgages, student loans, and car loans as well as credit card 

balances) than college students. They had accumulated debt over a longer period of time 

than college students and, thus, they had deeper understandings of the meaning of debt 

and placed debts more centrally among their life projects. Their debt behaviors centered 
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on how to repay their debts and thus differed from the college students in Study 1, who 

were mostly at the stage of accruing debts and were not yet that concerned about paying 

them off. The focus of this study is to understand how people’s management of debt is 

socially embedded. This study is designed to reveal the impact of debt on debtors’ social 

relations. With respect to these heavy debtors, it is intriguing to consider two questions: 1) 

Have they used social capital within their networks to reduce debts prior to enrolling in 

the debt-management program? 2) How have their social relations, especially their close 

ties, changed during their struggle with debt? 

Compared to the college students who were mostly single and without children, 

the adult debtors in this study were likely to have family obligations and carry significant 

economic responsibilities. In most cases, these individuals were responsible for managing 

the current and future expenses for themselves and their families. Some of them were the 

principal breadwinners of their household, and having spouses and dependent children 

added to their level of responsibility. In all cases they either could not or would not call 

on their parents for financial assistance. Thus, they had no protective shield to rely on 

when hit with unexpected or uncontrollable financial conditions as many of the college 

students in the first study did. Their high debt levels presaged drastic changes in their 

social ties.  

Debtors in a credit-counseling program, like most consumers who are inundated 

with debt, often experience social and psychological turbulence because of their debt. 

They desire to reform their financial situations, as evidenced by their participation in the 

credit-counseling program. This study aims to understand the interplay between their 
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indebted circumstances and their social networks. While the credit counseling agency 

provides educational and financial tools to assist them, strong and consistent social 

support is also critical for them to become debt-free. Debtors engage in a variety of 

strategies to cope with their social networks as they struggle with debt. Within the scope 

of this study, consumption of debt is studied through the lens of social embeddedness, 

and debtors are studied as connected individuals within their networks.  

I examine the factors that concern debtors in connection with their social relations 

as they cope with financial difficulties. How do they interact with their family, friends, 

and peers after they accrue unmanageable credit card debt? How do they change their 

consumption patterns and lifestyles in response to their debt situations? What personal 

sacrifices do they make to resolve relational conflicts as they eliminate their debt? What 

do they desire to accomplish by paying off their debt and starting anew as debt-free 

consumers?  

BACKGROUND 

Heavy debtors undergo changes in consumption patterns and reinterpret their 

positions in social relations. They consciously control their resources to minimize 

spending impulses (Lehtonen 1999). They may adopt new values to differentiate their 

needs and wants, or change their mindset with regard to buying and saving. They may 

experience feelings of inferiority compared to others in their networks who have firmer 

financial standings but they may also feel that they have escaped the trapping of 

consumerism and materialism (Lehtonen 1999).  They may affirm anti-consumerist 
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values as they experience the consequences of their debt. The meanings of consumption, 

credit cards, and debt evolve for them as their debt situations change.  

Some heavy debtors enroll in credit counseling agency programs in order to 

reduce their high credit card balances and escape high interest rates. I conducted depth 

interviews with 22 debtors and discovered that many of them became aware that their 

debts were out of control when they realized they could only afford to make the 

minimum payments each month. They either could not or would not seek financial aid 

from their families, and had consulted the credit-counseling agency as a last resort after 

referral from their credit card companies.   

The agency that supported this research is the second largest non-profit credit 

counseling organization in the U.S. with clients all over the country. When debtors seek 

help from this agency, the agency first evaluates their financial condition before enrolling 

them in a debt management program. If applicants qualify, the agency sets up an 

individual program based on their debt amount, income, and expenses; the program 

essays to help them pay off all their credit card debt within six years. The agency can 

negotiate with credit cards companies to reduce interest rates and eliminate penalties. 

Instead of sending payments to individual credit card companies, clients send one large 

sum to the agency, which then allocates the money to the appropriate credit card 

companies.  

During the program, clients are required to forgo all use of credit cards. Although 

the purpose of the program is to eradicate their poor credit histories and start over as 

credit-worthy consumers, once they relinquish their financial responsibilities to the 
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agency their credit ratings often drop further. The financial burdens of their credit card 

debt as well as the negative consequences on their personal financial status continue to 

loom until they finish the program.  

Upon completion of the program, debtors regain their financial independence and 

also lose the stigma that was attached to their debt. However, during their time of 

financial supervision by the agency, debtors often suffer from the loss of their social 

identities as responsible people and as well as their rights as credible consumers. They 

find themselves constrained about what and when they purchase, borrow or consume. 

Many people regard this as a kind of personal failure and feel helpless and hopeless. They 

aspire to pay off their debts not only to improve their financial standing but also so they 

can regain their consumer status. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In the next section, some of the significant literature on consumer status, 

consumption ideology, and stigma is introduced in connection with the current study.  

Consumer Status 

Status is termed as “an effective claim to social esteem in terms of positive or 

negative privilege” (Weber 1978, p.305). Status is often ascribed to the rich, who 

condemn the poor for pursuing immediate gratification at the expense of long-term 

reward (Veblen [1899] 2001). In contemporary society, middle class Americans have 

many opportunities to catch up with the rich but are left with a tenuous hold on their 

middle-class dreams because of increasing housing, education, and living costs (Warren 

and Tyagi 2003). In their efforts and determination to live a better life, they practice 

  



115 

various consumption activities and take on financial burdens to fulfill a desirable lifestyle. 

In the past two decades, however, an increasing number of Americans have fallen into 

unmanageable consumer debt because of their susceptibility to easy credit products 

(Sullivan et al. 2000).  

Status passages entail a gain or loss of “privilege, influence, or power, and a 

changed identity and sense of self, as well as changed behavior” (Glaser and Strauss 1971, 

p.2). The use of credit and debt blur the meanings of ownership such that ownership may 

be encumbered or may not actually be transferred at the time of purchase. With credit 

cards, consumers can consume commodities before they are able to fully afford them. 

When consumption exceeds a person’s financial means, s/he may fund that maintaining a 

level of material status diminishes his/her financial condition. Shopping can be a moral 

practice through which people strive to achieve some ideals and mold their lives 

accordingly (Campbell 1987). In what Campbell terms “character action,” people try to 

live up their ideals and take on responsibilities expected of them. In a consumer debt 

context, the “tension between devaluing consumption as an activity and dreaming of 

being capable of doing more of it constitutes what could be called consumer ‘character’ 

of the indebted” (Lehtonen 1999, p. 260). 

Consumer status has been studied in the domains of material possessions (e.g., 

Richins 1994) and experiences (e.g., Schouten 1991). In the current study, I intend to use 

consumer credit as an invisible but powerful context to illustrate another aspect of 

individual status. Namely, consumers are ascribed a position in a hierarchy of financial 

credibility based on their consumption of credit and debt. The status derived from 
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material possessions is explicitly signaled by their public meanings; the status of financial 

credibility is an internal state reflected by one’s responsible credit use and relevant to 

one’s material possessions. Some people compromise their credibility status in order to 

meet their desired material status. Such status changes between visible and invisible and 

between the present and the future are illustrated in this study by focusing on consumers’ 

practices with credit cards.  

Consumption Ideology 

Ideology is “an interpretative framework that can be described in terms of framing 

rules and feeling rules” (Hochschild 1979, p. 566). One of the central ideologies in 

modern American society is consumption ideology (Baudrillard [1968] 1996), which 

states that social meanings are attached to and communicated by commodities in the 

marketplace. Americans have long been known to live in a logic that is dominated by 

consumption (Silverstone 1981). One of the consumption ideologies in modern societies 

is consumerism (Campbell 1987). The meanings and dimensions of consumerism differ 

across social class, race, gender, and socioeconomic backgrounds. To a certain extent, 

however, consumers with different socioeconomic backgrounds are compelled to possess 

material goods and live lifestyles that they believe are appropriate to their ideology.  

 Consumers recognize the importance of material possessions to their lifestyles. 

Within consumption ideology in contemporary America, materialism has consistently 

been identified (Belk 1985; Richins and Dawson 1992). Materialism indicates that 

consumers use material possessions to define their success and valuate their happiness. 

Over several decades, American consumers have seen the push for better standards of 
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living through more spending in mass media (Silverstone 1981). Commodities have 

become a means for consumers to obtain and retain status in public and in private 

(Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981; Richins 1994). In American society, 

citizens are given the right and equipped with the tools to overspend and live with things 

they do not necessarily need (Schor 1998). 

 Another aspect of consumption ideology springs from indebtedness. The 

sophisticated credit system allows and encourages consumers to spend now and pay later. 

This phenomenon is manifested noticeably in the prevalent use of credit cards and the 

rampant problem of credit card debt (Ritzer 1995). Instead of spending cash, consumers 

are drawn to use credit tools to borrow money and pay high interest rates to fulfill their 

consumption desires. Goffman (1967) conceptualizes the situation as an intermediate 

level between social structure and person. In the context of debt, the situation is such that 

consumer credit accelerates the dynamics between consumers and the consumer society. 

While credit has become a necessity in the U.S., overcharging or abusing it can ruin 

consumers’ status and ultimately cause individual and social dysfunction.  

Stigma 

Stigma is defined as “an attribute that is deeply discrediting, … especially when 

its discrediting effect is very extensive” (Goffman [1963] 1986, p. 3). Goffman further 

contends that a stigma is “a special kind of relationship between attribute and stereotype.” 

(p. 4). Discreditable is distinguished from discredited by whether the stigma is exposed 

to others. Normals are people who are within the norms and expectations of the 

mainstream. The stigmatized, on the one hand, tend to hold the same beliefs as the 
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normals do, and their deepest feeling may be their sense of being normal although they 

often perceive themselves to be unaccepted by the normals (Goffman [1963] 1986). They 

fear that their close social ties will be damaged or even terminated if their discrediting 

attribute spreads and becomes known. 

 People engage in stigma management to maintain identity norms and normative 

expectations regarding their conduct and character (Goffman [1963] 1986). People with 

discrediting attributes risk their relations with their intimates and acquaintances if they 

disclose the fact of these attributes. Therefore, they constantly guard their own personal 

identity and watch for others’ reactions.  

As social phenomena, stigmas need to be studied from the perspective of the 

people who hold them (Goffman [1963] 1986). Because many attributes are potentially 

discrediting, it is important to understand individuals’ interpretations of the attributes and 

the potential for repercussive treatment by others. Credit cards can signify power and 

prestige. For example, brands of credit cards and the prestigious hierarchy within the card 

brand (e.g., platinum, gold, and silver) signal users’ status. But credit cards can also 

convey negative social information. For example, owners lose status and suffer 

embarrassment when merchants reject their credit cards. Credit cards provide consumers 

with purchasing power to gain their desired status; while overcharged credit cards lead to 

unmanageable debt. In sum, credit cards may be instrumental in both enhancing and 

weakening consumers’ status quo.  

When consumers fall into debt, negative financial consequences ensue. For 

example, their interest rates may increase, their credit limits may decline, and they may 
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have difficulty obtaining good mortgage and loan rates. Apart from the financial 

consequences, heavy debt may also have symbolic repercussions. When heavy credit card 

debt is seen as a discrediting individual characteristic, debtors will attempt to hide or 

manage this discrediting attribute.   

 Stigmatized people engage in an active and dynamic process of stigma 

management. They employ coping strategies such as information control, covering, and 

passing to deal with their stigmas (Goffman [1963] 1986). Passing is the act of 

confessing their invisible failures and admitting their situations to close intimates. 

Passing makes individuals’ discrediting attributes apparent to others who can now 

confront those who would judge them. Information control has “a special bearing on 

relationships” (p. 86). The longer and more intimate the relationship is, the more likely 

one is going to learn discrediting information about the other person. Information control 

thus needs careful consideration because people need to “exchange intimate facts about 

self as evidence of trust and mutual commitment” (p. 86). Covering is a strategy of hiding 

one’s discrediting attributes from others to avoid visibility or obtrusiveness (p. 102). 

Some stigmas are not permanent, and individuals can eliminate them and resume 

normality. After the transition from stigmatized to normal, however, they may still feel 

discomfort because they were once stigmatized (Khazzoom 2003). In other words, the 

renormalized individuals are not the same as normals because they have had the 

experience of the discrediting attributes. This echoes Goffman’s ([1963] 1986, p. 9) 

argument that the stigmatized can seldom regain fully normal status but often go through 
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a “transformation of self from someone with a particular blemish into someone with a 

record of having corrected a particular blemish.” 

Stigmatized individuals usually express deep emotions that reflect their inner 

moral self (Denzin 1983). The emotions they express are embedded in their social roles 

and they may assume some real or imagined others who judge their behavior (Shott 1979). 

For stigmatized people, shame arises because they perceive their own attributes as 

defiling, and they can readily see themselves not possessing those attributes (Goffman 

[1963] 1986). Guilt is “evoked when one commits or contemplates some immoral action, 

then takes the role of the generalized other (or some significant other) and accepts its 

perceived judgment of oneself as morally inadequate” (Shott 1979, p.1325).  

When the stigmatized blame themselves with negative emotions such as shame or 

guilt, these role-taking emotions can be the foundation of social control (Shott 1979). In 

other words, social control is largely self-control in the form of self-criticism. Self-blame 

and induced role-taking sentiments occur when people view themselves as others do. 

These emotions “not only punish deviant behavior but also contribute to social control in 

a more positive fashion” (Shott 1979, p.1327). In the context of consumer behavior, 

negative emotions are common among addictive consumers who find themselves losing 

control and facing a life filled with unmanageable emotions and overwhelming anxiety 

(Hirschman 1992).  

 In this study, I am focusing on how consumers cope with their over-indebtedness. 

I do not intend to pathologize debtors and compare them to addicts. Instead, I aim to 

review some research on stigmatized people (e.g., those stigmatized for drug use, alcohol 
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consumption, and illiteracy) to understand coping strategies among people who have 

discrediting attributes. Generally, all stigmatized people fear negative responses and 

biased judgments from others. They may accept, negotiate, or reject stigma and employ 

different strategies in response to the others’ reactions. In a study of addiction, drug 

addicts consciously and knowingly hid their behavior and deceived others (Hirschman 

1992). The retreat of addicts into their internal world may cost them disconnection with 

family and friends and essentially draw a boundary around them. In a study of illiterate 

consumers, they were found to leverage personal, situational, and social resources to cope 

with the stress caused by their stigma (Atkins and Ozanne 2005). They used positive 

identities to challenge the stigma and the marketplace became a site to perform the 

identities. 

 Consumers’ discrediting attributes can also involve organizational or social 

memberships. In a study of the star-trek community, fans who engaged in potentially 

stigmatized activities concealed, covered, or minimized their identities (Kozinets 2001). 

Some took a transitional role that eventually accepted the stigma (deviance) and changed 

from discreditable to discredited. When discrediting information was released, it 

highlighted the consumers’ association with the stigma (Goffman [1963] 1986).  

  Is credit card debt considered a stigma by American consumers? If so, to what 

extent? The Protestant ethic, grounded in the spirit of individual initiative and enterprise, 

led to the growth of capitalism (Weber 1974). Successful Protestants in early America 

believed that each individual must be frugal and abstemious. While this Protestant ethic 

has faded in the wake of consumerism and indebtedness, boundaries are still drawn to 
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differentiate between moral and immoral. Some stigmas are achieved because people 

cannot live with the conventions of publicly proclaimed norms (Falk 2001). Interestingly, 

debtors appear to exist at a crossroads of two conformities: spend and consume to 

maintain their social status; or live within their means and maintain responsible consumer 

status. 

RESEARCH METHOD 

In this section, I discuss why depth interviews were selected as the method for 

conducting this study. Sampling of informants, data collection procedure, and data 

analysis are also given in detail. 

The goal of this research was to study the phenomenon of consumer credit and 

debt by painting a holistic picture of the life domains of debtors. I was most interested in 

the intersection of people’s credit card use/misuse and their social relationships. Although 

credit card debt is a direct consequence of consumption, a focus solely on spending and 

buying limits a comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon. Various life domains 

and life projects may be involved in debtors’ financial situations. In this study, I focused 

on adult debtors who were burdened by large credit card debt. As they fell behind in their 

credit card payments and had to enroll in a credit-counseling program to pay off their 

debt, they underwent numerous changes as consumers. Their credit usage, debt accrual, 

and repayment behaviors are studied as socially embedded and relationship-based 

phenomena.  

I link credit card consumption with people’s roles in their social networks. 

Qualitative techniques enable a researcher to obtain rich information about respondents’ 
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backgrounds, goals, relationships, and consumptions, and then link them with patterns of 

credit card usage. Depth interviews are an appropriate method to achieve this goal 

because they enable a researcher to understand consumption phenomena in a fuller social 

and cultural context (McCracken 1988). I developed theoretical themes from the 

interviews. This is a grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin 1998) in which I 

focused on the phenomenon, and emergent theories were inducted after iterative data 

analysis.  

 An interview guideline was developed (see Appendix B) to understand 

informants’ background and to ensure coverage of various topics. The interview started 

with basic questions to uncover details about the informants’ life domains, including their 

residences, educations, employment, and family backgrounds. I also used these questions 

to create intimacy with the informants and prepare for more in-depth questions later on. 

Next, I switched the focus to their financial situations, particularly credit card usage. I 

wanted to find out about their experiences with credit cards, including their acquisition of 

credit cards, usage of credit cards, and payment of credit card balances. I aimed to 

investigate how they fell into unmanageable debt and their thoughts and reactions during 

this process. I also asked them how they dealt with their families, friends, and others in 

their networks as they struggled with debt. In addition to the interview guideline 

questions, I asked many follow-up questions during the interviews in order to deepen and 

broaden the meanings of informants’ responses.  

Sampling 
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For this second study, I interviewed clients at a consumer credit counseling 

agency. The aim was twofold. First, as these adult debtors were older than the informants 

in the first study, who were generally single, emerging adults, these debtors had more 

varied types of relationships, were fully independent, and had more obligations. Second, 

the focus of debt behavior in this population shifted from debt accrual to debt repayment. 

These informants’ debt behaviors stood distinctively apart from the college students’, 

who were mostly at the stage of accruing debts and were not yet concerned about paying 

them off. Because these informants all had difficulty in repaying their debts, they 

experienced deep emotions and faced relationship problems.  

Education was used as a filter to select informants in Study 2. The reasons are 

twofold. First, people with college experience provide a stable comparison group with the 

informants in Study 1. Also, to some extent, they represent the future the college student 

population. While these individuals worked in a variety of occupations, they have a 

common experience of having attended college. Second, education is a good indicator of 

social class (Coleman 1983). Social class has been examined by a number of consumer 

researchers as a determining variable with influence on everyday consumption practices 

(Holt 1998), education preferences (Allen 2002), self-image (Holt and Thompson 2004), 

and money management (Henry 2005). A common finding is that there are distinct 

differences between lower and higher social classes attributable to education, income, 

and social networks. People’s different life aspirations are intertwined with specific 

aspects of their lifestyles and consumption. Those without a college education often 

occupy a structural position that constrains their upward mobility in society. They may 
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not be satisfied with their current life situations, but they often feel it is too difficult to 

change it and passively react to events (Henry 2005). Higher social class consumers, by 

contrast, often possess the required economic and cultural capital to achieve status and 

prestige. 

People with higher educations tend to be higher on the social structure hierarchy, 

and they have a wider range of options. However, people require not only cultural capital 

to appreciate their range of choices, but also economic capital to fulfill their choices. 

Therefore, this study focuses on adult debtors with at least some college education who 

were able to elevate themselves in social status above those without higher education. 

These people had the potential to live a middle-class or upper-middle class lifestyle, and 

when they started their careers and families, they did not plan to accumulate and then 

default on debt. Using education as a filter allows me to study a more homogenous group 

of debtors who represent mainstream American consumers.  

Data Collection 

I first drafted a letter inviting local clients of the credit-counseling agency to 

participate in an academic study. They were told I wanted to understand the debt 

reduction processes at the agency, and they were guaranteed that all their information 

would be kept confidential and used for research purposes only. The letter stated that I 

wanted to conduct a personal interview and would pay them $20 for their participation. 

The letter requested contact information and included some demographic questions about 

education, marital status and age. A prepaid return envelope addressed to me was 
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included in each letter. The credit-counseling agency mailed the letters to all their clients 

who lived in the city where this research was conducted.  

 Out of about 200 clients in the city, 36 responded to the letter. Based on their 

education levels, 26 qualified for my study. I contacted these 26 by phone and set a time 

and place to interview each of them. Ultimately, I was able to conduct depth interviews 

with 22 people (see Table 2) because several of the qualified respondents became 

unavailable. Each interview lasted about one hour. The ideal interview site was their 

home where I could observe their living conditions, material possessions, and the 

neighborhood. About half of the 22 interviews were conducted at the respondents’ homes 

and the rest were done at my office, in coffee shops, or at their place of work. Two 

couples were interviewed together, and the rest were all one-on-one interviews. Prior to 

each interview, the respondents were briefed about the purpose of this study and again 

guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity. The interviews were audiotaped, and the 

informants were paid $20 at the end of their interview.  

Data Analysis 

 The aim of data analysis is to derive theoretical themes from the interview data. 

The interviews were transcribed, and they generated about 300 pages of single-spaced 

text. I used NVivo 2.0, a qualitative data analysis software, to categorize and link the 

individual data sets from informants. First, each interview was read several times 

independently and coded in NVivo. The coding essayed to divide each interview into 

more manageable pieces according to the meanings of specific sentences. In many cases, 

the same sentences were coded into different codes. Then, codes across individual 
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interviews were summarized and analyzed to discover the emergent theoretical themes in 

the data. Codes with similar meanings were combined, or codes with multiple meanings 

were divided into sub-codes to capture nuances within the original codes. After the main 

theoretical themes were derived, individual data sets were again examined and analyzed 

to find if the theories derived truly represented the data.  

 The data analysis process involves interplay between the data and the researcher 

who grounds analysis in data and categorizes, compares, and extracts schemes from the 

raw data (Strauss and Corbin 1998). When I first analyzed the data, my goal was to 

understand the emic meanings that manifested in the informants’ conversation. The data 

from all informants was analyzed in this way and then similar codes across informants 

were summarized to find commonalities among them. I then categorized the codes with 

similar meanings and arranged them to find theoretical connections. Then, I stepped back 

and distanced myself from each informant in order to find the etic perspectives. As 

suggested by Thompson (1997), this method of analysis is designed to integrate the 

voices of consumers and the interpretations of researchers. I tried to interpret the data by 

understanding each individual’s different background and some similar conditions and 

goals. This allowed me to derive a holistic understanding of the convergent themes 

embedded in the seemingly unrelated and divergent data. 

FINDINGS 

 In the next section, interview findings illustrate the process by which debtors fall 

into unmanageable debt and struggle to pay it back. More importantly, several embedded 

theoretical issues start to emerge: 1) consumer status dynamics in the consumption of 
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debt, 2) debtors’ coping strategies within their social networks. I present the findings in 

the order of debtors’ experiences with credit and debt. 

FALLING INTO UNMANAGEABLE DEBT 

 Consumers all start with zero balances and no penalties on their credit cards, and 

usually accrue credit card debt over a period of time. There are certain specific behaviors 

that lead to indebtedness and clear signs along the way that signal impending credit 

problems.  

Signs 

 Credit card use is ubiquitous in America today. Most people are able to use them 

and manage them successfully. However, the informants in this study all went beyond 

their financial boundaries and found themselves unable to deal with their accrued debts. 

They got into debt for a variety of reasons: some spent recklessly and lived beyond their 

means; others simply lacked financial knowledge. Still others encountered difficulty 

because of job loss, divorce, medical bills, or severe accidents. All of these individuals 

found themselves financially unprepared for the situation and experienced severe long-

term financial consequences.  

 While people have numerous individual reasons for being in debt, credit card 

companies also contribute to people’s indebtedness. Credit card companies charge high 

interest rates and impose penalties for credit misuse. Many customers do not realize the 

potential negative outcomes of losing control of their debt. As Rosa came to depend more 

and more on her credit cards, she found that her credit card terms became more stringent 
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and the high credit limits and generous bonuses once offered by the credit card 

companies evaporated.  

Rosa: They started hiking up my interest rate little by little.  My credit line started 

decreasing.  As you start accumulating debt they start raising your interest rate.  

More of what you send of your payment goes for interest rather than your balance. 

 Indebted consumers interpret these strategies as punishments; however credit card 

companies defend their actions as necessary precautions for dealing with high risk 

customers. Consumers’ attitudes about credit card companies reflect the changes in how 

they perceive they are treated over time. Credit card companies lure new customers with 

the promise of many generous benefits. Yet when their situations turn, credit card 

companies seem to take advantage of them rather than helping them out. Many 

consumers see it as a trap. 

 Debt accrual is generally an incremental process. People may be unaware or 

unconcerned about their debt level until it reaches a critical stage. Some people ignore or 

deny their debt problems. Others suppress their feelings of distress. Because overall debt 

is cumulative, involving the sum of their credit card balances, they find it more 

acceptable to deal with each card separately. In this way, they assuage their anxieties and 

soften the blow of their overall debt problem.  

Linda: I didn’t even know we were that far in debt. I mean, I knew we were 

struggling but when you put the number on paper, yesterday when I wrote it down 

I was just shocked. I thought, oh my god, how could anybody be that far in debt?  
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 Linda and her husband had accrued $32,000 of credit card debt over more than a 

decade. Remodeling their home, a cross-state move, and the cost of Linda’s master’s 

degree program were major expenses on their credit cards, but their debts had grown 

incrementally over time, as well. Linda could hardly retrieve all the expenses on their five 

credit cards. Unlike cash, credit cards have the effect of disguising the cost of things 

purchased. Consumers do not feel obliged to make full payments when the credit card bill 

comes, and some defer the payments for a long time. When people pay cash, the money 

is spent and they know exactly how much they spent. With credit cards however, the 

interest payments over time can significantly increase the actual cost of goods and 

services purchased. When consumers are offered a higher credit limit, it may look to 

them like more money to spend and send them sliding deeper and deeper into debt, even 

while they continue to make the same monthly payment to the credit card companies. 

 Difficulty in keeping up with monthly payments is another warning sign of 

unmanageable debt. Credit card users may bring this situation upon themselves by 

deferring card balances and allowing them to grow. The danger of this is that eventually 

it’s virtually impossible to bring the balances down even by making regular monthly 

payments. Continuing to use the credit cards but only paying the minimum is a dead end.   

Interviewer: You said how many years did you accumulate this (amount of debt)? 

Joel: Probably four or five years to get to that point.  I was making the payments 

and I was realizing that it was getting more and more difficult.  The higher the 

balance the higher the payment is expected.  Things were getting stretched.  I was 

feeling the pinch and I wanted to get out from under it.  

  



131 

 Joel made minimum payments on his credit cards but found his balances 

escalating despite the fact that he always paid on time. Gradually, his minimum payments 

increased as higher interest rates were attached to his principal. Then, he reached a point 

where he could not make the minimum payment. Over the years, as his debt situation 

worsened, he began to focus only on the minimum payments and lost sight of how much 

he owed in total. Eventually, the chasm widened and he had no financial means to narrow 

it.  

Causes of Unmanageable Debt 

 All credit cardholders start off with zero balances, and many users pay their entire 

balances off each month. In this section, we explore some of the reasons people to fall 

into unmanageable debt. Several factors contribute to the phenomenon, including lack of 

financial knowledge, consumption patterns, and lifestyle choices.  

Lack of Financial Knowledge 

Patterns are established when consumers begin to use credit cards at an early age. 

Some individuals plan their use carefully; some see them as free money and use them to 

purchase things they cannot really afford. Young adults gain spending power and 

purchasing freedom with their credit cards. They are able to circumvent parental 

intervention in their finances, but often they have little real understanding of how credit 

cards work. Wendy got hooked on credit cards soon after she started college and began 

living on her own. 

Interviewer: You said that you had credit card debt [in college]. Tell me how that 

happened. 
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Wendy: I think how it happened it is that when you are a student at the U of A, it’s really, 

I mean creditors are really pushing students to get credit cards.  It is really accessible.  All 

you have to do is walk into the Student Union, and then I’m sure it still the same way, but 

in 1996 you just had to walk in the Student Union to get lunch or a snack and there were 

tables were set up along the main level giving something in exchange, for you to fill out 

an application, like a hat or t-shirt or some kind of, you know.  So sometimes one would 

fill out the application just to get the hat, but then you get the credit card.  It would just be 

easier to overstep your boundaries, besides the fact that I had no lessons in credit prior to 

coming here.  Pretty much blind to what it meant to get a credit card at 20 % APR interest.  

I just I picked up credit cards and then eventually it was easier to get them wherever I 

went.  Department stores.  I even have a Chevron credit card.  I pump gas with a Chevron 

credit card.  Back then I didn’t have one I didn’t have the background of what credit 

meant.  Besides it just seemed easy.  [77] 

 Wendy accumulated ten credit cards as an undergraduate, and she attributed her 

collection to easy access. Coming from a poor immigrant family, her parents did not have 

credit cards and did not teach her about using them. Lacking financial support from her 

parents for college expenses, she took out student loans and relied on credit cards as 

monetary sources. She had no understanding of the danger of possessing and using so 

many credit cards.  

 It is not uncommon to see debtors play the game of catch-up: they acquire new 

credit cards to temporarily make payments on other cards. Mia was aware that she had 

sunk deep into debt as she continued to obtain more credit cards. 
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Mia: You know, [my credit balances] just kept increasing and increasing to the 

point that I was just overwhelmed, and by the end, like up to now, pretty soon, I 

was like, I couldn’t do this any more, because pretty soon I was opening another 

credit card just to help pay this credit card. … I began to have not only one credit 

card, but two, three, four and I started just having one to pay off the other one. 

 As consumers use their credit cards more, the credit card companies respond by 

upping their spending limits. This increased spending power does not reflect people’s real 

financial capacity. Nor does it reflect what they actually need for consumption purposes. 

In fact, consumers often have their credit limits increased without having requested it. 

Credit card companies lure customers of all socio-economic strata with solicitation 

mailings promising attractive benefits and rewards, most at no additional expense. Young 

adults, who often lack adequate financial education and sufficient parental involvement, 

are easy prey for these offers.  

Mia: But then they increased my limit, because I was always making 

those…those minimum payments and it would be, you know, a little bit over my 

payment I would make it a…$50 payment and then all of the sudden they would 

increase it. So pretty soon I had a $5000 limit, and then pretty soon I had $10,000 

limit. So it just kept increasing all the time. And at that time I was 21 and now I’m 

29 or so. But [at] 21, I had a $10,000 [credit limit].  

 For Mia, her growing credit lines served as large monetary reservoirs but also 

resulted in huge financial responsibilities. Credit cards promise consumers access to 
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money for current spending. But many consumers regard their credit limits as cash and 

have a distorted perception of their actual financial capacity.  

Interviewer: You didn’t really have money at that time though? 

Mia: No, I didn’t! … At that moment, I was thinking that credit cards are money. 

When you’re seeing that you don’t see it until you get billed next month, you 

know, statements that say this is how much you owe. At that moment, you’re like, 

well I have a credit card and x amount of money card limit, and you just use it 

here and there. 

Over-consumption  

Impulse buying is easy with a credit card. Credit cards can increase consumers’ 

likelihood to purchase and stimulate them spend more (Feinberg 1986). People with 

credit cards in their wallet enjoy a feeling of temporary financial freedom that does not 

reflect their real financial capabilities. Travis confessed that his relationship with credit 

cards started out irresponsibly and continued that way until he fell into unmanageable 

debt.  

Travis: I think that the first time I got a credit card it had a $300.00 limit.  It 

wasn’t like you gave them $300.00 and you can use it, it was just a limit.  The 

week I got the card I went to Vegas and I maxed out the card.  That was really 

stupid.  That was the beginning of my new relationship.  I was financially 

extremely irresponsible. 

 In addition to impulsive buying, some people use credit cards to support a 

lifestyle that is beyond their means. People use credit cards to purchase things they 
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cannot immediately afford and defer their payments until later on. The more they 

consume, the greater their debt load. Some find they can only live the lifestyle they desire 

by using credit cards as additional money. Employment of credit cards gives American 

consumers “a taste but not a share of the pie” (Manning 2000, p.124; Sullivan et al. 2000). 

Rae: I lived beyond [my] means.  I couldn’t afford to pay my parents off, go to 

school, or live.  My situation [was that] I was living beyond my means.  With all 

of the debt I had.  People, it could be that they don’t think that they are living 

beyond their means until they get their bills [and see] they are paying only the 

minimum. 

 Living within or beyond one’s means involves a subjective appraisal of one’s 

lifestyle, consumption activities, and material possessions. The phenomenon is usually 

associated with overspending or purchasing unnecessary things. However, one can go 

beyond one’s means to pursue higher education or other important goals. Rae came from 

a farming background and was the first in her family to go to college. She had little 

money and used student loans and credit cards to stay afloat. In a sense, she lived beyond 

her means in order to achieve her objective. However, regardless of the worth of her goal, 

the consequences were the same.  

Status Competition 

 Debtors are ordinary American consumers who want to spend and consume just 

like anyone else. American culture is built in large part on the concept of consumption 

freedom. Consumption is viewed as a way to gain and maintain status in a hierarchical 

system where people compare themselves to others. In the race to buy and spend, people 
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consume goods and services to gain social status. On the surface, they strive to maintain 

the spending level associated with the status they desire; internally, they may be unable to 

afford their purchases and struggle with their finances.  

Martha: We wanted everything everyone else wants, being an American. 

(laughs) … What we want to give them [her children].  We never really catered to 

their needs.  And my husband and I, we want nice things and just trying to be 

normal like everyone else. And being normal like everyone else isn’t a wise thing 

unless you can pay cash for it.  That is basically how we got into debt.  

 Interestingly, the definition of ‘normal’ shifted for Martha. At the beginning of 

their credit card use, being normal meant fitting in with the mainstream of American 

consumers. Martha and her husband tried to mirror normal consumers by purchasing 

what they regarded as appropriate and keeping up with their peer group. They competed 

based on visible consumption features, but failed to see the invisible side of normal 

consumption: good financial standing.   

 Buying is the default action for Americans, while saving requires conscious 

thought. Although all American consumers have a right to purchase goods, not all of 

them possess the requisite spending power. Credit cards make people feel like they have 

more spending power than they actually do; however this feeling can be temporary and 

illusory. Debtors describe Americans as people who try to satisfy their wants and not 

necessarily their needs. People pursue immediate gratification and consumption desires 

using credit cards, and this may bring devastating financial consequences.  

Interviewer: You said you should have done without your credit cards? 
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Joel: I should have done without a lot of things.  When I looked back at what I 

spent on credit, I spent a lot of stupid things. Books, I bought a lot of books and I 

didn’t need to. [I] bought a lot of music. Instead of cutting back on spending, I 

continued to spend like before [his divorce] except I was spending credit.  I had, it 

seems like it is part of the American way. You spend what you don’t have and 

extend yourself.  

 One of the key consumer ideologies in America is consumerism. People see 

consumerism advocated in mass media, marketing activities, and in their social networks. 

While Joel regrets his reckless spending, he believes his spending behavior is common 

among Americans. He does not feel that he is unusual or deviant; instead he claims that 

his behavior is simply part of the mainstream in this country. He sees credit card overuse 

as a widespread phenomenon, and himself as part of a collective problem. It is not his 

fault, he feels, but the fault of the American culture we live in. Furthermore, he thinks the 

problem needs to be solved on a societal level as well as on an individual level.  

Competitive consumption patterns are particularly rampant in college where 

emerging adults feel pressure to fit in with their peers. Students feel compelled to 

consume certain things in order to affiliate with desirable social groups. They believe 

they need to have certain possessions and participate in certain social activities to fit in. 

These things require money, and therefore some young adults use credit cards to buy the 

social acceptance they crave. For them, group affiliation is more important than financial 

well-being and they are willing to overcharge their credit cards to gain acceptance and 

appear normal to their peers.  
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Amanda: It felt like I had to keep up, that was the biggest thing. 

Interviewer: Keep up? 

Amanda: In order to fill the formula of being successful, getting a diploma and 

have things.  If people wanted to go out, that I would be able to go out too and not 

be like I don’t have enough money. 

 In the college arena, young adults maintain their social status through group 

affiliation. Adults feel similar pressures, but their comparison group is usually neighbors 

and colleagues. Status maintenance requires money and high status maintenance 

generally requires more money. When people lack money to achieve or maintain the 

status they desire, they are often tempted to borrow from their credit cards. They achieve 

the front-end benefit of social status but only at the cost of a back-end sacrifice, i.e. 

deterioration of their financial condition. However, because their financial condition is 

largely invisible to the public, they do not lose any important status, at least not 

immediately. 

Push from Credit Card Companies 

 Credit cards are readily available and easy to use. When asked, consumers often 

attribute their problems and failures with credit cards to careless spending or poor 

budgeting habits. Once they start using them, many find their credit limits creeping 

higher and they may regard this credit limit increase as a reward. Consumers may 

overlook the potential risk associated with increased credit limits. A higher credit limit is 

an invitation to greater spending, regardless of a person’s realistic financial capacity. 

Travis had been paying the minimum amount on his credit card bill for a long time, yet 

  



139 

the credit card company kept increasing his credit limit. He chose not to pay off his credit 

card balance although he was financially able to do so. Judging by his increasing credit 

limits, he had a sense that he was financially viable and responsible. He understood the 

credit limit increase to a cue about his financial well-being. Eventually, unable to pay 

down the balance on his card, Travis realized that he misused his credit cards from the 

very beginning. Although he acknowledged that the failure was his, he blamed the credit 

card company for contributing to his problem.  

Travis: I was spending like a fool.  The thing with the credit card companies is 

that they keep upping your credit limit.  You don’t ask them to, they just do it.  

Here is five thousand more that you can spend.  I really need a decent amplifier so 

I got one.  It just mounted up after that.  

IMPACT OF UNMANAGEABLE DEBT 

 When consumers accrue unmanageable credit card debt, they encounter problems 

both in their personal finances and in their life projects. In this section, we first illustrate 

how credit card users forfeit status and then how they start to internalize their financial 

failure and see themselves as incompetent social beings.  

Losing Status as a Credit Card User 

Credit cards give people a sense of power and control; by using credit cards they 

can signal their consumer status to others through purchases. Like other possessions, 

different types and brands of credit cards represent symbolic meanings and allow users to 

signal their desired status. Compared to cash, credit cards give users greater feelings of 

power and prestige.  
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Jack: There is some drive that gets you to pull out that credit card and charge your 

dinner instead of paying cash or writing a check.  It is a sense of power or 

importance, makes you feel important or significant.  But you sure don’t think 

about the interest at the time you are charging.  I never did. That didn’t have any 

effect on me at all.  

 A latent function of credit cards is to signal owners’ status at the time of purchase 

transactions. Although paying cash completes the transaction financially, pulling out a 

credit card implies characteristics that paying cash or writing a check does not. One such 

characteristic is the ability to borrow against a line of credit. Jack was a recovering 

alcoholic who felt that people had a hard time trusting him. Using credit cards made him 

feel trusted, at least by the credit card companies. To him, this was important and gave 

him a sense that he did not get from using cash or check.  

The sense of power or status that accompanies credit card usage, however, 

diminishes as debt accrues. Indebted credit card users incur stiff penalties imposed by 

creditors. They often feel embarrassed, angry, and helpless as they struggle with 

payments and fall deeper into the debt trap. They want to be responsible for their debt but 

lack sufficient financial means to do so. The credit that formerly gave them prestige and 

status now leads them nowhere. The credit card companies that previously wooed them 

now they treat them as problematic customers because of their over-indebtedness. When 

customers fall behind in their payments, credit card companies will use virtually any 

means to get back what they are owed.  

Interviewer: You said that you started the program with TCA about two years ago? 
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Paul: Yeah, at first the only reason I got into it was because of the creditors 

calling constantly.   

Interviewer: Calling you? 

Paul: Calling me asking for payments.  They would call all of the time, “when are 

you going to make a payment?” They would call all of the time.  I just got fed up 

with it. 

Paul was ashamed to admit to his creditors that he could not afford to pay his bills. 

He became angry about being constantly reminded of his mistakes. When debtors avoid 

talking with creditors, they are trying to escape from being blamed for their troubled 

situations. They may also fear what will happen if they fail to meet their payment. 

Debtors come to resent the fact that they have lost their status as consumers and lost their 

dignity as human beings. 

Burden on Life Projects 

 Indebtedness inhibits people from what they want to achieve in life. It may not be 

visible to outsiders, but debtors suffer many constraints in their life.  

Adam: Now I am not enjoying my life because I have this burden [his debt]. I feel 

like I have a ball and chain. Have you seen Raiders of the Lost Ark, the movie? In 

the movie there is a ball this big and there is a guy running out of a cave and a ball 

is dragging after him. This ball is so big that dragging it around hurts.  

 Adam’s debt has impacted his career and marriage. He describes himself as being 

enslaved by debt and he feels that cannot do anything easily because of this burden. 

Adam is a 42-year-old man who lives in a shabby rented apartment. He works at odd jobs 
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and does not have a career. He dreams of teaching in underdeveloped countries, but he 

cannot fulfill his dreams because of his large credit card debt, which has to be paid off 

before he could make any realistic plans. He also dreams of having a family but he knows 

that women look for men with stable financial capability and he not only has little income 

but is burdened with a large amount of debt.  

STIGMA MANAGEMENT 

 In this section, I will discuss how debtors deal with their debt problems vis-à-vis 

their social networks. Coping strategies are not only manifested in financial behaviors, 

but debtors also employ strategies related to their relationships, especially their closest 

ties. Heavy debt is regarded as a discrediting attribute, and debtors strive to hide and/or 

avoid the sting of this stigma. 

Fearing of Stigmatization 

 Debtors actively cope with the negative symbolic consequences of debt; they are 

reluctant to admit their debts and seldom reveal the specifics of their situations. Some 

prefer to live in an illusion than accept and acknowledge their debts as fact. One 

informant (Mary) said “There are some things that are better left not said out loud, you 

know? It just makes it too real.” Living with debt is hard enough, and living with the 

reality of debt is even harder. In other words, having debt is a personal problem; having 

debt and making it visible becomes an interpersonal problem. Once debt becomes a social 

problem, it has a big impact on debtors’ social relations.  

 Debtors constantly reflect on their public image. In other words, they worry that 

others look at and judge them because of their heavy debt circumstances. Mia was 
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worried a great deal about her large credit card balances; she worried about how to pay 

them back and how she would be treated if the problem became known.  

Mia: When people see me, they see me but they’re like, you know, because I 

almost have an imaginary sign that says “in debt.” It’s like a grocery store when 

you walk in, you see how much that thing costs. That’s how much I cost, really 

that much. It’s not like I’m free. It’s because I’m really in debt. 

 Interestingly, she viewed herself as a product and valued herself at an amount 

equal to her credit card balances. In a sense, she equated how much she owed to how 

much she was worth. In the marketplace, a product can be purchased at a price. When a 

human being is labeled with a price, it implies that s/he is commoditized. In other words, 

credit card debt is transformed into personal indebtedness. Consumers see themselves not 

only as commodity owners but also as commodities. In some sense, debtors feel enslaved 

by credit card companies.  

Debtors often express embarrassment about their financial difficulties and feel 

sorry for their misbehavior. They lose face and credibility when they fail to pay their bills, 

and the contractual relationship between the credit card company and the card user can 

transform into an interpersonal one. Debtors feel that they have lost trust and integrity in 

failing to uphold their end of an agreed upon deal.  

Linda: I mean it’s a real touchy situation for us, because of the fact that we 

screwed ourselves over. We really got messed up in all that. And to sit there and 

say to people [bill collectors] on the phone, can’t pay the bills, sorry…and it 
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is…it’s one of those really…kind of situations that come up that you never think 

you’re going be involved in but when you get there, it’s really … it’s a mess.  

Debtors fear being stigmatized by acquaintances or strangers as irresponsible. To 

reveal debt troubles is to admit that your irresponsible behavior has caused personal 

failure. Once people expose their financial difficulties, they have to face the social 

consequences because the discrediting information becomes visible (Goffman [1963] 

1986). The social consequences are shown in debtors’ social networks and debtors 

become inferior in the relationships. Sarah’s large debts embarrassed her; she was afraid 

that people would criticize her for getting so deeply into debt.  

Interviewer: What was the most difficult thing in this program? 

Sarah: The most difficult thing for me was actually making the phone call [to a 

credit counseling agency]. Because when you make the phone call you are 

basically saying I need help, I screwed up.  I think to me it is a little bit, I don’t 

want to say humiliating, but it is embarrassing because you tell them that I, 

irresponsibly, or even if you did it, you had an excuse, you are calling someone to 

help you and to me that is a little bit embarrassing that it had gone that far. 

 Falling into debt is an example of achieved stigma because credit card debtors all 

start with zero balances and accrue a large sum of debt in the end. As they reach 

unmanageable amounts of debt, they feel a loss of lose status. Richard lost control over 

his company and had to use his credit cards for both his company and personal expenses. 

His debt was a result of both. He first hesitated to seek help from a credit counseling 

agencies because he was reluctant to admit his financial troubles. He had been a 
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successful businessman, and he rejected the notion of personal failure. Though asking for 

help was the right thing to do in that situation, for him it was as difficult as suffering the 

burden of debt.  

Interviewer: You mentioned that you are embarrassed to ask people for money. 

What do you mean by that? 

Richard: It is sort of an admission that you have failed, if you need money and 

you ask someone for it.  That means you don’t have control over your finances, 

which for me is very embarrassing.  That is the same reason that I was so 

reluctant to go with TCA.  That means oh gee I messed up.  The only reason I did 

it was because I didn’t see any other possible way of getting out of debt.  Well, I 

am making the best of the situation. 

 Richard felt even more embarrassed when he compared his financial situations to 

that of his close family members. Being in debt prevented him from being able to attend 

family activities that required high travel expenditures. But insufficient money was only 

part of his reason for not attending family gatherings; he also felt demeaned in his 

relationships with family members because he had fallen on hard times after he had once 

been wealthy. His embarrassment is reflected in his financial situation and consumption 

constraints.  

Richard: The only one in the family that is not well off right now is me.  It is 

embarrassing. … It is extremely embarrassing to tell people I can’t go because I 

don’t have the money.  They’re going to Mexico or San Diego. I can’t go because 

I don’t have the money.  
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 Some debtors hide their debt situations from their intimates in order to hide their 

vulnerability. In an individualistic society, vulnerability means a failure of independence. 

People feel vulnerable when they need help from others. “I got it,” a common term used 

by Americans (e.g., when opening doors), means “I can do it myself and I do not need 

you.” Mia overcharged her credit cards because she desired to be in control and 

pretended that she was an independent and capable grownup. When she had accrued large 

amounts of debt, she tried to remain normal and independent.  

Mia: It’s sort of like, embarrassing, you know, because I’m not used to people 

feeling sorry for me, or having that whole like, I’m vulnerable, you know. And I 

don’t like feeling like that. I like to be in control. And I think that’s why I always 

used credit cards too. And that could be a reason too, like I want to be in control 

and I just went to the extreme, overdoing my credit cards.  

Mia is the product of a Mexican immigrant family. Her parents divorced and she 

lived with her father who was quite affluent because of his construction business. 

However, he did not give Mia much financial support or independence because he 

believed women should stay at home. When Mia used her credit cards, she was 

determined to rely on herself and not depend on her father’s money (although she still 

lived with him). In front of her relatives, especially her father, she felt the need to prove 

that she could rely on herself and live as an independent and successful woman. This 

made her even more reluctant to confess her heavy debt problems.  

Some people fall into debt because of divorce, medical expenses, layoff, or other 

uncontrollable circumstances. Credit cards can help people get through extraordinary 
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circumstances like these, but gradually they may result in large debts as well. Many 

debtors in America do not live luxurious lifestyles nor do they use credit cards for 

conspicuous consumption (Warren and Tyagi 2003). They feel that their indebtedness is 

uncontrollable and that they only use their credit cards as a last resort. When they 

compare themselves to debtors who use credit cards to live extravagant lifestyles, they 

feel more respectable and less shameful. Lillian felt guiltless about her debt because she 

had used credit cards to make ends meet for her and her young child when she had no 

other means of support.  

Lillian: And I feel like I didn't have anything, I mean we didn't do anything 

extravagant, we didn't have anything extravagant or anything like that. … When I 

think about it, it was probably five years or more of debt, which isn't that much 

when you think about how much people spend. Some people spend on things, and 

luxuries and that type of stuff.  

 Lillian was divorced when her daughter was young, and they lived without child 

support for about ten years. During this period, she worked to support herself and her 

daughter and attempted to improve herself by getting a degree. Her academic efforts were 

erratic because she could not make enough money to support herself and her child when 

she was in school. Her parents were too poor to help so she used credit cards to pay for 

basic living expenses. As a single mother, she used credit cards as a necessary resource to 

help her get by and raise her daughter.  

Covering Stigma 
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 In this section, debtors’ coping strategies within their social networks are 

illustrated. More importantly, the rationales underlying those behaviors are examined. 

Heavy credit card debt is more than an individual financial problem because it also 

impacts the debtors’ social contacts. Debtors use various strategies to cope because heavy 

debt has negative connotations, which are derived from debtors’ presumed deviance from 

socially acceptable norms. Wendy hid her credit card debt when she was in college 

because she feared that it would destroy her model student image.  

Wendy: I didn’t want to bring my problems to light. Maybe it is because I was 

trying to put on a facade of perfectionism.  I’m in school and I’m doing well. In 

actuality it wasn’t that way. … I have no idea what influenced me to want to wear 

a mask and pretend that everything was fine.  

 Wendy covered up her debt problems in order to avoid being stigmatized. When 

socializing with her peers, she made sure they did not know about her debt. Disguising 

her financial stigma allowed her to retain high status within her social networks so she 

hid the fact that she could not afford possessions or social activities. Revealing her debt 

problem was tantamount to admitting that she could not afford to belong to the group. 

She tried to hide her poor upbringing and pretend that she had the economic wherewithal 

to maintain her social status.  

Stigmatized people tend to compare themselves to what they view as normal as 

well as to their peers. They are less likely to reveal their debt problems within their peer 

networks if they know they are worse off than their peers. The greater the amount of debt, 

the greater the strain and shame people feel.  They are afraid they won’t be treated 
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equally once they disclose their problematic situations. The status they have built and 

maintained within their network will be gone.  

Interviewer: Did you talk to anyone about your credit card problem? 

Wendy: No. I was in denial. I was ashamed of it. I wouldn’t even bring it up to 

friends that I had that much debt. It was shameful. I realized it was shameful. I 

knew that. Myself that compared with my peers and even with my friends back 

home that I was the one who ran up the biggest debt. 

 Wendy knew about her friends’ credit card debt since they often discussed it with 

each other. However, Wendy never revealed her debt problems to her peers. From 

conversations with her friends, she knew she had the highest debt, which made her more 

reluctant to reveal her problem. Her feelings of shame came from comparing herself to 

her friends and realizing that she was at the bottom of the heap in terms of her financial 

situation.  

Money serves not only as a resource for maintaining a lifestyle but also as a tool 

for social categorization. Loss of money threatens social belonging, and many social 

relationships are maintained through consistent monetary supplies. Debtors fear being 

shunned by their peers if their financial situations become known. They worry that they 

will be excluded from the group to which they belong. Amanda felt she would be 

discriminated against by her peers who determined the value of friendship based on 

money. Her debt, she believed, would signal poverty to her peers, who would then stop 

inviting her to social activities.  
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Amanda: If they know you are in debt, at least the people I know won’t invite you to go 

out. They act like they are better than you.  They have more money and they are better 

than you.  They flaunt it.  I have a friend right now that is like that. [219] 

 In American culture, personal finance is a private topic not open for discussion 

with strangers, acquaintances, intimates, or even sometimes among family members. 

Debt, which often signals financial misdeeds and irresponsible consumption, is not a 

common or comfortable topic to discuss. There are several types of consumer debt; each 

fulfills different purposes and has different meanings. Debt such as home mortgages and 

student loans is usually treated as good debt, whereas credit card debt is regarded as bad 

debt. Good debts are caused by necessary and long-term consumption and carry better 

financial terms than bad debt. Martha never revealed how much debt she had and never 

made the categories of her debt clear to others. She intentionally blurred the domains of 

debt and pretended that she had only good debt.  

Interviewer: Did you talk to anybody [about your debt]? 

Martha:  I don’t ask anybody about theirs and people don’t ask me and I don’t talk 

about it. I just say we are in debt and I am trying to get out of debt. A lot of 

people just think it is the house. The debt of the house, the money we owe on the 

house is the debt I am talking about and it is not.  The debt on the house isn’t bad; 

it is the credit cards because of the interest rates.  The house isn’t because it is 4% 

or something.  

 Although it is unlikely that her housing mortgage is actually only 4%, Martha 

mentioned it in order to draw a stark comparison with her high credit card interest rates. 
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While owning an expensive home may cause people to struggle financially, a home 

mortgage is generally considered to be good debt by financial advisors. Her refusal to 

talk about her credit card debt with anyone manifests her differing attitudes about 

different types of debt.  

Handling Stigma in Social Networks 

 As debtors fall deeper into debt and search for solutions to eliminate their debt, 

they also search for ways to cope within their social networks. This section focuses on 

how debt problems become interpersonal obstacles and highlights the strategies people 

use to deal with that dilemma. I aim to show the dynamics within family circles and 

between intimates and peers that are impacted by financial situations. 

Family Relations 

The consequences of debt have a ripple effect in family situations, and debtors 

need to find strategies to cope with their family members’ attitudes and reactions to their 

debt status. They take several factors into consideration when deciding whether to reveal 

their debts to family members. First, debtors speculate and attempt to predict whether the 

family will offer financial assistance to help them. If the family does not have sufficient 

resources to provide assistance, debtors may be less likely to tell the family about their 

debts because they see no real benefit to exposing themselves. Second, debtors are less 

likely to confess debts if their family members have limited or no experience with credit 

cards. Third, even if the family possesses the financial resources and the knowledge to 

help, they may choose to provide no substantive support other than sympathy. In fact, 

some family members may blame or demean debtors for their misfortune. In sum, two 
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factors influence debtors’ coping strategies with their family: 1) their estimate of their 

family’s financial resources, 2) their anticipation of their family’s reactions to their debt 

situation. Wendy did not tell her parents about her credit card debt mainly because she 

was afraid her parents would be upset.  

Wendy: [M]y parents come from impoverished community background. They 

were poor when they were kids. They can tell me what they ate. Flour tortillas, 

cheese and honey, black coffee, beans, that was the basis of their meals. And so 

my mother would tell me you can’t jump from where you’ve come from to 

shopping at the mall all of the sudden.  She would tell me that I’m not living 

within my means.  That would be upsetting for her.  That I was purchasing things 

with credit than what I had a right to and not using my own money.  

Wendy did not reveal her debt problems to her parents because she understood 

that her spending behavior went against her parents’ beliefs and values, and she could 

predict how they would react if they knew. They would disapprove of her purchasing 

things with credit when she did not have the money. She believed that her parents held 

the value that using credit is not legitimate unless you can pay it off.   

Debtors are often fearful of exposing their debt problems to family members. 

They fear that their relatives will act as superior and treat them as inferior because of 

their troubled debt situation rather than provide assistance and support. Embarrassed and 

ashamed, many debtors may not acknowledge their debt or want others’ help. They 

sometimes transmit this message implicitly in hopes that their family will sense their 
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troubles and extend help. Mary and Bill were disappointed that their relatives knew they 

were struggling after Bill’s accident but never helped them.  

Mary: We don’t even tell the family. They have eyes, they can see. They’re not 

supposed to be stupid people. But nobody wants to see what they don’t want to 

see. But we would never take anything from them.  

Bill: They wouldn’t help anyway, so… 

Mary: So why enrich their feelings of superiority, you know? Why even make 

them feel better about themselves by knowing what kind of trouble we’ve had?  

The couple was angry that their families were indifferent to their situation. Their 

family members all knew that Bill was on disability following an accident and Mary 

worked only odd jobs. Mary and Bill felt disgusted about their relatives who ignored and 

abandoned them when they needed help most. Having struggled over the past nine years, 

they were proud of themselves for conquering their difficulties by themselves. 

Intimate Relations 

 When a debtor is in an intimate relationship with a debt-free person, debt becomes 

a focus of the relationship, and it can have considerable impact on the relationship. The 

indebted person may feel guilty about burdening an intimate with their own financial 

problems. If the relationship develops further, both partners need to come to agreement 

on financial behaviors such as spending, saving, and investing. Marriage is a contract in 

which two people share major liabilities. Richard was concerned about the financial 

burden his girlfriend would have to share if they got married. He knew she would not 
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mind his debt because “she is in love.” Since she was self-employed and needed good 

credit for loans, Richard did not want to burden her business with his debt.  

Richard: So anyway until I get this financial situation figured out I am really not 

considering getting married.  I can’t.  It’s not fair.  She doesn’t see it that way. 

Interviewer: What do you mean? 

Richard: If she marries me she suddenly becomes liable for the debt.  Now we are 

a married couple and she has picked up $60,000 of debt from me. 

Sharing finances is an important component of intimate relationships, and debt 

can be a big obstacle. Understanding the other person’s financial situation and reaching 

agreement on financial management are crucial steps to a healthy marriage. Disagreement 

about money is a major reason often cited for divorce, and a good financial plan can help 

prevent spousal conflicts. Marriage often brings together individuals with different 

financial attitudes and behaviors together and forces them to become responsible for each 

other’s financial behavior. Wendy’s boyfriend knew about her large credit card debt and 

even helped her pay it back. Wendy admitted that he was “very opposite” to her in regard 

to finances and was more intelligent and responsible with money than she. She was 

motivated to eliminate her debt before they got married. She understood that clearing her 

debts would help clear obstacles in their relationship and help her achieve financial 

competence. She was glad that she entered the credit-counseling program to eliminate her 

debt. She saw a bright future ahead as she gradually moved towards her boyfriend’s 

position in terms of financial responsibility.  
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Wendy: He agreed that I needed to pay my debt and I needed to learn from the 

experience and even ultimately as a couple I need to be able to manage my money. 

In a good way or it wouldn’t interfere with our future, our relationship as a couple.  

That is your debt and you needed to take care of it.  It affects our future.  So he 

saw that I was determined to pay it off.  I think he was impressed that I actually 

committed to it and I actually accomplished it. … Just overall he’s said that if 

some day we’re married and we have children there is no way that you can’t have 

a handle on your finances.  It affects your health and your relationship.  It affects 

your household.  It affects everything if you don’t have a handle on your finances.  

He just wanted me to learn from this and start thinking about investing my money 

in different ways other than just spending it and completely tossing my money out 

the window.  

 When a person becomes involved in an intimate relationship after s/he has 

accrued large credit card debts, s/he faces the other person’s judgment and has to deal 

with it. Before marriage, a couple has no legal responsibility for each other’s debts, but 

they need to come to consensus about financial management if they want to advance the 

relationship. Lillian lived off her credit cards after she got divorced and raised her child 

with no child support. When she met her fiancé, she had accrued a large debt, and he 

could not understand why. After Lillian explained what had happened to her over the 

years and how she struggled financially, he became more understanding and worked with 

her to reduce her debt. At first, she felt unfairly judged because of his perception of debt 

as a consequence of irresponsibility and indulgence, but the stigma disappeared after he 
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learned the process of her debt accrual and realized that her debt resulted from external 

and uncontrollable factors.  

Lillian: We sat down and we talked about it and I told him how it had happened, 

because it wasn't just like, okay, in one year I did all of this. It just kind of went, 

and kept going and kept going and kept going. And when you're trying to take 

care of a child, and trying to go to school, and, you know trying to do all these 

things and, um, it just happened. You know what I mean? And then he understood 

I didn't have the financial support from her [her child’s] father that I could have 

been getting, and he just accepted it.  

 Debt can cause a relationship to founder. Adam’s pride was wounded when he got 

into debt and became financially crippled. He wanted to find a spouse who would love 

him regardless of his material possessions or financial situation, yet he realized that his 

financial insecurity was a liability and it prevented him from starting a relationship. 

Adam: If I had enough money I could feel good about myself.  Maybe it’s a 

mentality or an American male thing.  Women look for financially secure.  If you 

look in the Tucson Weekly personal ads, not the uncensored ones, women are 

looking for financially secure men.  It is very important.  

 Adam believed that masculinity in America is manifested by a man’s ability to 

support a family. He saw financial capability as an objective measure of a man’s worth. 

Since men are generally regarded as primary breadwinners, they need to be able to take 

financial responsibility for a family. Although being in debt does not automatically mean 

one lacks capability, it does cast a shadow on the family’s financial prospect. Debt 
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equates to financial failure, especially among American men who interpret it as a sign of 

sloth and irresponsibility.  

Peer Relations 

 Peer relations based on mutual interests are more symmetrical than parent-child 

relationships. So when friends provide benefits to each other, they often expect 

something in return. The expectation may be implicit but reciprocity is important to 

maintaining the relationship. When Frank told his friends that he was paying back his 

debt and could not afford to go out with them, his friends wanted his company and 

offered to pay for him. This altruistic behavior, however, tapered off after awhile, as his 

friends came to regard it as unfair for him to take advantage of them. An asymmetry 

emerged, and the reciprocity was broken in terms of Frank’s peer relations. Since debtors 

often need a long period of time to return to financial well-being, their consumption may 

be restricted accordingly. In this case, Frank’s debt triggered conflicts between him and 

his friends. 

Interviewer: Did you and your friends talk about finances? 

Frank: Oh yeah, absolutely.  It started out that my friends wanted my company 

because they missed me because I couldn’t go out anymore so they started saying, 

come out and I will pay for you, let’s go to Golf n’ Stuff  - I’ll pay, lets go to the 

movies. I’ll pay, let’s go out to eat.  I’ll pay.  Then they got mad at me.  Then six 

months down the road they were mad because I was mooching off them because I 

had money but I was paying my bills so then they would say you have money 

why are we paying and I would say it was your idea…I didn’t want to go.  So we 
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talked about finances but it became a sore spot, they didn’t like the fact that I 

wasn’t spending but I didn’t want to anymore, I wanted to get out of this.  

 Clients in the debt management program are advised to live on a budget and pay 

close attention to their spending. Frank’s friends could not accept the fact that he chose to 

pay back his debt instead of paying his share when they went out. For Frank, however, 

the priority was to eliminate his debt. He saw his financial obligation as more important 

than his obligation to reciprocate to his friends. He chose to postpone the reciprocity 

obligation to his friends because of his financial condition.  

Stigmatized Debtors help the Unstigmatized 

Compared with new credit card users, debtors in the credit-counseling program 

have longer experiences with credit and have gained more knowledge about managing 

debt. These experienced users can use their personal mistakes and experiences to help the 

neophytes comprehend the rules of credit. They understand the impact of misusing or 

abusing credit cards. Debtors may not be willing to share their knowledge and experience, 

however, but instead cover their real financial situations in order to retain credibility.  

Interviewer: Did your family members ever tell you about these things? 

Wendy: No, my parents never had credit cards.  And so they just were 

inexperienced in that area too. I think most recently my parents, my dad has a 

Sears card.  He gets sad when he sees that he has a $300 balance and it won’t go 

down.  I just laugh because I have been there and done that. And now I have 

explained to him just pay it off, don’t touch it anymore.  It is the opposite 

situation.  I have more experience with credit and debt than my parents do.  
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 Wendy provided an answer to her father’s problem with credit cards, which was 

derived from her credit card experiences. Her upbringing had not taught her about 

appropriate credit card usage, and she learned it the hard way through her own ordeal 

with her credit cards. In a dramatic reversal of roles, cultural capital about credit is 

sometimes transmitted from children to parents. This phenomenon is not so common in 

America today since credit cards became popular about four decades ago. However, in 

immigrant families and in other countries, the older generation may acquire credit card 

knowledge from their children.  

Sharing between Stigmatized 

 Heavy debtors understand other heavy debtors’ worries, fears and concerns. They 

have the same discrediting attribute and can empathize with each other. Wendy hid her 

debt from her parents, but she confessed the problem to her sister and sought her sister’s 

advice. Siblings have relatively symmetric relationships and are likely to be more 

understanding and less judgmental than parents. They reside in the same family structure 

and may be more willing to share and keep each other’s secrets. Wendy also felt 

comfortable talking to her sister because her sister had experienced credit card debt 

herself. Compared to other siblings, Wendy felt this sister was more likely to understand 

because they shared similar debt backgrounds. Still, it was her sister who first suspected 

Wendy’s debt after she noticed Wendy using her credit cards whenever they went 

shopping together. At first, Wendy hid the actual amount of her balances, but eventually 

she confessed her troubled debt situation. As expected, her sister did not make her feel 

guilty or embarrassed but steered her to the credit counseling agency. Wendy learned 
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from her sister’s example and started to consolidate her balances into one payment and 

budget for a maximum payment. 

People in debt become sensitive about topics such as personal finance and stay 

vigilant because they are afraid others might sense or intuit their financial difficulties. 

Those who carefully hide their real situations compare themselves to other people in their 

social networks.  

Linda: And it’s rather interesting because my neighbor will come and she’ll tell 

me the same thing. I don’t tell her about this. I figure that’s my business. But 

she’ll come over and tell me financially how they’re drowning and all I can think 

is, thank god I was smart enough to go and eliminate the debt and do these things. 

Linda heard her neighbor talking about debt problems but never revealed her own 

situation to the neighbor. She felt relieved, not because the neighbor suffered a similar 

problem, but because she had taken the initiative to rescue her family from drowning in 

debt. Status competition usually refers to consumers’ desires to keep up with those with 

more and better lifestyles. Interestingly, credit card debtors also share a hierarchy of 

status revolving around the amounts of debt and the reasons for their debts. In this case, 

Linda thought she was in a better place than her neighbor since her strategy to eliminate 

her debt was better than her neighbor’s.  

Preventing a Worse Stigma 

 Debtors fear that they may be stigmatized in other people’s eyes. The informants 

in this study all struggled to pay off their debts, but yet they were proud because they had 

not filed for bankruptcy. They regarded bankruptcy as a means of abandoning their 
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responsibility. The long-term effects bankruptcy was taken into account, but overall 

debtors consider bankruptcy to be more stigmatizing than heavy debt and seek to avoid 

bankruptcy if at all possible. In the context of debt, there appears to be a hierarchy of 

stigma, and I will illustrate how debtors interpret the differences and cope with different 

levels of stigma. Although people can eliminate their debts either by filing for bankruptcy 

or using a credit-counseling program to pay off their debts, these two methods are seen as 

distinctly different in terms of their justifications and interpretations, family dynamics, 

and social impacts. 

Individual Motives to Avoid Bankruptcy 

 Debtors resist filing for bankruptcy for several reasons. In evaluating the causes 

of their debt, credit card users are aware of whether their debt originates unavoidable life 

events or from frivolous spending. The former cause of debt is seen as justified. Mary 

and Bill went into debt after Bill’s skydiving accident.  

Mary: But I think bankruptcy, I think that’s the easy way out, I think that’s sort of 

like a wimpy way out. For us it would have been terrible, right, because he chose 

to skydive. It was a terrible accident that he had doing something he enjoyed. It’s 

not like a terrible illness struck him or the thousand other ways that something 

could intrude on your life.  

 Bill’s tragedy happened as a result of a recreational activity; it was his choice to 

skydive. Mary thought it was different from an illness or job loss, inevitable events over 

which people have no control. Interestingly, Mary thought filing for bankruptcy might be 

an easy way for them to get out of debt because they would immediately release all their 
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unsecured debt responsibility. Yet at the same time, she believed it would label them as 

weak and timid. They preferred to bear the financial burden and struggle to pay back their 

debt, thereby retaining their dignity along with their financial responsibility.  

Although bankruptcy wipes out people’s credit card debt altogether, it carries 

serious negative consequences. By filing for bankruptcy, one loses credit-worthiness for 

seven years and one’s credit history becomes scarred. After bankruptcy, a person is 

disqualified from buying a home or purchasing other expensive items. Bankruptcy offers 

debtors quick financial relief but it deprives them of common consumer rights for a long 

time.  

Sarah: Because I just wanted to be done with it.  I just wanted to not have that 

debt anymore.  But he said if we do that now we are going to suffer.  Because if 

we are going to buy a house or a car in the future, you just can’t, that will hurt us, 

yes, it is the easy way out now but you will pay the consequences. 

Many debtors regard filing for bankruptcy as an irresponsible way to eliminate 

debt. Martha thought borrowing money from credit card companies demanded good faith, 

and she was determined to accept responsibility for the consequences. Credit card debt 

was a pledge she had made. She had borrowed money in good faith and she was 

determined to repay the money as promised.  

Interviewer: A lot of people in this country file for bankruptcy; what do you think 

about that? 

Martha: I would never do it. I know people, it is the easy way out and then they 

have to rebuild their credit. It takes years, five or six years or even less to go back 
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into debt again and I just don’t believe in doing that. You spent the money; pay it 

off. You made that mistake; take responsibility for that mistake. That is the 

problem with bankruptcy; they are not taking responsibility for what they have 

done and I feel that I am. And I am not going that route. I’ve spent that money, 

borrowed that money on good faith; I am going to give it back to them on good 

faith.  

 Martha’s belief is that her debt is more than simply a financial responsibility but 

also a moral responsibility, and the morality of it rests on the meaning of trustworthiness 

in American society. Credit card companies may give out credit cards only based on 

consumers’ demonstration of their credit history and potential profitability. Consumers, 

however, may interpret this as a symbol of trust. They are entrusted with credit, and they 

are obligated to reciprocate this trust by paying everything they have borrowed. To them, 

financial difficulties are not an excuse to escape this responsibility.  

Family Motive to Avoid Bankruptcy 

 Family members can be major sources of support and motivation for people in 

financial difficulty. Although filing for bankruptcy may be a quick fix for family finances, 

parents who are in debt are concerned about its moral impact on their children.  

Sarah: When I look at my children and I want to give up and walk away from it 

all, I look at them and what example am I going to be for them? What legacy am I 

going to leave for them?  How can I bring them up and say you have to have good 

values and good character and then I myself don’t do it?  So for me to just look at 

them it is a reminder that I have to buckle up and set an example for them. If I 
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didn’t have kids I think it would be easier to just chicken out and do whatever I 

wanted to but when you have kids that look up to you and you want them to look 

up to you, you have to set the example I think. 

 Sarah wanted to teach her children good values and the importance of character. 

She wanted to be a good role model for her children. She saw filing for bankruptcy as 

irresponsible and cowardly and she feared she would lose face before her children. Filing 

for bankruptcy might alleviate her family’s financial burden but it would negatively 

impact the children. For Sarah, parental roles are multidimensional and included not only 

raising children and giving them a comfortable life, but also instilling good values in 

them. Parents are the examples and she felt filing for bankruptcy was inconsistent with 

her values and so she refused to let it influence her and her children.  

Social Motives to Avoid Bankruptcy 

 Debt management strategies reflect people’s identity management. Debtors are 

concerned about people’s responses and attitudes toward them if they know about their 

debt. It is relatively easy to conceal debt from others because personal finances are 

largely private. When one files for bankruptcy, however, the legal action is publicly 

posted and the debtors have to face judgment and consequences from others. To some, 

the financial relief bankruptcy provides is trivial compared to the heavy social burden. 

Sarah and her husband feared people’s judgments and critiques in their small community. 

They wanted to maintain good social standing and keep their finances private. She would 

be filled with embarrassment and shame if she filed for bankruptcy in the local court. She 
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had seen from her sister’s experience what problems filing for bankruptcy would cause in 

their small town.   

Sarah: I think with him [her husband] is he has this attitude of character, having a 

good character and a good name basically. When you file bankruptcy, your name 

gets published in the paper and everybody knows about it. [laughs] Everybody 

knows about it and it is kind of, and, because my sister and her husband did it 

back in Michigan, another sister that I had, and she said it was the most 

humiliating thing that you go through because you file with a lawyer and pay this 

lawyer $700 dollars and then you go and stand before this committee and a judge 

and everyone asks you how did you get to this point, what did you do wrong, and 

why did you not seek any other alternative?  So she said it was really grueling and 

it took almost two hours of questioning and she and her husband were really 

humiliated by the whole thing and then they put your full name in the paper, your 

address, everything, they publish it in the newspaper and people read it. 

 Filing for bankruptcy entails exposing one’s discrediting attribute to the public. 

For Sarah, the possible reactions from people in her small community frightened her. The 

financial relief was far outweighed by the social humiliation. What was once a private 

blemish becomes highly visible once one declares bankruptcy and people lose even more 

status because they are sentenced to personal failure in the court of public opinion. 

Social Comparison 

 Heavy debtors are aware of their option to file for bankruptcy. They often clarify 

their values as they compare themselves with others who choose to do so. Bankruptcy is 
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not only a financial action; it is a statement about people’s pursuit of lifestyle goods and 

consumption.  

Linda: Dean and I have the tenacity to stick with this, and the drive to finish this. 

Um, maybe we could have declared bankruptcy and I’ve had some teacher friends 

who’ve done that and then they go back to living their same lifestyle. Eating out 

all the time; they drive really good cars. I drive, you know, an old car, Dean 

drives an old truck. We’ve learned to be happy about what we’ve got as opposed 

to thinking we need to have the material things. … And as opposed to declaring 

bankruptcy or looking at some other way to escape the issue, I faced up to it and I 

paid it.  

 Linda and her husband lived a more frugal lifestyle than some of her friends who 

filed for bankruptcy. Linda felt that her friends cared more about material possessions 

and the lifestyles they live, whereas she had pride in her decision to forego many 

desirable material possessions. She eschewed the definition of success and happiness that 

is measured by material possessions and felt that her friends who lived with this value 

ignored their moral responsibility to look for happiness in a simpler life. In a status 

competition race, material pursuit is endless but most people’s financial means are 

limited. Some consumers value their possessions more than their financial well-being. 

Most of the debtors in the credit counseling program are proud of their efforts to 

pay off their debts and take responsibility for their past behavior. In addition to the 

financial responsibility stated in the contract with credit card companies, they feel a 

moral responsibility to pay for their mistakes. They disapprove of those in similar 
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financial situations who choose an easy way out. They respect themselves for sacrificing 

consumption and adjusting their lifestyles during the debt management program and are 

even, to some extent, proud of their suffering. Jack evaluated the pros and cons of paying 

off his debt or filing for bankruptcy and felt that the moral satisfaction of paying back his 

debt was more important than the immediate financial relief. He said, “it would cause me 

so much upset that I wouldn’t even feel free of the debt, it would be a miserable 

experience.” He felt that credit card companies had trusted him and allowed him to live 

off his credit cards. He had never received financial assistance from his family since he 

was very young. For him, credit cards were not only contracts, but pledges that implied 

much-needed and valued personal trust. 

Jack: I feel that people have charged a significant amount of debt and then they 

are not willing to take care of their errors; they just claim bankruptcy and wipe it 

away and that to me is not right.  To not take responsibility for something they 

have done wrong.  That is my own opinion; I do know people who have claimed 

bankruptcy and they seem to have no problem with it whatsoever. But for me, if I 

claimed bankruptcy, the guilt and sense of remorse would be tremendous where 

some people don’t have a sense of remorse.  They just go on about their life and 

they seem okay with it.  I really give a sense of pride in making that payment each 

month and seeing it go down and down.  

Materialistic people derive happiness and satisfaction from their material 

possessions. Credit cards facilitate consumers’ desires for immediate gratification and 

more and better things. Some people use credit to enjoy transient hedonistic desires, but 
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they suffer the consequences afterwards. While they appear to have abundant material 

possessions, they actually have deep unseen financial turmoil. Frank criticized over 

consumption as an epidemic in this country and wanted to get out of this vicious circle. 

He sought to consume in moderation and control his spending. He trusted himself to 

exercise more self-control and differentiate himself from the epidemic of excessive, 

obsessive American consumption. 

Frank: We have the ability to make ourselves better but we take it to the extreme 

that is not happy.  Credit cards are just an embodiment of that, like anything else; 

if they are used responsibly they can be fine, like eating or drinking in moderation, 

but when we turn to gluttony that is where the problem is and discovering that has 

taken away my fear of credit cards.  I can have them now and I won’t do what I 

did before.  Because I am not the same person as I was before.  I eat to 

moderation; I am not wasteful like I was.  I don’t have the typical American 

blinders on without seeing the consequences.  I am not like that.  

 Frank placed credit card misuse among the seven deadly sins. He believed that his 

own emergence from this “sin” was atypical among Americans. He criticized other 

Americans for succumbing to the temptation of debt and not recognizing it as a dead end. 

In Frank’s opinion, over consumption, like obesity and alcoholism, is endemic among 

Americans. 

BECOME RENORMALIZED CONSUMERS 

 Credit card debtors have experienced financial difficulties, relationship conflicts, 

and life ordeals. The informants in this study were enrolled in a debt management 
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program to eliminate their debt and, more importantly, to become normal consumers 

again. Several aspects of normal consumption are manifested in their debt reduction 

process. Their interpretation of normalcy includes being debt-free, displaying moderate 

consumption behaviors, and possessing good a financial reputation. They are cautious 

about sliding back into their unmanageable debt situations. Their desire to be normal 

consumers reflects their struggle through the debt-management process. They have 

learned through their experiences with debt to negotiate the essence of being normal 

consumers in America.   

Debt Free 

 Besides enrolling in the credit-counseling program, these debtors also employed 

several other strategies, both individual and collective efforts, to eliminate their debt. 

Debt reduction requires social support, yet paradoxically the stigma associated with debt 

discourages people from seeking help within their social networks. To be successful on 

their own, debtors have to be motivated and committed to finishing the tenured credit-

counseling program. They need to make short-term sacrifices, such as living without 

credit for several years. Mia understood that “you’re not even supposed to touch your 

credit cards at all.” Debtors need to re-think the whole concept of “buy first and pay 

later.” 

For many debtors, debt is not only a financial burden but a detour from the path of 

their life goals. Eliminating debt enables them to achieve better financial standing and 

realize their dreams and goals. Wendy decided to stick to the program and pay off her 
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debt when she realized that her debt was a barrier to her goal of getting a higher 

education and obtaining a desirable career.  

Wendy: And I knew that was the only way I was going to go back to school and 

do what I actually wanted to do.  I knew that my debt was getting in the way of 

that.  How was I going to make it as a full time student, not employed? Strictly 

dedicated to my studies.  With a huge credit card payment every month, that was 

interfering with my future plans and my future endeavors.  So I just set my goals.  

I am going pay this much off by this date.  I was at the point where it was realistic.  

I just increased my payment gradually. … So it was just increasing in my 

payment and whenever I had a lump sum of money, I think all three of my tax 

refunds went toward my credit card debt.  The minute I had that money I 

pretended I never had that money and it went straight to my credit card debt.  

 An effective strategy to become debt free is to prioritize the debt payment 

program ahead of other expenditures. It is interesting to compare this stage of repayment 

with the earlier stage of accruing debt using credit cards. When they are in the stage of 

charging wantonly and accruing debt, consumers see credit as easy cash, pretend money. 

In the stage of repaying, consumers often treat their own money as not belonging to them 

but to the credit card company. They pretend not to have the money. 

Moderate Consumption 

 Credit card debt starts with consumption. The ultimate solution to debt is to 

consume within one’s means. When debtors experience financial difficulty, they are 

compelled to reconsider their consumption patterns and ascertain what changes need to 
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be made. In some cases, they learn to be more practical and resist the temptation to 

acquire more things. After Wendy fell into debt and gradually worked her way out of it, 

she started to change her purchasing mentality. Where previously she had succumbed to 

peer pressure and used material goods to signal her status, she learned to differentiate her 

needs from her wants. She came to ascribe more value to her “peace of mind” than to her 

public image.  

Wendy: Everything was more predictable and I had changed my mentality about 

what I would purchase.  Do I purchase what’s fashionable and wants versus needs?  

What was practical?  I need a warm jacket for the winter, but I don’t need a 

handbag. 

Interviewer: How did that change happen? 

Wendy: The changing of perspective, I realized that my peace of mind was more 

important than a facade of you know living well and being successful and having 

money to dress well.  Just my peace of mind was more important than my image.  

I had to force myself to humility, being more humble.  To being more practical 

and then I realized this isn’t so bad.   

 Wendy’s consumption change involved spending less and, more importantly, 

refocusing on non-material things. She realized that a simpler life that gave her more 

satisfaction based on peace of mind and financial well-being. For her, this was a big shift.   

To regain and retain a healthy financial situation, debtors need to limit their 

spending to their means. As they pay off their debts and start to see light at the end of the 

tunnel, they also need to understand how they got into debt and re-evaluate their 
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consumption patterns. For many debtors, that means a more controlled spending routine 

and a simpler lifestyle. Over consumption brings immediate gratification at the time of 

purchase but leads consumers to financial difficulty later on.  

Sarah: We traveled less. We did a lot less, going out to eat.  We did a lot less, 

buying things that we did not really need.  They say it is okay to spend money but 

you should spend money on what you need and not what you want.  So now we 

are living by that rule, buying things that we need and not what we want and if we 

go out, like with the kids, we will go out to a movie but we will have a budget.  

Like we will go out once a month, only once a month with the kids whereas 

before it was ridiculous, we would probably go out three or four times a week.  

 For married couples, debt is a family issue and both spouses share responsibility 

for it. A purchase that satisfies one spouse’s desire to be independent may turn out to be a 

poor decision that will, over time hurt the family’s financial well-being. Sarah used to 

buy many things on her own, and her husband was seldom involved in those decisions. 

As they struggled with debt, they found their old ways of shopping exacerbated their 

financial woes. They reduced their individual shopping and communicated more before 

buying things. They found that joint decisions reduced the potential for impulsive buying 

and forced them to be more open with each other. They now have to agree about 

purchase decisions and their financial capacity for spending. Consumption compromises 

and understanding family spending are keys to being debt-free.  

Sarah: Now every time we buy something we communicate more, unlike before, 

back in Michigan, if I needed something I would just go charge it and then tell 
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him after and say, oh I bought this. [laughs] … Because before you feel like you 

want to be independent and do your own thing. So I would go and buy something 

and say I bought things where now, since we went through this whole ordeal, we 

are more open and we are like, do we have the money? No we don’t, so we have 

to wait a couple more weeks.  

Debtors are eventually forced to learn to control their consumption and spend 

within boundaries. An important strategy is to prioritize their consumption. Owning a 

home is an important investment that represents stability, accountability, and credibility 

for the owners. A home mortgage, unlike credit card debt, is regarded as a good debt 

because it is a long-term investment that represents stability. The U.S. government even 

encourages home ownership through interest tax deductions. Rosa had not been able to 

afford a house, and she wanted to buy a house for herself and her son. She also wanted to 

relax her spending constraints as she finished her debt management program, without 

spending recklessly or lavishly. As a single mother, her consumption priority was focused 

on providing a better life for her son. In her mind, a home symbolized her love for her 

son as well as her good financial standing and fiscal capability.  

Rosa: I want to get home and have some space.  I want my son to feel like he has 

a home and not an apartment.  I want to be able to take him here and there.  I want 

to be able to go out to eat without having to worry about how much is in my 

account.  I think I’ve earned it.  I have worked hard and I want to be able to enjoy 

it.  I am not talking about going to high-end restaurants.  That is what not having a 
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lot has taught me.  I don’t need a lot to keep me happy.  That is all I want.  First 

and foremost a home. 

 In America, a “home is the most important purchase for the average middle-class 

family. … Home ownership stands out as the single most important component of the 

good life” (Warren and Tyagi 2003, p. 20). Rosa wanted to provide her child a nice home 

and mark a turning point in her and her child’s lives. Paying off her debt was the 

threshold to achieving this goal, and she looked forward to building a good credit history 

in order to purchase and furnish a home. 

 American society is often described as a consumer society. Consumers compare 

themselves to other people in their social networks as well as images in the mass media. 

The social norm of consumption freedom and indulgence spurs consumers to purchase 

and possess ever more. While there are social rules and value systems that constrain 

people’s consumption, pressure to fit in by consuming pushes American consumers to 

buy and consume more and more. Many do so in spite of their limited financial 

capabilities. After they fall into credit card debt, they reflect on their consumption 

behaviors and their roles as consumers. Winnie admitted that she had felt pressure to fit 

in, and she had to teach herself not to feel better or feel successful by purchasing more 

and better material possessions. Interestingly, she mentioned this change and stated that 

the fight was not only against herself or her family but rather against the whole American 

consumer culture.  

Winnie: I think it’s not cultural to stick to anything. That’s not the American 

culture, not part of our culture to be disciplined in anything. So you’re really 
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fighting against everything and everybody else. So I think we learned a little we 

don’t have to do that and feel and be successful in that. 

Some debtors fall into debt by indulging or medicating themselves through 

buying. In America, material abundance and consumption freedoms prevail among 

middle-class people. But behind the prosperous picture, millions of people struggle with 

debt. Joel blamed himself for overspending and indulging in unnecessary possessions. He 

also criticized the idea of immediate gratification in this country. He found Americans 

were always eager to locate newer and better things in the marketplace and satisfy 

themselves with more purchases. This capitalistic economy supplies abundant 

consumption items, and its consumers respond with ever more desires and wants. Many 

Americans subscribe to the theory that buying and spending pushes the economy forward. 

Many consumers, living in a society with material abundance and easy access to credit, 

use this theory to overspend and go into debt.   

Joel: What I have learned most about this? The fact that we’re an instant 

gratification society; it’s like there is so much out there and you, I mean, as far as 

consumerism in this country your choices are limitless. Instead of having a choice 

of five or six items you have a choice of fifty items. The fact that it’s like so much 

of everything is obsolete in no time. How much do you need? I’ve learned from 

my perspective that I don’t need everything I see.  

 Learning from his previous experiences of spending on things he wanted but did 

not need, Joel reduced his expenditures by differentiating between his needs and wants. 

Moderate consumption involves reduction in amounts and numbers, but it also means 
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changes in the types of things purchased. While it may be difficult to draw a clear line 

between a need and a want, it is typical of American consumers to purchase a new thing 

in the same product category as an old one still functions. American consumers literally 

follow the marketplace for new items, paying attention to new products and trying them 

out or adopting them. Spending on material things without the financial means to do so 

may put consumers in financial jeopardy. There are other ways to spur the economy (i.e., 

investing), which not only benefits the economy but also benefit consumers’ long-term 

financial well-being.  

Realistic Prospect 

 Credit cards enable people to consume now and pay later. When people use credit 

cards, they tend to perceive they have the money to make a purchase, but the fact is they 

are borrowing money that they will have to repay. Sometimes a consumer feels confident 

in using a credit card to spend because s/he expects a larger income in the future. If this 

optimistic expectation does not come to pass, they may fall into debt. For some, an 

unpredictable circumstance, such as a divorce, job loss, or medical condition may plunge 

them into debt. For virtually all consumers, however, planning based on realistic financial 

conditions allows people to stay out of serious debt. Many college students have the 

mentality that they will pay off the credit card debt they accrued in college once they 

graduate. But after college, many lose their parents’ financial support and have to live 

more independently, more modestly. They may struggle with less-than-expected income 

and greater-than-expected expenses.  
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Rosa: I had the mentality that I have a great job, I will be able to pay it off, I make 

a lot of money.  Sometimes I am thinking that I can afford this, but then I think 

that I have all of these other things to pay for. Before I was thinking that I could 

pay it off. That kind of mentality got me here.  If I had been more careful, I 

thought it wouldn’t happen to me.  I look at what I spend and how much money is 

in my account and things like that.   

 Rosa learned to deal with her finances by determining whether she could afford to 

purchase something now and not whether she could pay it back later. Focusing on now 

and not spending anticipated future money was an important lesson for her. She reflected 

on the mistakes she had made with credit cards and learned to be more organized and 

realistic about her finances.  

Good Financial Standing 

Heavy debtors have gone through three stages of using credit cards: using them 

moderately, overcharging them, and struggling with large balances. All credit card users 

start with a zero balance and zero penalty charges. As they become burdened by debt and 

then try to pay it off, they learn from their mistakes and prepare for their future. They 

learn that credit cards are two-edged swords: they can enhance one’s credit and bring 

financial benefits; they can destruct one’s finance and ruin credit. Good credit facilitates 

the purchase of a home and other big-ticket items and allows consumers to get better 

financial deals. After debtors have experienced a credit card crisis, they learn that credit 

card balances can cost them dearly and minimum payments lead them nowhere. They 

realize credit cards should not be used as “free” money. 
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Richard: What I intend to do, even though in the future I will again use credit 

cards, I don’t want the balance to build up.  For the first year or so that I had 

credit cards, I never carried a balance.  I could pay it off each month.  I was 

making enough money to do that.  I hope to be able to do that again.  Once I had a 

balance it started costing me dearly.  

 Debtors often entertain hopes of returning to the starting point when they had no 

balances and managed their credit cards successfully. For most, this hope is quite realistic 

because they have taken an important first step by enrolling in the credit-counseling 

program.  

Debtors not only fail with their credit cards but also fail in other aspects of their 

personal finances. Some do not understand the importance of saving and investing, and 

some are hobbled in this regard because of their credit card trouble. Because they focus 

on credit card payments, they cannot plan effectively for the future. During the debt 

reduction process, they learn from their mistakes and come to understand what they need 

to do to achieve financial well-being, and in this respect, the debt ordeal becomes a 

valuable educational program for debtors. As Mary said, “It’s made me appreciate the 

value of money. A big slap in the face but I needed one.” To finish the program and be 

debt-free is the short-term goal. In the long term, they need to plan and prepare for their 

financial future.  

When they finish paying off their debts, they will have an extra sum of money, 

which will go into their bank accounts. With more financial power, they can start to 

rebuild their credibility and invest for themselves and their families. As they approach the 
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goal of becoming debt-free, some people become anxious about what they should have 

accomplished and make plans for a better financial standing. Rosa allocated a large 

amount each month to pay off her debt and she felt tight with the remaining money. But 

she knew this would end soon and she could start to invest and save.  

Rosa: I haven’t even started my 401K.  I don’t have a savings right now.  I am 

still trying to get to that point where I can just breathe a little bit.  I am waiting for 

this month’s check and it is almost December 20.  I am still struggling financially.  

I know that my payment is going.  In another year this will be behind me. 

 Debtors diminish their credibility when they have difficulty paying down their 

credit card balances or paying on time. This leads to a chain effect. They need more 

money to come up with the increased payments when they accrue more debt. At the same 

time, they have less room and flexibility once credit card companies start to treat them as 

risky customers. Decreased credit scores lead to tougher conditions and higher rates for 

other financial products such as home mortgage and auto loans. Bea found that several 

domains of her finances became worse as she accrued more credit card debt. For a good 

financial standing, she needed to have good credit, and that boils down to responsible 

credit card usage. 

Bea: I ruined my credit.  I used to have a perfect credit score.  Even now I just 

went to take out some house insurance.  They said that they had to look at my 

credit score.  Because of my credit score my house insurance is a little higher than 

it would have been.  So is my car insurance.  It has not just affected me with the 

credit cards.  It has affected me all around.  I learned and I have grown from that.  
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 In American society, a credit score is an important measure of one’s financial 

status. One’s credit behaviors directly affect the score that, in turn, affects one’s ability to 

obtain other financial products. The debtors in this study have black marks on their credit 

histories because of their credit card problems. They need to change their credit card 

situations by paying off their debts before they can acquire other loans or mortgages. In 

other words, eliminating credit card debt is a first step to regaining full financial status.  

Debt Prevention  

 After debtors eliminate all their debt, they return to the start point of their credit 

card history. They make plans to remain normal consumers. At the time of the interview, 

Wendy had just finished the credit-counseling program and felt enormously relieved. 

When she was struggling with her debt, she was worried that she would never pay it off, 

and described it as “a huge cloud over me.” At the time of her interview, she had lived 

without using credit cards for over three years. To avoid getting into credit card debt 

again, she decided to abort her use of credit cards forever. She knew it was inconvenient 

at times not to have a credit card, but she did not want the temptation. She was 

determined to budget her money and not live on credit. Credit can be one’s friend or 

one’s worst enemy. She chose to treat it as an enemy and stay away from it. 

Wendy: Right I wouldn’t care for a credit card at this point. I understand that 

sometimes it is necessary. Right now I am happy just living with what I have and 

budgeting myself. I just have different way of thinking. Completely different. 

Let’s say for instance the only thing that I have on a line of credit is my cell phone. 

Because you have to have credit to have a cell phone. Now I think ahead could I 
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pay a whole year of my cell phone. Like I just think different. I am always trying 

to get ahead.  I don’t want to find myself in the situation where I am tempted to 

take anything out on credit.  I think credit is the enemy. 

 Instead of using credit cards to participate in status competition among her peers, 

she changed her attitude toward credit. In her mind, credit cards are not friends who help 

her maintain her status among her peers; rather they are an enemy that put her personal 

finances in jeopardy and impeded her career plans. For Wendy, the meaning and function 

of credit cards changed drastically. 

 When people first start using credit cards, they are in control. As they accrue more 

debt, they gradually relinquish control to credit card companies. They find their 

purchases and possessions do not match their debt levels. Sarah reflected on her 

experiences with credit; she had once had good credit, but then lost it completely. She 

overlooked the potential devastating impacts of credit card use. She had been given large 

amounts of credit easily and quickly. The loss of her creditworthiness made her 

appreciate credit more and motivated her to handle her money more carefully and 

diligently.  

Sarah: I think when you have something and then you lose it, you sit back and 

think oh my gosh, I just wasted all this time and energy on what.  When you have 

something and it is gone, you learn to appreciate it.  So when you get it back 

again I think you are more careful and more being a steward of your money, 

better than I was before.  
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 Debtors are forced to learn the rules of credit cards and, more importantly, learn 

about themselves as they accrue and repay debt. Some recognize that they lack control of 

their spending and cope with it by changing their credit card usage. Travis could not trust 

himself with credit cards and would rather forgo using credit cards completely. He did 

not want to give himself a chance to use them. His impulsive buying, spurred by the 

power of credit cards, cost him dearly. To prevent himself from falling into the same trap, 

he wanted to abandon credit card use forever. 

Travis: I surely don’t need credit cards.  As far as I am concerned that when this is 

done that I don’t even want a credit card. 

Interviewer: You don’t? 

Travis: No, it’s nice to have that security, to have in an emergency.  If worst 

comes to worst I can always call up somebody and ask them to wire me a hundred 

dollars or something like that.  I am not that concerned about it.  I honestly feel 

that as opposed to saying that I can trust myself with credit cards. 

Forgoing credit cards, however, is not the only way for debtors to avoid debt 

problems. Many consumers use credit cards as a way to build a good credit record. Mia 

wanted to keep a credit card, but she knew its temptations if she went shopping with it. 

She planned to leave her card at home to resist the temptation. In this way, she could still 

use it for emergencies and build credit with it; at the same time, she could avoid any 

impulsive and excessive buying with credit cards.  

Mia: So I learned that, like, I do need at least one credit card. But I’m not going to 

carry it with me. I’ll just leave it at home. It was a big learning experience and 
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I’m still having to, um…what’s it called? Like I’m still reaping what I sow. I’m 

still not completely out of my debt. 

 Debtors in the credit-counseling program are in the midst of reducing their credit 

card debt. Mia’s remaining balance reminded her that she needed to stick to the program 

to eventually pay it off. She realized that debt comes fast but goes away slowly. She was 

not only paying back what she owed on her credit cards but also making restitution for 

her previous mistakes.  

DISCUSSION 

Credit card use is prevalent in America. On the one hand, credit cards ease 

transactions and provide convenience for consumers. Consumers can use them as a 

cushion to prevent emergencies and survive disasters. Responsible credit card use 

demonstrates consumers’ credibility and brings financial benefits. On the other hand, as 

credit cards signal owners’ status by the prestige and benefits given to the owners, they 

may stimulate consumers to spend and acquire more. Some overcharge their cards to live 

a lifestyle and possess things they cannot afford. Following on the heels of credit cards 

overuse, credit card debt has become a rampant phenomenon. When consumers attain 

social status by using credit cards to signal their prestige and to purchase conspicuous 

possessions, they lose this status if they fall into debt. Debt serves as an invisible barrier 

to status, and consumers often deny its power until it becomes unmanageable.  

A consumer society provides its citizens the right and freedom to consume. 

Consumers enjoy material abundance and purchase convenience. With numerous online 

stores in addition to bricks and mortar stores, today more options are available to 
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consumers than ever before. Consumers are motivated to spend more to reward 

themselves, to gain happiness, to show love to family and friends, and to support the 

economy. When they lack the spending power to achieve these goals, some turn to credit 

cards as a crutch. Credit cards create an illusion of financial capability. When people use 

them instead of cash, they feel they have the money to buy things that may actually be 

beyond their means. Indeed, they cannot afford them unless they pay off the balances at 

the end of each month. Falling into debt and ruining one’s creditworthiness deprives 

consumers of freedom. They lose their buying power and their credibility. They are 

marked as risky and irresponsible consumers and cannot function as normal consumers. 

Individual credibility, a crucial individual consumer status, is earned and needs to be 

maintained. 

When consumers accrue credit card debt, they gradually become unacceptable as 

borrowers. This leads to negative consequences in terms of their consumption, finances, 

and social relations. Heavy credit card debts push consumers toward financial 

delinquency and impugn their financial well-being. These difficulties propel them to find 

effective and efficient ways to eliminate their debt. In this study, informants chose credit-

counseling agencies to assist them. On the surface, consumers enroll in the program to 

improve their financial standing. Beneath the surface, they strive to regain their status as 

respectable credit users and normal consumers. Consumer status may be invisible signals 

to the public, but the stigma associated with their debt has profound effects.  

 Stigma is a discrediting attribute and the bearer is judged from “a whole and usual 

person to a tainted, discounted one” (Goffman [1963] 1986, p.3). Being in debt is not 
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necessarily a stigma; indeed, most consumers cannot live without debt in America. Many 

types of consumer debt, such as home mortgages, auto loans, and student loans, allow 

people to purchase otherwise unaffordable or unattainable commodities. Credit card debt, 

in contrast, has been termed as bad debt by financial advisors, because it bears high 

interest rates and numerous penalties. When people accrue large credit card debt and 

cannot pay it back, they fear being judged as reckless and irresponsible. They feel their 

finances are out of control and they may have to seek third-party assistance to deal with 

the consequences of their behavior. This flies against the social norm of individualism 

and independence in American society. Consumers find that they are drowning in a 

financial tidal wave and cannot rescue themselves. Until they pay off their debts, they 

carry a stigma and the fear of being further stigmatized. They cope with stigma by 

controlling information, covering, and using different strategies within their social 

networks.  

Debtors eliminate stigma and boost their status as they pay back their debts. 

Although they make mistakes with their credit cards, they regain pride and self-esteem 

when they take the responsibility for their actions. Debtors also regain status among their 

social networks. They feel less likely to be disapproved of or disrespected by family and 

friends when they pull out of the debt trap. As debtors suffer from their mistakes and 

learn from their lessons, they reinterpret the meaning of consumption and often criticize 

the prevalent social norms of consumerism and indebtedness. Interestingly, the consumer 

status of credibility is earned and can change in both directions. In this study, informants 

endure short-term sacrifice in consumption and credit use to regain this status. 
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They reevaluate their goals as consumers and their relationships with their credit 

cards. Using credit cards to get by in times of emergencies is more likely to be accepted 

than buying things to signal status and prestige. The abundant marketplace in America 

creates temptations for consumers; various brands and ever-changing product lines 

delineate hierarchies in commodities. Consumers of different socioeconomic 

backgrounds spend and consume to achieve the status they desire. As they acquire things 

to live a desirable lifestyle, some stumble financially and fall into debt. Informants in this 

study represent a broad range of American middle-class consumers who struggle with 

status competition in the society. They are witnesses of the impacts of over consumption 

and the disasters caused by misuse of credit cards. In their experiences with credit cards, 

they find themselves as losers and the credit card companies as big winners. After their 

ordeals, they learn to reassess their roles as consumers and save themselves from falling 

into an endless vicious cycle of consumption.  

After completing credit counseling, debtors are usually determined to engage in 

more careful consumption behaviors and live more frugal lifestyles when they become 

debt-free again. They regret their past indulgences and blame credit card companies for 

giving credit too easily. They learn about the rules set by credit card industry. Having 

understood the benefits and potential dangers of credit cards, they want to use them to 

maintain good credit ratings and for convenience or emergencies. They want to begin 

anew as credit users and use credit cards responsibly. Their desires and goals as 

consumers also change. They reject the idea of living beyond their means and enjoying 

immediate gratification with purchases. In this consumer society, they want to be 
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responsible and respected citizens; they do not want to live as inferior citizens or be 

stigmatized. In this credit society, consumers use credit to spend freely and possess more 

things but they are always scrutinized to evaluate their status as credit users. In this debt 

society, debt becomes a powerful mechanism to reshape meanings of consumption and to 

push consumers into the social norms of consumerism and indebtedness. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

This dissertation integrates consumers’ social networks to understand their 

participation in the marketplace. Specifically, it explores how consumers use their 

interpersonal relations to leverage their consumption of debt. Certain meanings 

embedded in interpersonal ties such as dependence, obligation, and responsibility are 

manifested in consumers’ practices with credit and debt. The empirical findings 

demonstrate that consumption choices are relationship based and socially bounded. This 

dissertation broadens individual-oriented approach to consumer behavior by integrating 

interpersonal factors. It also examines how consumers manage their social status with 

consumption activities. Consumers not only need utilitarian or hedonic satisfaction, but 

also strive to achieve and maintain certain identities. Building upon the traditional view 

of social status as signaled by commodities, this research integrates consumer credibility 

as a new type in this credit society. This status is evaluated by public authority and 

judged by people’s social networks. This dissertation uses credit cards as a context to 

explore the status consumers desire to achieve and the stigma they try to avoid.  

A full debt consumption cycle from credit card acquisition, to debt accrual, and to 

debt repayment is used as a context to address two main theoretical issues. First, 

consumers’ economic exchange with credit card companies is associated with their social 

exchange within their personal networks. Interpersonal relationships not only represent 

connections between people but also confer meanings to the dyadic ties. Consumers 

negotiate meanings embedded in relationships such as freedom, obligation, and 

responsibility, as they practice with their credit cards and debt. Interestingly, consumers 
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also add personal meanings to their relationships with credit card companies: some 

features of interpersonal relationships, such as trust and reciprocity, are applied to this 

contractual relationship. The rationales for consumers to incorporate the various 

meanings of social relationships are examined and discussed in two studies.  

Second, consumption of debt reflects consumers’ status competition in American 

society. A key observation involves the dynamics of status pursuit as consumers’ debt 

situations evolve. Consumers desire and pursue certain statuses along with their life 

projects. This dissertation suggests that debt serves as a powerful mechanism to alter 

consumers’ evaluation of status and prestige in this consumer and credit society. 

Consumers strive to represent their desired identity to the public and within their social 

networks. While commodities have long been found to help consumers signal desired 

status (Veblen [1899] 2001), credit cards create opportunities but also cause obstacles for 

their life projects.  

Study 1 focuses on the initial stage of debt consumption and illuminates how 

young adults in college practice with their credit cards to achieve their desired identity 

and, at the same time, cope with their relationships with parents and peers. Specifically, 

they use credit cards to pave the way for full independence in the future, to resist the 

authority control of their parents, to take on financial autonomy to reduce their 

obligations to their parents, and to escape conflicted family relations. For these young 

adults, credit cards replace parents as a monetary provider who in some ways is more 

tolerant and does not interfere with their consumption choices and lifestyles. Credit cards 

lack the strings that are often attached to money from parents, and seem to offer a way for 
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young adults to achieve adult status more quickly. However, as they accumulate debt, the 

desire for adult status changes for some who relinquish their responsibility for their debt. 

Since credit card companies treat them as contract-based customers and attach no 

meanings associated with more intimate personal relationships, they simply follow legal 

guidelines to ensure their profit. Some young adults come to see that their parents are a 

more forgiving and lenient source than credit card companies, and some young debtors 

fall back on their parents for financial salvage and relinquish their own responsibility, 

thus regressing in their transition to adulthood. 

Study 2 shows consumers’ management of their images within their social 

networks and their interpretation of consumer status as they struggle to pay off their 

heavy burdens of credit card debt. It focuses on heavy debtors who had sufficient 

difficulty paying back their debts that they enrolled in a credit-counseling program. As 

these individuals accrue unmanageable debt, they renegotiate their identity in anticipation 

of other people’s judgments and implement various strategies to manage their public 

images in their social networks. For example, they fear being treated as irresponsible 

people who spend beyond their means and also being regarded as vulnerable people who 

need help and cannot live independently. Debt management, status management, and 

relationship management intertwine for these debtors.  

This research sheds light on debt’s consequences on social relationships. Overall, 

social relationships are found to be dynamic and elastic. The focus and meanings of 

interpersonal relationships change over time. Young adults are likely to dwell on 

independence and reducing their obligations to their parents more than grown adults. 
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Interestingly, debt consumption can alter the transition to adulthood by compelling young 

adults to redefine the domains of their obligations, resist the control of their parents, and 

negotiate their responsibilities. Adult debtors, on the other hand, renegotiate their 

changing status and cope within their social networks in accordance with their debt 

situations. Heavy debtors often fear jeopardizing their interpersonal relationships if they 

reveal their troubled financial conditions. The underlying reason for this fear stems from 

their deteriorated identity and ability to maintain the relationship. Heavy debtors also 

reevaluate their strong ties when they need help. They may abandon or cherish certain 

relationships as their family members and intimates respond in various ways to their debt 

problems.  

This dissertation demonstrates that credit card debt has consequences for 

consumers’ life domains including but not limited to the financial domain. Although the 

informants in the two studies are generally at different life stages and focus on different 

identity projects, they share some traits. For example, people in both studies believe that 

they are on the right track to their financial goals. The degree of indebtedness is not 

necessarily a good predictor of one’s perceived financial situation. Debtors in a credit 

counseling program tend to highlight their current actions and emphasize their bright 

prospects, and differentiate themselves from their former prodigal iterations. Because 

informants in studies 1 and 2 are matched in terms of their education backgrounds, adult 

debtors can be seen as representative of the future for some young adults. Although the 

young adults in study 1 feel confident about managing their debt, some will undoubtedly 

eventually experience the kind of financial distress that the adult debtors in study 2 
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experienced. Although they may earn higher incomes in the future, they will begin to 

have more financial obligations and eventually lose the safety net of their parents.  

After investigating two groups of debtors, I have developed some theoretical 

understanding that is unseen or unknown by debtors. First, in both initial and later stages 

of debt consumption, consumers tend to evaluate their future in a positive way. Young 

adults predict a higher income that will immediately pay off their debt; adult debtors 

expect better financial capacity after they pay off their debt through the program. These 

are reasonable predictions but consumers need to prepare for long-term financial goals 

and unexpected expenses. In fact, unexpected expenses from medical bills or unexpected 

income loss from layoff or divorce, are major causes of financial problems for American 

middle-class people (Sullivan et al. 2000; Warren and Tyagi 2003). Prevention of 

unmanageable debt requires careful financial planning and consistent consumption 

control. If consumers can only make ends meet, they are unprepared for financial 

difficulties and are likely to fall into heavy debt quickly. Findings from two studies show 

that even well-educated consumers lack basic financial knowledge, including saving, 

budgeting, and investing. Young adults, who are about to launch their career and family, 

especially need to be equipped with financial education. Surprisingly, many American 

consumers still lack adequate financial skills and do not know how to achieve and 

maintain financial well-being.  

Second, American society has been characterized with consumerism and 

materialism (Ritzer 1995; Schor 1998). Conspicuous consumption trickles down from 

upper to middle class and status competition through commodities has long existed 
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(Veblen [1899] 2001). People are not contented with their possessions and lifestyles; they 

always want more and better things to ease their anxiety in this consumer society. The 

idiom “keep up with the Joneses” describes Americans’ desire to acquire more to 

maintain their social status and their fear to be left behind. In pre-credit era, consumers 

needed to have money before they could purchase; in credit era, however, they can 

purchase and consume long before they finish the payments. Overuse of credit on 

material things brings immediate gratification but sacrifices long-term financial well-

being. Credit cards increase temporary spending power but disguise people’s real 

financial capacity.  

Third, independence is highly valued in American culture. Driven by this value, 

Americans desire to achieve success and conquer problems on their own. However, being 

independent does not mean one has to live without social support. When people 

encounter difficulties, family members and close friends are reliable resources for advice 

and aid. Findings in this dissertation suggest that many people lack support and guidance 

during their financial struggles. Personal finance seems to be an awkward topic to discuss, 

even among family members. A consequence is that people are isolated from timely 

support that may prevent them from falling into unmanageable debt. In a sense, people 

need to realize the values of their social networks and effectively use them.  

Consumer status pursuit varies in different life course projects. The status pursuit 

by young adults in study 1 is highlighted in their independence projects. They use credit 

cards to prepare for their future after college when they will live more independently. 

They also use credit cards as an effective method to wean themselves from the control of 
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their parents and obtain more freedom in their selection of consumption options. Young 

adults shift from financial dependence on parents to financial dependence on credit cards. 

The independence project proceeds with the aid of credit cards as a shield against 

parental intervention. The transition to adulthood seems to go smoothly until they fall 

into debt and find it difficult to pay back their debt. Some revert to the role of a child by 

asking their parents for help while others stick to their independence project by fulfilling 

their own financial responsibility albeit at a high price in terms of interest paid.  

In American society, possessions and practices have long been found to signify 

consumers’ social status; yet in today’s credit society, people have to maintain their status 

as credible consumers in the marketplace. Their credibility is reflected in their credit 

histories and credit scores, both of which influence their lives as spenders, borrowers, 

employees, and residents. When people’s financial situations deteriorate, their spending 

and consumption becomes constrained, yet simultaneously their credibility as consumers 

shrinks. The consumer status of credibility does not show its impact until consumers fall 

deep into debt and struggle with repayments. In study 2, adult debtors find themselves 

marked with this status loss, and express regret for their previous status competition 

behavior in commodities and lifestyles. Paradoxically, consumers in the two debt 

situations desire to appear as normal consumers but the definition of normality changes 

according to their debt circumstances. They learn from their debt ordeals how to balance 

material possessions, lifestyles, and financial well-being to function and survive in a 

consumer and credit society. 
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Interestingly, consumers may confer personal meanings to their contractual 

relationships with credit card companies. From a credit card company’s perspective, 

customers are evaluated according to certain formulas and guidelines. Rewards and 

penalties result from objective measurement of customers’ behaviors. From a consumer’s 

perspective, however, they may see rewards and penalties as a manifestation of their 

personal relationship with the credit card company. Some debtors are grateful to the 

credit card companies who seem to trust them and offer them credit that enables them to 

spend first and pay later; some believe the increase of their credit limit shows confidence 

in their ability to maintain this relationship; some feel obliged to reciprocate to credit card 

companies by paying back every single penny they borrow. Consumers’ interpretation of 

their relationships with credit card companies is more than contractual and involves 

personal trust and a sense of morality in this economic exchange relationship. While this 

kind of relationship may be beyond credit card industry’s expectations, social meanings 

are indeed attached to this economic exchange. While legislature has tightened the 

bankruptcy law by forcing debtors to take their responsibility, a personal relationship 

with credit card companies may work better by encouraging consumers to reciprocate the 

favor. On the other hand, credit card companies need to change their images as 

exploitative lenders and treat their customers more fairly and honestly. Like any business 

relationships, a mutual trust between two parties is key to success.  

 The aim of this dissertation is to add to understanding of the consumption of debt 

from a consumer-centric perspective. It does not answer all the questions surrounding 

credit nor offer a solution to the debt epidemic in this country. It does not address macro 
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factors that influence credit card debt in the U.S. Undoubtedly, the phenomenon of credit 

card debt intertwines with legal, banking, education, and counseling institutions. 

Integration of these institutional factors will lead to a better understanding of the 

antecedents and consequences of consumer debt and shed light on how to prevent 

unmanageable debt. Future research can look at individual and institutional interfaces and 

study consumer debt from both structural and agency perspectives.  

Marketing and Public Policy Implications 

In the contemporary marketplace, economic transactions become more complex 

when consumers use credit at the time of purchase and repay their balances over time. 

Marketers seek to understand what factors, other than consumption motives or economic 

convenience, drive people to take on debt. This dissertation sheds light on the underlying 

relationship factors that drive people to overuse credit and take on debt. 

From a sociological perspective, personal relationships may be a factor in whether 

consumers fulfill their legal responsibilities. For example, although credit cards are 

merely contractual relationships, some consumers treat them as personal bonds, and they 

are more likely to repay their debts when they feel a personal obligation to the credit card 

company. New, inexperienced credit card users often use credit cards as a means to build 

a good credit history for their future. Thus, it is important that the implications of credit 

card uses are explained to and understood by consumers. Today in America, consumers 

acquire credit cards so easily through mailing or online applications, without ever 

shaking hands with a company representative. This impersonal relationship weakens 

customers’ attachment to the credit card issuers. The increasing size of banking 
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institutions makes them unapproachable and impersonal and customers may regard their 

individual default negligible to them. The increasing number of bankrupt consumers may 

also create more social acceptance of financial failure and lessens the stigma associated 

with this behavior. Unlike local moneylenders who did business based on trust, credit 

card industry has replaced personal trustworthiness and attachment with numbers and 

formulas.  

From a public policy perspective, there are serious potential problems for 

consumer debt management. For example, credit-counseling agencies usually evaluate 

potential clients before accepting them into the program. Applicants with insufficient 

income to cover their expenses and debt payments are rejected. Although they may want 

to pay back their debts, they are left with few options and may have to file for bankruptcy. 

An unanswered question is what strategies are available to low income people who want 

to pay off their debts. Governmental regulations are sorely needed to stop American 

consumers from falling into unmanageable debt (Warren and Tyagi 2003). Personal 

bankruptcies reached an all-time high of 2.1 million in 2005 (CNN March 24, 2006); the 

U.S. government needs to take action to set restrictions about soliciting credit card 

customers and establish stricter rules for acquiring credit cards. Young adults are often 

targeted as new credit card users well before they have the financial knowledge and 

capacity to use credit wisely (Manning 1999a). To attract this target market, for example, 

a mass mailing from Associates National Bank Visa reads: “free from parental rule at last. 

Now all you need is money” (Manning 2000, p. 9). Although individual consumers 

choose to acquire and use credit cards, government, educational institutions, and credit 
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card companies all have a stake in safeguarding consumer well-being and marketplace 

operations.  
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APPENDIX A 
TABLE 1: DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILES OF INFORMANTS IN STUDY 1 

 
Pseudonym Age Year Ethnicity Number 

of Credit 
Cards 

Scholarship Social Class Student 
Loans Per 

Year 

Total Balance 
on Credit 

Cards 
Ami 18 Freshman Asian 1 None Upper-Middle 

Class 
0 950 

Cassandra 20 Junior Hispanic 2 None Middle Class 0 300 
Christine 22 Senior Asian 3 None Middle Class 7000 2000 
Curt 23 Senior Caucasian 5 None Working Class 9000 1000 
Dove 19 Freshman Caucasian 1 None Middle Class 6000 1000 
Evan 22 Senior Caucasian 1 None Upper-Middle 

Class 
0 2300 

George 18 Freshman Caucasian 1 None Upper-Middle 
Class 

7000 250 

Jessica 22 Senior Caucasian 2 None Middle Class 5500 1100 
Karen 23 Junior Caucasian 4 None Middle Class 5000 2500 
Lindsay 24 Senior Caucasian 2 Pell Grant Middle Class 0 700 
Lisa 21 Senior Caucasian 1 Tuition 

waiver 
Middle Class 0 1400 

Melissa 21 Senior Caucasian 1 None Middle Class 8000 3500 
Michelle 20 Junior Caucasian 3 None Middle Class 0 1500 
Nathan 18 Freshman Hispanic 3 None Working Class 17000 1000 
Robert 28 Senior Caucasian 1 Pell Grant Working Class 1400 600 
Thomas 30 Senior Caucasian 4 Pell Grant Middle Class 11000 2500 
Vanessa 24 Senior Caucasian 2 None Middle Class 8000 5000 
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APPENDIX B 
TABLE 2: DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILES OF INFORMANTS IN STUDY 2 

 
Pseudonym Age Debt 

Now 
Debt When 

Started 
Education Marital 

Status 
Months in 

TCA 
Number of 
Children 

Occupation 

Adam  42 7500 10000 master’s single 36 0 multiple jobs 
Amanda 26 6000 12000 bachelor single 24 0 office secretary 
Bea 44 5000 30000 some college married 48 1 homemaker 
David & 
Winnie 

34 / 
34 

3000 18000 Bachelor / 
master’s 

married 48 4 teacher/ teacher 

Frank  25 9000 12000 some college single 14 0 car dealer 
Jack 41 14000 38000 bachelor single 48 0 landscape gardener 
Jacqueline 24 6000 8000 bachelor single 36 0 office assistant 
Joel  54 6500 26000 bachelor married 36 6 urban planning 

engineer 
Lillian 45 6000 16000 bachelor engaged 36 2 part-time teacher 
Linda  45 12000 32000 master’s married 48 2 teacher 
Martha  49 42000 48000 bachelor married 6 3 Part-time military 
Mary & Bill 52 / 

53 
28000 50000 high school/ 

some college 
married 40 0 house keeper/ 

unemployed 
Mia 28 12000 25000 bachelor boyfriend 36 0 social worker 
Paul 25 1500 3000 bachelor engaged 15 0 teacher 
Rae 29 0 14000 bachelor married 48 0 lab technician 
Richard  48 36000 50000 master’s engaged 12 0 entrepreneur 
Rosa 28 20000 50000 bachelor single 17 1 engineer 
Sarah  41 22000 45000 associate 

degree 
married 24 2 care giver 

Travis  33 3500 4500 some college girlfriend 12 0 bookstore clerk 
Wendy  27 0 11000 bachelor boyfriend 42 0 teacher 
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APPENDIX C 
 DEPTH INTERVIEW GUIDELINES FOR STUDY 1 

 
Demographics: age, marital status, hometown 
 
School: year, major; why chose this university and this major 
 
Residence (where, live with whom, rent, transportation) 
 
Employment (previous, current, and future) 
  
What is your goal in college? What have you learned most in college? What have you 
changed most since college? 
 
Family: members, education and occupation, income, religion, relationships, financial 
support; your relationships with them. 
 
Allowance from parents (how to spend, what your parents want you to do with it, what 
you actually do with it) 
 
How do your parents deal with their finances? Do they have mortgage? Any loans? 
Credit cards?   
 
Who are you like more, your dad or your mom? In what ways? 
 
Who is the person you are most close to?  
 
Shopping behavior (where to shop, brands, how much, with whom) 
 
Loans (reasons to have, apply and use, pay back) 
 
Bank services (accounts, money in accounts, checking cards, other services) 
 
Credit cards (how many, when and where got them? Ever rejected by credit card 
companies? How to use them, balances, how you feel about them, how to cope with 
credit card debts, etc.) 
 
Do your parents know about your credit cards? What do they think of it?   
 
Do your friends know about your credit cards (do you know theirs)? What do you talk 
about credit cards? 
 
What do you think about the credit card companies? 
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What’s your plan with your credit card debt? 
 
Has your credit card debt affected your life? 
 
Can you think of a metaphor for credit card debt? 
 
As it relates to the whole issue of debt, what is it that you learned most about yourself? 
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APPENDIX D 
DEPTH INTERVIEW GUIDELINES FOR STUDY 2 

 
Residence (where, live with whom, how long, rent or mortgage) 
 
Education and Employment (current & previous) 
 
Family: marital status, spouse, children, parents, and siblings. 
 
Expenses and Shopping; Leisure and recreation 
 
Financial conditions (current and previous) 
 
What debts do you have? How much? How did they happen? The debt accumulation 
process 
 
How do you feel about debt? 
 
How did you enroll in TCA? 
 
Experiences with TCA:  

What are the difficulties in this process? 
Did you change your spending and consumption?  
[If married] How do you do it together with your spouse?  
What do you like about TCA? What can be improved?  

 
How do you deal with your finances now? Before? 
 
How did you learn to manage your finance? 
 
Do you discuss your debt with other people (spouse, parents, children, friends, etc.)? 
What do you talk about? 
 
Do you think debt has affected your life? 
 
Do you think debt has affected your family? Your relations with your significant others? 
 
Do your family members know your debt situations? What do they think about it? Did 
they help you with your debt? 
 
As it relates to the whole issue of debt, what is it that you learned most about yourself? 
 
What’s your plan with credit cards after you finish the program? 
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What do you think of filing for bankruptcy? 
 
Credit card debt is a prevalent phenomenon in this country. What do you think of it? 
 
Demographics: age, education, income, credit card payment, and remaining balance. 
 

  



206 

REFERENCES 
 
Adcock, William O., Jr., Elizabeth C. Hirschman, and Jac L. Goldstucker (1977), "Bank 
Credit Card Users: An Updated Profile," in Association for Consumer Research, William 
D. Perreault, Jr. (Ed.) Vol. 4. Atlanta, GA: Advances in Consumer Research. 
 
Allen, Douglas E. (2002), "Toward a Theory of Consumer Choice as Sociohistorically 
Shaped Practical Experience: The Fits-Like-a-Glove (FLAG) Framework," Journal of 
Consumer Research, 28 (March), 515-32. 
 
Aquilino, William S. (1997), "From Adolescent to Young Adult: A Prospective Study of 
Parent-Child Relations During the Transition to Adulthood," Journal of Marriage and the 
Family, 59 (August), 670-86. 
 
Arnett, Jeffrey Jensen (2004), Emerging Adulthood : The Winding Road from the Late 
Teens through the Twenties. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
---- (2000), "Emerging Adulthood: A Theory of Development From the Late Teens 
Through the Twenties," American Psychologist, May, 469-80. 
 
---- (1998), "Learning to Stand Alone: The Contemporary American Transition to 
Adulthood in Cultural and Historical Context," Human Development, 41, 295-315. 
 
Atkins, Natalie Ross and Julie L. Ozanne (2005), "The Low Literate Consumer," Journal 
of Consumer Research, 32 (June), 93-105. 
 
Ausubel, Lawrence M. (1991), "The Failure of Competition in the Credit Card Market," 
American Economic Review, 81 (March), 50-81. 
 
Bartels, Robert (1962), "Credit," in The Development of Marketing Thought: Richard D. 
Irwin, Inc., 66-84. 
 
Baudrillard, Jean ([1968] 1996), The System of Objects (James Benedict, Trans.). New 
York: Verso. 
 
Baum, Sandy and Marie O'Malley (2003), "College on Credit: How Borrowers Perceive 
their Education Debt: Results of the 2002 National Student Loan Survey," Nellie Mae. 
 
Becker, Howard S., Blanche Geer, and Everett C. Hughes (1968), Making The Grade: 
The Academic Side of College Life: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
 
Belk, Russell W. (1985), "Materialism: Trait Aspects of Living in the Material World," 
Journal of Consumer Research, 12 (December), 265-80. 
 

  



207 

Belk, Russell W. and Melanie Wallendorf (1990), "The Sacred Meaning of Money," 
Journal of Economic Psychology, 11 (1), 35-67. 
 
Biggart, Nicole Woolsey (2001), "Banking on Each Other: The Situational Logic of 
Rotating Savings and Credit Associations," Advances in Qualitative Organization 
Research, 3, 129-53. 
 
Biggart, Nicole Woolsey and Richard P. Castanias (2001), "Collateralized Social 
Relations: The Social in Economic Calculation," American Journal of Economics and 
Sociology, 60 (2), 471-500. 
 
Blau, Peter M. (1964), Exchange and Power in Social Life. New York: John Wiley & 
Sons, Inc. 
 
Boyer, Ernest L. (1987), College: The Undergraduate Experience in America. New York: 
Harper & Row, Publishers. 
 
Breiger, Ronald L. (1990), "Social Control and Social Networks: A Model from Georg 
Simmel," in Structures of Power and Constraint: Papers in Honor of Peter M. Blau, 
Craig Calhoun and Marshall W. Meyer and W. Richard Scott, Eds. New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 453-76. 
 
Brito, Dagobert L. and Peter R. Hartley (1995), "Consumer Rationality and Credit 
Cards," Journal of Political Economy, 103 (2), 400-33. 
 
Brown, Jacqueline Johnson and Peter H. Reingen (1987), "Social Ties and Word-of-
Mouth Referral Behavior," Journal of Consumer Research, 14 (December), 350-62. 
 
Bryant, Brenda K. (1989), "The Need for Support in Relation to the Need for 
Autonomy," in Children's Social Networks and Social Supports, Deborah Belle, Ed. New 
York: John Wiley & Sons, 332-51. 
 
Calder, Lendol (1999), Financing the American Dream: A Cultural History of Consumer 
Credit. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Campbell, Colin (1987), The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consumerism. 
Cambridge: Polity. 
 
Capon, Noel (1982), "Credit Scoring System: A Critical Analysis," Journal of Marketing, 
48 (Spring), 82-91. 
 
Cargill, Thomas F. and Jeanne Wendel (1996), "Bank Credit Cards: Consumer 
Irrationality versus Market Forces," The Journal of Consumer Affairs, 30 (2), 373-89. 
 

  



208 

Carruthers, Bruce G. and Wendy Nelson Espeland (1998), "Money, Meaning, and 
Morality," The American Behavioral Scientist, 41 (10), 1384-408. 
 
Chang, Mariko Lin (2005), "With a Little Help from My Friends (and My Financial 
Planner)," Social Forces, 83 (4), 1469-98. 
 
CNN (March 24, 2006), "Personal Bankruptcies Soar to All-time High." 
 
Coleman, James S. (1990), Foundations of Social Theory. Cambridge: The Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press. 
 
Cook, Karen S. and Richard M. Emerson (1978), "Power, Equity and Commitment in 
Exchange Networks," American Sociological Review, 43, 721-39. 
 
Cook, Karen S. and Karen A. Hegtivedt (1986), "Justice and Power: An Exchange 
Analysis," in Justice in Social Relations, H. W. Bierhoff and R. L. Cohen and J. 
Greenberg, Eds. New York: Plenum. 
 
Coser, Lewis A. (1965), "The Stranger in the Academy," in Georg Simmel, Lewis A. 
Coser, Ed. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1-39. 
 
Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly and Eugene Rochberg-Halton (1981), The Meaning of Things: 
Domestic Symbols and the Self: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Davidson, Emily (2004), "Which Credit Card is Right for You?," in Young Money Vol. 
Oct/Nov. 
 
Davies, Emma and Stephen E.G. Lea (1995), "Student Attitudes to Student Debt," 
Journal of Economic Psychology, 16, 663-79. 
 
Denzin, Norman K. (1983), "A Note on Emotionality, Self, and Interaction," American 
Journal of Sociology, 89 (2), 402-09. 
 
DiMaggio, Paul and Hugh Louch (1998), "Socially Embedded Consumer Transactions: 
For What Kinds of Purchases Do People Most Often Use Networks?," American 
Sociological Review, 63 (October), 619-37. 
 
Douglas, Mary (1967), "Primitive Rationing," in Themes in Economic Anthropology, R 
Firth, Ed. London: Tavistock. 
 
Durkin, Thomas A. (2000), "Credit Cards: Use and Consumer Attitudes, 1970-2000," 
Federal Reserve Bulletin, 86 (September), 623-34. 
 

  



209 

Emerson, Richard M. (1972), "Exchange Theory, Part 2: Exchange Relations and 
Network Structures," in Sociological Theories in Progress, Joseph Berger and Morris 
Zelditch and Bo Anderson, Eds. Vol. 2: Houghton-Mifflin. 
 
Erickson, Erik (1960), Identity: Youth and Crisis. New York: Norton. 
 
Falk, Gerhard (2001), Stigma: How We Treat Outsiders. Amherst: Prometheus Books. 
 
Feinberg, Richard A. (1986), "Credit Cards as Spending Facilitating Stimuli: A 
Conditioning Interpretation," Journal of Consumer Research, 13 (December), 348-56. 
 
Finn, Margot C. (2003), The Character of Credit: Personal Debt in English Culture, 
1740-1914. London: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Fournier, Susan (1998), "Consumers and Their Brands: Developing Relationship Theory 
in Consumer Research," Journal of Consumer Research, 24 (4), 343-73. 
 
Fuligni, Andrew J. and Sara Pedersen (2002), "Family Obligation and the Transition to 
Young Adulthood," Developmental Psychology, 38 (5), 856-68. 
 
Furstenberg, Frank F. (2000), "The Sociology of Adolescence and Youth in the 1990s: A 
Critical Commentary," Journal of Marriage and the Family, 62 (November), 896-910. 
 
GAO (2001), "Consumer Finance: College Students and Credit Cards," United States 
General Accounting Office. 
 
Garcia, Gillian (1980), "Credit Cards: An Interdisciplinary Survey," Journal of Consumer 
Research, 6 (March), 327-37. 
 
Gilmore, David D. (1990), Manhood in the Making : Cultural Concepts of Masculinity. 
New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press. 
 
Glaser, Barney G. and Anselm L. Strauss (1971), Status Passage. Chicago: Aldine. 
 
Godwin, Deborah D. (1997), "Dynamics of Household's Income, Debt, and Attitudes 
Toward Credit, 1983-1989," The Journal of Consumer Affairs, 31 (2), 303-25. 
 
Goffman, Erving (1967), Interaction Ritual. Garden City: Doubleday. 
 
---- ([1963] 1986), Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. New York: 
Simon & Schuster. 
 
Goldscheider, Frances and Calbin Goldscheider (1999), The Changing Transition to 
Adulthood: Leaving and Returning Home. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 

  



210 

 
Goldscheider, Frances K., Arland Thornton, and Li-Shou Yang (2001), "Helping Out the 
Kids: Expectations About Parental Support in Young Adulthood," Journal of Marriage 
and the Family, 63 (August), 727-40. 
 
Goldscheider, Frances Kobrin and Julie DaVanzo (1986), "Semiautonomy and Leaving 
Home in Early Adulthood," Social Forces, 65 (1), 187-201. 
 
Granovetter, Mark S. (1985), "Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of 
Embeddedness," American Journal of Sociology, 91 (November), 481-510. 
 
Hayhoe, Celia Ray, Lauren J. Leach, Pamela R. Turner, Marilyn J. Bruin, and Frances C. 
Lawrence (2000), "Differences in Spending Habits and Credit Use of College Students," 
The Journal of Consumer Affairs, 34 (1), 113-33. 
 
Henry, Paul C. (2005), "Social Class, Market Situation, and Consumers' Metaphors of 
(Dis)Empowerment," Journal of Consumer Research, 31 (March), 766-78. 
 
Hirsch, Barton J. and E. Ann Jolly (1984), "Role Transitions and Social Networks: Social 
Support for Multiple Roles," in Role Transitions: Explorations and Explanations, Vernon 
L. Allen and Evert van de Vliert, Eds. New York: Plenum Press, 39-51. 
 
Hirschman, Elizabeth C. (1992), "The Consciousness of Addiction: Toward a General 
Theory of Compulsive Consumption," Journal of Consumer Research, 19 (September), 
155-79. 
 
---- (1979), "Differences in Consumer Purchase Behavior by Credit Card Payment 
System," Journal of Consumer Research, 6 (June), 58-66. 
 
Hochschild, Arlie Russell (1979), "Emotion Work, Feeling Rules, and Social Structure," 
American Journal of Sociology, 85 (3), 551-75. 
 
Hogan, Dennis P. and Nan Marie Astone (1986), "The Transition to Adulthood," Annual 
Review of Sociology, 12, 109-30. 
 
Holt, Douglas B. (1998), "Does Cultural Capital Structure American Consumption?," 
Journal of Consumer Research, 25 (June), 1-25. 
 
Holt, Douglas B. and Craig J. Thompson (2004), "Man-of-Action Heroes: The Pursuit of 
Heroic Masculinity in Everyday Consumption," Journal of Consumer Research, 31 
(September), 425-40. 
 
Kennickell, Arthur B. (2000), "Recent Changes in U.S. Family Finances: Results from 
the 1998 Survey of Consumer Finances," Federal Reserve Bulletin, January, 1-29. 

  



211 

 
Khazzoom, Aziza (2003), "The Great Chain of Orientalism: Jewish Identity, Stigma 
Management, and Ethnic Exclusion in Israel," American Sociological Review, 68 (4), 
481-510. 
 
Kozinets, Robert V. (2001), "Utopian Enterprise: Artivulating the Meanings of Star 
Trek's Culture of Consumption," Journal of Consumer Research, 28 (June), 67-88. 
 
Laing, Jonathan R. (2003), "The Debt Bomb," in Barron's. 
 
Lea, Stephen E.G., Paul Webley, and Mark Levine (1993), "The Economic Psychology 
of Consumer Debt," Journal of Economic Psychology, 14, 85-119. 
 
Lea, Stephen E.G., Paul Webley, and Catherine M. Walker (1995), "Psychological 
Factors in Consumer Debt: Money Management, Economic Socialization, and Credit 
Use," Journal of Economic Psychology, 16, 681-701. 
 
Lehtonen, Turo-Kimmo (1999), "Any Room for Aesthetics? Shopping Practices of 
Heavily Indebted Consumers," Journal of Material Culture, 4 (3), 243-62. 
 
Levi-Strauss, Claude (1965), "The Principle of Reciprocity," in Sociological Theory: A 
Book of Readings, Lewis A. Coser and Bernard Rosenberg, Eds. New York: Macmillan. 
 
Lewis, Alan and Marlies van Venrooij (1995), "A Note on the Perceptions of Loan 
Duration and Repayment," Journal of Economic Psychology, 16, 161-68. 
 
Leyshon, Andrew and N. J. Thrift (1997), Money Space: Geographies of Monetary 
Transformation. London: Routledge. 
 
Livingstone, Sonia M. and Peter K. Lunt (1992), "Predicting Personal Debt and Debt 
Repayment: Psychological, Social and Economic Determinants," Journal of Economic 
Psychology, 13, 111-34. 
 
Lohr, Steve (2004), "Maybe It's Not All Your Fault," in The New York Times. 
 
Lunt, Peter K. and Sonia M. Livingstone (1991), "Psychological, Social and Economic 
Determinants of Saving: Comparing Recurrent and Total Savings," Journal of Economic 
Psychology, 12, 621-41. 
 
Lyons, Angela C. (2004), "A Profile of Financially At-Rick College Students," The 
Journal of Consumer Affairs, 38 (1), 56-80. 
 
Manning, Robert D. (2000), Credit Card Nation: The Consequences of America's 
Addiction to Credit. New York: Basic Books. 

  



212 

 
---- (1999a), "Credit Cards on Campus: Current Trends and Informational Deficiencies." 
Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University. 
 
---- (1999b), "Credit Cards On Campus: Social Costs and Consequences of Student 
Debt." Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University. 
 
Mathews, H. Lee and John W. Slocum, JR. (1969), "Social Class and Commercial Bank 
Credit Card Usage," Journal of Marketing, 33 (January), 71-78. 
 
Mauss, Marcel (1990), The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic 
Societies (W. D. Halls, Trans.). New York: W. W. Norton. 
 
McCracken, Grant (1988), The Long Interview. Newbury Park: Sage Publications. 
 
Medoff, James and Andrew Harless (1996), The Indebted Society: Anatomy of an 
Ongoing Disaster: Little, Brown and Company. 
 
Moffatt, Michael (1989), Coming of Age in New Jersey: College and American Culture: 
Rutgers University Press. 
 
Molm, Linda D. (1994), "Dependence and Risk: Transforming the Structure of Social 
Exchange," Social Psychology Quarterly, 57 (3), 163-76. 
 
Moore, DeWayne (1987), "Parent-Adolescent Separation: The Construction of 
Adulthood by Late Adolescents," Developmental Psychology, 23 (March), 298-307. 
 
Munro, Jennifer and Joan B. Hirt (1998), "Credit Cards and College Students: Who Pays, 
Who Benefits?," Journal of College Student Development, 39 (1), 51-57. 
 
Noble, Charles H. and Beth A. Walker (1997), "Exploring the Relationships among 
Liminal Transitions, Symbolic Consumption and the Extended Self," Psychology and 
Marketing, 14 (1), 29-47. 
 
Nocera, Joseph (1994), A Piece of the Action: How the Middle Class Joined the Money 
Class. New York: Simon & Schuster. 
 
Palmer, Todd Starr, Mary Beth Pinto, and Diane H. Parente (2001), "College Students' 
Credit Card Debt and the Role of Parental Involvement: Implications for Public Policy," 
Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 20 (1), 105-13. 
 
Parry, Jonathan and Maurice Bloch (1989), "Introduction: Money and the Morality of 
Exchange," in Money and the Morality of Exchange, Jonathan Parry and Maurice Bloch, 
Eds. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

  



213 

 
Parsons, Talcott (1968), The Structure of Social Action Volume II: Weber. New York: 
Free Press. 
 
Pinto, Mary Beth, Diane H. Parente, and Todd S. Palmer (2000), "Materialism and Credit 
Card Use by College Students," Psychological Reports, 86, 643-52. 
 
Porter, Nancy M. and E. Thomas Garman (1992), "Money as Part of a Measure of 
Financial Well-Being," American Behavioral Scientist, 35 (July), 820-26. 
 
Richins, Marsha L. (1994), "Valuing Things: The Public and Private Meanings of 
Possessions," Journal of Consumer Research, 21 (December), 504-21. 
 
Richins, Marsha L. and Scott Dawson (1992), "A Consumer Values Orientation for 
Materialism and Its Measurement: Scale Development and Validation," Journal of 
Consumer Research, 19 (December), 303-16. 
 
Ritzer, George (1995), Expressing America: A Critique of the Global Credit Card Society. 
Thousand Oaks: Pine Forge Press. 
 
Roberts, James A. and Eli Jones (2001), "Money Attitudes, Credit Card Use, and 
Compulsive Buying among American College Students," The Journal of Consumer 
Affairs, 35 (2), 213-40. 
 
Schor, Juliet B. (1998), The Overspent American: Why We Want What We Don't Need. 
New York: HarperPerennial. 
 
Schouten, John W. (1991), "Selves in transition: Symbolic Consumption in Personal 
Rites of Passage and Identity Reconstruction," Journal of Consumer Research, 17 
(March), 412-25. 
 
Shenk, Joshua Wolf (1997), "In Debt All the Way Up to Their Nose Rings," in U.S. 
News and World Report. 
 
Shimp, Terence A. and Margaret P. Moody (2000), "In Search of a Theoretical 
Explanation for the Credit Card Effect," Journal of Business Research, 48, 17-23. 
 
Shott, Susan (1979), "Emotion and Social Life: A Symbolic Interactionist Analysis," 
American Journal of Sociology, 84 (6), 1317-34. 
 
Silver, Ira (1996), "Role Transitions, Objects, and Identity," Symbolic Interaction, 19 (1), 
1-20. 
 

  



214 

Silverstone, Roger (1981), The Message of Television: Myth and Narrative In 
Contemporary Culture. London: Heine-Mann. 
 
Simmel, Georg ([1907] 2004), The Philosophy of Money (Tom Bottomore and David 
Frisby, Trans.) (third enlarged edition ed.). London: Routledge. 
 
---- (1950), The Sociology of Georg Simmel. New York: Free Press. 
 
Sirsi, Ajay K., James C. Ward, and Peter H. Reingen (1996), "Microcultural Analysis of 
Variation in Sharing of Causal Reasoning about Behavior," Journal of Consumer 
Research, 22 (March), 345-72. 
 
Slocum, John W. JR. and H. Lee Mathews (1970), "Social Class and Income as 
Indicators of Consumer Credit Behavior," Journal of Marketing, 34 (April), 69-74. 
 
Strauss, Anselm and Juliet Corbin (1998), Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques 
and Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 
 
Sullivan, Teresa A., Elizabeth Warren, and Jay Lawrence Westbrook (1989), As We 
Forgive Our Debtors: Bankruptcy and Consumer Credit in America. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
---- (1997), "Consumer Bankruptcy in the United States: A Study of Alleged Abuse and 
of Local Legal Culture," Journal of Consumer Policy, 20, 223-68. 
 
---- (2000), The Fragile Middle Class: Americans in Debt. New Haven: Yale University 
Press. 
 
Thompson, Craig J. (1997), "Interpreting Consumers: A Hermeneutical Framework for 
Deriving Marketing Insights from the Texts of Consumers' Consumption Stories," 
Journal of Marketing Research, 34 (4), 438-55. 
 
Tokunaga, Howard (1993), "The Use and Abuse of Consumer Credit: Application of 
Psychological Theory and Research," Journal of Economic Psychology, 14, 2285-316. 
 
Uzzi, Brian (1996), "The Sources and Consequences of Embeddedness for the Economic 
Performance of Organizations: The Network Effect," American Sociological Review, 61, 
674-98. 
 
van Gennep, Arnold (1960), The Rites of Passage (Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle L. 
Caffee, Trans.): The University of Chicago Press. 
 
Veblen, Thorstein ([1899] 2001), The Theory of the Leisure Class. New York: The 
Modern Library. 

  



215 

 
Warren, Elizabeth and Amelia Warren Tyagi (2003), The Two-Income Trap: Why 
Middle-Class Mothers and Fathers Are Going Broke. New York: Basic Books. 
 
Watson, John J. (1998), "Materialism and Debt: A Study of Current Attitudes and 
Behaviors," Advance in Consumer Research, 25, 203-07. 
 
Weber, Max (1978), Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
---- (1974), The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. New York: Scribner's Sons. 
 
White, Lynn (1994), "Coresidence and Leaving Home: Young Adults and Their Parents," 
Annual Review of Sociology, 20, 81-102. 
 
Xiao, Jing J., Franziska E. Noring, and Joan G. Anderson (1995), "College Students' 
Attitudes towards Credit Cards," Journal of Consumer Studies and Home Economics, 19, 
155-74. 
 
Zelizer, Viviana A. (2002), "Intimate Transactions," in The New Economic Sociology: 
Developments in an Emerging Field, Mauro Guillen and Randall Collins and Paula 
England and Marshall Meyer, Eds.: Russell Sage Foundation, 274-300. 
 
---- (1996), "Payments and Social Ties," Sociological Forum, 11 (3), 481-95. 
 
---- (2005), The Purchase of Intimacy. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
---- (1994), The Social Meaning of Money. New York: BasicBooks. 
 
Zirkel, Sabrina (1992), "Developing Independence in a Life Transition: Investing the Self 
in the Concerns of the Day," Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 62 (3), 506-
21. 
 
Zirkel, Sabrina and Nancy Cantor (1990), "Personal Construal of Life Tasks: Those Who 
Struggle for Independence," Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 58 (1), 172-
85. 
 
Zuckerman, Gregory (2000), "Debtor Nation--- Borrowing Levels Reach a Record, 
Sparking Debate," in The Wall Street Journal. New York. 
 

  


	 
	 
	 

	APPENDICES 
	 


