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Abstract 

Credit card debt is a large and growing problem.  Few studies have focused on 

barriers to getting out of debt or helping consumers change their behaviors.  The current 

study examined the link between theory-based developmental stages of the lifespan and 

factors associated with troubling debt and change.  Results are based on survey responses of 

263 participants.  Stages of the lifespan were linked to anxiety over credit card debt and the 

confidence participants felt in their ability to get out of debt.  Results were tied to events at 

each lifespan stage that encourage credit card usage. 
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Credit card debt is a large and growing problem. Not including mortgages or car 

payments, the combined debt of Americans in 2001 was around $700 billion (Razzi, Siskos, 

& Jones, 2001).  When looking at individual families, while some of the debt is made up of 

student loans, the majority of it seems to be credit card debt (Razzi et al., 2001).  From 1990 

to 2002, the average household credit card debt increased from $2,985 to $8,562 (Breitbard & 

Reynolds, 2003).  High levels of debt may result in financial stress, and evidence is beginning 

to support a link between financial stress and mental, as well as physical, health (Drentea & 

Lavrakas, 2000).  Both troubling debt and financial stress have been observed across the life 

span. 

Previous research on credit card debt behavior falls in two categories: 1. Descriptions 

of current status and trends (Aizcorbe, Kennickell, & Moore, 2003; Durkin, 2000; Godwin, 

1997), and 2.  Identification of factors associated with credit card debts (Chien & DeVaney, 

2001; Godwin, 1998; Hayhoe, Leach, & Turner, 1999; Hayhoe, Leach, Turner, Bruin, & 

Lawrence, 2000; Kim, & DeVaney, 2001; Lee, & Hogarth, 1999; Lee, & Kwon, 2002; Zhu & 

Meeks, 1994. Also see DeVaney & Lytton, 1996, for an earlier but informative survey of 

research in this area).  Few studies have focused on psychological, social, or economic 

barriers to getting out of debt or on how to help consumers actually change their behaviors to 

eliminate credit card debt.  

The first stage of the study for which these data were collected was conducted in 

order to develop a measure of people’s intention to reduce their credit card debt, and to create 

a manual for professionals to use in helping debt-troubled consumers change their behavior.  

The purpose of this second stage is to examine the link between theory-based stages of the 

lifespan, factors associated with troubling debt, and behavioral change.  The framework used 

in both stages of the research is the Transtheoretical Model of Change (TTM), which is 

commonly applied to help people stop unhealthy behaviors and/or develop healthy behaviors.  
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The Transtheoretical Model of Change (TTM) and its Application to Debt Reduction 

The Transtheoretical Model of Change (TTM) was developed in the 1970s 

(Prochaska, 1979). The Model was first applied to cessation of smoking, and then to a variety 

of other health-related behaviors including alcohol abuse, drug abuse, high fat diet and 

weight control, psychological distress, and sun exposure (Prochaska, Redding, Harlow, Rossi, 

& Velicer, 1994).  A few studies applied the TTM to other areas, such as organizational 

change (Prochaska, 2000), collaborative service delivery (Levesque, Prochaska, & Prochaska, 

1999), and domestic violence (Levesque, Geller, & Velicer, 2000).  The application of the 

TTM to debt reduction is a relatively new concept.  

The key constructs of the TTM include stages of change, processes of change, 

decisional balance, and self-efficacy. The five stages of change are: Precontemplation (not 

intending to take action within the next 6 months), Contemplation (intending to take action 

within the next 6 months), Preparation (intending to take action within the next 30 days), 

Action (made overt changes less than six months ago), and Maintenance (made overt changes 

more than six months ago). The ten processes of change are: consciousness-raising (CR), 

social liberation (SO), dramatic relief (DR), environmental reevaluation (ER), self-

reevaluation (SR), self-liberation (SL), counter-conditioning (CC), stimulus control (SC), 

contingency management (CM), and helping relationships (HR). Table 1 presents definitions 

of the processes of change. In the early stages of change, people apply the experiential 

processes such as consciousness-raising, environment reevaluation, and dramatic relief to 

support their progress through the stages.  The experiential processes are cognitive, affective, 

and evaluative.  In the later stages, people rely more on the behavioral processes of counter-

conditioning, contingency management, environmental controls, and social support for 

progressing toward termination (Pro-Change Behavior Systems, 2002). Figure 1 describes the 
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theoretical relationship between stages of change and processes of change. The key to 

fostering successful change is to know what stage a person is in, and then to use the 

appropriate strategies (processes) to help the person move forward (Prochaska, Redding, & 

Evers, 1996). Decisional balance reflects an individual's relative weighing of the pros and 

cons of changing (Prochaska et al, 1996).  Confidence, the primary construct in self-efficacy, 

is the situation-specific confidence people have that they can cope with high-risk situations or 

temptations without relapsing back to their unhealthy or high-risk habits (Prochaska et al., 

1996). 

Applying the TTM to financial behavior started in the last few years. Kerkman (1998) 

discussed how to use the TTM in financial counseling and presented a case to demonstrate 

her approach. Bristow (1997) suggested that this model could be used to change people's 

financial behavior in Money2000, a USDA extension program on financial education. 

Money2000 is a successful financial education program which was adopted by 29 states and 

reported a total dollar impact of $20 million (O’Neill, 2001). Based on the data collected 

among the program participants in New Jersey and New York in 1998, preliminary evidence 

indicated that certain processes of change were used more frequently by the participants who 

reported behavioral changes (Xiao, O'Neill, Prochaska, Kerbel, Brennan, & Bristow, 2004). 

The present study is part of a larger project aimed at developing a measure for professionals 

and researchers to use in consumer credit counseling. 

Application of the Lifespan Perspective 

 Recently, problematic consumer debt has spread to affect people from age 18 all the 

way to the elderly.  Nearly 40% of baby boomers in 2000 had total debts larger than the value 

of their possessions (Knight & Knight, 2000). In 2002 the average household credit card debt 

was $8,562 (Breitbard & Reynolds, 2003).  A growing body of literature addresses the 



 5

alarming rate at which the newest additions, college age and older age consumers, have 

entered into the world of troubling debt.  For example, credit cards are used by one-third of 

American 18 and 19 year olds (Breitbard & Reynolds, 2003).  In recent research of college 

students, the consensus of multiple studies was that at least one credit card is held by at least 

70% of college students (Lyons, 2004; Pinto, Mansfield, Parente, 2004).  Markovich and De 

Vaney (1997) reported that by senior year of college 93% of students studied had obtained a 

credit card (Norvilitis & Santa Maria, 2002), and other studies indicate that 5% of students 

have balances of more than $3000 (Lyons, 2004).  Many students with credit card debt feel 

forced to put jobs ahead of school in order to keep up with payments, and when faced with 

academic hearings, some students mention working multiple jobs to pay on debts as reasons 

for poor academic performance (Norvilitis & Santa Maria, 2002; Mannix, 1999).  

Consequences of credit card debt among college students may include working multiple jobs, 

dropping out of school, starting off careers with high debts, poor credit ratings leading to an 

inability to obtain loans, continue education, or acquire a job, and bankruptcy (Lyons, 2004; 

Norvilitis & Santa Maria, 2002; Mannix, 1999).   

College students are not the only population for whom concerns about credit card debt 

are rising.  Stress related to debt was found to be highest among participants in Early 

Adulthood (Drentea, 2000).  Drentea (2003) also suggested that the elderly, or those in Later 

Adulthood (ages 60-75) and Very Old Age (age 75 and over), have little debt stress because 

they have little debt.  However, conflicting literature suggests debt and bankruptcy rates have 

been increasing among older adults (Keeping seniors…, 2003).  According to the Wall Street 

Journal, from 1992-2001 the amount of debt held by those age 65 and older nearly tripled 

(Simon, 2001).  A report published in the same publication in 2004 found that during the 

same years, credit card balances rose 89% among those in Later Adulthood and Very Old 

Age (Hwang, 2004).   
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People of all ages are facing situations in which turning to their credit cards time and 

time again seems necessary.  Events occur at each stage of the lifespan which spark the need 

many Americans feel to use their credit cards.  In order to assist people in reducing troubling 

credit card debt, we need to take a more differentiated approach which considers the person’s 

life stage, their level of concern about reducing their debt, and their confidence that they can 

take steps to reduce their debt. 

The current study is a first step in examining the relationship between age and 

concerns about debt.  The study contrasts two approaches to considering age groups, one in 

which the sample is divided into empirically derived quartiles and one in which the sample is 

divided into theoretically derived stages of the lifespan (Newman & Newman, 2003).  In each 

analysis, age groups are compared with respect to two variables: How much they worry about 

their debt and how confident they are that they can successfully resist temptations in order to 

reduce their debt. 

By looking at the data in quartiles, groups are formed with an even distribution of 

people in each group.  This allows for a comparison of the groups with an equal number of 

participants in each group, and limits the possibility that results could be based on a small 

representation in any one group.  As the participants were ordered by age, the quartile groups 

represent a younger age group, two groups closer to the sample mean, and an older age 

group.  The quartile grouping also allowed for an atheoretical comparison to the theoretical 

lifespan groupings. 

Looking at the data grouped by developmental stage gives a different picture.  Given 

the aforementioned importance of events in the lifespan on credit card usage, these events can 

not be ignored in analyzing the data.  Each stage of development comes with its own crises, 

challenges, and key events.  By separating the participants developmentally, it allows for the 
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researchers to take these events into account, and to compare and contrast the factors 

associated with troubling credit card debt in each developmental stage. 

Worry and Confidence 

With the ties between financial worry, stress, and personal well-being, worry over 

troubling debt is an important factor to take into consideration.  It is worry and stress that link 

debt to the health problems that have been associated with it.  Debt can cause significant 

worry and concern, especially if collection agencies become involved (Drentea, 2000).  

Health problems related to financial worry are reported by forty to fifty percent of financially 

distressed persons (Garman et al., 2005).  Financial worry can affect physical and 

psychological health, and has been linked to problems with affect, such as disorders of 

anxiety and depression (Garman et al., 2005; Pinto, Mansfield, Parente, 2004).  Some 

physical heath problems linked with worry over credit card debt are trouble sleeping, 

headaches, and nausea (Garman et al., 2005).  Past research has found worry and debt stress 

to by higher amongst younger age groups (Drentea, 2000).   

Confidence in one’s abilities in a situation, otherwise known as self-efficacy, plays a 

large role in whether someone will begin taking steps to get out of troubling debt, and 

whether they will persist once they start.  The higher a person’s self-efficacy in a given 

situation the more likely he or she is to set high goals, try more difficult activities, and make a 

commitment to these activities (Pinto, Mansfield, & Parente, 2004; Bandura, 1997).  Low 

self-efficacy can also lead to hopelessness and depression, making this another important 

factor to consider from a health perspective (Bandura, 1997). 

 Confidence and worry are also related.  Those with lower confidence or self-efficacy 

are more likely to have higher levels of worry, due to having less faith in their ability to 

manage the task at hand (Bandura, 1997).  Higher confidence in one’s abilities allows a 

person to perceive or even change their thoughts, emotions, and environments in order to 
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make a situation less stressful, while those lacking in confidence may have more difficulty 

with these skills (Bandura, 1997). 

Sample 

With assistance from a national debt counseling company, consumers who have debt 

problems were recruited to participate in a mail survey in 2003. The staff of the counseling 

company used their newsletter, direct call, and direct mail to inform potential participants that 

they were invited to participate in this study. If they agreed to participate and provided their 

mailing addresses to our research staff, the survey was mailed to them. If they returned the 

completed survey, they were paid $20 for their participation. In addition, students with debt 

troubles from several online courses at a university in the Northeast were also recruited. Of 

the 438 questionnaires issued, 263 were returned and completed, which resulted in a response 

rate of 60%.  

Tables 2 and 3 present descriptive statistics of the sample. Typical participants in the 

sample were female (77.9%), white (73.4%), with a two-year college education (47.5%), 

married (41.6%), with a household size of 2 (32.7%), an average age of 39.64 years, and an 

average monthly take home income of $2,723.38. They had more than six credit cards 

(43.3%), worried about credit card debt quite often (39.9%), had participated in debt 

counseling (61.2%), had an average credit card debt of $18,985 and had an average minimum 

monthly debt payment of $574.67. Most of them were informed about this study by 

newsletter (55.1%). In terms of stages of change, most of them were in the Action (40.7%) 

and Maintenance (29.3%) stages.  

Measures 

 Using the literature and interviews (Greninger, Hampton, Kitt, & Achacoso, 1996; 

Lytton, Garman, & Porter, 1991; O’Neill, 1995), consumers in troubling debt were defined as 

those whose monthly minimum payment for credit card debt was 20% or more of their take 
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home income. Based on the expert interviews and consumer telephone interviews, the 

following three behaviors were defined as evidence for getting rid of credit card debt:   

1) Paying more than the minimum required each month, 2) Stopping unnecessary purchasing, 

and 3) Stopping credit card use. It was assumed that if a consumer with credit card debt 

problems was practicing those three behaviors, they would be in the Action or Maintenance 

stage (Xiao, Newman, Prochaska, Leon, & Bassett, 2004).  

Due to the large and varied sample of survey respondents, it was possible to examine 

age related differences on an individual basis, in quartiles, and in groups by life stage 

(Newman & Newman, 2003).  When categorized by lifespan stages, data for Later Adulthood 

(ages 60 to 75) and Very Old Age (ages 75 on) had to be combined due to the lack of 

participants in each of these two categories.  First, age was examined as a continuous 

variable, using correlation as the method of measurement.  Next, the participants were 

divided into quartiles by age, with 62-67 participants in each group (Table 4).  The ages of 

participants in each group were as follows:  Q1 = 20-27, Q2 = 28-36, Q3 = 37-49, and Q4 = 

50-85.  When the participants were divided into these groups, one-way analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) was used to identify possible group differences.  Lastly, the participants were 

divided into groups based on stages of the lifespan (Newman & Newman, 2003) (Table 5).  

The stages represented were Later Adolescence (20-24, N= 36), Early Adulthood (25-34, 

N=73), Middle Adulthood (35-60, N=133), and a combination of Later Adulthood and Very 

Old Age (61-85, N=19).  ANOVA was used once again. 

Participants rated their own level of worry about their credit card debt by answering 

the question, “How often do you worry about your credit card debt?” from the choices of:   

1 = “Not at all,” 2 = “A little,” 3 = “Quite a bit,” or 4 = “All the time.”  For confidence, 

participants rated the confidence they felt they would have in getting rid of credit card debt 

when faced with ten situations, such as “Your car breaks down.”  Results from four of the 
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original items were not included in the final confidence rating due to low factor loadings and 

similarity to other items.  The final six confidence items are listed in Table 6 along with their 

factor loadings.  The Chronbach’s Alpha for the final scale was .77. 

Results 

 No significant relationships were found between any age groups and income, number 

of credit cards, stage of change, or processes of change used.  When age was examined as a 

continuous variable using a two-tailed Pearson correlation coefficient, age was correlated 

with both confidence (r = .247, p<.01) and worry (r = -.197, p<.01).  These results 

encouraged the further investigation with age groups.  When participants were divided into 

age-related quartiles, a significant difference was found between age and confidence in 

ability to get out of debt: F (3, 259) = 6.405, p= .000.  The Tukey post hoc comparison 

indicated that the youngest quartile (ages 20-27) had significantly less confidence than the 

other three quartiles (Table 4).  No significant group differences were observed with regard to 

the variable of worry.  When participants were grouped into theoretically derived 

developmental stages, those in Later Adolescence (ages 20-24) also exhibited a significantly 

lower confidence level than the other age groups: F (3, 259) = 8.618, p= .000.  In addition, 

the group made up of those in Later Adulthood and Very Old Age showed significantly more 

confidence in their ability to get out of debt than the other three groups (Table 5).  This group 

of participants was also significantly less worried about their credit card debt than the other 

age groups: F (3, 259)= 7.429, p=.000 (Table 7).   

Discussion 

The analyses support the importance of considering stage of life when examining 

individuals’ worries about credit card debt and their confidence about being able to get out of 

debt.  Those in Later Adolescence are less confident in their abilities to resist temptations and 

thereby to reduce their credit card debt.  Those in Later Adulthood and Very Old Age are less 
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worried about their debt and more confident about being able to resist the temptations that 

would increase their debt.   

There are events at each stage of the lifespan which may explain why people feel the 

need to use their credit cards and more or less confident about their ability to stop.  It has 

been found that an increasing number of people charge their college tuition to their credit 

cards (Norvilitis & Santa Maria, 2002).  Smith College’s Women and Financial Independence 

program conducted a survey which found that almost a quarter of the college students were 

using their credit cards to pay tuition and fees and half were using credit cards for school 

supplies  (Block, 2005).  Many young adults see credit cards as a necessity for obtaining an 

education or supporting themselves while they are in school (Norvilitis & Santa Maria, 

2002).  As those in Later Adolescence strive to become more financially independent, or find 

themselves in a situation where they need to rely on their own financial resources, using a 

credit card to pay bills, pay for gas, and other living expenses can become increasingly 

tempting.   

In Early Adulthood, “exploring intimate relationships” and “childbearing” are of key 

importance (Newman & Newman, 2003).  Many people get married, and a good number have 

children.  Paying for a wedding, supporting children, and buying things for the home are 

some ways in which people increase their credit card debt at this stage of life (Korn, 2002; 

Drentea, 2000).  According to the Expenditures on Children by Families:  2000 Annual 

Report, the cost for a married-couple in the middle income bracket ($38,000-$64,000 a year) 

to raise a child to age 18 in the year 2000 was $165,630 (US Dept. of Agriculture).  From 

Middle Adulthood to Very Old Age, giving money to adult children and grandchildren has 

been found to contribute to the credit card debt among these age groups (Whitford, 2000).  

Those in Later Adulthood and Very Old Age may also charge medications and use credit 

cards to support the rising costs of maintaining their health (Keeping Seniors…, 2003).  As 
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people in these later age groups have increased difficulty meeting their monthly bills, it is not 

uncommon for them to charge them to their credit cards (Hwang, 2004). 

In discussion of worry and confidence, those in Later Adolescence may have more 

concern and less confidence about getting out of debt because they have less experience with 

money management.  They are at the beginning of an uncertain employment trajectory and 

earnings future, so they may not be able to predict how well they will be able to pay down 

current debts as they face new expenses for housing, transportation, and educational loans.  

Self-esteem also tends to be lower during this stage of life, and self-esteem and confidence 

are often related (Pinto, Mansfield, & Parente, 2004).  As people are more open to 

intervention during times of trouble than times of stability, the lower confidence level of 

those in Later Adolescence might make them more open to educational support, making this 

group a good target for intervention.  

The most effective way to diminish worry and increase confidence over credit card 

debt is to begin taking steps to get out of debt.  As this can be a challenging process, there are 

some actions that can help along the way (Bandura, 1997).  One is seeking out success stories 

of others, similar to oneself, who have gotten out of troubling debt.  Bandura called this 

“social modeling,” which contributes to self-efficacy.  A second strategy is to try relaxation 

techniques.  Relaxation helps to decrease worry and stress, focus the mind, and helps with 

rational thought.  A third is to pay attention to every step a person takes in the right direction 

towards getting out of troubling debt.  The experience of success will help to boost 

confidence.  People can keep track of their debt decreasing, savings increasing, and watch the 

progress they have made.  As confidence builds, worry will decrease, and the potentially 

overwhelming tasks of getting out of troubling credit card debt will seem more manageable.   

Despite being on a fixed income with little expectation for increasing resources, older 

adults appear to worry less about debt and are more confident about their ability to reduce 
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debt.  They have gotten through their whole lives being able to manage their financial 

responsibilities and may assume that they will be able to continue to do so.   According to 

Bandura, having “experience of success or mastery in overcoming obstacles” is a key way to 

raise self-efficacy and confidence (1997).  However, this optimism may prove to be 

unrealistic if future expenses continue to outpace income and action is not taken in the area of 

debt reduction.  The higher levels of confidence and lower levels of worry among older adults 

might make interventions difficult.  The first step with this group is to raise awareness that 

mounting debt can become a problem with salient consequences.  Once older adults view 

their debt as a problem, willingness to seek help may increase, and their existing high level of 

confidence can be a resource to help them succeed in getting out of debt. 
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Table 1.  Definitions of Processes of Change 

Process of 
Change 

Defined by the Transtheoretical Model of Change 

Experiential 
 

Consciousness-
raising 

Finding and learning new facts, ideas, and tips that support 
the healthy behavior change 

Dramatic relief Experiencing the negative emotions that go along with 
unhealthy behavior risks 

Social liberation Realizing that the social norms are changing in the direction 
of supporting the healthy behavior change 

Environmental 
reevaluation 

Realizing the negative impact of the unhealthy behavior or 
the positive impact of the healthy behavior on one's proximal 
social and physical environment 

Self-reevaluation Realizing that the behavior change is an important part of 
one's identity as a person 

Behavioral  
 

Self-liberation Making a firm commitment to change 
Counter-
conditioning 

Substituting healthy alternative behaviors and cognitions for 
the unhealthy behaviors 

Stimulus control Removing reminders or cues to engage in the unhealthy 
behavior and adding cues or reminders to engage in the 
healthy behavior 

Contingency 
management 

Increasing the rewards for the positive behavior change and 
decreasing the rewards of the unhealthy behavior 

Helping 
relationships 

Seeking and using social support for the healthy behavior 
change 

Source: Prochaska, Redding, and Evers (1996). 
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Table 2.  Characteristics of the Sample (N=263) 
 

Variable Percentage 

Gender  
Male 22.1 
Female 77.9 
Race/Ethnicity  
American Indian .8 
Asian 2.7 
Black 12.9 
White 73.4 
Hispanic 5.7 
Other 4.6 
Education  
<8th 1.1 
<H.S. 2.3 
HS 18.3 
Col. 2yr 47.5 
Col. 4yr 18.6 
Col. 4+ 12.2 
Marital status  
Married 41.6 
Never Married 22.5 
Partner 8.4 
Divorced 17.6 
Separated 4.2 
Widowed 5.7 
Household size  
1 24.3 
2 32.7 
3 17.5 
4 14.4 
5> 11.0 
Number of credit cards  
1-3 25.1 
4-5 31.2 
6> 43.3 
How often worry about credit card debt  
Not 2.3 
Little 10.6 
Quite 39.9 
All 47.1 
Participate in debt counseling  
Y 61.2 
Some 17.5 
N 21.3 
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How you are contacted for this survey  
Newsletter 55.1 
Phone 26.6 
Letter 14.8 
E-mail 3.4 

Stage of change 
 

Precontemplation 5.3 
Contemplation 16.7 
Preparation 8.0 
Action 40.7 
Maintenance 29.3 
 

 

Table 3.  Descriptive Statistics of Continuous Variables (N=263) 

Variable Mean Median Mode SD 

Age 39.64 37.00 24 13.86 

Total credit card debt 18985 15000 20000 16958.49 

Minimum monthly debt 

payment 

574.67 500.00 500.00 554.15 

Monthly take home income 2723.38 2000.00 3000.00 3984.14 

 

 

Table 4.   Means for quartile age groups and confidence. 

Group  (N) Means Std. Deviation Group Difference 

1.00  (65) 17.3692 4.92941 1 < 2,3,4 

2.00  (62) 20.5968 3.93996  

3.00  (67) 19.8657 5.10168  

4.00  (67) 20.7313 5.68779  

F (3, 259) = 6.405, p= .000; Wilks’ Lambda=.912; partial eta squared=.030  
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Table 5.   Means for theory-based age groups and confidence. 

Group  (N) Means Std. Error Group Difference 

1.00  (36) 16.667 .819 1 < 2,3,4 

2.00  (73) 19.562 .575  

3.00  (133) 19.925 .426  

4.00  (19) 23.579 1.127 4 > 1,2,3 

F (3, 259) = 8.618, p= .000; Wilks’ Lambda=.890; partial eta squared=.038   
 

 

Table 6.  Confidence Final Items 

Factor 
Loading Item 

  
.610 Your car breaks down. 
.648 You become ill. 
.745 It’s the holidays. 
.730 You are feeling stressed. 
.707 Your financial situation changes. 
.684 It is taking longer than expected to get rid of your credit card debt. 

  
 

 

Table 7.  Means for theory-based age groups and worry. 

Group  (N) Means Std. Deviation Group Difference 

1.00  (36) 3.500 .122  

2.00  (73) 3.342 .085  

3.00  (133) 3.361 .063  

4.00  (19) 2.579 .167 4 < 1,2,3 

F (3, 259)= 7.429, p=.000  
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Figure 1.  Stages by Processes of Change (Pro-Change Behavior Systems, 2002) 

 

 

  

Precontemplation          Contemplation          Preparation          Action        Maintenance 

Consciousness Raising 

Dramatic Relief 

Environment Re-evaluation 
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Stimulus Control 

Social Liberation 
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