
The Problem with Personal Debt 

I recently wrote that our current economic crisis arose in part because of too much 
leverage, too much debt-financed investment. But that’s not our only debt problem. 
Because we have a disease in this country --it’s called the need for instant 
gratification.  And you just might be infected with it, badly. 

One of its symptoms is the high rate of U.S. consumer credit card debt.  Out of every 
nine families you know, about 7 of them carry credit cards.  Three of them (mine, for 
instance) pay the credit card balance off at the end of every month.  But the other 4 
families carry a revolving balance, and for 2 of those 9 families, that balance is over 
$3000.  And one of those 9 families is walking around with 6 or more credit cards, on 
which they owe well over $10,000! 

Since Winnebago County has over 60,000 households, this means somewhere 
around 27,000 of those households are constantly in credit card debt, and about 
7,000 of those are up to their necks in hock.  People you know: your coworkers, your 
neighbors, your friends.  And maybe, you. 

(Caution – there’s some disagreement about some of these numbers.  But the 
general picture is reasonably accurate – we have a whole lot of people who have 
gotten themselves into a whole lot of debt.) 

So how did so many families get themselves into such a mess?  For some, a few, it 
wasn’t their fault – a job loss, or an illness, that hit them hard and put them behind 
the 8 ball.  But for most, it was just plain living beyond their means.  I want it now, 
so I must need it now, so I’m going to have it, now.  All my wants need to be 
gratified, instantly. 

It’s a disease we seem to readily pass on to our children.  The latest toy, the current 
fashion, the newest thing in electronic games, cell phones, you name it.  Remember 
the TV ad a year ago Christmas, of a teenage girl talking on a cell phone, 
complaining about her terrible parents, until she sees them walking into the house 
with packages from Best Buy?  The ad’s message was simple – good parents buy lots 
of stuff for their kids. 

Well, I beg to differ.  Good parents teach their kids that life is not all about the latest 
stuff.  That what you want and what you actually need are two very different things, 
and wants don’t all need to be satisfied.  Or as I told my daughter Jenny, when she 
joked shortly before her 16th birthday that she wanted a car for her birthday present, 
it’s OK, even good, to want things. But not necessarily to have things. (Jenny had no 
illusion that her suggestion had any chance of being fulfilled!) 

Look at the stuff your kids got for Christmas. How many of the toys actually got 
played with more that a few times? How much real satisfaction have you gotten from 
the gifts you received? For a lot of it, not that much. Mostly, the stuff we buy is just 
stuff, but we keep on buying it, because this stuff might finally provide us with the 
thrill that the other stuff didn’t. Like all compulsions, it’s all based on a delusion. 

I know the economy needs pumped up right now. But that’s not your job. Your job is 
to learn to live within your means, and to teach your children to live within their 
means. So throw away those credit cards, pay off those balances, and try to 
concentrate on what actually makes you happy. Hint – it isn’t all that stuff. 

 


