Have you heard the new definition
of dett?

Debt now is [alling behind in pay-
ments.

I you merely owe money. you are
not really in debt—until you fall be-
hind in repaying the money

This new-think rationalization
emerges from “The General Mills
American Family Report. 1973, a na-
tionwide survey by Yankelovich
Skelly and White. Inc

The new definition of debt comes.

ironically, al a time when it accu-
rately describes the financial condi:
tion of a significant number of Amer
cans.

The family cconomics bureau of
Northwestern National Life Insurance
Co. (INWLN» found signs in nnother
survey that the under25 generation
shows a declining desire for the high
standard of living that makes in-

common and s
burdensome

BUT THE attitudes of the new gen-
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eration apparcntly have had little im-
pact so far, on facts such as these:

* Delinquency rates on installment
loans in 1974 reached 3 percent—a 25+
year high.

* Personal bankruptcy petitions in-
creased 9 pereent during fiscal 1974
and were expected to increase 13%—
to about 245.000—for the 1975 fiscal
year that ended June 30.

« Nearly half the people who told
the interviewers (hat their standard of
living had declined said they ““cant
make ends meet.”

A new, more liberal concept of debt
may be the means by which an in-
creasing number of Americans are al
teviating their distress about their per-
sonal financial reverses.

Economists explain their problem
this way

The hot dry winds of inflation have
dehydrated many family budgets to
the point where they are too weak.
after paying for necessities. o repay
debts. -

BUT WHY were so many people vul-
nerable to inflation in the first place?

it is apparent.” said NWNL's fam-
ily economics bureau, “'that many con-
sumers lowered their guard when
they assumed monthly payments vir-
tually equivalent to monthly income.

» Prosperity mentality-—Some con-
sumers bought in the blind belicf that
prosperity was here to stay. and so
was their annual increase i income
But when they didn't get the expected
raise. or when their work hours were
reduced or their wives laid ofl. they
were unable to pay for their new
boat

o Compulsive shopping—The num-
ber ane national sport is nat basebal!
1t is shopping. Shopping has carthar
tic value: one couple told a debt coun-
selor that for the husband the fun of
shopping had been an antidte to the
dreariness of his job

¢ Luxuries and necessities—The in-
toxicating experience of longterm af-
fluence has converted onc-time luxuri-
es into “'necessities” that consumers
felt they must own or their lives
would be blighted A second car. a
color TV, and week-cnd trips now arc
devined as necessities. the Amencan
Family Report study found

And so the good life. bought on
time. became so alluring that mullions
could not resist it—even though they
couldn't afford it. Now. some of themn
are suffering the consequences. has-
tened by \stagflation.” shrinking pur-
chasing power and personal finances
that can't stretch far enough to cover

Then inflation took ad of the
opening to deliver a hard blow to the
budgetary solar plexus ™

The fact that many consumers
charged and borrowed too much may
explain their present financial fix—al-
though inflation obviously shares the
blame.

Explaining the popularlity of credit
and borrowing. Sidney Margolius. con-
sumer affairs writer. said Americans
seck the respect of their fellows with
a display of affluence. Affluence.
Amcricans believe. s a sign of suc-
cess. and a successful person enjoys
greater status and social acceptance.

Those whose current incomes can-
not support a show of affluence—ap-
parently an increasiag proportion of
Amcricans—use credit instead of cash
to achieve affluence.

MARY QUINN-CALLMAN, assist-
ant to the president of the non-profit
Natianal Foundation for Consumer
Credst {NFCCh. which counsels peaple
whose disdun for reality finally over
comes the patience of their creditors.
said the financial condition of many
wha consult NFCEC tor help s so had
that they can't bear to look. so to
speak  They don't know how much
they owe or therr monthly payments.

Most families 1gnore finance
charges or simply are ot aware of
them, “the Amenican Famly Report
sates

Same peaple miscaleul e their abih-
1y te repay a debt by measuring it
agmnst gross income. said Joscph
Volz. Manager of Comumer Crednt
Counseling Service of Minnesota

A chargest mentality induced by
easy credit obviously appeals to many
consumers For some. says the famil
cconomtcs bureau. 1t is the only way
to achieve status and self-respect that
Americans view a3 the benefits of af-
fluence. Other manyfestations of this
mentality are

* Psvchology of entitlement—
“What was once the resporsibility of
the individual 'Good )ob. good stand
ard of livingr now is believed by one

pe! despite cuthacks 1 food
purchases and even nceded medical
care.
THE NWNL'S FAMILY economics bu-
reau concluded that people with com-
pulsive personalities or cavaher atti-
tudes toward credit cards and charge
accounts—and debt repayment—necd
sell-restraint. They owe 1t to them-
selves to learn the art of strategic he-
sitation preceding credit decisions
While they hesitate. they can think
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The pursuit of status leads to credit abuse

about what they earn and what they
owe each month. what tt costs to live
fincluding the “httle things™ that
have helped bankrupt families) and
whether they are equipped with rsur-
ance and savings to cope with emer-
rencies like uncmployment. scnous 1!l
ness. or even death

A return to the “reactionany” con-
ocpt of self-rehance. favored by the
19th century  Amenican philosopher
Ralph Waldo Emerson. may save
many hard-pressed consizmers.

Incidentally, it was Emerson who
wrote “Pay overy debt as if God
wrote the bl
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