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Against Backdrop of Mounting Debt, Americans Have 
Serious Concern about their Finances  
Americans are stressed about their financial futures. 

Although the U.S. unemployment rate continues to hold at a 50-year low of 3.5% and, by most 
measures, the economy is performing well, a new J.D. Power survey finds that 75.4% of Americans are 
experiencing some level of stress over their current financial situation: 53.6% say they are somewhat 
stressed and 21.8% say they are very stressed. 

That stress is manifesting itself in a wide range of concerning behaviors, from overdrawn checking 
accounts to missed loan payments to delayed medical care. Moreover, a significant portion of 
Americans rate their financial knowledge as “weak” and many do not understand basic financial 
functions such as interest rates, inflation or investment diversification.  

J.D. Power explores the current state of financial health and literacy in the U.S., digging into the biggest 
financial challenges affecting Americans. 

The Disenchanted Majority 

One fact that is unavoidable in the survey results is that Americans are not happy with their finances. 
When asked to rank on a scale of 1-to-10 (1 being not at all satisfied, 10 being extremely satisfied) how 
content they were with the current personal financial situation, 55% of respondents answered with a 
ranking of 5 or less, and 16.2% of respondents answered with a 1.  



 

Digging deeper into some of the drivers behind these numbers, it’s easy to see where the concerns are 
coming from. When asked to include all cash, bank accounts, investments, and retirement accounts at 
their disposal, 35.5% of Americans say they have less than $1,000 in savings; 22.4% say they have less 
than $200.   



 

What’s more, 53.5% say that it was either “very difficult” or “somewhat difficult” for their household to 
cover all their expenses and pay all their bills on a monthly basis. 



 

The Debt Landscape 

What’s driving this financial instability? Debt. And lots of it.  

While 43.8% of Americans say they have never taken on student loan debt and 21.9% say they have 
taken a loan and paid it off, 25.2% say they have $10,000 or more in student loan debt. That includes 
8.8% of those who have $50,000 or more in student loan debt. 

Meanwhile, in order to solve their short-term cash flow problems, Americans have seemingly turned to 
an old standby: credit cards. Nearly one-fourth (23.1%) say they have $5,000 or more in credit card debt, 
and another 14% say they have $1,000-$4,999 of credit card debt. 



 

The Consequences 

While taking on debt isn’t necessarily a death knell for one’s personal finances, the unintended 
byproducts of carrying significant long-term debt can be troubling. That’s especially true if the debt load 
is leaving people feeling short-changed in the present or  stifling their future growth. What’s concerning 
is when  Americans are  experiencing both of those undesirable outcomes. 

All told, 44.3% of Americans say they have experienced one of the following financial hardships in the 
past year: the inability to make a credit card, mortgage, rent, car loan or student loan payment;  paid a 
fee for overdrawing their checking account; received a collection call on a past due loan; or been turned 
down for a loan or credit card.  



 

Additionally, 24.7% say their debt is preventing them from buying a house, 15.7% say it has delayed 
seeing a doctor or undergoing a medical procedure and 9.4% say it has delayed their effort to have 
children. 



 

When asked how long they could cover household expenses if they had to live off the money they had 
readily available, 13.4% say less than a week, 11.7% say 1-3 weeks, and 14.6% sat that they don’t know. 
Only 26.1% say they could last six months or more.  

Perhaps the most troubling metric is that just 38.8% of Americans say they could cover a $500 
emergency right now using cash or a withdrawal from a checking or savings account, while 14.8% said 
they didn’t know how they’d pay for it.  



 

Unsurprisingly, this has created pervasive pessimism as it pertains to Americans’ long-term financial 
goals, with 24.6% saying they are not confident at all that they can meet their long-term financial goals 
such as starting a business, buying or paying off a home, putting money away for retirement or making 
their retirement funds last. 



 

The Role of Financial Education 

Obviously, this is a precarious position for most Americans, and they’re eager to find a solution. How can 

financial education support financial health?? For an industry that has invested heavily in customer 

education and engagement initiatives over the past several years, it makes sense to explore the role that 

banks could play in helping to shift this trend. 

There is a window of opportunity here for banks. Overall, 16% of Americans have sought financial advice 

from their bank and found it helpful. Additionally, 30.4% say their bank has not offered them guidance, 

but they would be receptive to it. 



 

For those banks that do have educational programs available, there is still work to be done to make their 

customers aware of them. More than half (53.7%) said they did not know if their bank offered a financial 

education program; 27.7% said their banks offered a program, but they did not take it; and 11.7% said 

their bank does not offer any programs. 



 

 

Americans Have Challenges with Financial Literacy 

While banking institutions can play a more active role in educating consumers on the basics of financial 

literacy, it is important to understand just how much education is needed. In many cases, basic financial 

literacy levels are incredibly low.  

For example, when Americans were asked if they had $100 in a savings account with an interest rate of 

2% per year, how much would be in the account if the money was left untouched after five years, 14.6% 

said they did not know, 12.8% said exactly $102, and 8.3% said less than $102. 



 

Similarly, when respondents were asked if they had money in a savings account that had a 1% interest 

rate and inflation was 2% per year, “how much would they be able to buy with the money after one 

year.” 22.2% said they didn’t know, 13.7% said exactly the same, and 10.8% said more than today. 



 

When asked if buying a single company’s stock usually provides a safer return than a stock mutual fund, 

39.2% said they didn’t know, and 10.4% said it was true. 



 

The Path Forward 

As Americans try to find a improve their financial health, the scale of the challenge should inspire 
financial industry professionals to rise to the challenge. By traditional metrics, we’re in a perfectly 
healthy-looking economy, but it is clear there are serious cracks in the foundation, and any setback 
could be met with disastrous ramifications at the individual level. 

To prosper in this environment, both banking institutions and individual consumers are going to need to 
address the gaps that currently exist in financial literacy and overall financial wellbeing. 

Methodology 

To conduct this survey, J.D. Power polled 1,316 respondents ranging in age from 18-to-60-year-old and 
over. A portion of the questions were derived from the Financial Health Network’s U.S. Financial Health 

https://finhealthnetwork.org/research/u-s-financial-health-pulse-2019-trends-report/


Pulse 2019 Trends Report. Financial literacy questions were provided by Professor Anna Lusardi, 
Endowed Chair of Economics and Accountancy at the George Washington University School of Business. 

Find out More 

This J.D. Power Credit Card Industry Insight was authored by Bob Neuhaus, Vice President of Financial 

Services Intelligence at J.D. Power. Please contact us at the numbers below to connect with Mr. 

Neuhaus or to learn more about the underlying research. 
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