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ABSTRACT 

South African consumers are indebted, a status that is not unique to South Africa. 

Considering the negative impact debt may have on life satisfaction, it is in the interest 

of consumers and financial institutions that provide consumers with credit to 

understand such consequences. Of interest is the fact that consumers are not 

negatively impacted by debt due to having debt nor amount of debt owed, however, 

it is the perception of debt that influences how the consumer perceives their debt 

which then impacts life satisfaction. This study aimed to understand this 

phenomenon in the South African context, as most existing studies are in developed 

countries. A quantitative research methodology was undertaken to understand the 

relationship between these two constructs. The results suggest that South African 

consumers’ life satisfaction is not negatively influenced by debt overall. However, an 

investigation into the different types of debt held and investigation into the perception 

South Africans have relating to their debt portfolios, revealed that personal loans are 

the type of debt that impact the life satisfaction of consumers negatively. This study 

opens the platform to explore these constructs through future research preferably 

through longitudinal studies, to examine the relationship of consumer debt and life 

satisfaction in the South African context. 
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1. CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO RESEAARCH PROBLEM 

This chapter purposes to introduce the research problem relating to consumer debt 

and its impact on life satisfaction within the South African context. Consumer 

indebtedness is a global concern (Cesar Leandro & Botelho, 2022; Feng et al., 2019) 

which has been made dire by the recent global pandemic which has caused more 

households to rely on debt for their day-to-day expenses (Fan & Ryu, 2023; Friedline 

et al., 2021). It is not surprising that this area of research remains of interest to 

scholars due to the impact indebtedness has on the quality of lives for consumers 

and their households.  

 

Emerging economies are under-represented in the studies aimed at understanding 

the impact of debt in consumer lives and their households (Cesar Leandro & Botelho, 

2022; Ngamaba et al., 2020; Tay et al., 2017). Emerging economies face different 

risks and challenges compared to developed economies (Badarinza et al., 2019), 

which necessitates research in this context to bridge this gap in literature, which is 

the objective of this research. 

 

An overview of the South African consumer debt landscape will be outlined to firstly 

understand the level of indebtedness for South African consumers as support for this 

study. The problem statement will then be outlined, academic and business 

relevance will be established, and research scope stated.   

1.1. Overview of consumer debt in South Africa 

Over 61% of the South African adult population are in debt (Mutsonziwa, 2024). As 

at March 2024, South Africa had 27.92 million credit active consumers, holding a 

total amount of R2.37 trillion in debt (NCR, 2024a) and 96.10 million accounts (NCR, 

2024b). This translates to an average debt holding of 3.4 accounts per consumer. 

Banks accounted for 84.83% of the total debtors’ book with the balance comprising 

of retailers at 2.34%, non-bank vehicle financiers at 5.03% and other credit providers 

at 7.80% (NCR, 2024a). The average credit score of South African consumers, which 

relates to the credit reliability and credit behaviour of consumers, was 561 as at 

September 2024 (refer to Appendix A). This is a poor credit score based on the 

Sigma credit scoring system maintained by Experian Credit Bureau, which requires 

an average of 616 for an acceptable credit score (Coetzee, 2023). 
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17.83 million (63.88%) of credit active consumers were classified as good standing 

while the balance of 10.09 million (36.12%) held impaired records (NCR, 2024a). 

The past decade reflects an overall increase of 6.21 million (28.60%) in credit active 

consumers with a constant proportion of consumers in good standing compared to 

impaired records as shown in Figure 1. This suggests consumers’ constant access 

to credit along with conservative lending practices from credit providers which have 

kept impairment levels controlled (TransUnion, 2024b). 

 

 

Figure 1:  Credit standing of consumers 

Source: NCR (prepared by researcher) 

 

Consumer debt products consist of secured products being home (mortgage) loans 

and vehicle loans and unsecured products consisting of credit cards, personal loans, 

clothing accounts, retail revolving, and retail instalments (TransUnion, 2024c). 

Similar classifications are made globally, although the types of debt can differ from 

country to country (Badarinza et al., 2019; Feng et al., 2019; Greenberg & Mogilner, 

2021; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023).  

 

Of the total gross debtors’ book of R2.37 trillion at March 2024, mortgage loans were 

the highest composition of consumer debt at 52.03%, followed by secured credit 

agreements of 21.82%, credit facilities of 14.06%, unsecured credit of 9.20% and the 

balance of 2.89% relating to other types of credit (NCR, 2024a). Secured credit 

agreements mainly consist of vehicle loans while credit facilities mainly consist of 
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credit cards (NCR, 2024a). Based on the amount of debt outstanding, secured debt 

carries a higher weight, due to the high-value assets attached to this debt. Credit 

facilities account for 61.5% of credit granted based on the number of agreements in 

March 2024 compared to 51% in March 2019, which is evidence of a higher need of 

these facilities from consumers (refer to Appendix B).  

 

The mortgage loan composition is lower than that of the US which is much higher at 

69% (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021), signifying a higher debt composition 

in other debt types in South Africa. Developed countries tend to have higher levels 

mortgage loans compared to emerging countries (Gomes et al., 2021), with 

unsecured credit in emerging economies being much higher than developed 

economies (Badarinza et al., 2019). China, an emerging economy, also reported high 

levels of mortgage loans which were evidenced by the high mortgage loan to income 

ratio of 68.3% (Feng et al., 2019). 

1.2. Consumer debt and indebtedness 

The status of consumer debt has a direct impact on households led by these 

consumers; therefore, this study will consider both individuals and household debt 

statistics to highlight the status of the South African consumer debt status and justify 

the basis for the study.  

 

South Africa’s household debt was 40.6% of the country’s nominal Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) in September 2023, relatively high compared to the all-time high of 

49.6% reached in September 2007 (CEIC, n.d.). “Household debt to disposable 

income averaged 63.2% from the first quarter of 2015 to the second quarter of 2023”, 

while “67.2% of the households’ debt-service cost related to debt other than 

mortgage advances” (Muneri & Kuhn, 2023, pp. 96–97). As of December 2023, 

household debt to disposable income reported at 62.40% compared to 62% in 2022 

(SARB, 2024), reflecting an increasing trajectory year-on-year. DebtBusters, a 

leading South African debt management company, stated that consumers require 

62% of their take home pay to service debt, supporting SARB statistics (Sager, 

2024). In 2020, the US reported debt levels which were almost equal to consumers’ 

income (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021), this issue is not unique to South 

Africa (Cesar Leandro & Botelho, 2022; Feng et al., 2019). Household debt as a 

percentage of household disposable income is an objective indicator of the 
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household’s level of indebtedness, and these high levels reflect households being 

highly indebted. 

 

Risky indebtedness behaviour is one of the risks that can lead to poor management 

of debt, especially if coupled with low financial literacy (Cesar Leandro & Botelho, 

2022; Feng et al., 2019). South African consumers’ indebtedness is due to 

challenging economic conditions rather than risky indebtedness behaviour 

(TransUnion, 2024b). The top reason for South Africans borrowing money is food 

(Mutsonziwa, 2024; NCR, 2021). The SARB increased repo rates from November 

2021 with a cumulative 4.75% increase, and these have remained at high levels of 

8.25% since May 2023 (SARB, 2023). This has made an impact in consumers’ 

affordability and ability to repay debt, together with the impact of increased inflation 

(particularly on food, electricity, and petrol) and remnants of the COVID-19 pandemic 

impact on the labour force (Sager, 2024; TransUnion, 2024b).  

 

The Consumer Credit Index (CCI), which reflects the credit health of consumers, 

reported at below the ‘neutral’ point of 50 for the past two years, with the lowest level 

of 39 reached in Q2 2023 (TransUnion, 2024b). This, together with the increased 

demand in consumers under debt management who have an average debt to income 

ratio of 107%, reflects the level of debt pressure experienced by South Africans 

(Sager, 2024). This is even higher for consumers earning more than R35 thousand 

per month, who need 69% of their take home pay to service debt and have the 

highest debt to annual income ratio at 172% (Sager, 2024). These consumers are 

deemed to enjoy luxury living and are aspirational achievers, however, they account 

for approximately 43% of debt review applications, a further testament of the financial 

challenges by high income earners (Experian, 2024).  

 

The Consumer Default Index (CDI), which measures the first-time default rate of 

South African consumers with credit products, indicates deteriorating levels in the 

last five years. The CDI has deteriorated by 19% since September 2019, the most 

significant deterioration notable in the home loan CDI with a 79% deterioration, 

followed by retail loan, credit card, and personal loan indices which are at similar 

levels as shown in Table 1. This aligns to the noted severe increase in home loan 

delinquency rates compared to other credit products (TransUnion, 2024c). This is an 

interesting phenomenon as it is non-mortgage loans that are prone to delinquency, 
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with credit cards being the highest delinquency in the US (Bialowolski & Weziak-

Bialowolska, 2021).  

 

Table 1: Summary of Consumer Debt Index 

 

Source: Experian (compiled by researcher) 

 

The number of credit applications have increased significantly from 10.75 million in 

March 2019 to 16.55 million in March 2024, which reflects an increase in credit 

demand from South African consumers (NCR, 2019, 2024a). Although the increase 

in credit application can be viewed as an indication of financial systemss that enable 

credit access to consumers, the increase in application rejection rates from 55.84% 

in March 2019 to 67.27% in March 2024, indicates challenges in consumers’ ability 

to afford new credit (NCR, 2019, 2024a). However, this is also evidence of 

responsible credit granting by credit providers to manage account default levels, 

necessitated by the challenging economic conditions experienced by consumers due 

to elevated interest rates and costs of living (TransUnion, 2024b). The researcher 

argues that this still leaves the consumer negatively impacted while financially 

vulnerable and increases the risk of these consumers seeking support from informal 

markets (Experian, 2024). This risk is relevant to note as emerging economies are 

noted to have high levels of unsecured credit from non-financial institutions in 

literature (Badarinza et al., 2019). 

 

Culture has an impact on the way consumers manage their debt (Gaganis et al., 

2020; Gathergood et al., 2019). Compared to the US, South Africans have 

significantly lower levels of individualism and similar range on indulgence, signifying 

the US citizens being more self-focused (The Culture Factor Group, 2023). The 

expectation, therefore, is that South Africans might have a low tolerance to debt, 

Index Mar '19 Sep '19 Mar '24

Deterioration %  

Mar'19 - Mar'24

Deterioration %  

Sep'19 - Mar'24

Composite 3.56 3.93 4.69 ** -19%

Home loan 1.61 1.5 2.68 -66% -79%

Vehicle loan 3.7 3.54 3.84 -4% -8%

Credit Card 6.53 6.63 7.63 -17% -15%

Personal loan 8.74 8.84 10.24 -17% -16%

Retail loan * 12.77 15.11 ** -18%

 * Not tracked 

** Not comparable due to retail loan index not be tracked
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since high debt levels are likely to be influenced by necessities rather than an 

individualism culture. 

1.3. Consumer debt impact on life satisfaction 

Most existing studies observed that consumer debt has a negative impact on life 

satisfaction, also referred to as subjective well-being or happiness in literature. This 

negative impact manifests in various domains of life satisfaction, being work, 

finances, one’s group, health, family, leisure and self-view (Diener et al., 1999). 

 

This negative impact manifests through financial worry, stress and vulnerability to 

consumers and their households (Black et al., 2024; Daud et al., 2019; French & 

Vigne, 2019; Tay et al., 2017), which compromises their financial well-being and 

ultimately their life satisfaction.  When consumers are severely indebted, this 

becomes financial distress (Athreya et al., 2019), which impacts their financial-well-

being negatively. Financial well-being is a key predictor of life satisfaction 

(Netemeyer et al., 2018). The South African Financial Vulnerability Index (FVI) of 

50.9 in Q3 2023 (Poalses et al., 2023) and average financial heath score of 53 

(Thomas et al., 2023) suggest improving levels of South Africans’ financial well-

being. However, the pulse report highlighted that 67% of consumers admit to 

worrying about their house debt (Thomas et al., 2023, p. 10), 62% admit to spending 

equal or in excess of their income (Thomas et al., 2023, p. 8), and 69% admit to not 

paying their bill on time (Thomas et al., 2023, p. 10). Based on these factors, South 

Africans are financially vulnerable. 

 

Various studies have observed the impact of consumer debt on physical and mental 

health (Chen et al., 2021; L. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2016; Sweet, 2018), with some 

reporting a stronger impact on mental health than physical health (Bialowolski, 

Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 2021). The impact on work experiences, job 

performance and change on leadership style was also observed (Black et al., 2024; 

L. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2016; Spoelma & Fletcher, 2024). Furthermore, an impact on 

one’s self view (Fan & Ryu, 2023; Sweet, 2018) and one’s group (Fan & Ryu, 2023) 

was noted. With the impact being so prevalent in all areas of the consumer’s life, it 

creates a need to identify this phenomena when it exists so that policy makers and 

financial institutions responsible for granting credit can support consumers 

adequately in managing their debt and improve their life satisfaction (Brüggen et al., 
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2017; Daud et al., 2019; Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Nanda & 

Banerjee, 2021; Xiao et al., 2021).  

 

Existing studies further noted that the type of debt held has influence on how the 

consumer’s life is impacted by the debt rather than the amount of debt held when 

compared to other debt types (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 

2024; Chen et al., 2021; Greenberg et al., 2020; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; 

Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Xiao et al., 2021), with student loans being predominant 

in the US (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). 

This is influenced by the perception consumers have of their debt due to the “pain” 

felt by the consumer in paying for debt when they are no longer consuming the 

benefit linked to the debt, or the “weight” of the high interest rate linked to the loan 

which then impacts how the consumer views the debt. Greenberg and Mogilner 

(2021)  state it is this mental labelling of debt as “debt” that influences the impact on 

consumer life satisfaction.  

 

South Africa has very limited highly rated literature on consumer debt and life 

satisfaction. However, existing studies convey the weight on certain South Africans 

due ‘black tax’ (James, 2021; Webb, 2021) and convey a limited perception of 

‘acceptance’ of the status quo. The 2023’s life satisfaction study reflected an 

improved life satisfaction score for South Africans year-on-year; although long-term 

average trends of the past 11 years evidence a decrease in life satisfaction (Poalses 

& Tustin, 2023). These factors make it difficult to predict what the results of this study 

might be as South Africans show resilience. 

1.4. Problem Statement 

South Africans are indebted, with 61% of the adult population in debt (Mutsonziwa, 

2024) with an average of 3.4 accounts per consumer. South African consumers use 

approximately 62% of their disposable income to service debt (Sager, 2024; SARB, 

2024) and an even higher percentage allocated to debt other than mortgage loans 

(Muneri & Kuhn, 2023). Consumers must borrow for necessities (Mutsonziwa, 2024; 

NCR, 2021) due to the challenging economic environment which has been 

influenced by elevated interest rates (SARB, 2023), remnants of the COVID-19 

pandemic and impact of inflation (Sager, 2024; TransUnion, 2024b). 67% of 

consumers worry about their debt and 69% struggle to pay their debt on time 
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(Thomas et al., 2023). The poor credit score of 561 as at September 2024 (refer 

Appendix A), supports this and evidences a nation not coping with managing their 

debt. This is supported by an increase in new credit application rejection rates which 

have increased by over 11% in the last five years (NCR, 2019, 2024a). While these 

challenges are not unique to South Africa (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; 

Cesar Leandro & Botelho, 2022; Feng et al., 2019) as indebtedness has become a 

global concern, it does not make it less of a concern.  

 

The challenges in managing debt are evident even in high income earners, who 

spend a high-than average 69% of their disposable income on servicing debt and 

have a debt to annual income ratio of 172% (Sager, 2024). Consumers at default 

have increased in the last five years, more notable on the mortgage loans and 

followed by unsecured loan products (TransUnion, 2024c). These factors, and the 

increase in consumers under debt management (Sager, 2024), reflect that South 

African consumers and their households are financially vulnerable. A struggle in 

managing debt is one that cannot be ignored as if it once that persists for at least two 

and half years once declared in financial distress (Athreya et al., 2019). 

 

Consumer debt has a negative impact on life satisfaction which manifests in all the 

aspects of the consumer’s life as observed in existing literature (Bialowolski, Weziak-

Bialowolska, & McNeely, 2021; Black et al., 2024; Daud et al., 2019; Diener et al., 

1999; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Fan & Ryu, 2023; French & Vigne, 2019; 

Netemeyer et al., 2018; Sweet, 2018; Tay et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2021). Accredited 

South African literature is very limited in this area, leaving a gap to study the impact 

of consumer debt on life satisfaction, to add into this body of literature. The available 

research from the literature is too limited to have an expectation however, the life 

satisfaction study gives a glimpse of a deterioration in the past decade (Poalses & 

Tustin, 2023). Without available studies that directly highlights the issue, consumers 

are unlikely to aim to change behaviour to manage their debt effectively. Policy 

makers and financial institutions are also unlikely to initiate innovative ways to 

support consumers in improving their debt management practices, to improve their 

financial and overall well-being. 
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1.5. Purpose of research 

As highlighted in the problem statement, South African consumers are indebted and 

are struggling to manage debt, with a significant amount of their disposable income 

spent on servicing debt (Sager, 2024; SARB, 2024; Thomas et al., 2023), which is a 

concern. The research aims to obtain insights on how consumer debt impacts their 

life satisfaction in the South African context as current studies are heavily skewed to 

developed countries.  

 

This research aims to add to the body of existing literature to influence consumer 

behaviour towards better management of debt once the impact on life satisfaction is 

highlighted (Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, & McNeely, 2021; Black et al., 2024; 

Daud et al., 2019; Diener et al., 1999; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Fan & Ryu, 2023; 

French & Vigne, 2019; Netemeyer et al., 2018; Sweet, 2018; Tay et al., 2017; Xiao 

et al., 2021). The research should further provide insight to financial institutions 

tasked with responsible lending to consumers to support them in managing their debt 

optimally for their life satisfaction, and policy makers who manage the credit industry 

(Brüggen et al., 2017; Daud et al., 2019; Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & Mogilner, 

2021; Nanda & Banerjee, 2021; Xiao et al., 2021). The core of this research is based 

on the intention to contribute towards the improved subjective well-being of South 

African consumers, which can be achieved through better management of their debt 

(Black et al., 2024; Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Tay et al., 2017; 

Xiao et al., 2021). 

 

The research aims to firstly investigate the relationship of consumer debt on life 

satisfaction of South African consumers at an overall level. Secondly, the research 

will seek insight of consumer debt at debt type level by comparing secured and 

unsecured debt product’s relationship to life satisfaction. This is relevant for South 

African consumers due to the increased reliance on unsecured credit to maintain 

their living. Lastly the research will investigate the relationship between consumer 

debt perceived as “debt” to life satisfaction. The results of the research will be 

compared to existing studies. 
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1.6. Academic relevance 

Existing studies on consumer debt and indebtedness, financial well-being or 

satisfaction, and subjective well-being or life satisfaction, as separate constructs or 

understanding the relationship between these constructs, are skewed to developed 

countries with most of the studies being US-focused.  

 

Based on the subjective well-being theory measured using the life satisfaction scale 

(Diener, Emmons, Larsem, et al., 1985; Diener et al., 1999), this research aims to 

add to the body of existing literature on debt and life satisfaction in the emerging 

economy context. Although life satisfaction is one of the three components of 

subjective well-being, existing studies use these words interchangeably along with 

overall well-being, quality of life or happiness (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; 

Kollamparambil, 2020; Ngamaba et al., 2020; Xiao et al., 2021). The principle of one’s 

life satisfaction is based on the influence of the various aspects of one’s life which 

then influences their life satisfaction and subjective well-being (Diener et al., 2017), 

the key predictor being financial well-being (Netemeyer et al., 2018). 

 

Emerging economies have unique risks and challenges that make studies invested 

in understanding consumer and household finance dynamics relevant in their context 

(Badarinza et al., 2019). Specific to South Africa, the high levels of income inequality 

that have persisted for decades, makes it relevant to obtain insight into how 

consumer debt impacts consumer in this context (Chancel et al., 2023). The culture 

dynamics of South Africa are not equally comparable to developed countries like the 

US or fellow emerging economy China, which make the study relevant since it cannot 

be replicated across countries (Gaganis et al., 2020; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; 

Xiao et al., 2021).  

 

The researcher aims to add to the existing literature on the relationship between 

consumer debt and life satisfaction as this is very limited in the South African context, 

which can add value to the academic field and direct future areas of research. 

1.7. Business relevance 

Financial institutions have lending as a major function are tasked with having 

responsible lending practices manage their risk (Xiao et al., 2021). In South Africa, 

there are formal lending institutions being banks and informal institutions which 
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provide various types of lending (James, 2021; NCR, 2021) and the majority of 

consumer debt from formal institutions is from bank institutions (NCR, 2024a).  

 

Regardless of financial literacy and ability of consumers, the structure and features 

available from the financial sector institutions, has an impact on the consumers’ 

financial well-being (Fu, 2020). If financial institutions provide credit carelessly 

without explaining the consequences to consumers (Abrantes-Braga & Veludo-de-

Oliveira, 2020), this could result in bad debts for the financial institution when the 

consumer defaults thus impacting the business profitability (Feng et al., 2019). 

Consumers are not immune to advise from financial institutions and can be 

persuaded to choose recommended financial products or a certain structure of 

financial products for their financial well-being (Greenberg et al., 2020). Any study 

that gives insight into the impact of consumer debt on their life satisfaction is 

therefore of interest to financial institutions to be responsible lending institutions that 

add value to consumers while managing the risk to the business. 

 

Recent research in the financial sector by Nedbank and FinMark Trust (Mutsonziwa, 

2024; Thomas et al., 2023) and specifically the credit unsecured credit by the 

National Credit Regulator (NCR) and TransUnion (NCR, 2021; TransUnion, 2024a), 

shows the interest that exists in the consumer debt landscape as there is awareness 

of the financial fragility of consumers.  

1.8. Scope of research 

The scope of research will be limited to consumer debt and life satisfaction with 

consumer debt as the independent variable and life satisfaction as the dependent 

variable of the study within the South African context.  

 

Existing studies indicated a negative impact of consumer debt on life satisfaction by 

demonstrating the impact on  financial well-being (Athreya et al., 2019; Black et al., 

2024; Cesar Leandro & Botelho, 2022; Daud et al., 2019; French & Vigne, 2019; 

Robb et al., 2019; Tay et al., 2017), or the various domains of life satisfaction 

(Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 2021; Bialowolski & Weziak-

Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; 

Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg et al., 2020; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Sweet, 2018; 

Tay et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2021). Some of these studies went further to suggest 
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that the type of debt held has an impact on the consumer’s life satisfaction 

(Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 2024; Greenberg et al., 2020; 

Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Xiao et al., 2021). The experience of benefiting from 

the asset purchased through debt influences how the consumer perceives the best 

based on the benefit still obtained from the underlying asset and has an impact on 

life satisfaction with which is positive or negative to life satisfaction (Bialowolski & 

Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021).  

 

The research will therefore aim to investigate the relationship between consumer 

debt and life satisfaction at an overall level, debt type level and perception level to 

determine how this aligns to previous existing studies, thus adding value to the body 

of existing knowledge relating to subjective well-being. 

 

Financial institutions and policy makers can obtain insight that can result in 

favourable policies being promulgated and the structure of financial products can be 

enhanced to better assess risk profiles of consumers upon credit granting. It must be 

noted that the terms consumer or individuals or South African consumers will be used 

interchangeably in the report. 

1.9. Conclusion 

This chapter aimed to provide the background and relevance of the research problem 

identified through using literature and recent, relevant available sources. The next 

section will provide theory through relevant literature review to support the need for 

this research as highlighted in this chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



13 
 

2. CHAPTER 2: THEORY AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1.  Introduction 

In line with the purpose of the research, this chapter will focus on the two constructs 

identified     for this research which are: consumer debt and life satisfaction. The 

concepts of the constructs will be outlined in line with academic literature with 

determinants and consequences of these constructs from literature highlighted.  The 

importance of financial well- being or financial satisfaction as a key contributor to 

overall subjective well-being or life satisfaction will also be highlighted, to create the 

necessary link between the constructs being researched. Consumers are the heads 

of households, therefore literature relating to both consumers and their households 

was considered for this research in line with academic literature. 

 

The literature review will explore what is known and not known about the relationship 

between consumer debt and life satisfaction, which will direct the research questions 

and hypotheses drawn from the literature review. The literature review represents a 

global view of the research that relates to the constructs of this research and has not 

been filtered to focus only on South Africa as the context of this study.  Most of the 

literature comes from developed countries, and this has been purposely highlighted 

on the literature review since it relates to the gap in literature which this research 

aims to contribute towards. Figure 2 represents the conceptual framework of the 

literature review. 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual framework of the literature review 
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2.2. Consumer debt and consumer indebtedness 

Consumer debt refers to access to borrowings by consumers in enabling 

consumption when income levels are unstable and is categorised into secured and 

unsecured debts (Feng et al., 2019; Xiao & Tao, 2021). This allows consumers to 

smooth consumption over their lifetime, despite the uncertainty of their income 

(Almenberg et al., 2021; Feng et al., 2019; Gathergood et al., 2019; Nagatani, 1972). 

Consumer debt consists of various types of debt including mortgage debt, instalment 

loans, payday loans, auto (vehicle) loans, home equity line of credit, student loans 

and credit card debt (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Chen et al., 2021; 

Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). Consumer debt can be viewed as objective and 

subjective, with objective debt representing the amount owed, level of delinquency 

or debt status relating to debt; whereas subjective debt relates to the burden felt by 

the consumer about the debt which manifests as stress or worry (Tay et al., 2017).  

 

Consumer indebtedness is “defined as a situation where a consumer holds 

excessive debts, reporting persistent difficulty paying their debts and living expenses 

and finding their debts a heavy burden” (Cesar Leandro & Botelho, 2022, p. 535). 

However, there are various other definitions of consumer-indebtedness across 

various authors (Cesar Leandro & Botelho, 2022) which reflect principles of financial 

distress and struggles to meet debt repayments for debtholders, in broad terms. 

Therefore, consumer debt in itself is not negative and can even be an indicator of 

financial well-being (Xiao & Tao, 2021) when a consumer has access to credit, as 

long as it is not excessive and managed well.   

 

The researcher determines both terms to be relevant for this study as the construct 

of consumer debt is the state of having debt, and consumer indebtedness captures 

the state of having excessive debt. Studies that have focused either on the broader 

term of consumer debt and those that focused specifically on consumer 

indebtedness have been included for the purposes of this research. The researcher 

considers the construct of consumer debt to be a broader term that encapsulates 

consumers that have debt and those that are indebted due to excessive debt. 

 

Consumer debt continues to be the subject of various studies globally as an 

important component to understand consumer debt behaviour and household 

finance. In the US, mortgage loans are the highest component of consumer debt at 
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69%, followed by student loans at 11%, credit cards at 6%, and vehicle loans at 9% 

(Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021). China, an emerging economy, also holds 

high levels of mortgage debt as reflected with the high mortgage loan to disposable 

income ratio of 68.3% (Feng et al., 2019). Developed economies tend to have high 

levels of mortgage loans compared to developing economies (Gomes et al., 2021). 

 

Credit card debt tends to have higher interest rates compared to mortgage loans and 

student loans (Greenberg et al., 2020; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021), thus an 

expensive form of credit along with payday loans (Gomes et al., 2021). Regardless, 

the use of credit cards is prominent globally, with households in the UK holding an 

average of two credit cards or more (Gathergood et al., 2019) and US households 

having at least one credit card (Kuchler & Pagel, 2021). Stavins (2020) found that 

74% of consumers have at least one credit card with an average of 2.26 credit cards 

per person in the US. With these statistics, it is not surprising that credit cards are 

deemed to be one of the largest sources of liquidity in the US (Keys & Wang, 2019). 

Although the third-highest type of debt in the US, there are observations that the use 

of credit cards has been declining in the past two decades (Mudrazija & Butrica, 

2023). In contrast, the study done on six emerging economies concluded that 

emerging economy households hold high levels of unsecured debt which is often 

sourced from informal providers (Gomes et al., 2021). 

 

Consumer debt and consumer indebtedness have increased in recent decades 

globally, becoming a threat not only to households but to the economy (Cesar 

Leandro & Botelho, 2022; Feng et al., 2019). In the UK, four million households are 

defaulting on their debt repayments with an additional one and half million struggling 

to pay their debts (Cesar Leandro & Botelho, 2022). Non-mortgage loans are more 

prone to delinquency compared to mortgage loans with credit cards being the highest 

in the US at 10%, measured using loans that are outstanding for 90 days or more 

(Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021). When consumers reach levels of 

outstanding debt that was 120 days or more at least once thus severely delinquent, 

this results in financial distress in households, which applies to 35% of US 

households (Athreya et al., 2019). Although found to be applicable to a concentrated 

number of households, once in financial distress due to severe delinquency or full 

utilisation of credit limited, this lasted for two and half years (Athreya et al., 2019).  
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The importance of research relating to household finance and the factors that impact 

households financial and overall well-being remain important.  Consumer debt does 

not affect only their households, but can impact the economy (Feng et al., 2019; 

Gomes et al., 2021). Emerging economies have specific challenges which need to 

be studied and understood, especially since current literature is skewed towards 

developed countries (Badarinza et al., 2019).   

2.2.1 Consumer attitudes towards debt 

Various factors influence consumers’ attitude towards debt including socioeconomic 

demographics like education, gender, age, race, employment, income levels, risk 

aversion, and culture. These factors then influence consumers’ decision-making and 

behaviour towards debt. 

 

Debt literacy is one of the factors that plays a role in the consumer attitude towards 

debt, reflected in consumers with higher levels of debt literacy being more pro-debt 

compared to those that are not (Białowolski et al., 2020). When consumers are debt 

literate, they are in a position to select debt products that are not expensive and are 

able to make sound financial decisions without needing to consult with financial 

advisors (Galariotis & Monne, 2023). 

 

Limited understanding of debt consequences can be problematic for consumers 

(Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Feng et al., 2019). Where debt literacy 

levels are low to consumers with debt, these consumers are more likely to engage 

in risky indebtedness behaviour due to poor debt management (Galariotis & Monne, 

2023). Where debt literacy is low, households find themselves with higher levels of 

unsecured debt compared to secured debt, placing them in a vulnerable position 

should economic shocks occur (Feng et al., 2019). Debt literacy is therefore 

important and cannot be underestimated, as it provides confidence to consumers in 

their ability to manage debt well, thus protecting their financial well-being from 

indebtedness. 

 

Cultural upbringing and cultural differences can also influence an attitude towards 

debt (Almenberg et al., 2021; Gaganis et al., 2020; Hofstede, 2011). Gaganis et al. 

(2020) found that countries with individualism and indulgence as cultural dimensions 

are likely have a higher use of mortgage debt. This suggests risk aversion in 
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consumers where culturally brought to be uncomfortable with debt, compared to 

cultures where indulgence and self-interests are condoned.  

 

There are conflicting results on debt attitudes and gender, with no significant 

differences found by Białowolski et al. (2020) in Poland, although Swedish women 

were found to be more uncomfortable with debt compared to men (Almenberg et al., 

2021). In South Africa, men were found to be marginally more financial resilient than 

women, although women were more resilient in cases where the women were 

employed and had higher levels of education (Zeka & Alhassan, 2024). Although not 

directly linked to levels of debt between the genders, levels of credit were a 

component used to determine financial resilience and therefore this provides a 

glimpse of how women are affected by their financial statuses than man in South 

Africa, although limited where debt is concerned. 

  

Another factor that gives insight into consumer attitudes towards debt is the manner 

in which consumers repay their debt. Most US credit cardholders who mainly use 

their credit cards for convenience are able to pay their credit card balances in full or 

in intermediary payments with 29% paying close to or at minimum amounts (Keys & 

Wang, 2019). The ability to pay credit card debt in full hinges on affordability as this 

is the case for higher income earners who use credit cards for conveniences unlike 

lower income earners who rely on credit cards and are more prone to revolve their 

credit card debt (Stavins, 2020).  

 

A study on consumer debt payment choices on vehicle loans revealed a consumer 

preference to pay targeted monthly payments, with more regard to the maturity of 

their loans rather than the cost of debt which may result in the debt costing more in 

the long run (Argyle et al., 2020). In another study exploring how multiple credit card 

holders pay their debt, the results showed a preference to balance payments across 

credit cards, with no regard for the interest rates on each of the cards (Gathergood 

et al., 2019).  

 

Another insight into consumers’ mental approach to debt repayments showed a 

higher repayment preference to non-durable goods than durable goods due to 

consumption on durables which results in less ‘pain’ being felt by consumers in 

paying for goods that will still be of use (Quispe-Torreblanca et al., 2019). However, 
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when the “repayment-by-repurchase” method was tested, the results showed that it 

is the preference aspect that seems to encourage consumers to pay higher on their 

credit card balances irrespective of whether those good were durable or non-durable 

(Donnelly et al., 2024). These studies revealed various psychological influences that 

drive consumers to approach their debt repayment in a manner that may not be 

economically optimal on their finances consider the higher borrowing cost linked to 

credit cards and contract terms on vehicle loans which may be up to 66 months 

(Argyle et al., 2020; Keys & Wang, 2019).  

 

In general, consumers appear to be debt averse.  Almenberg et al. (2021) found that 

consumers that were uncomfortable with debt spent less of their disposable income 

on debt and had less debt-to-income ratios. One of the notable findings in Białowolski 

et al. (2020) was the consumers’ view that to avoid indebtedness was optimal 

financial behaviour, reflecting the aversion to debt. Greenberg et al. (2020) also 

noted risk aversion where the relationship between debt type sensitivity was driven 

by the participants’ aversion to high-interest rate debt types. Furthermore, risk 

aversion attitudes were noted in an experiment where consumers were so focused 

on reducing debt in their portfolio even at the detriment of higher returns that could 

be obtained on positive balances (Martínez-Marquina & Shi, 2024). However, this 

study also suggested consumers repayments of debt can be optimal as repayments 

were made to higher interest debt holdings first (Martínez-Marquina & Shi, 2024), 

which differed from previous studies of consumer debt repayments being sub-optimal 

(Argyle et al., 2020; Keys & Wang, 2019). 

 

South Africans, middle class citizens in particular, find themselves with various forms 

of debt in meeting their aspirations considering the access to credit that came with 

financialisaton and public sector reform post-apartheid (James, 2021). However, this 

comes with an added obligation to not only provide for their immediate families but 

also extended family which is unable to maintain their livelihoods (James, 2021; 

Webb, 2021). This pressure that comes with these lands these citizens with the 

‘burden’ of taking on debt to meet these obligations resulting in over-indebtedness 

as one obligation is met through another interest-bearing obligation (James, 2021). 

Webb (2021) argues this ‘burden’ starts at student level due to the expectations 

placed upon young black first-generation students to uplift their families after 

completing their studies.  
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2.2.2 Consequences of consumer debt and consumer indebtedness 

The nature of debt comes with an obligation to pay back what is owed to the provider 

of the debt, thus resulting in a “burden” or “weight” to the consumer due to the amount 

of the debt or its status, or the subjective obligation due to the emotional burden that 

comes with debt obligation. 

 

Consumer debt and consumer indebtedness impacts various aspects of consumers’ 

lives negatively. Consumer debt or consumer over-indebtedness is a contributor to 

financial strain felt by households who have anxiety over coping financially to fulfil 

the needs of their families (French & Vigne, 2019). Ryu and Fan (2023) term these 

as financial worries which are caused by consumer debt and worries over financial 

day-to-day expenses and are associated with psychological distress among US 

adults. In the US, women were found to be significantly more stressed by debt than 

men particularly on their job performance and family life with no significant 

differences on health, which suggests women are more affected by debt than men 

health (L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023).  

 

Although L. F. Dunn and Mirzaie (2023) results exhibited no significant difference on 

health between genders, the study suggests the individuals’ health is affected by 

debt nevertheless. In contrast, Chen et al. (2021) suggested debt is associated with 

higher levels of stress and lower levels of physical health in the US, the association 

being stronger on woman than men. The study noted the role of perception in self-

reported health as women were more likely to report debt struggles compared to men 

(Chen et al., 2021). Using a neoliberal subjective view in determining the association 

between health and debt in the US, Sweet (2018) found that the view of debt as 

failure was strongly associated with worse emotional, psychological, and 

cardiovascular measures. However, while Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, et 

al. (2021) concurs with stronger negative psychological outcomes of debt related 

financial stress, there were no adverse effects with anxiety and cardiovascular 

disease. Therefore, there seems to be mixed results on the impact of consumer debt 

and health, which may be influenced by the research approach.  

 

The weight of debt also affects employee job attitudes and indirectly results in 

conflicts with family due to the financial strain experienced by employees (Black et 

al., 2024). Spoelma and Fletcher (2024) supported the impact of debt in the 
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workplace by concluding that personal debt impacts leaders in the organisations 

through a lowered sense of control, more so among men than women.  The 

difference in leadership styles between genders influenced results in this case as, 

based on the stress impact on women in certain studies, the expectation would be 

that women be more affected by personal debt in the workplace than men. Overall, 

these studies evidence the negative psychological impact of debt on individuals and 

households.  

2.3. Life satisfaction 

Life satisfaction and happiness are usually used interchangeably in literature, and 

these terms have been used interchangeably to define well-being along with quality 

of life and subjective well-being (SWB) (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Kollamparambil, 

2020; Ngamaba et al., 2020; Xiao et al., 2021). This research paper considered all 

studies linked to these terms as relevant for this study where study objectives were 

linked to financial well-being, SWB and consumer debt.  

2.3.1 Concept and determinants of life satisfaction 

Subjective well-being has three main components of life satisfaction, positive affect 

and negative affect with further sub-domains which impact once’s life satisfaction 

being work, family, finances, leisure, health, self-views of one’s life and one’s group 

(Diener et al., 1999). Diener et al. (2017) defined life satisfaction as “people’s overall 

evaluations of their lives and their emotional experiences” (p. 87). It is therefore 

logical to conclude that the individual’s evaluation of the status of any of the domains 

of their life satisfaction will have an impact on their life satisfaction. Figure 3 shows 

the conceptual view that links life satisfaction to consumer debt through financial 

well-being, to facilitate the narrative. 
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Figure 3: Conceptual view of consumer debt and life satisfaction 

2.3.2 Financial well-being as a component of life satisfaction 

Brüggen et al. (2017)  defines financial well-being (FWB) as “the perception of being 

able to sustain current and anticipated desired living standard and financial freedom” 

(p. 229). Complimenting this definition, Netemeyer et al. (2018) identified the two 

components of subjective well-being as current money management stress and an 

expectation of future financial security, which encompasses the assessor’s current 

assessment and future expectations regarding their financial status. Financial 

satisfaction is not interchangeable with FWB but a measure of FWB and is used by 

scholars as a prevalent construct to understand FWB (Brüggen et al., 2017; Nanda 

& Banerjee, 2021), therefore considered relevant for this study. 

 

The concept of FWB consists of both objective and subjective elements, with 

objective elements in as far as financial measures are concerned and subjective 

elements which are influenced by consumer behaviour due to psychological 

attributes and attitudes towards debt (Netemeyer et al., 2018). This distinction comes 

through in various research methodologies with some scholars taking objective 

measures of financial conditions or subjective measure through self-reported views 

from participants, or both. 

 

Ngamaba et al. (2020) determined that, as one of the determinants for SWB, financial 

satisfaction was positively and moderately associated with subjective well-being. 

However, there was a skew of this association to developed countries due to the 

population of studies being vast in those countries, which brings into question 

whether the conclusion can be deemed to developing countries. Netemeyer et al. 

(2018) concurred and took it further by concluding that, not only was financial well-

being positively associated with subjective well-being but determined that it was a 

key predictor of overall well-being compared to the other elements of subjective well-

being.  

 

FWB has a spillover effect on other domains of life satisfaction (Kahneman et al., 

1999).  Ryu and Fan (2023) determined an association between financial worries 

and psychological stress, which impacts the finances and health domains of life 

satisfaction. FWB can also impact the family through the household financial strain 

felt due to financial pressures (Athreya et al., 2019; French & Vigne, 2019; Friedline 
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et al., 2021). Poor FWB due to financial stress even as an impact at work through 

changes in leadership style and worker experiences  (Black et al., 2024; Spoelma & 

Fletcher, 2024). 

 

Financial conditions can have both the negative and positive effects on FWB. While 

financial distress was negatively associated with FWB (Bialowolski, Weziak-

Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 2021) along with risky indebtedness behaviour (Abrantes-

Braga & Veludo-de-Oliveira, 2020), financial security and financial capability had a 

positive association to FWB which then had a positive or negative spillover effect to 

consumer health. In a South African study, Reyers (2019) identified financial 

capability is an important predictor of emergency savings which enables 

preparedness for financial emergencies, thus placing consumers in an improved 

FWB state. In addition, Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, and McNeely (2021) 

showed financial control as positively related to FWB when compared to financial 

fragility while Tay et al. (2017) showed that income also played a moderator role in 

the negative impact of financial worry on FWB. Contributing to FWB and life 

satisfaction studies, Kollamparambil (2020) concluded that absolute income levels 

have a strong relationship with happiness in South Africa and the levels of happiness 

did not decline regardless of the increase in income inequality. However, as the study 

approach was income-focused rather than debt-focused, this reflects a gap to 

explore a debt-focused approach to determine a relationship with life satisfaction.  

2.4. Consumer debt and life satisfaction 

Literature has various studies related to the constructs of consumer debt and life 

satisfaction either directly studying the relationship between these constructs or 

studying the impact of debt on FWB which then affects life satisfaction. All these 

studies are relevant to this research due to the interchangeable nature in which life 

satisfaction and subjective well-being were used.  Table 2 shows the grouping of 

literature as it relates to the conceptual view of consumer debt and life satisfaction 

and has been used as a guide to narrative the relationship between the constructs. 

2.4.1 Impact through financial well-being 

Consumer debt impacts FWB through financial strain, financial worry and 

vulnerability on individuals and households (Black et al., 2024; Daud et al., 2019; 

French & Vigne, 2019; Tay et al., 2017). While financial strain is not holistically 

explained by consumer debt or indebtedness alone, there is a positive relationship 
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between consumer debt and financial strain (Black et al., 2024) and the relationship 

is stronger where debt products have higher interest rates (Greenberg et al., 2020).  

 

Consumer debt also impacts FWB through financial distress when severe 

delinquency levels are experienced and the consumer is regarded as over-indebted 

(Athreya et al., 2019; Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, & McNeely, 2021; Cesar 

Leandro & Botelho, 2022). Financial distress is also seen as financial fragility, which 

also compromises FWB  (Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, & McNeely, 2021). 

However, when evaluated with financial control as a positive impact on FWB, the 

negative association of financial fragility was not stronger than financial control which 

improves FWB (Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, & McNeely, 2021). This is good in 

proving that, while financial distress implies a severe impact on the consumer’s FWB, 

it signifies that consumers are not helpless to influence their FWB positively. 

 

2.4.2  Impact through sub-domains of life satisfaction 

Debt-related financial distress was associated with 51% of increased chances of the 

onset depression, impacting consumer mental health strongly compared to negative 

impacts on physical health (Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 2021). 

Although only 16% admitted to their health being quite affected by debt-related stress 

by Chen et al. (2021), debt was associated with higher levels of stress and lower 

physical health, which was more prominent in women with higher levels of credit card 

debt. This aligns with the observations by L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie (2023) that women’s 

health was more affected by debt related stress than men, with women exhibiting an 

average 30% more debt related stress than men. Furthermore, the internalised 

feelings of failure due to having debt were associated with worse physical and mental 

health, more prominent in women who were also not highly educated (Sweet, 2018). 

The magnitude of affected consumers varied on these US studies, although the 

conclusions on the negative association of consumer debt on physical and mental 

health was aligned.  

 

Consumer debt has an impact on job performance and family life, with women being 

more affected on job performance than men (L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023). The impact 

on the consumer’s work life is also evident in Spoelma and Fletcher (2024) where 

leadership styles were impacted by financial stress, although men more impacted 

than women unlike in L. F. Dunn and Mirzaie (2023). This was also supported by  
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Black et al. (2024) with observations of consumer debt negatively impacting work 

experiences and family relationships due to the financial strain. 

 

While student loans resulted in young adults having access to family support, 

engaged in social activities and had a higher self-esteem, this impacted life 

satisfaction differently in that self-esteem was positively related to life satisfaction but 

financial support was not (Fan & Ryu, 2023). Credit cards had no significant 

association with the young adults’ self-esteem nor their social activities and had no 

relationship with their life satisfaction (Fan & Ryu, 2023).  This was an interesting 

study which demonstrated how the young adults’ self-view and their group 

associations were affected positively by access to financial support, yet life 

satisfaction was not impacted in a similar manner. The observations differed from 

other studies which concluded both student loans and credit cards to be negatively 

associated with life satisfaction (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Greenberg 

& Mogilner, 2021). The self-view aspect of life satisfaction was also validated by 

(Sweet, 2018) since it was the consumer’s self-view as failure that resulted in the 

negative association with life satisfaction through negative health outcomes. 

 

Student loans were identified as the debt type with the strongest negative influence 

on life satisfaction due to the stress attached to repaying this debt after the benefit of 

the loan was achieved (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Greenberg & 

Mogilner, 2021).  However, this was not supported by Robb et al. (2019) as student 

loan debt did not have a negative association with financial satisfaction.  

2.5.  Consumer debt type influence on life satisfaction 

Unsecured debt products have a higher interest rate compared to secured debt 

products. This differentiating factor can drive the aversion of consumers to higher 

interest debt types (Greenberg et al., 2020; Martínez-Marquina & Shi, 2024) and can 

influence how consumers experience these debt types (Bialowolski & Weziak-

Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2021; Greenberg et al., 2020; 

Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Xiao et al., 2021). 

 

Greenberg and Mogilner (2021) determined that, although debt had a negative 

association to life satisfaction overall for all three debt types studied, student loans 

had a significant relationship to life satisfaction while mortgage loans and credit card 
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debt did not yield similar results. In addition,  Chen et al. (2021) identified high levels 

of credit card debt, student loans and loans from family as a significant impact on 

women’s stress levels thus impacting their health, compared to all other debt types. 

Furthermore, Mudrazija and Butrica (2023) concluded that, while secured products 

had a limited impact on consumers’ health, the impact from unsecured products was 

substantial. The studies reflect consistent results in the detriment effects that 

unsecured products have on consumer life satisfaction. 

 

Although Black et al. (2024) created a single debt complexity variance to test debt 

types against the life satisfaction of consumers, the complexity of debt showed a 

stronger relationship to financial strain compared to the amount of debt, proving the 

relevance of debt type to consumers’ view of their debt. Greenberg et al. (2020) 

observed that financial product sensitivity strongly predicted financial health due to 

consumers’ aversion to higher interest debt types, complementing the narrative on 

debt type relevance. These studies did not dissect the impact on life satisfaction per 

debt type, however, show the relevance of debt types in how consumers’ lives were 

impacted. 

 

Of the seven det types studied in China, the results were consistent with prior 

research that any type of debt is negatively associate to life satisfaction however the 

results were significant for medical debt, education, other debt, and mortgage loans, 

in this order (Xiao et al., 2021). The study further noted that the holdings of three 

debt types (medical, education, and mortgage loans), impacted both low-income and 

middle-income earners whereas two debt types (business or other debt) impacted 

only middle-income consumers (Xiao et al., 2021). Although consistent with previous 

research on the overall negative influence of consumer debt on life satisfaction, the 

debt types with the strongest impact consisted of both secured and unsecured debt 

type. 

 

The purpose and perception of credit was strongly highlighted by Bialowolski and 

Weziak-Bialowolska (2021)  where secured debt (mortgage loans and vehicle loans) 

increased life satisfaction compared to unsecured products (credit cards and student 

loans) due to the consumers’ perception influenced by the benefit still obtained from 

the assets linked to the debt.  Greenberg and Mogilner (2021) observed no significant 

association on mortgage loans whereas Bialowolski and Weziak-Bialowolska (2021) 
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showed an increase in life satisfaction. This could be due to the different research 

approached since  Bialowolski and Weziak-Bialowolska (2021) was a longitudinal study 

and  Greenberg and Mogilner (2021) was survey-based.
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Table 2: Literature review classification – Consumer debt and life satisfaction 

No Grouping Concept/sub-domain Country of study Reference
1 Debt and life satisfaction Debt type influence US Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021
2 Debt and FWB Through financial strain, spillover to Europe and North French & Vigne, 2019
3 Debt and life satisfaction Debt type influence US Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021
4 Debt and life satisfaction Health US Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 2021
5 Debt and FWB Through financial distress US Athreya et al, 2019
6 Debt and life satisfaction Health US Chen at al, 2021
7 Debt and life satisfaction Job performance, health, family life US Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023
8 Debt and life satisfaction Health, Self view US Sweet, 2018
9 FWB and SWB Spillover to health US Ryu & Fan, 2022

10 FWB and SWB Global (majority of Ngamaba et al., 2020
11 Debt and life satisfaction Work , debt type influence US Black et al., 2024
12 FWB and SWB Spillover to work US Spoelma & Fletcher, 2024
13 Debt and life satisfaction Health, debt type influence US A.E. Greenberg et al, 2020
14 Debt and life satisfaction Through financial worry Global (majority US) Tay et al., 2017
15 Debt and life satisfaction Health US Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023
16 Debt and FWB US Robb, et al., 2018
17 FWB and SWB US Netemeyer, et al. 2018
18 Debt and FWB Financial vulnerability Malaysia Daud et al., 2019
19 Debt and life satisfaction Through financial stress US Fan & Ryu, 2021
20 FWB and SWB Spillover to family US Friedline et al., 2021
21 Debt and life satisfaction Debt type influence China Xiao et al, 2021
22 FWB and SWB US Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 2021
23 Debt and FWB Through financial distress Global (majority US) Leandro & Botelho, 2022
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2.6. Perception of consumer debt as “debt”  

The concept of good and bad debt emerges from the interpretation that, depending 

on the type of debt taken and the purpose from which it was taken, the influence on 

life satisfaction is then positive or negative (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021). 

In this context, mortgage loans and car loans have a positive impact on life 

satisfaction as the benefit from the product obtained through debt outweighs the 

burden of repayment attached to debt (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021). 

(Greenberg et al., 2020) supports this in concluding that the consumer’s sensitivity 

to the type of debt product is a strong predictor of financial health as consumers can 

make decisions which will not be detrimental to their financial health. However, Black 

et al. (2024) argued that even when debt is considered good, it can still result in 

financial strain if complexity of debt is considered where a consumer has various 

types of debt which impose a demand on their financial resources. 

 

The amount of debt is not the determinant of the perception the consumer may have 

of their debt since Bialowolski and Weziak-Bialowolska (2021) determined that 

mortgage loans increase life satisfaction although much higher in debt value. Black 

et al. (2024) supported this as it was the complexity of debt rather than the amount 

of debt that had a stronger association with financial strain in their study although the 

amount of debt also had a positive association with financial strain.  

 

Consumers with a distorted view of credit limits by seeing these limits as additional 

income end up budgeting and buying at a level that exceeds their real income which 

contributes to risky indebtedness behaviour that can ultimately affect their financial 

well-being (Abrantes-Braga & Veludo-de-Oliveira, 2020). This also reflects an 

important element of the consumers’ perception and how it influences their behaviour 

which ultimately affects their well-being. Greenberg and Mogilner (2021), while 

agreeing with the negative relationship between the type of debt and impact on life 

satisfaction, took it further and argued it is the labelling of debt as “debt” which 

influences the life satisfaction of the consumer. In this context, even if credit cards 

have a high interest rates and mortgage loans were the highest in value, these did 

not have a negative impact on life satisfaction since the consumers did not label it 

as debt as strongly as student loans. 
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The studies referred to above were performed in developed countries and therefore 

cannot be assumed to apply to emerging economies.  

 

The South African terms “we owe until we die” and “we are now working for 

mashonisa (loan sharks)” (James, 2021, p. 38) which exist in different generations 

in South Africa signifies a life sentence and provides a glimpse of South Africans’ 

perception of debt in general without consideration to debt types, albeit to a very 

limited extent. The purpose of the study was not to explore the impact of debt on life 

satisfaction or well-being but rather the impact of financialisation in South Africa’s 

post-apartheid regime. Without specifically exploring further, the evidence cannot be 

interpreted as having a negative impact on life satisfaction based on the perception 

of debt. Webb (2023) supports this study and observed that it was this form of 

indebtedness that students associated with which resulted in students supporting the 

#FeesMustFall movement. Students understood the indebtedness that would come 

in the form of the repayments to NSFAS after completion of their studies which would 

collide with the family obligations arising from ‘black tax’ (Webb, 2023). 

2.7. Theory contributions 

The objective of this research is to add to the existing body of literature which seeks 

to understand the impact of debt on the consumer’s well-being, which is underpinned 

by the subjective well-being theory. 

 

The subjective well-being theory is concerned with how people view their own lives 

and emotional experiences (Diener et al., 2017). The theory recognises the three 

main domains of subjective well-being which are positive affect, negative affect and 

life satisfaction Diener et al. (2017). Life satisfaction is further divided into various 

sub-domains of work, one’s group, health, financial well-being, self-view, family, and 

leisure as outlined in figure 3. Financial well-being is deemed to be the key predictor 

of financial well-being (Netemeyer et al., 2018). Financial well-being further has 

spillover effects on other sub-domains of life satisfaction, further validating its 

importance (Tay et al., 2017).   

 

This study used life satisfaction as the domain to measure the subjective well-being 

of South African consumers, which is the core concern of this study. Life satisfaction 

was measured using the satisfaction with life scales and measures the individual’s 
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well-being based on their cognitive judgmental process  (Diener, Emmons, Larsem, 

et al., 1985; Diener et al., 1999, 2017). These cognitive judgments were determined 

using the survey questionnaire which were distributed via a survey tool to collect 

data. 

 

Recent studies have focused on understanding the impact of consumer debt and the 

impact on various aspects of the consumer’s life satisfaction due to the financial 

strain and stress it brings. Existing literature demonstrated the impact on the 

consumer’s physical and mental health (Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 

2021; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Sweet, 2018), with one of the 

studies concluding that the impact on mental health was more significant compared 

to physical health (Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 2021). The impact 

on work through leadership style changes and work experiences due to the stress of 

debt was also demonstrated (Black et al., 2024; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Spoelma 

& Fletcher, 2024). Finally, studies also demonstrated the impact through social 

groups and one’s self view of their lives (Fan & Ryu, 2023; Sweet, 2018). 

 

The type of debt held by the consumer and perception of benefits that the consumer 

obtains from the assets purchases with debt has also been highlighted as relevant 

in how it impacts the consumer’s life satisfaction Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska 

(2021; Black et al., 2024; Greenberg et al., 2020; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Xiao et 

al., 2021). The researcher aims to add to this body of existing debt and subjective 

well-being literature (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021) in the context of an emerging 

economy as most of the research is in the developed economy context. 

2.8. Conclusion 

Chapter 2 discussed the applicable, relevant theory for the two constructs identified 

in the research to determine what previous studies have established and to 

determine the gap that can be addressed in literature with this study. There have 

been various studies performed on consumer debt and how it impacts life 

satisfaction. However, most of the studies have been in developed countries, with a 

few developing countries captured in the literature due to the scarcity of highly rated 

literature in this context. The researcher aims to contribute to the debt and subjective 

well-being literature through this research, in the South African context. The next 
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chapter discusses the identified research hypotheses determined from the literature 

review performed. 
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3. CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES 

3.1. Introduction 

The research aimed to answer the overarching research question of: How do South 

African consumers’ debt impact their life satisfaction? The sub-questions that are 

related will be: Does South African consumer debt impact consumer life satisfaction 

differently for different types of debt held? Do South African consumers’ debt 

perception of debt types held impact life satisfaction based on this perception? 

 

3.2. Consumer debt and life satisfaction 

Consumer debt compromises FWB of consumers and hinders overall well-being of 

individuals and society at large (Netemeyer et al., 2018). Consumer debt has a 

negative impact on FWB due to the financial strain, financial distress and financial 

worry caused (Athreya et al., 2019; Fan & Ryu, 2023; French & Vigne, 2019; Tay et 

al., 2017). The financial strain, distress and worry associated with debt has an impact 

on various aspects of consumers’ lives that impact life satisfaction, which manifests 

through the deterioration of physical and mental health (Bialowolski, Weziak-

Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 2021; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Sweet, 

2018), work (Black et al., 2024; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Spoelma & Fletcher, 

2024), social lives Fan & Ryu, 2023,  and one’s self view (Fan & Ryu, 2023; Sweet, 

2018). The results of these studies were consistent in observing a negative 

relationship between consumer debt and life satisfaction through deteriorated FWB 

and life satisfaction. 

 

South African specific studies on debt and impact on life provide a glimpse of a 

negative impact of debt to life satisfactions, due to pressures of ‘black tax’ and an 

‘acceptance’ of the life sentence, which comes with debt having an impact from one 

generation to the other due to the South African history (James, 2021; Webb, 2021). 

Kollamparambil (2020) contributed to the FWB and subjective well-being literature 

and posited that the increase in income levels has a positive relationship with 

happiness in South Africa. However, this study was income-based, leaving a gap of 

a debt-focused approach study to determine its impact on life satisfaction. South 

African men were found to be financially resilient compared to women (Zeka & 

Alhassan, 2024), which would be expected to yield results that are better than 

women where FWB is concerned due to the impact of debt. The insight into FWB of 
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South Africans and a view of the impact of debt in their lives is too limited from these 

studies, therefore cannot be used to form a hypothesis. However, based on the levels 

of inequality in South Africa (Chancel et al., 2023) and the known impact that was 

experienced from the COVID-19 globally which impacted consumers’ FWB (Fan & 

Ryu, 2023; Friedline et al., 2021), the researcher expects the impact of debt on life 

satisfaction to align to observations from developed countries. 

 

Based on the above factors, the hypothesis that was developed to answer research 

question 1 was: 

 

H1: Consumer debt has a significant negative relationship with life satisfaction (Null 

hypothesis - H10) 

 

Alternative hypothesis (H11): Consumer debt has no significant negative relationship 

with life satisfaction  

 

3.3.  Consumer debt type and life satisfaction 

The impact on life satisfaction is determined by the type of debt held (Bialowolski & 

Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). When consumers are 

sensitive to the type of debt taken or the interest rate structure of that debt, it predicts 

the impact on their life satisfaction (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Black 

et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2021; Greenberg et al., 2020; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; 

Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Xiao et al., 2021). 

 

Some studies identified unsecured debt to strongly influence life satisfaction 

compared to secured products (Chen et al., 2021; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; 

Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023). Bialowolski and Weziak-Bialowolska (2021) observed 

that mortgage loans and vehicle loans increased life satisfaction due to the benefit 

obtained from the assets linked to debt while credit cards and student loans 

decreased life satisfaction as the benefit from this debt was either short-term or 

passed. Xiao et al. (2021) also conclude that the top three debt types that has a 

strong negative impact on life satisfaction were unsecured, although these results 

differed slightly to previous research. 
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Unsecured products in emerging economies are higher than developed countries 

(Badarinza et al., 2019). In addition, unsecured debt has higher interest rates which 

consumers are sensitive to (Greenberg et al., 2020; Martínez-Marquina & Shi, 2024). 

These factors, together with results of existing literature, led to the following 

hypothesis that was developed to answer research question 2: 

 

H2: Unsecured consumer debt types will have a stronger negative relationship with 

life satisfaction compared to secured consumer debt types (null hypothesis – H20). 

 

Alternative hypothesis (H21): Unsecured consumer debt types will have no stronger 

negative relationship with life satisfaction compared to secured consumer debt types. 

 

3.4. Consumer perception of debt as “debt” and life satisfaction 

The quantum of debt does not necessarily result in the being perceived as having a 

positive or negative impact on life satisfaction, but rather the type or complexity of 

debt (Black et al., 2024; Greenberg et al., 2020; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). 

 

The purpose for which debt was taken results in the debt being associated with 

emotions of being good or bad (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021), which brings 

perceptions due to emotional responses associated with debt, regardless of the 

amount of the debt. Even when debt is considered good due to the purpose it serves 

in a consumer’s life, once it becomes a burden on the available financial resource, it 

can change the perception of the consumer (Black et al., 2024). In addition, the 

perception of credit limits as additional income in the context of credit cards as 

consumer debt, leads consumers to have risky indebtedness behaviour which can 

impact their life satisfaction negatively (Abrantes-Braga & Veludo-de-Oliveira, 2020), 

further supporting the influence the perception of debt has on consumers behaviour.  

Greenberg and Mogilner (2021) posits it is the labelling of debt as debt that carries the 

most weight on the consumer’s perception of that debt which then determines the 

impact on their life satisfaction rather than the amount of debt.  

 

South African studies give a limited view of the burden of debt due to limited financial 

resources of the middle class which creates a necessity of multiple debt being 

obtained to maintain extended households (James, 2021). However, this view is of 
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overall ‘weight’ of debt without consideration of the type of debt, which reflects a gap 

for studies to be performed.  

 

Considering the above factors, the hypothesis that was developed to answer 

research question 3 was: 

 

H3: Consumer debt perceived as ‘debt’ has a significant negative relationship with 

life satisfaction (null hypothesis - H30) 

 

Alternative hypothesis (H31): Consumer debt perceived as ‘debt’ has no significant 

negative relationship with life satisfaction 

 

3.5. Conclusion 

 

Chapter 3 aimed to provide a view of how recent relevant literature relating to 

consumer debt and its impact on overall subjective well-being was used to develop 

the hypothesis to be tested as part of this research. Figure 4 provides a conceptual 

model of the study to test the relationship between consumer debt and life 

satisfaction in South African consumers. The next section discusses the proposed 

research design and methodology for the hypotheses identified. 

 

 

Figure 4: Conceptual model of study 
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4. CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

The research methodology selected was based on existing literature as the two 

variables applicable to this study have been studied before. Each component of the 

research methodology followed will be outlined and justified below. 

4.1. Choice of methodology 

A descriptive, explanatory research design was adopted to obtain insight into the 

South African consumer debt and its impact on the consumers’ life satisfaction, with 

consumer debt being an independent variable and life satisfaction being a dependent 

variable. The research was focused on South African individuals that have diverse 

debt types in their finance portfolio which was collected through questionnaires that 

was completed as part of the survey. The questionnaire was designed to include the 

qualifying question of being South African prior to completion. Where individuals did 

not meet this qualifying criterion, the survey could not be completed. A South African 

was regarded as anyone with a South African ID number and permanently resides 

in South Africa. In the explanatory research design, data is collected and analysed 

using statistical methods to explain relationships (Barczak, 2015; Saunders & Lewis, 

2018). 

 

A positivism philosophy was followed as this is a quantitative study with hypotheses 

based on existing theory and literature which involved collecting data that was 

statistically analysed and measured, with the expectation that if the study were to be 

repeated, similar results would be achieved as human influence was minimised if not 

eliminated (Barczak, 2015; Saunders & Lewis, 2018). The constructs studied were 

previously studied in the US (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 

2024; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & 

Mogilner, 2021; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Sweet, 2018; Tay et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 

2021), further supporting the positivism approach of the study. 

 

The ontological and epistemological assumptions were applied to this research as 

both constructs studied have subjective elements which creates the importance of not 

creating undue realities or conclusions about the data collected as the research 

progresses (Solem, 2003). As the researcher is also a South African consumer that 

considers it important to understand factors that impact individuals’ well-being, it is 

important that the axiological assumptions made from the researcher’s own values 
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and beliefs maintain neutrality and objectivity during the research process (Saunders 

& Lewis, 2018; Solem, 2003). 

 

A deductive approach was followed for this research. A deductive research approach 

is normally employed with quantitative studies where a theory is identified, 

hypothesis developed and then tested (Barczak, 2015). Saunders and Lewis (2018) 

define the deductive approach as involving a development of a research question 

from the existing theory, developing hypothesis from the questions using testable 

propositions which involve a relationship between identified variables, collecting 

data, analysis the data and the concluding whether the theory is confirmed or not. 

The two variables identified in this research have been previously studied 

quantitatively mostly in the developed country context and therefore are based on 

existing theory, validifying the deductive approach (Bialowolski & Weziak-

Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; 

Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Sweet, 

2018; Tay et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2021). 

 

A mono research choice was applied as the survey was the only method of primary 

data collection utilised during the research process (Saunders & Lewis, 2018), due 

to the limited time available to collect data. The previous studies also utilised surveys 

from publicly available data or privately sourced data using survey platforms as the 

research methodology choice (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 

2024; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & 

Mogilner, 2021; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Sweet, 2018; Tay et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 

2021). 

 

The life satisfaction study suggested that the relationship between consumer debt 

and life satisfaction was negative which aligns to H1 of this research and used the 

same method to determine life satisfaction (Poalses & Tustin, 2023). The difference 

in approach compared to this existing South African research is that the relationships 

established between the identified constructs was at an overall financial well-being 

level whereas this study aimed to determine the relationship at overall debt and debt 

type levels. Therefore, secondary data could only partially fulfil the objectives of this 

study, therefore was not used (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). 
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A survey was conducted using questionnaire in line with the approach followed in 

similar studies (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 2024; Chen et 

al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; 

Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Sweet, 2018; Tay et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2021). The 

questionnaire used was obtained from peer reviewed academic article (Greenberg 

& Mogilner, 2021), and modified for South African relevance where necessary.  

 

Due to time limitations arising from the Masters in Business Administration (MBA) 

course, a cross-sectional study was performed, which represents a view of this study 

at a particular point in time this year (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). However, other 

studies used cross sectional research for these constructs together with longitudinal 

studies, although the majority were longitudinal studies (Greenberg et al., 2020; 

Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Sweet, 2018; Tay et al., 2017). 

 

Consideration was made to use the available secondary data from the National 

Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) (Southern Africa Labour and Development 

Research Unit (SALDRU), 2017) waves four and five as a form of a longitudinal 

study in line with the approaches in previous studies (Bialowolski & Weziak-

Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; 

Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Sweet, 

2018; Tay et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2021). The NIDS has an advantage as it consists 

of large volumes of data which is a good representation of the population.  However, 

the waves four and five studies were completed in 2014/2015 and 2017 respectively, 

which is more than five years ago and may no longer be relevant for research 

purposes. This secondary data was not utilised in this research responses obtained 

were reasonable compared to the number of questionnaire sent out.  

 

4.2. Population  

Saunders and Lewis (2018) state the population needs to be a complete set of data 

that is available to the researcher (p. 138). The population consisted of all South 

Africans that were expected to have multiple debt products, including secured and 

unsecured debt products. As these criteria could not be pre-determined before the 

data was collected, the survey was conducted on all reachable adult individuals who 

were expected to have debt. The population was selected across all provinces in 
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South Africa based on the individuals that could be reached to secure as many 

respondents as possible.  

 

Most of the studies used available national secondary data to conduct their research 

as the information had adequate and relevant information for the study (Bialowolski 

& Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & 

Mirzaie, 2023; Fan & Ryu, 2023; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Xiao et al., 2021). Due 

to the consumer information being protected by the Protection of Privacy and 

Information Act (POPIA), this information is only maintained by regulated institutions 

like TransUnion, the South African Credit & Risk Reporting Association (SACRRA) 

and bureaus like Experian that collect data from credit providers for statistical 

purposes which is not available to the public.  

 

Ideally, the survey would have been distributed the 27.92 million credit active 

consumers in South Africa (NCR, 2024a) to ensure completeness. However, this is 

not possible and therefore, the study was conducted on all the debtholders that could 

be reached. Saunders and Lewis (2018) also recognise that it is not always possible 

to reach the entire population therefore most researchers usually collect data from a 

sample, particularly in academic situations where there is limited time to conduct the 

research.   

4.3. Unit of analysis  

The unit of analysis was done at an individual level, in line with the approach of 

previous similar studies (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 2024; 

Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & 

Mogilner, 2021; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Sweet, 2018; Tay et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 

2021). 

4.4. Sampling method and size 

The sampling method and size are elaborated on below. 

 

4.4.1 Sampling method 

A non-probability sampling technique using purposive sampling was applied as the 

sample was selected from a complete list of the population but was based on the 

researcher’s judgment of which individuals are likely to meet the criteria required for 
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the research (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). The sample consisted of individuals selected 

from the predefined population across all provinces in South Africa, with permanent 

residence in South Africa, had a South African ID numbers and possibly had multiple 

debt products based on the researchers’ judgment.  

 

Since the existence of multiple debt products could not be pre-determined, the 

survey was structured with rules that enabled the participants to indicate the debt 

types applicable, in line with previous research (Black et al., 2024; Greenberg et al., 

2020; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). This ensured that the final sample selected met 

the criteria required for the purposes of this study. 

 

Similar quantitative studies utilised large samples of secondary data available and 

used of platforms like Amazon Mechanical Turk in the US where survey participants  

were paid to complete the survey (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Black et 

al., 2024; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg 

& Mogilner, 2021; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Sweet, 2018; Tay et al., 2017; Xiao et 

al., 2021). Some studies used a combination of the two methods (Black et al., 2024; 

Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021).   

 

The sample was obtained from the researcher’s personal network which was 

reached via WhatsApp and LinkedIn social media platforms, e-mail, and face-to-face 

requests made prior to sharing the survey link. Each individual approached through 

these platforms was requested to forward the survey link to friends and family, to 

obtain as many respondents as possible.  

 

4.4.2 Sampling size 

Where cross-sectional studies were conducted as a stand-alone study or to 

supplemented a longitudinal study, the sample sizes were 286 (Sweet, 2018), 458 

(Black et al., 2024), 494 (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021), 985 (Greenberg & Mogilner, 

2021), 536 (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021), 1008 (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021), 401 

(Greenberg et al., 2020), and 1008 (Greenberg et al., 2020). The participants on 

these studies were paid, and therefore the numbers are on the higher side than would 

be reached through purposive sampling.  
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Where survey participants are paid to participate in the study, the number of 

responses becomes higher (Church, 1993), resulting in data large enough to make 

reasonable conclusions. The researcher used these sample numbers as a guide on 

what was achieved on previous studies. The sample reached was not paid since the 

institution requirements do not allow paying survey participants; the survey was on 

a voluntary basis.  

 

An estimated average minimum of 503 respondents was required for this study if the 

average number of 3.4 accounts per customer is used and considering the statistical 

requirement of seven to eight respondents per question (Zikmund et al., 2013). This 

estimated number aligned to previous cross-sectional studies.  

 

A total of 186 of respondents was achieved. Of these respondents, 9 were not South 

African and were therefore not included in the final sample analysed. A further 

exclusion of incomplete responses was made, resulting in the final of 139 

respondents analysed for the purposes of this research. The sample size is lower 

than the previous studies however, considering the voluntary participation and length 

of the questionnaire, the researcher expected that the results could be lower than 

the targeted number .  

 

4.5. Measurement Instrument  

A questionnaire was used as the method primary method of data collection through 

a survey. Questionnaires are an appropriate measurement instrument in 

quantitative-explanatory descriptive research as large samples of data are required 

and it facilitates a standardised method of data collections which is subject to less 

interpretation challenges (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). Appropriate open and closed 

questionnaires were adopted from literature however, appropriateness of the 

questionnaire wording was assessed and adjusted where appropriate to suit the 

South African context of the study. This was applicable, for example, for the currency 

indicated on the questionnaire, the demographic choices and debt types included in 

the study. Student loans were not included in this research as a separate debt type 

as these do not feature as a significant loan type in South Africa, which necessitated 

the adaptation of the debt types available for selection on the questionnaire. Student 

loans were catered for as part of other debt types available for selection. 
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The questionnaire included various types of questions which can be used on the 

questionnaire  (Saunders & Lewis, 2018, pp. 150–151). Section A consisted of 

demographics information like age, ethnicity, gender, education, income, etc. which 

consisted mainly of categorical questions and one quantity question to obtain the 

demographic profile of the respondents (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). Income 

categories used in the questionnaire were aligned to the Quarterly Labour Force 

Survey (QLFS) as these are relevant for the South African context and enabled the 

researcher the ability to analyse the responses using various classes of income 

(Stats SA, 2023, p. 47).   

 

Sections B to F consisted of similar questions relating to different debt types 

(mortgages, vehicle loans, credit card debt, personal loans, and other debt types) to 

determine the asset holdings (for mortgages and vehicle loans) and debt holdings. 

The holdings were determined using categorial questions and objective measures of 

debt (amount, interest rate) were requested using quantity questions. The perception 

of debt was determined using open and closed questions. The closed questions were 

of a rating nature using a 7-point Likert scale with 1 being “not at all” to 7 being “very 

much”. The open question requested a brief narrative from respondents about their 

thoughts and feelings about their debt (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). Respondents 

were also requested to advise if they are personally liable for paying the debt to get 

full information on the potential impact of the debt on the individual (Greenberg & 

Mogilner, 2021).  Open questions were kept to a minimum, and the wording of 

questions was similar across different debt types, to minimise cognitive investment 

time and improve intuitiveness of respondents as survey respondents can be 

inattentive (Brosnan et al., 2019).  The questionnaire used is reflected in Appendix 

C. 

 

Life satisfaction was assessed in Section G using the 7-point Likert life satisfaction 

scale which measures life satisfaction as a cognitive-judgmental process (Diener, 

Emmons, Larsem, et al., 1985, p. 71). Participants were asked five questions and 

requested to rate them from one to seven; for example “I am satisfied with my life” 

with 1 being “strongly disagree” and 7 being “strongly agree” (Diener, Emmons, 

Larsem, et al., 1985, p. 72).  
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4.6. Data gathering process  

The survey was distributed online using SurveyMonkey as a self-administered tool 

of data collection. After obtaining approval from the ethical clearance process 12 

August, the questionnaire was prepared on the survey tool and a pilot study was 

kicked off on 18 August 2024. A pre-test survey link was distributed to selected 

individuals from the researcher’s network who were expected to meet the criteria 

required via WhatsApp and e-mail, to gauge the understanding and effectiveness of 

the questionnaire as a pilot study. The pre-test participants were requested to report 

back on the time taken to complete the survey, the number of debt types they have, 

understanding of the questions, ease of completion from using the tool, and any other 

relevant feedback from the completion process. 15 responses were obtained from 

the pilot study, refer to Appendix D. 

 

4.7. Pre-test feedback 

Most of the pilot study participants reported no difficulties in understanding the 

questions. One of the participants did not notice the difference between question 

seven and eight in Section A of the questionnaire. Therefore, to highlight the 

difference, the distinctive part of these questions was underlined prior to the final 

survey link distribution. 

 

Participants with two or more debt types took between 10 to 30 minutes to complete 

the survey, the longest time reported arising from time taken to look up some debt 

type information. To address this feedback, the consent form narrative was updated 

to indicate that, while the survey was expected to take approximately 20 minutes, 

this depended on the debt types applicable. 

 

The flow of the survey had to be updated as it did not move from each section as 

expected, and this was updated prior to the final survey link being sent. This arose 

due to the skip logic rules within the survey tool.  

 

The questionnaire was also updated to indicate whether one or more answers could 

be selected and to ensure that the answering of questions was indicated as 

compulsory, based on additional feedback received. 

 



44 
 

The only feedback which was not addresses related to the concern about the number 

of questions. The researcher took time to set up the questionnaire in line with 

academic literature and to modify it to applicable debt types in South Africa. The 

decision was made to gather all the relevant information to avoid compromising the 

results of the study. 

 

4.8. Final survey distribution 

After updating the questionnaire for the pre-test feedback received, a new link was 

generated and distributed from 18 August 2024 (refer to Appendix D). The link was 

distributed through social media via WhatsApp and LinkedIn platforms, e-email, and 

face-to-face interactions to the researcher’s network across the provinces in South 

Africa. All participants were requested to participate voluntarily and were requested 

to forward the survey link to their personal networks. The data collection process 

was closed on 06 October 2024. 

 

The researcher conducted weekly follows-ups on the surveys distributed as these 

were considered effective in increasing the number of responses from surveys 

(Deutskens et al., 2004). The researcher was cognisant of the long nature of the 

questionnaire with 84 questions if the respondent has all debt types, which may have 

a bearing on the quality of the responses obtained (Deutskens et al., 2004). This was 

reflected in the estimated time of completion of 27 minutes and 66% estimated 

completion rate from the survey tool, should the participant indicate all debt types 

were applicable (refer to Appendix D). A final completion rate of 75% was achieved 

with an average of 9 minutes taken to complete the survey.  

  

4.9. Data analysis approach  

Descriptive and inferential statistics were run on the IBM SPSS statistical tool based 

on the nature of data that was analysed. A combination of independent t-tests, 2-way 

ANOVA, correlation tests and multiple regression analysis were run as detailed in 

chapter 5 to determine the relationship between consumer debt independent 

variables and life satisfaction as a dependent variable, using the life with satisfaction 

scale.  
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The data collected was categorial nominal and ordinal data, scale, and qualitative 

data from open-ended questions. After determining the reliability and validity of data, 

descriptive statistics were finalised to determine the total number of the sample as 

N=130, which was the same as the total number of qualifying respondents from the 

survey. Due to respondents not having all types of debt, there were different numbers 

of data run for each debt type depending on qualifying respondents. The researcher 

performed checks on the split and determined these to be accurate. 

 

The statistical assumptions for the different tests were checked prior to proceeding 

with the tests. Where outliers were identified which compromise the normality and 

skewness of the data, the researcher made a judgment call on these and deleted 

those data points where these were extreme. Due to the open-ended nature of some 

questions relating to scale data, the data was prone to errors from respondents. 

 

All statistical tests were run at a 95% confidence level. All results with a sig value 

that was less than 0.05 was interpreted as significant based on statistical principles. 

Results of all statistical tests are presented in chapter 5 with relevant appendices 

included. 

 

4.10. Quality controls  

The Gordon Institute of Business School (GIBS) protocols were followed to ensure 

that data collection is done in line with guidance principles. The ethical clearance 

approval was obtained on 12 August 2024 prior to commencing the data gathering 

process on 18 August 2024. 

 

The collection of data was conducted with utmost integrity to ensure there was no 

duplications of data. To ensure only South African data was collected, a qualifying 

question was included as the first question of the questionnaire. Non-South Africans 

could not proceed with the survey based on the set-up done on the survey tool by 

the researcher.  

 

A pilot study was conducted on participants who had similar characteristics as the 

targeted population, to ensure that the questionnaire is understandable and not 

ambiguous to the participants. All necessary changes were made from the pilot 
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feedback and a separate link was generated to ensure the pilot study responses 

were excluded from the final sample analysed.  

 

To the most possible extent, the researcher utilised the SurveyMonkey survey tool 

functionality to eliminate duplicate responses from the same participants. As part of 

the data clean-up process, the researcher further checked for duplicates in IP 

addresses.  

 

All incomplete or unknown responses were eliminated from final sample used as on 

the data analysis.  Greenberg and Mogilner (2021) had no challenges with the survey 

conducted and performed similar treatment where respondents did not know the 

values owed, giving confidence to the researcher that the use of this questionnaire 

as the basis of the study has yielded successful results. 

 

The researcher aimed to eliminate bias in the data collected by distributing the survey 

link not only to colleagues and ex colleagues but also a mixed demographic of the 

target population accessed at church and workshop attended at the University of 

Pretoria in August 2024. The researcher recognises that the risk of bias in the data 

would not have been fully eliminated due to the demographic characteristics of most 

of the personal network. 

 

The reliability of the data was determined using the Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient 

(Cronbach’s Alpha). The Cronbach’s Alpha measures the internal consistency 

reliability of the relevant questions to assess the applicable constructs (Hair et al., 

2021; Taber, 2018).  

 

The validity of the data was determined using the Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), 

which aims to determine the common factors or relationships in the questions 

included in the questionnaire for effectiveness in measuring the identified variables 

or constructs (Beavers et al., 2013; Goretzko et al., 2021; Watkins, 2018). Although 

the preference in psychological studies is that the sample size be large to determine 

validity through EFA, current practice utilises EFA on various sample sizes (Goretzko 

et al., 2021). 
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4.11. Limitations 

This study was subject to limitations of culture and specific dynamics of the country 

being studied and therefore cannot be extrapolated to other developing countries like 

South Africa by virtue of those countries’ economic status (Greenberg & Mogilner, 

2021).  

 

Due to purposive sampling, the sample size of 130 is not large and therefore is an 

inadequate representation of the population, therefore limiting the ability to 

generalise the data. This is especially the case since the number of credit active 

consumers if close to 30 million, which is a large population.  

 

The survey as a method of data collection is not comprehensive in nature as it is not 

detailed like other research strategies, which becomes a limitation (Saunders & 

Lewis, 2018). In addition, while the questionnaire attempted to capture emotional 

state of the survey participants, it is possible that other factors may influence the 

participants’ perceptions in addition to their debt status.  

 

The study was cross-sectional in nature which captures the status at a point in time, 

it did not allow the tracking of results over time. Tracking of results over time would 

have provided insights into how changes in economic conditions and participants’ 

circumstances over time as done in most of similar studies (Bialowolski & Weziak-

Bialowolska, 2021; Black et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023; 

Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Sweet, 

2018; Tay et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2021). 

 

4.12. Conclusion 

Chapter 4 discussed the research methodology design and choices that was 

followed in conducting this study in line with the acceptable research standards 

recommended in literature, including the limitations identified. 
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5. CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH RESULTS 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter presents the research results by first describing the sample obtained, 

demonstrating the reliability and validity of the data, describing data transformations 

performed and statistical results per hypothesis. 

 

The IBM SPSS statistical tool was used to analyse the data with only relevant 

findings presented as part of this chapter. The statistical tests ran were the 

independent t-tests, Pearson’s correlation, Spearman’s correlation, 2-way ANOVA, 

and multiple regression analysis. The selection of tests depended on the types of 

independent variables tested, with the dependent variable being life satisfaction as 

a continuous variable. The life satisfaction scale was utilised by calculating the score 

as guided in academic articles (Diener, Emmons, Larsem, et al., 1985; Diener, 

Emmons, Larsen, et al., 1985). All statistical tests were run at a 95% confidence 

level. The detailed results from the tool are presented in Appendix G to appendix AD. 

 

5.2. Description of sample  

A total of 186 respondents were achieved from the survey (see appendix D). 9 

respondents were not South African, therefore did not qualify to continue with the 

survey and the survey ended accordingly, which left 177 South African respondents. 

Of the 177 respondents, 47 did not complete the survey which left a final of 130 

respondents’ data to analyse (N = 130), refer to Appendix F. The researcher was 

aware that, due to the long nature of the questionnaire if the respondent had more 

debt types, the more challenging it could be to complete the questionnaire 

(Deutskens et al., 2004).             
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Figure 5: Gender demographics Figure 6: Age demographics 

(Source: SPSS)  (Source: SPSS) 

 

The sample was skewed towards femes with a total of 86 (66.15%) female 

respondents and the balance of 86 (33.8%) 33.85% being male. Most of the sample 

was represented by the 35 to 44 age group (52.3%), followed by the 25-34 age group 

(23.1%), followed by the 45-54 age group (15.4%), then the 55-64 age group (6.9%), 

with the balance being the 18-24 age group (2.3%). 

 

Figure 7: Population demographics (Source: SPSS)            

                          

The population was skewed to African/Black with a representation of 103 (79.2%) 

respondents, followed by White with a representation of 15 (11.5%), then the 

Indian/Asian population group with 8 (6.2%), and the Coloured population group with 

4 (3.1%) respondents.  
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Figure 8: Employment demographics (Source: SPSS) 

 

Most respondents are employed with a representation of 112 (86.2%), followed by 

self-employed respondents with a representation of 9 (6.9%), and the balance being 

unemployed with 9 (6.9%) respondents. 

 

 

Figure 9: Education demographics (Source: SPSS) 

 

The sample was skewed to highly educated respondents with the highest group of 

55 (42.3%) having Honours/Postgraduate diplomas, followed by 26 (20%) 

Masters/Doctorate level respondents, then 23 (17.7%) Bachelor’s degree 

respondents, 16 (12.3%) Certificate/Diploma holders, 9 (6.9%) Matric holders, and 

one (0.8%) respondent with a CA(SA) professional qualification, which is also a 

higher level educated respondent. 
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Figure 10: Own income demographics (Source: SPSS) 

 

The respondents’ own income is well distributed across income groups with the R83 

301+ category represented by 38 (29.2%) respondents, followed by the R37 501 - 

R54 167 category with 21 (16.2%) respondents, then the R0 - R16 000 group with 

17 (13.1%) respondents, followed by the R16 001 - R30 000, R30 001 - R37 500, 

and R70 801 - R83 300 each represented by 13 (10%) respondents,  10 respondents 

from the R54 168 - R62 500 category, and five (3.8%) respondents from the R62 501 

– R70 800 category. This representation reflects a sample group mainly in the 

middle-income and higher-income class, although there is representation from the 

lower income and unemployed group. 
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Figure 11: Household income demographics (Source: SPSS) 

 

The R83 301+ group has increased on the household income which could be 

because of those with partners or married, and are supported by their partners’ or 

spouses’ income to support the household. This group is higher than the individual 

income with 49 (37.7%) representing this group and remaining the highest 

representation. This is followed by the R0 – R16 000 and R16 001 – R30 000 group 

each with a representation of 17 (13.1%) respondents. The R0 – R16 000 is similar 

to the individual income representation, which may be due to the single marital status 

of these respondents. The R37 501 – R54 167 is the next group with 15 (11.5%) 

respondents representing, followed by the R70 801 – R83 300 with 10 (7.7%) 

respondents, followed by the R62 501 – R70 800 group with 9 (6.9%) respondents, 

the R54 168 – 62 500 group with 7 (5.4%) respondents, and lastly the R30 001 – 

R37 500 group with a representation of 6 (4.6%) respondents. 

 

       

Figure 12: Marital status demographics (Source: SPSS) 

 

The majority of the sample was married with a representation of 79 (60.8%) respondents, 

followed by 32 (24.6%) respondents who never married, then 13 (10%) being the divorced 

or separated respondents, and lastly 6 (4.6%) of those living with partners.  
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Figure 14: Dependants demographic (Source: Prepared by researcher) 

 

A total of 31 (23.8%) respondents had 3 dependants, followed by 29 (22.3%) respondents 

with 2 dependants, then 19 (14.6%) respondents with one dependant. Respondents with 

no dependants and those with four dependants were 16 (12.3%) equally, followed by 9 

(6.9%) respondents with five dependants, then 5 respondents with 5 (3.8%) dependants. 

Finally, the eight to 12 category each had one (0.8%) respondent.  

 

         

Figure 13: Managing of expenses demographics (Source: SPSS) 

 

The sample has a slight skew to respondents that are primarily responsible for 

managing expenses with 56 (43.1%) respondents, followed closely by 51 (39.2%) 

respondents that are partially responsible for managing their expenses, with the 
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balance of 23 (17.7%) respondents not being primarily responsible for managing 

their expenses. This distribution is reasonable considering the marital status of the 

respondents. 

             

Figure 15: Debt composition (Source: Prepared by researcher & Appendix H) 

Of the total 130 respondents, 114 (88%) had current debt and 16 (12%) had no 

current debt although some had debt previously.  

 

5.3. Data preparation and coding 

The data was extracted from the survey tool in Microsoft Excel format after closure 

of the survey early October 2024.  Data was extracted for the full sample of 

respondents for audit trail purposes and for completed lines only, as these would be 

the focus of the analysis. The extract was made at individual answer level for both 

actual responses in line with questionnaire and coded version as converted by the 

survey tool, SurveyMonkey. 

 

5.3.1 Data preparation 

After checking for completeness and non-existence of duplicate IP addresses, the 

logic of responses was checked by the responses in relation to each other, 

considering the various skip logic rules that had been applied on the survey tool. For 

example, where a respondent responded they have a house and a mortgage, the 

expectation was the questions relating to mortgage debt be answered. Certain 
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instances were noted where, regardless of the set up done by the researcher on the 

survey tool, there were inconsistent responses which had to be cleaned up. Other 

instances cleaned up related to open-ended responses which required allocation to 

the respective groups. The following represents as a summary of changes made as 

part of data preparation: 

 

1) Education (Q6) – the respondent indicated a CA(SA) qualification as “Other 

– specify”, this was allocated to group “4” by the researcher from experience, 

this professional qualification requires an Honours Degree to be completed 

before writing board examinations. 

2) Dependents (Q10) – respondents 22 and 28 wrote the number of dependents 

they have in words; this was captured to numbers by the researcher of “2” 

each as indicated by the respondents on their response. 

3) All questions that required values for debt types – various respondents did 

not know the amounts or interest relating to their loan, this was treated as 

missing information on the sample. 

4) Number of mortgages (Q19) – respondent 50 stated in words they have a 

second mortgage for investment purposes, the researcher updated the 

number of mortgages to “2”. 

5) Number of mortgages (Q19) – respondent 101 stated they have a mortgaged 

however stated the balance was zero, therefore, technically they did not have 

a mortgage. The researcher updated the response to indicate as such as the 

values and all other questions relating to the mortgage would not be 

applicable. 

6) Vehicle loan holding (Q27) – the respondent answered this question even 

though they stated they had not vehicle, this did not align to the skip logic on 

the survey tool. The answer was deleted since the rest of the questions 

relating to vehicle loans, meaning the survey tool would have skipped them. 

7) Vehicle loan current balance (Q30) – respondent 35 stated they had no debt 

therefore should not have answered as having a vehicle loan. Updated 

response to indicate previous loan with no current loan. 

8) Credit card holding (Q40) – respondent 76 completed details of the credit card 

which indicates they had credit card debt. However, the response showed 

“no” to credit card debt. The researcher updated the response to “yes” to 

make sense. 
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9) Personal loan holding (Q53) – respondent 123 responded to have no loan yet 

the survey tool requested the answers for personal loans which indicated a 

technical error of where the response was. The researcher updated the 

responses to indicate the respondent has a personal loan.  

10) Happiness question (Q79) – The researcher deleted this question as it fell 

under a different construct of subjective well-being on the US study that is the 

basis for this research. had seven different studies and had subjective well-

being questions for other studies. The researcher aimed to investigate the 

consumer debt independent variable with life satisfaction as a dependent 

variable, this rendering this question irrelevant for this study. It was initially 

included with the belief that it was part of the life satisfaction construct. 

11) Interest rate questions per debt type (Q18, Q32, Q45, Q58, and Q71) – Since 

the selection options on the question included “I don’t know” as an option, the 

survey tool allocated number “1” on these responses. The researcher 

updated these responses to missing values. 

12) Values – The researcher formatted numbers to ensure they were all full 

numbers which were recognised as numbers. 

 

5.3.2 Data coding 

Cleaned data was imported into the SPSS statistical tool’s data view with the ID 

numbers that correspond to respondent numbers. Q1 was not imported as it was a 

qualifying question, and Q79 was not imported as explained in section 5.3.1. The 

qualitative open questions relating to the perception of debt i.e. Q22, Q36, Q49, Q62, 

and Q75. Therefore, out of the 84 questions on the questionnaire, a total of 78 

questions were imported for analysis on the SPSS software. 

 

On the variable view, all questions were coded with a short-name that describes what 

the question is about, the values were completed in line with the selection options 

that were available for respondents on the questionnaire e.g. 1 = Yes, 2 = No, etc. 

The measure column on the variable view was updated to reflect the nature of the 

data as nominal, scale and ordinal as appropriate. 

 

Specific coding was done on certain questions used to run the statistical tests to 

easily identify respondents that meet the specific criteria. For example, where 
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statistical tests were run based on whether the respondent had a type of debt or not, 

re-recoding for that specific question was done to convert Yes from being “1” and 

“No” to “2” by changing these to “No” being “0” and “Yes” being “1”. These questions 

were then renamed to, for example, “Q13_rec” to separate them from the original 

coded question. 

 

5.4. Reliability – Cronbach’s Alpha 

Cronbach’s alpha is one of the measures used as a measure of internal consistent 

reliability of constructs, aiming to demonstrate that the tests and scales used in the 

research are adequate for the purpose intended (Hair et al., 2021; Taber, 2018). An 

acceptable level of Cronbach’s Alpha is 0.70 (Hair et al., 2021; Taber, 2018), with a 

recommended range of 0.80 to 0.90 (Hair et al., 2021). 

 

The constructs applicable to this research to answer the hypotheses investigated 

were determined as debt holding, perception of debt which applies to consumer debt 

as an independent variable and life satisfaction as a dependent variable. Debt 

holdings were determined by asking survey participants whether they had a type of 

debt, how many accounts they have of that type of debt, the current and initial 

amounts of the debt, and interest rate applicable to that debt type. However, the 

current amount of debt and the nominal data of having debt was used in determining 

the relationship between consumer debt and life satisfaction (Greenberg & Mogilner, 

2019), rendering the reliability test unnecessary for debt holdings. Most of the articles 

investigating the consumer debt construct did not report on Cronbach Alpha’s 

(Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Chen et al., 2021; A. E. Greenberg et al., 

2020a; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Sweet, 2018; Tay et al., 2017), or reported on 

financial conditions’ Cronbach’s Alpha like financial security or financial distress 

reliability composites (Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 2021). 

 

The perception of debt was determined by asking survey participants whether they 

viewed they were benefiting from the asset relating to debt taken, whether the 

perceive their debt as a “debt”, whether they see the debt as an investment, and 

whether they see debt as a choice. These items are not meant to be correlated as 

they provide various views about both the assets and debt. The perception of debt 

as “debt” is the only question that was used in hypothesis three, complemented by 
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the qualitative part of the questionnaire and therefore the reliability and validity test 

for all the perception questions was not tested. This approach is similar to 

(Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). 

 

Life satisfaction was determined using the life satisfaction scale (refer to Appendix 

G). The Cronbach’s Alpha for life satisfaction was 0.831 (refer to Appendix H, Table 

3), which is within the recommended levels (Hair et al., 2021). Previous articles 

measuring life satisfaction using the satisfaction with life scale reported Cronbach’s 

Alpha of 0.88 (Ilies et al., 2019) and 0.83 (Kiral Ucar et al., 2019). 

 

5.5. Validity – Exploratory Factor Analysis 

To determine the common factors and relationships in the life satisfaction construct, 

an EFA which was based on Principal Axis Factoring (PAF) extraction method was 

run on SPSS. The PAF is the predominant extraction method in psychological 

research (Goretzko et al., 2021). The other constructs were not processed for validity 

for the same reasons provided in section 5.4. 

 

The first requirement in the EFA is that the correlation between questions included 

exceed 0.3 to show that there is adequate commonality (Beavers et al., 2013). 

Secondly, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test which measures the shared variance 

of the factors must be determined (Beavers et al., 2013). This should be at least 0.60 

as a minimum acceptable range in line with Kaiser’s index of factorial simplicity 

(Kaiser, 1974). Lastly, the Bartlett’s test of sphericity must be calculated to determine 

the correlation mix of questions, with the requirement that the sig value be < .05 

(Watkins, 2018). 

 

The calculated KMO for the life satisfaction construct was 0.788, the Bartlett’s test 

was <.001, the correlation was above 0.3 for all items within this construct (refer to 

Appendix H, Table 4). The requirements of all tests were met. 

 

5.6. Descriptive statistics 

The descriptive statistics presented below were run using the SPSS software and 

reflect the total number of applicable data for that item, due to certain debt types 

being applicable to some respondents and others not being applicable. The 
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descriptive statistics normally require the minimum, maximum, mean and standard 

deviation to be presented for all dependent and independent variables (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2017).  

 

Table 6: Descriptive statistics - Nominal 

 

The nominal descriptives reflect the total sample of 130 that responded to whether 

they held the asset (house, vehicle) or debt (credit card debt, personal loan or other 

types of debt). The balance of the questions were then completed by those that hold 

that type of debt, which differs for each debt type.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation

House_Hold 130 1 2 1.32 0.466

Mortdebt_Hold 89 1 2 1.15 0.355

Mortdebt_Prev 13 1 2 1.46 0.519

Mortdebt_Resp 76 1 2 1.16 0.367

Mortdebt_Hous 76 1 2 1.30 0.462

Veh_Hold 130 1 2 1.18 0.383

Vehloan_Hold 107 1 2 1.51 0.502

Vehloan_Prev 55 1 2 1.25 0.440

Vehloan_Resp 52 1 2 1.04 0.194

Vehloan_Hous 52 1 3 1.23 0.509

Crcard_Hold 130 1 2 1.42 0.495

Crcard_Prev 54 1 2 1.44 0.502

Crcard_Resp 76 1 1 1.00 0.000

Crcard_Hous 76 1 3 1.24 0.486

Pers_Hold 130 1 2 1.68 0.466

Pers_Prev 89 1 2 1.51 0.503

Pers_Resp 41 1 1 1.00 0.000

Pers_Hous 41 1 2 1.10 0.300

Other_Hold 130 1 2 1.70 0.460

Other_Prev 91 1 2 1.54 0.501

Other_Resp 39 1 2 1.05 0.223

Other_Hous 39 1 3 1.44 0.641

Descriptive Statistics - Nominal
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Table 7: Descriptive statistics - Ordinal 

 

 

Ordinal information related to the 7-scale likert questions completed and were 

applicable only to those that had the type of debt as reflected on the nominal 

descriptives above i.e. 76 for mortgages, 52 for vehicle loans, 76 for credit cards, 41 

for personal loans, and 39 for other debt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation

Mortdebt_Perc 76 1 7 5.03 2.091

Mortdebt_Perc 76 2 7 5.79 1.454

Mortdebt_Perc 76 1 7 4.36 1.867

Mortdebt_Perc 76 1 7 6.01 1.381

Vehloan_Perc 52 1 7 5.71 1.538

Vehloan_Perc 52 1 7 5.92 1.631

Vehloan_Perc 52 1 7 2.69 1.925

Vehloan_Perc 52 1 7 5.94 1.487

Crcard_Perc 76 1 7 3.67 1.821

Crcard_Perc 76 1 7 6.11 1.475

Crcard_Perc 76 1 7 1.67 1.578

Crcard_Perc 76 2 7 5.84 1.461

Pers_Perc 41 1 7 2.93 2.218

Pers_Perc 41 1 7 5.98 1.823

Pers_Perc 41 1 7 2.24 2.022

Pers_Perc 41 1 7 6.00 1.533

Other_Perc 39 1 7 3.03 2.121

Other_Perc 39 1 7 5.64 1.614

Other_Perc 39 1 7 2.13 1.704

Other_Perc 39 1 7 5.64 1.530

Life_satis 130 1 7 5.14 1.488

Life_satis 130 1 7 5.00 1.590

Life_satis 130 1 7 4.43 1.813

Life_satis 130 1 7 5.04 1.597

Life_satis 130 1 7 3.49 1.997

Descriptive Statistics - Ordinal



61 
 

Table 8: Descriptive statistics - Scales 

 

 

The scale descriptives relate all information after the clean-up of data with regards 

to outliers which was distorting the normality results. For example, mortgages had 

four respondents who claimed to have 6 mortgages. Other information consisted of 

extremely high values compared to the majority of the respondents. In running the 

inferential statistics, the researcher made a judgmental decision to remove outliers 

to work with information that is a presentation of most of the sample. The balance of 

the missing information on the scales was due to respondents that did not know 

amounts owed or interest relating to their debt. Therefore, each question has a 

different number of respondents due to the above factors. 

 

5.7. Inferential statistics 

The inferential statistics were performed to answer the research questions and 

hypotheses determined in Chapter 3. The reporting will be done in that order for ease 

of reference. 

 

 

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation

Mortdebt_Curr 67 5,400        4,000,000  1,373,444  832,820         

Mortdebt_Init 70 280,000     6,000,000  1,815,391  1,040,304      

Mort_Inter 66 5               27             11             3                   

Mort_No 72 1               5               1               1                   

Vehloan_Curr 47 5,000        1,400,000  350,442     347,821         

Vehloan_Init 46 80,000       2,890,000  647,609     576,354         

Vehloan_Inter 46 2               23             11             3                   

Vehloan_No 52 1               3               1               0                   

Crcard_Curr 70 43             100,000    25,694       25,387           

Crcard_Init 68 600           350,000    46,068       51,829           

Crcard_Inter 52 3               27             15             6                   

Crcard_No 76 1               3               1               0                   

Pers_Curr 37 1,054        350,000    106,108     101,313         

Pers_Init 35 1,730        600,000    147,449     138,690         

Pers_Inter 33 2               49             15             9                   

Pers_No 41 1               6               2               1                   

Other_Curr 32 800           94,000      22,041       27,581           

Other_Init 26 600           200,000    36,730       47,919           

Other_Inter 18 3               23             14             7                   

Other_No 39 1               5               2               1                   

Sum_Life satisf 130 5               35             23             7                   

Amount of total 

debt

109 2,243        5,040,000  1,054,325  1,051,511      

Descriptive Statistics - Scales
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5.7.1  Hypothesis 1 – Consumer debt and life satisfaction 

The first hypothesis was intended to answer the first research question of how South 

African consumer debt impacts their life satisfaction. The null hypothesis proposes a 

significant negative association between consumer debt and life satisfaction, and no 

significant negative association if the null hypothesis is rejected. 

 

5.7.1.1 Statistical tests performed 

Adopting the same approach as (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021), the relationship 

between consumer debt and life satisfaction was first determined using the condition 

of having debt and then the amount of debt currently owed. The life satisfaction 

dependent variable was treated as a continuous variable as the score of all 

respondents was added and tested against various independent variables relating to 

consumer debt holdings, which aligns to the principles of the scale (Diener, Emmons, 

Larsen, et al., 1985). 

 

Table 9: Hypothesis 1 statistical test results 

 

 

An independent t-test was run on SPSS to determine the difference of those having 

any debt and life satisfaction and those that do not, as this was between a categorical 

variable with two groups and a continuous variable. Although the total number of 

respondents with debt was 114, the test was run on 109 respondents who had debt 

and had amounts completed for consistency on all the tests. There was no significant 

difference between those having any type of debt and life satisfaction as the sig value 

was 0.229, which is more than 0.05 (refer appendix J). The test assumptions of 

normality and homogenous nature of variances between these groups tested were 

met (refer to Appendix J). 

 

Independent variables 
tested Test

Levene's 
test

Correlation 
coefficient Sig

Debt held (yes/no) Independent t-test 0.201 0.229 (one-sided)
Amount of debt Pearson correlation 0.282 0.003 (two-tailed)
Number of debt accounts Spearman correlation -0.078 0.378

Multi regression analysis 0.006



63 
 

A Pearson correlation was run to test the strength of the relationship between the 

amount of debt and life satisfaction as a dependent variable, since these were both 

continuous variables. There was a significant positive correlation between the 

amount of debt and life satisfaction with sig of 0.003 which is less than 0.05, which 

does not align to expectation (refer to Appendix K).  

 

A Spearman correlation was run to test the strength of the relationship between the 

number of debt accounts held and life satisfaction. There was a negative relationship 

but it was not significant as the sig of 0.378 was more than 0.05 (refer to Appendix 

L). The assumptions of normality and scatterplots being linear and homoskedastic 

were tested and met. 

 

A multiple regression analysis was run to determine how the dependant variable, life 

satisfaction would change if the test controls for age, own income and gender on the 

same independent variables already run using the independent t-test and 

correlations.  The same independent variables were used of amount of debt and 

number of debts held, resulting in a positive significant relationship between 

consumer debt and life satisfaction even when controlling for age, own income and 

gender, evidenced by the sig of 0.006 (refer to appendix M) which is below 0.05. This 

aligns to individual results which have the direction between variable in the opposite 

direction of what the researcher expected. The assumptions required to run the multi 

regression analysis of linearity, normality of residuals, homoskedacity and 

independence of residuals were tested and met the requirements.  

 

 

Using the number of debts, split into 2 categories, a relationship was tested between 

males and females to determine if there might be a significant relationship based on 

the number of debts held by each gender. With a sig of 0.136 for and 0.513, both 

above 0.05, there was no significant difference between both gender by virtues of 

holding more debt accounts (refer to Appendix N). 

 

Dependent Variable: Sum_Life satisf

Gender Categories
Mean 

Differenc Std. Error Sig.a

3-5 debts 2.127 1.419 0.136

0-2 debts -2.127 1.419 0.136

3-5 debts -1.336 2.037 0.513

0-2 debts 1.336 2.037 0.513

Female

Male
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5.7.1.2  Conclusion – hypothesis 1 

The research question that the hypothesis had to answer was how South African 

consumers’ life satisfaction are impacted by debt, with the following hypotheses 

tested: 

 

H1: Consumer debt has a significant negative association with life satisfaction (Null 

hypothesis - H10) 

 

Alternative hypothesis (H11): Consumer debt has no significant negative association 

with life satisfaction  

 

The independent t-test results showed no significant relationship to life satisfaction 

for respondents that have debt compared to those that do not. In addition, the 

correlation tests and multi regression analysis showed a significant positive 

relationship between consumer debt and life satisfaction which is influenced by the 

amount of debt held. The 2-way ANOVA run on both genders using two categories 

of debt also confirmed this result as there was no significant difference noted to life 

satisfaction, regardless of the number of debt accounts held. While it can be 

expected that high amounts of debt should result in an impact on the consumer’s life 

satisfaction, the direction of the relation being positive did not align to expectations. 

 

Therefore, all factors above concluded, the null hypothesis is rejected. Based on 

these results, at overall level, the consumer that has debt does not have a significant 

impact on their life satisfaction by virtue of having debt or having a high amount of 

debt. While the number of accounts held had a negative impact on life satisfaction, 

this impact was not significant. 

 

5.7.2  Hypothesis 2 - Consumer debt type and life satisfaction 

The second hypothesis aims to answer the second question of this research of 

whether South African consumer debt impacts consumer life satisfaction differently 

depending on the type of debt held. The second hypothesis proposes that unsecured 

consumer debt types will have a stronger negative relationship with life satisfaction 

compared to secured consumer debt types, with the alternative hypothesis 
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suggesting that unsecured consumer debt types will have not have a stronger 

relationship compared to secured consumer debt types. 

 

5.7.2.1 Statistical tests performed 

A similar approach as in section 5.7.1.1 will be followed to determine the relationship 

between consumer debt and life satisfaction at debt type level.  

 

5.7.2.1.1 Mortgage debt 

 

An independent t-test was run on SPSS to determine the difference of those having 

mortgage debt and life satisfaction and those that do not, as this was between a 

categorical variable with two groups and a continuous variable. The total number of 

respondents with mortgage debt was 76 (N=76). There was no significant difference 

between those having mortgage debt and life satisfaction as the sig value was 0.275, 

which is more than 0.05 (refer appendix O). The test assumptions of normality and 

homogenous nature of variances between these groups tested were met (refer to 

Appendix O). 

 

A Pearson correlation was run to test the strength of the relationship between the 

amount of mortgage debt owed and life satisfaction as a dependent variable, since 

these were both continuous variables. Because of respondents that did not know the 

values of their debt, N=67. There was a significant positive correlation between the 

amount of debt and life satisfaction with sig of 0.002 which is less than 0.05, which 

does not align to expectation (refer to Appendix P).  

 

 

A multiple regression analysis was run to determine how the dependant variable, life 

satisfaction would change if the test controlled for age, own income and gender on 

Mortgage
Independent variables 

tested
Levene's 

test
Correlation 
coefficient Sig

Debt held (yes/no) 0.057 0.275 (one-sided)
Amount of debt 0.375 0.002 (two-tailed)

Mortgage debt multiple  
regression B t Sig

Debt held (yes/no) -2.677 -1.191 0.237
Amount of debt 3.256 2.896 0.005
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the same independent variables already run using the independent t-test and the 

Pearson correlation. The results held as having mortgage debt showed a negative 

non-`significant relationship with life satisfaction with B=-2.677; p=0.237 (refer 

Appendix Q). The amount of mortgage debt had a positive significant relationship 

with life satisfaction after controlling for age, income and gender with B=3.256; 

p=0.005 (refer Appendix Q). The assumptions required to run the multi regression 

analysis of linearity, normality of residuals, homoskedacity and independence of 

residuals were tested and met the requirements.  

 

5.7.2.1.2 Vehicle loans 

 

An independent t-test was run on SPSS to determine the difference of those having 

a vehicle loan and life satisfaction and those that do not, as this was between a 

categorical variable with two groups and a continuous variable. The total number of 

respondents with vehicle loans was 52 (N=52). There was no significant difference 

between those having vehicle loans and life satisfaction as the sig value was 0.275, 

which is more than 0.05 (refer appendix R). The test assumptions of normality and 

homogenous nature of variances between these groups tested were met (refer to 

Appendix R). 

 

A Pearson correlation was run to test the strength of the relationship between the 

amount of vehicle loans owed and life satisfaction as a dependent variable, since 

these were both continuous variables. Because of respondents that did not know the 

values of their debt, N=47. There was no significant correlation between the amount 

of vehicle loans and life satisfaction with sig of 0.332 which is more than 0.05 and 

does not align to expectation (refer to Appendix S).  

 

 

Vehicle loans
Independent variables 

tested
Levene's 

test
Correlation 
coefficient Sig

Debt held (yes/no) 0.422 0.275 (one-sided)
Amount of debt 0.145 0.332 (two-tailed)

Vehicle loan multiple  
regression B t Sig

Debt held (yes/no) -1.194 -0.926 0.357
Amount of debt 1.775 0.554 0.583
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A multiple regression analysis was run to determine how the dependant variable, life 

satisfaction would change if the test controlled for age, own income and gender on 

the same independent variables already run using the independent t-test and the 

Pearson correlation. The results held as having vehicle loan debt showed a negative 

but no significant relationship with life satisfaction with B=-1.194; p=0.357 (refer 

Appendix T). The amount of vehicle loan debt had a positive but no significant 

relationship with life satisfaction after controlling for age, income and gender with 

B=1.775; p=0.583 (refer Appendix T). The assumptions required to run the multiple 

regression analysis of linearity, normality of residuals, homoskedacity and 

independence of residuals were tested and met the requirements.  

5.7.2.1.3 Credit card debt 

 

An independent t-test was run on SPSS to determine the difference of those having 

credit card debt and life satisfaction and those that do not, as this was between a 

categorical variable with two groups and a continuous variable. The total number of 

respondents with vehicle loans was 76 (N=76). There was no significant difference 

between those having vehicle loans and life satisfaction as the sig value was 0.388, 

which is more than 0.05 (refer appendix U). The test assumptions of normality and 

homogenous nature of variances between these groups tested were met (refer to 

Appendix U). 

 

A Pearson correlation was run to test the strength of the relationship between the 

amount of credit card debt owed and life satisfaction as a dependent variable, since 

these were both continuous variables. Because of some respondents that did not 

know the values of their debt and four outliers that were deleted by the researcher, 

N=70. There was a non-significant negative correlation between the amount of credit 

card debt and life satisfaction with sig of 0.106 which is more than 0.05 (refer to 

Appendix V).  

 

Credit card debt
Independent 

variables tested Test
Levene's 

test
Correlation 
coefficient Sig

Debt held (yes/no) Independent t-test 0.159 0.388 (one-sided)
Amount of debt Pearson correlation -0.195 0.106 (two-tailed)
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A multiple regression analysis was run to determine how the dependant variable, life 

satisfaction would change if the test controls for age, own income and gender on the 

same independent variables already run using the independent t-test and the 

Pearson correlation. The results held as having credit card debt showed a negative 

but no significant relationship with life satisfaction with B=-0.876; p=0.473 (refer to 

Appendix W). The amount of credit card debt had a negative but no significant 

relationships with life satisfaction after controlling for age, income and gender with 

B=-4.773; p=0.135 (refer to Appendix W). The assumptions required to run the multi 

regression analysis of linearity, normality of residuals, homoskedacity and 

independence of residuals were tested and met the requirements.  

 

5.7.2.1.4 Personal loans 

 

 

An independent t-test was run on SPSS to determine the difference of those having 

personal loans and life satisfaction and those that do not, as this was between a 

categorical variable with two groups and a continuous variable. The total number of 

respondents with personal loans was 41 (N=41). There was a significant difference 

between those having personal loans and life satisfaction as the sig value was <.001, 

which is less than 0.05 (refer appendix X). The test assumptions of normality and 

homogenous nature of variances between these groups tested were met (refer to 

Appendix X). 

 

A Pearson correlation was run to test the strength of the relationship between the 

amount of personal loans owed and life satisfaction as a dependent variable, since 

these were both continuous variables. Because of some respondents that did not 

know the values of their debt and one outlier that were deleted by the researcher, 

Credit card debt multiple  
regression B t Sig

Debt held (yes/no) -0.876 -0.72 0.473
Amount of debt -4.773 -1.515 0.135

Personal loan debt
Independent variables 

tested
Levene's 

test
Correlation 
coefficient Sig

Debt held (yes/no) 0.001 <.001 (two-sided)
Amount of debt -0.135 0.426 (two-tailed)
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N=37. There was a negative non-significant correlation between the amount of 

personal loans and life satisfaction with sig of 0.426 which is more than 0.05 (refer 

to Appendix Y).  

 

 

 

A multi regression analysis was run to determine how the dependant variable, life 

satisfaction would change if the test controlled for age, own income and gender on 

the same independent variables already run using the independent t-test and the 

Pearson correlation. The results held as having personal loan debt showed a 

negative significant relationship with life satisfaction with B=-5.605; p=<.001 (refer to 

Appendix Z). The amount of personal loan debt had a negative but no significant 

relationship with life satisfaction after controlling for age, income and gender with B=-

1.380; p=0.242 (refer to Appendix Z). The assumptions required to run the multi 

regression analysis of linearity, normality of residuals, homoskedacity and 

independence of residuals were tested and met the requirements.  

 

5.7.2.1.5 Other debt  

 

 

An independent t-test was run on SPSS to determine the difference of those having 

other debt and life satisfaction and those that do not, as this was between a 

categorical variable with two groups and a continuous variable. The total number of 

respondents with personal loans was 39 (N=39). There was no significant difference 

between those having other debt and life satisfaction as the sig value was .102, which 

is less than 0.05 (refer appendix AA). The test assumptions of normality and 

homogenous nature of variances between these groups tested were met (refer to 

Appendix AA). 

 

Personal loan debt 
multiple  regression B t Sig

Debt held (yes/no) -5.605 -4.878 <.001
Amount of debt -1.38 -1.192 0.242

Other debt
Independent variables 

tested
Levene's 

test
Correlation 
coefficient Sig

Debt held (yes/no) 0.382 .102 (one-sided)
Amount of debt 0.149 0.416 (two-tailed)
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A Pearson correlation was run to test the strength of the relationship between the 

amount of other debt owed and life satisfaction as a dependent variable, since these 

were both continuous variables. Because of some respondents that did not know the 

values of their debt and one outlier that were deleted by the researcher, N=32. There 

was a positive non-significant correlation between the amount of other debt and life 

satisfaction with sig of 0.416 which is more than 0.05 (refer to Appendix AB).  

 

 

 

A multiple regression analysis was run to determine how the dependant variable, life 

satisfaction would change if the test controlled for age, own income and gender on 

the same independent variables already run using the independent t-test and the 

Pearson correlation. The results held as having other debt showed a negative non-

significant relationship with life satisfaction with B=-1.583; p=0.211 (refer to Appendix 

AC). The amount of other debt had a positive but no significant relationship with life 

satisfaction after controlling for age, income and gender with B=2.520; p=0.634 (refer 

to Appendix AC). The assumptions required to run the multi regression analysis of 

linearity, normality of residuals, homoskedacity and independence of residuals were 

tested and met the requirements.  

 

5.7.2.2 Conclusion – hypothesis 2 

The second hypothesis intended to answer the second research question of:  Does 

South African consumer debt impact consumer life satisfaction differently for different 

types of debt held? 

 

The hypothesis tested were: 

H2: Unsecured consumer debt types will have a stronger negative relationship with 

life satisfaction compared to secured consumer debt types (null hypothesis – H20). 

 

Alternative hypothesis (H21): Unsecured consumer debt types will have no stronger 

negative relationship with life satisfaction compared to secured consumer debt types. 

 

Other debt multiple  
regression B t Sig

Debt held (yes/no) -1.583 -1.258 0.211
Amount of debt 2.52 0.482 0.634
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The mortgage debt and vehicle loans are secured debt and were tested first. The 

independent t-test showed the mortgage debt had no significant relationship to life 

satisfaction based on having this type of debt. The non-significant result held when 

controlled for income, age and gender, although a negative relationship was shown 

by the multiple regression analysis based on having mortgage debt. The Pearson 

correlation showed a significant positive relationship using the amount of debt owed 

and this result held even when controlled for age, gender and own income. The null 

hypothesis is rejected for mortgage loans as a secured debt since the relationship 

between this type of debt and life satisfaction is positive rather than negative as 

hypothesised. 

 

Vehicle loans showed no significant relations with life satisfaction when tested based 

on having this type of debt and using the amount of debt. The Pearson correlation 

showed a positive yet no signification relationship based on the amount of debt. The 

multiple regression analysis showed a negative relationship but it was not significant 

on the basis of having a vehicle loan when controlled for gender, income and age. 

The amount of debt showed a positive and no significant relationship to life 

satisfaction even when controlled for age, gender and income. Vehicle loans also 

reject the null hypothesis as a secured debt since, although the negative relationship 

was identified based on having this type of debt, the relationship was not significant. 

 

Credit card debt showed no significant relationship based on having this type of debt, 

which held even when controlled for age, income and gender, although a negative 

relationship was identified by the multiple regression analysis. Using the amount of 

debt to test the relationship, the results held as having a negative relationship against 

life satisfaction although not significant. This was the case even when controlled for 

income, gender and own income. Credit card debt results are mixed and therefore 

reject the null hypothesis of unsecured debt having a stronger negative relationship 

compared to secured debt. 

 

Personal loan debt showed a significant relationship to life satisfaction on the basis 

of having this type of debt. The multiple regression analysis validated this and 

identified a negative significant relationship between personal loan debt and life 

satisfaction based on having this debt even when controlled for income, age and 

gender. The Pearson correlation test and multiple regression analysis identified a 
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negative but no significant relationship between personal load debt and life 

satisfaction based on amount held. This result held even when controlled for income, 

age and gender. Personal loan debt has a negative relationship to life satisfaction 

based on having this debt although this is not the case based on the amount of debt. 

Therefore, just having personal loans is adequate for a negative impact on life 

satisfaction regardless of the amount owed. Personal loans, as unsecured debt, 

accepts the null hypothesis as there is a stronger negative relationship to life 

satisfaction based on having a personal loan. 

 

Other debt had no significant relationship with life satisfaction based on having this 

type of debt or amount of debt. Controlling for income, gender and own income, the 

multiple regression analysis showed a negative but not significant relationship based 

on having this debt type. Based on the amount of debt, a positive non-significant 

relationship was identified. Other debt rejects the null hypothesis as, although there 

is a negative relationship identified based on having this type of debt after controlling 

for income, gender and age, this is not significant.  

 

Considering the above results for each debt type, while the results differ with each 

debt type, the null hypothesis is rejected for all the unsecured debt products except 

personal loans, as four debt types had no significant negative relationship to life 

satisfaction compared to secured debt products. The exception of personal loans is 

noted. 

 

5.7.3  Hypothesis 3 – Perception of consumer debt as “debt”  

The third hypothesis was aimed to answer the third question of this research which 

is: Do South African consumers’ debt perception of debt types held impact life 

satisfaction based on this perception? The null hypothesis proposes that the 

perception of debt as “debt” has a negative relationship with life satisfactions, the 

alternative hypothesis proposing that there will be no significant relationship between 

the perception of debt as “debt” and life satisfaction. 

 

5.7.3.1 Statistical tests performed 

The relationship between the perception of debt and life satisfaction was conducted 

using the Spearman correlation test, as the perception of debt question is ordinal 
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and the life satisfaction is a continuous variable. The perception of debt as “debt” 

was one question in the questionnaire which should give a clear view from the 

respondents on which type of debt is perceived as debt compared to others. 

 

Table 11 : Perception of debt as “debt” Spearman correlation 

 

There is a negative correlation between perception of debt for all the debt types and 

to life satisfaction although only vehicle loans have a significant relationship with sig 

of 0.03, which is less than 0.05. Personal loans are at the border line of the 

significance level at sig of 0.052, suggesting a neutral view towards perception of 

personal loans as debt.  

 

Table 12: Benefit from debt Spearman correlation test 

 

Sum_Life satisf

Mortdebt_Perc Correlation Coefficient -0.071

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.539

Vehloan_Perc Correlation Coefficient -.301*

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.03

Crcard_Perc Correlation Coefficient -0.104

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.372

Pers_Perc Correlation Coefficient -0.306

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.052

Other_Perc Correlation Coefficient -0.008

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.962

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Spearman's rho

Sum_Life 

satisf

Correlation Coefficient 0.142

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.221

N 76

Correlation Coefficient 0.058

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.682

N 52

Correlation Coefficient .280
*

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.014

N 76

Correlation Coefficient .312
*

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.047

N 41

Correlation Coefficient 0.067

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.687

N 39

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Mortdebt_Perc

Vehloan_Perc

Crcard_Perc

Pers_Perc

Other_Perc

Spearman's rho
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A Spearman correlation test was run to investigate any alignment to the perception 

of debt as “debt” results as, the logical expectation would be that where a consumer 

perceives an existing benefit from the debt purchases or asset linked to the debt, 

they should perceive it less as debt. However, based on the above, personal loans 

and credit card debt have a positive significant relationship with life satisfaction while 

secured debt has no significant positive relationship as expected. The expectation is 

based on the long-term benefit attached to vehicles and houses linked to secured 

debt, which should result in less “pain” to consumers based on the mental accounting 

principle. However, this does not appear to be the case on this sample. 

 

5.7.3.2 Qualitative data – perception of debt 

Qualitative evidence was obtained through open ended questions on the 

questionnaire, to obtain insight into the feelings and emotions of consumers relating 

to their debt. The researcher reviewed the responses manually on Excel as not all 

respondents commented on these questions. The themes could therefore be 

identified through a manual process as the sample was not large. 

 

5.7.3.2.1 Mortgage debt perception  

Of the 76 respondents that have mortgage debt, 22 commented about interest rates. 

19 of these 22 (86%) respondents complained about high interest rates on their loans 

and the reality of instalments being allocated to interest payments than the capital 

amount owed. The minority of respondents who were comfortable with their debt can 

pay quicker and desire a different structure of paying off mortgage debt quicker like 

the vehicle loans. 

 

Respondent 112 recognised the benefit obtained from the house obtained with the 

mortgage, however, recognises the pressure of the high interest rate as stated: “It’s 

just too much with the increased interest rate, otherwise I’m happy that I managed 

to provide a safer place called home for my kid and my siblings”. Respondent 100 

states it as “The interest rate is killing us”.  

 

The pressure appears greater especially for households headed by single parents, 

evidenced by responded 90 who stated: “Mortgage is not bad but the problem comes 

when the interest rate goes up. When I bought the house, I was affording it and now 
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it's a stretch for me as my monthly instalments increased by R5 000. For a single 

parent this is a strain”. 

 

The reality of challenges to cope with monthly household expenses is reflected in 

respondent 65’s comment of “The mortgage interest rates are erratic and the 

penalties are punitive when you default (high charges for defaulting)”. Respondent 2 

commented along the same these of debt management challenges, coupled with the 

hint of black tax challenges is a possibility on this comment “Nedbank is the reason 

why we got such high interest rate. They claimed that we skipped car payments 

which messed up my credit profile. Being black is also not helping in this case”. 

Respondent 125 further supported the sentiment of challenges relating to expense 

management in households and stated: “It is a slow process to pay it off compared 

to 15 years ago due to other expenses such as food water fuel and electricity that 

have increased so much”. 

 

There is evidence of a desire from some consumers to pay their mortgages in a 

shorter period, which means they are most struggling with their monthly payments. 

Respondent 125 stated “I think banks are taking consumers for granted. Why should 

I pay for 20 years if I can pay off the same amount in 5 years for a car.  A new model 

needs to be adopted to reduce the years”. Respondent supports this sentiment in 

stating: “I have adopted an approach to pay extra payments that are equal to my 

mortgage to finish it off in 5years. I don't want to be in mortgage debt for + 10years”. 

 

The overall feelings about the mortgage debt came through this comment from 

respondent 5: “It’s my biggest debt. Don’t see it as an investment”. Contrary to this 

view, respondent 56 stated: “In the long run It's a worthwhile investment”.  

 

5.7.3.2.2 Vehicle loan perception 

Of the 52 comments received from respondents, there much less negative comments 

on this debt type at 15 comments (28.8%). The same theme of high interest rates 

came through, including some comments on the structure of vehicle loan agreements 

that include balloon payments. 
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The “sting” of high interest rates felt by consumers comes through in respondent 31’s 

comments of “Wish interest rates were lower. Bank could not bring them down due 

to my low credit rating at the time of purchasing the vehicle”. Respondent 70 stated 

“The interest is a bit high”. Respondent 83 further supported these sentiments by 

stating “My loan is expensive due to interest rate”. Additional similar comments were 

made by other respondents, evidence of high interest rates. 

 

Financial literacy comes through these comments made by respondents relating to 

the ballon payment structure, reflecting the attitude of preferring to avoid debt 

through a ballon payment. Respondent 2 stated: The balloon payment is a scam. A 

complete bad decision on my part”. Respondent 125 also stated: “Balloon payments 

are a scam. If I cannot afford a car, I should not be able to buy it”. Respondent 3’s 

comments of: “Vehicle finance is a rip off general”. could also be due to the 

sentiments linked to the ballon payment structure of vehicle finance although not 

clarified.  

 

Respondent shared the view of seeing the vehicle as an asset and therefore the loan 

being necessary by stating: “It’s needed as I need a car to get to work so it’s 

somewhat “income generating” as an asset. Perhaps I could’ve considered a more 

moderate car”. Respondent 26 shares this view and stated: “Very necessary to have 

and convenient”. Respondent 108 shared their view of a car that is an investment 

with: “I need the car to make money so it's an investment to me”. 

 

5.7.3.2.3 Credit card debt perception 

Of the 76 comments received from respondents, there is a skew towards negative 

comments about credit card debt. 41 (53.9%) respondents conveyed negative 

feelings about their credit card debt compared to 32 (42%) with positive comments. 

3 respondents were neutral about their credit card debt as indicated with “N/A”.  

 

Respondents are aware that credit card debt is expensive credit with the following 

comments made: “It’s expensive debt. I don’t like it. Hoping to close it off soon” 

(respondent 14). Respondent 55 stated “Interest is drowning me”. Respondent 62 

further adds through this comment: “It is a very expensive debt, I have been paying 

interest and the credit card debt is not reducing”. Respondent 63’s view was: “I just 
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can't pay it back. I can't afford it and aa a results it blocks my opportunity to find other 

jobs”. 

 

Respondents use credit cards to cope with living expenses, based on comments 

received. Respondent 2 stated “It's a revolving account that I use constantly 

unfortunately”. Respondent 15 admitted to viewing their credit card as part of income 

and stated: “I have found that it is a crutch and has often given me a false sense of 

comfort. I have often used it on things I could not afford and also made it a part of 

my income when it's not”. Respondent 18 supported these sentiments as said “what 

was suppose to be for a rainy day now a day to day because of how expensive thing 

are". Lastly, respondent 90 stated: “Credit card closes the gap caused by interest 

rate so currently is the reason am coping”. These comments give a view of the use 

of credit cards by South African consumers. 

 

The following respondents provide their overall view of credit card debt by stating: I 

regret taking the debt (respondent 13). “Credit card debt is not good” (respondent 

51). Respondent 78 stated “Indebtedness that is unnecessary”. Finally, these strong 

feelings were confessed by respondent 61 who stated “EVIL”.  

 

5.7.3.2.4 Personal loan debt perception 

Of the 41 respondents with personal loans, 19 (46.3%) provided comments which 

were almost all negative towards their personal loan debt. Most respondents feel 

they had had to take the loan to achieve things that needed a lumpsum of money 

however the debt is now a burden. 

 

Respondent 15 gave a detailed comment that captures their feeling about this debt 

and stated “The personal loan helped me cater for some unexpected events in the 

absence of emergency savings and I was able to consolidate some debt using it. I 

don't enjoy repaying it but I can't ignore the relief it has brought to my financial 

situation.  We also managed to build a home for our extended family using multiple 

personal loans in the past. We could not have saved that much money”. Responded 

123 shared similar feelings as stated “I don't like having debt but needed access to 

a lump sum”. These comments express a need that consumers had to access a 
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lumpsum of funds due to a lack of available savings to achieve certain things in their 

lives, a sign of financial fragility. 

 

The high interest that is attached to personal loans was identified by some 

respondents. Respondent 43 stated “It stresses me out. The interest balance is not 

going down”, supported by respondent 53 who stated: “Interest is high”. 

 

Two respondents viewed their personal loans as a necessity by stating their personal 

loan was “Necessary to live” (respondent 47) and respondent 102 who stated 

“Necessary at the time to renovate my house”. 

 

A general feel of negativity on the personal loans came through some respondent 

with these comments: “This should have been avoided by waiting longer for things” 

(respondent 2), “No more loans” (respondent 9), “I feel indebted” (respondent 32), “It 

is a burden” (respondent 41), “Worst mistake ever” (respondent 53), “Depressing” 

(respondent 76), and “Hindrance” (respondent 82”. These are all negative comments 

reflecting the negative state of mind and indebted feelings to respondents for having 

a personal loan(s). 

 

5.7.3.2.5 Other debt perception 

Of the 39 respondents with other debt, 17 (43.5%) provided comments on their 

feelings and thoughts about their debt. The responded provide mixed feelings of the 

debt being a need, an enabler to achieve some items that are costly, an enabler to 

pay student loans, and a burden that needs to be paid off as soon as possible. 

 

The respondents that see this debt as a need for daily expenses and student loan 

stated: “We need it for daily expenses so it is not beneficial as the amount is needed 

monthly” (respondent 42), while respondent 64 stated regarding their overdraft “very 

usefully when in financial distress”, and respondent 67 stated “Bank overdraft helps 

in this time of rising costs. Respondent 116 stated: “Needed”. Respondent 5 stated: 

“This my WOOLIES card that comes handy for day-to-day grocery needs”. 

Respondent 18 needed the loan for a dependent’s student loan and stated: “School 

fees for a child currently in university was planning to get a lumpsum to pay off”. 

Finally, respondent 113 conveyed the need for the loan and stated: “It was a 
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necessary choice to fulfil a short-term obligation which will benefit me in the long-

term. I'm satisfied with the choice”. 

 

Some respondents recognised that other debt is unnecessary and enables behaviour 

impulsive behaviour and purchasing of luxury items. Respondent 15 stated: “It 

enables some of my impulsive spending”. Respondent 62 stated “It’s luxury items”. 

Respondent 72 and 77 admitted that the spend was unnecessary by stating: “It was 

unnecessary” and “Unnecessary, can live without it. Been meaning to cancel it”, 

respectively. 

 

The respondents that feel a strain by having other debt expressed it strongly. 

Respondent 10 stated “Not huge debt but still overwhelming to be owing municipally 

rates. Also the rates are forever increasing and this is not satisfying”. Respondent 34 

stated “They put you under pressure”, while respondent 43 said “I feel like I am 

unable to keep up with the payments”. Respondent 3 expressed it as: “Taking too 

long to finish and straining”. Respondent 73’s feelings were expressed as “The 

paying feeling is not nice” while respondent 76 stated “They are depressing all of 

them”. “Finally, respondent 58 stated in one word and said “stressing”. 

 

5.7.3.3 Conclusion – hypothesis 3 

Since data collected to test this hypothesis was quantitative and qualitative through 

open ended questions, the conclusion will be mase at those two levels to show how 

the qualitative data complemented or contradicted statistical tests as a mean to have 

a holistic insight on the perception of debt from South African consumers and their 

det types. 

 

5.7.3.3.1 Conclusion – hypothesis 3 – statistical test 

Hypothesis 3 aimed to answer the third research question: Do South African 

consumers’ debt perception of debt types held impact life satisfaction based on this 

perception? The questionnaire had ordinal questions to test the hypothesis 

developed for this research question and open-ended questions which aimed to 

obtained the respondent’s thoughts and feelings about their debt types. The open 

ended responses provided a complementary view to the consumers’ perception of 
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debt, considering the limitation of the likert-scale’s lack of comprehensiveness in 

nature (Saunders & Lewis, 2018).  

 

The following hypotheses were tested: 

 

H3 (H30): Consumer debt perceived as ‘debt’ has a significant negative relationship 

with life satisfaction (null hypothesis) 

 

Alternative hypothesis (H31): Consumer debt perceived as ‘debt’ has no significant 

negative relationship with life satisfaction 

 

The Spearman correlation test was used to determine whether consumers’ 

perception of the different det types as debt has a significant relationship with life 

satisfaction. There was a negative correlation of the perception of debt to life 

satisfaction for all debt types, although only significant for vehicle loans. 

  

A Spearman correlation was run on the benefit obtained from debt to life satisfaction, 

to determine if these results had any complement to the perception of debt results. 

Since consumers perceive vehicle loans as a significant negative relationship to life 

satisfaction, there is no significant benefit from the vehicles obtained with the debt 

compared to life satisfaction. Consumers have a significant positive relationship 

between the benefit obtained from credit card purchases and personal loan 

purchases compared to life satisfaction, which aligns to the fact that they do not see 

it significantly as debt on the first test. 

 

Therefore, based on the statistical tests performed for hypothesis 3, South African 

consumers perceive vehicle loans as debt with a significant negative relationship to 

life satisfaction. The null hypothesis is accepted only for personal loans and 

rejected for the rest of the four debt types. 

 

5.7.3.3.2 Conclusion – hypothesis 3 – qualitative data 

Most mortgage debt consumers feel the “weight” of this type of debt due to high 

interest rates. While a minority can cope with the debt and even hope for a reduced 

amount to pay off this debt, the majority is struggling due to the increase in interest 
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rates in recent years. However, there is no doubt on the benefit obtained from the 

houses purchased for the households’ benefit. 

 

Vehicle loan consumers also feel the impact of the increase in interest rates although 

the general perception is that the vehicles are a benefit and a necessity. Some 

consumers see the vehicles owned as an investment. The structure of the 

agreements including the balloon payment are seen as a ’scam’ by some consumers, 

and consumers appear to understand that these balloon payments mean you cannot 

really afford that vehicle and should preferably be avoided.  

 

Credit card debt had negative perceptions linked to it due to high interest rates which 

make it expensive debt. However, consumers highlight the need they have to 

manage or cope with their living expenses through use of their credit cards due to 

the increase in the standard of living. However, the general feelings about having 

this debt were negative and linked to indebtedness and labelled as “not good” and 

EVIL”. 

 

Personal loan consumers had the most negative perceptions about this debt, which 

aligns to the statistical findings of a significant negative relationship between 

personal loan debt and life satisfaction. The use of personal loans for needs that 

require lumpsums are evidence of financial vulnerability of South Africans due to not 

having adequate savings. The high interest rate also came through from consumers 

which then becomes the source of stress. Although a few consumers saw this debt 

as necessary to achieve what they needed to at the time, the majority of general 

feelings showed the indebtedness, being burdened, stressed and depressed.  

 

Consumers with other debt generally perceive it as a need to manage their living 

expenses. Most of this debt related to retail stores, which is used by consumers to 

purchases groceries, although a few consumers admitted to unnecessary impulsive 

purchases. The bank overdrafts which were also part of this debt is also used by 

consumers to cope with living expenses. Like personal loans, one consumer used 

this debt for student loan requirements for their dependant. The use of this debt is 

also evidence of consumers in financial fragility due to not having adequate savings 

which enables them to cater for needs that require lump sum funds or educate their 

children. 
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5.8. Conclusion  

This chapter detailed the results of the data collected through the survey by detailing 

the sample achieved, the statistical tests performed using the IBM SPSS statistical 

tool and simple calculations and graphs performed by the researcher to provide 

insights into the respondent data collected.  

 

The results were presented based on the research questions and hypothesis 

developed in chapter 3, to ensure the research questions and hypothesis were 

answered by the tests performed. Each hypothesis was concluded on and an 

indication of whether the null hypothesis was accepted or rejected was indicated per 

hypothesis. 

 

The results indicated that South African consumer debt does not significantly impact 

life satisfaction at an overall debt level. The investigation at debt type level indicated 

that only personal loans have a negative significant relationship with life satisfaction, 

providing evidence that the relations is linked to the type of debt. Finally, the 

perception of debt appeared to have a negative relationship with life satisfaction 

although this was only significant or vehicle loans. While consumers benefit from 

assets obtained from debt through secured debt, this does not appear to influence 

their perception to life satisfaction since it was the perception of personal loans and 

credit cards that had a positive significant relationship to life satisfaction. 

 

The chapter will discuss the results obtained in this chapter and link these to the 

theory obtained from the literature review. 
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6. CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter aims to discuss the results of the research on the two constructs of 

consumer debt and life satisfaction. The research is based on the subjective well-

being theory which comprises of the negative affective, positive affect, and life 

satisfaction domains (Diener, Emmons, Larsem, et al., 1985; Diener et al., 1999, 

2017). This study uses the life satisfaction component to measure subjective well-

being, using the satisfaction with life scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, et al., 1985) 

which were interpreted as a continuous variable in measuring the impact of 

consumer debt independent variables of debt holding at aggregate level and at debt 

type level, and perception of debt. 

 

This research aims to add to the existing body of literature on these two variables in 

the South African context, as most of the literature represents developed countries. 

The survey method of data collection was utilised, which resulted in 130 respondents 

that were valid for data analysis. The analysis was conducted using the SPSS 

statistical tool to run tests that would result in the acceptance or rejection of the 

hypotheses developed from the literature review. The main objective of the research 

is to answer the questions of how South African consumers are impacted by their 

debt holdings. The sub questions of which debt type influences life satisfaction the 

most and whether perception of debt plays a role in how the perceive debt affects 

life satisfaction, will also be explored. 

 

The discussion will start with analysing the general statistics found in the data 

collected and discuss how it measures up against results of reviewed literature. The 

three hypotheses developed for this research will then be discussed by reviewing the 

results of the data, then compare with the findings of existing literature. 

 

The chapter will end with the view of the research model that was presented in 

Chapter 3, updated with the findings of the research. 

 

6.2. Demographics of the sample 

The demographics of this sample were skewed to females with 66.2%, which was 

larger than the comparable study performed by (Greenberg and Mogilner, 2021) that 
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had a composition of 37.7% females (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2019) therefore skewed 

to males. The age groups on that study ranged from 18 to 75 (Greenberg & Mogilner, 

2019), which is a wider range compared to this study with 18 to 64. This varied for 

different studies as Sweet (2018) had an average of 34 years in their study.  

 

The population was largely black in this research, which differs from existing 

challenges in household finance studies that normally feature white, educated 

households from rich democracies “WEIRD” (Badarinza et al., 2019). This study was 

the opposite in this fact. 

 

Sweet (2018) also noted a highly educated sample in their research with 34.7% with 

no degrees. This sample was even more highly educated as 19.2% of the sample 

had no degrees. Therefore, it was highly skewed to highly educated consumers. 

 

The employment status of this research’s sample was also skewed to employed 

individuals as they amounted to 86.2% compared to the equivalent study with 66.8% 

employed individuals (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2019). Due to the age difference in the 

sample, this study had no retired individuals compared to 2.0% on the equivalent US 

study. The unemployed respondents were also higher on the US study at 16.8% 

(Greenberg & Mogilner, 2019) compared to 6.9% on this research sample. These 

differences are due to the sample reached for this research and could differ if the 

sample was much larger. 

 

6.3. Consumer debt  

The number of debt holders in the sample was 114, which represents 88% of the 

sample. This is higher than the 61% debt holders from the adult population of South 

Africa (Mutsonziwa, 2024), which might be due to the demographics of the sample. 

 

Table 10: Debt holding summary  

 

 

Total 
sample

Mortgage 
debt

Vehicle 
loans

Credit 
cards

Personal 
loans

Other 
debt

No of debt holding 130 89 107 76 41 39
% holding 68.5% 82.3% 58.5% 31.5% 30.0%
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The sample composition of mortgage debt of 68.5% aligns to that of developed 

countries of 69% (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021) and higher than the 

country statistics which reflect 52.03% (NCR, 2024a). South Africa has lower levels 

of individualism compared to the US and similar levels of indulgence, which means 

they should have relatively high levels of mortgage debt based on observations by 

Gaganis et al. (2020). The levels of 68.5% are high, although these are likely 

influenced by the ample size than the cultural dimensions of indulgence and 

individualism in this case. 

 

The balance of the composition of debt is much higher at 82.3% for vehicle loans, 

58.5% for credit card debt, 31.5% for personal loans and 30% for other debt 

compared to the country composition of 21.82% of secured credit agreements of 

which the majority is vehicle loans, credit facilities of 14.06% of which the majority is 

credit cards, unsecured credit of 12.09% for the balance of unsecured debt which 

includes personal loans and other types of debt  (NCR, 2024a). These statistics are 

also high compared to US statistics of 11% for student loans, 6% for credit cards and 

9% for vehicle loans (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021). The high statistics 

of the respondents may be due to the limited number of the sample.  

 

                     

Figure 16: Credit card split Figure 17: Credit card - 

education 

 

54 of the 76 credit card holders on the sample have one credit card, representing 

71.1%, 21 (27.6%) have 2 credit cards, and 1 (1.3%) has 3 credit cards. The number 

of respondents with one credit card is slightly lower than the 74% in the US (Stavins, 

2020), although comparable.  65 of those with credit cards have Degrees, which 

represents 85.5% of the sample, lower than the 92% in the US (Stavins, 2020). 

 



86 
 

The number of credit cards held by each respondent had a mean of 1.42 (refer to 

table 6, Crcard_Hold), which is lower than the US average of 2.26 credit cards per 

person (Stavins, 2020) and two cards or more for UK households (Gathergood et al., 

2019).  

 

6.4.  Hypothesis 1 – Consumer debt and life satisfaction 

The first hypothesis intended to answer the first research question as stated in 

chapter 3 of “How do South African consumers’ debt impact their life satisfaction?” 

 

The hypothesis developed to answer this research question were: 

H1: Consumer debt has a significant negative relationship with life satisfaction (Null 

hypothesis - H10) 

 

Alternative hypothesis (H11): Consumer debt has no significant negative relationship 

with life satisfaction  

 

The consumer debt impact as an independent variable was measured by considering 

where the respondents had any type of debt and measuring whether that has a 

significant impact on life satisfaction. The amount of current debt held and number 

of debt accounts held were also tested against the life satisfaction dependent 

variable to investigate whether there was a significant negative relationship between 

consumer debt and life satisfaction.  

 

The independent t-test, correlation tests and multi-regression analysis performed 

which controlled for age, gender and income, rejected the null hypothesis. Even 

when a significant relationship was identified using the amount of debt owed as a 

measure, the relationship was positive against life satisfaction, which did not align to 

the hypothesis. Therefore, having consumer debt, at an overall level, has no 

significant negative relations with life satisfaction. 

 

After testing five different types of debt and how it impacted life satisfaction, 

(Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021), concluded that the impact on life 

satisfaction is determined by the type of debt held by the consumer. (Greenberg and 

Mogilner, 2021) reached a similar conclusion after four studies investigating the 
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impact of consumer debt in life satisfaction. Black et al. (2024) also explored the 

relationship between consumer debt and impact on life satisfaction through financial 

strain using the amount of debt and types of debt as a measure and concluded that 

the amount of debt has a negative impact on life satisfaction in the long term, due to 

the positive relationship with financial strain. Adding to the body of this research, Tay 

et al. (2017) suggested the negative relationship between debt and subjective well-

being due to the financial worry mediator attached to debt but highlighted the 

importance of examining debt types. Investigating seven different types of debt 

against happiness in a longitudinal study, which is utilised interchangeably in 

literature with life satisfaction, Xiao and Tao (2021) suggested that any type of debt 

has a negative relationship with happiness.  

 

The results on gender reflected no significant relationship between consumer debt 

and life satisfaction using both the multi regression analysis and 2-way ANOVA. 

South African consumers have an average of 3.4 accounts per consumer. Therefore, 

the ANOVA test was split into two groups of consumers that have up to two accounts 

and those that have three or more accounts, to determine if there would be a 

significant different by virtue of this for different genders. The results showed no 

significant difference for either group for both genders. This study therefore agrees 

with the findings of Białowolski et al. (2020) that found no significant different in 

genders. Contrasting these findings,  Almenberg et al. (2021) found Swedish women 

to be more uncomfortable than men with debt. L. F. Dunn and Mirzaie (2023) also 

found US women to be more significantly affected by debt stress than men on their 

job performance and family life. The strong impact of debt on women was also 

suggested by Chen et al. (2021). Based on sig results of 0.136 for women on this 

study and a sig of 0.513 for men, although both not statistically significant, the 

researcher is persuaded that there is evidence of females being more affected by 

debt than males. Zeka and Alhassan (2024) suggesting financial resilience for South 

African males might hold true. 

 

Tay et al. (2017) suggested that income plays a moderator role in the relationship 

between debt and consumer well-being. This was not the case in this study as 

income made no significant difference in the relationship between consumer debt 

and life satisfaction.  
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Tay et al. (2017) and Xiao et al. (2021) highlighted the importance of exploring other 

factors that may strengthen the relationship debt and life satisfaction in consumers 

like financial control and managing of debts well. They argue that, implementing such 

measures might improve the impact of debt on SWB.   

 

The rejection of the null hypothesis, could be an indication that further exploration at 

debt type level is required, validating the necessity of testing the second hypothesis.  

 

6.5. Hypothesis 2 – Consumer debt type and life satisfaction 

The second hypothesis aimed to answer the second research question of:  Does 

South African consumer debt impact consumer life satisfaction differently for different 

types of debt held? 

 

The hypothesis developed were: 

H2: Unsecured consumer debt types will have a stronger negative relationship with 

life satisfaction compared to secured consumer debt types (null hypothesis – H20). 

 

Alternative hypothesis (H21): Unsecured consumer debt types will have no stronger 

negative relationship with life satisfaction compared to secured consumer debt types. 

 

Unsecured debt types emerged as having a stronger negative relationship to life 

satisfaction on various studies, with student loans being more prominent in the US. 

Of the seven debt types investigated, Xiao et al. (2021) identified three of the top four 

debts that had a negative impact on life satisfaction to be unsecured debt with the 

exception being mortgage loans. Greenberg and Mogilner (2021) had seven studies 

investigating the impact of consumer debt on life satisfaction of three debt types with 

student loans predominantly having a strong negative relationship with life 

satisfaction across the studies. Credit cards had not significant relationship with life 

satisfaction while mortgage debt has a positive relationship (Bialowolski & Weziak-

Bialowolska, 2021; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2019). suggested that secured debt 

increased life satisfaction due to the purpose for which the debt was obtained and the 

benefit achieved from the assets linked to that debt, while unsecured debt decreased life 

satisfaction. 
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The results of this research had elements that align to existing studies in that a 

positive significant relationship was noted on mortgage debt based on the amount of 

debt held (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2019, 2021). While the researcher cannot 

conclude that this results in the increase in life satisfaction as concluded by 

Bialowolski and Weziak-Bialowolska (2021) due to this being a cross-sectional study, 

the positive relationship noted would have resulted in the conclusion made in that 

study as a longitudinal study.  

 

Vehicle loans had no significant negative relationship with life satisfaction on this 

research. As a secured debt type, this debt type is expected to have a less negative 

impact on life satisfaction (Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023). Although a negative 

relationship was identified by virtue of holding this debt type, it was not significant an 

therefore can be concluded to concur with existing studies. 

 

Credit card debt has no significant relationship with life satisfaction in this study, 

which aligns to the results of (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2019, 2021). Fan and Ryu 

(2023) also did not find any significant relationship between having a credit card and 

impact on social resources, an aspect of life satisfaction. This study also does not 

align to the findings of Bialowolski and Weziak-Bialowolska (2021), who identified 

student loans and credit cards to be the largest negative impact on life satisfaction. 

 

Personal loans are the only type of unsecured debt that showed a significant 

negative relationship with life satisfaction based on having this debt. Personal loans 

are similar to payday loans in other countries which are subject to high interest rates. 

Greenberg et al. (2020) purported that it was the high interest rates linked to such 

debt types that result in debt aversion to consumers, which then cause them to have 

a negative impact from this type of debt. Together with the conclusions of (Xiao and 

Tao (2021) relating to unsecured debt, the results of this research align to existing 

studies.  

 

The student loans were reported as part of other debt types on this research, with 

these amounting to about 52% of those that provided the details of other debt held. 

This is not similar to the developed countries and China where student loans featured 

in research as a negative impact on life satisfaction either directly or through 

impacting health financial well-being (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Fan 
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& Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Xiao et al., 2021), with the exception of 

Robb et al. (2019) who had different findings. This study showed no significant 

negative relationship between other debt and life satisfaction which would have 

indicated some student loan influence as most of this type of debt. However, since 

the overall debt type had no significant negative relationship with life satisfaction, this 

does not give any indication of associating to existing studies. 

 

6.6. Hypothesis 3 – Perception of debt as “debt” 

The third hypothesis aimed to answer the third research question of: Do South 

African consumers’ debt perception of debt types held impact life satisfaction based 

on this perception? In addition, open-ended questions were asked from survey 

participants to complement the quantitative test and get a holistic view of the 

consumer’s perception of the different types of debt. This discussion will consider 

results from both these tests in comparing to theory from existing literature. 

 

The hypothesis tested to answer this question was: 

H3 (H30): Consumer debt perceived as ‘debt’ has a significant negative relationship 

with life satisfaction (null hypothesis) 

 

Alternative hypothesis (H31): Consumer debt perceived as ‘debt’ has no significant 

negative relationship with life satisfaction 

 

The perception of debt is driven by the purpose for which that debt was taken, 

resulting in the labelling of that debt as either “good” or “bad”, which has become 

common use in literature. The expectation is that, where debt is perceived as “good”, 

it should result in positive effected on life satisfaction and when it is “bad” it yields 

negative effects (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021). In this context, the 

amount of debt owed does not influence the consumer’s perception of their debt, 

since mortgages are normally the highest debt for consumers however are seen as 

good and have been concluded to increase life satisfaction in the long-term rather 

than negatively impact it by virtue of being a highest debt (Bialowolski & Weziak-

Bialowolska, 2021; Greenberg et al., 2020). The labelling of debt as “debt” therefore 

becomes a predictor of how the debt will impact life satisfaction, where student loans 
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were labelled as debt regardless of the amount of debt not being the highest debt 

(Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021).  

 

The results of this research showed a negative but not significant relationship 

between the perception of mortgage debt as “debt” and life satisfaction and also did 

not show a significant positive benefit from the house to life satisfaction. Therefore, 

consumers label mortgage debt as “debt” although not significant and do not 

perceive a significant benefit from their houses which are linked to the mortgage. The 

statistical results considered with most comments from open ended questions, reflect 

that consumers perceive mortgages as debt regardless of the benefit of having a 

house due to the high amount and high interest rates linked to the debt. These 

findings are not aligned to literature. 

 

Consumers perceive vehicle loans as “debt” while the benefit obtained from the 

vehicles has a positive relationship to life satisfaction although not significant. Vehicle 

loan debt is “good” due to the benefit from it being long-term, however, South African 

consumers significantly perceive it as debt. This may also be due to the highlighted 

high interest rates that have resulted in increased instalments.  The argument that 

even when debt is considered good, it can result in a burden that impacts the 

perception of the consumer if it places a demand on the consumer’s financial 

resources (Black et al., 2024). This argument holds true in line with the findings of 

this research for vehicle loan perception of debt. The labelling of vehicle loans having 

a significant relationship with life satisfaction also aligns to the view by Greenberg 

and Mogilner (2021). 

 

Credit card debt consumers recognised that this debt type is an expensive type of 

debt due to high interest rates, which aligns to literature (Gomes et al., 2021; 

Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). Consumers also confirmed use of credit cards for 

living expenses due to the high cost of living. Two consumers confirmed the use of 

credit card funds as income, which makes them prone to risky indebtedness 

behaviour (Abrantes-Braga & Veludo-de-Oliveira, 2020). The negative relationship 

of credit card perception and life satisfaction was not significant, although consumers 

perceive the benefit from credit card use to have a positive significant relationship to 

life satisfaction. It could be due to the role of credit cards in assisting the consumers 

with their living expenses as admitted, which then drives their perception of seeing it 
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less as debt due to the benefit achieved from its use (Bialowolski & Weziak-

Bialowolska, 2021; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). 

 

Data collected through open ended questions on credit card perception as clearly 

suggest use of credit cards for living expenses, which is different to developed 

country literature where some consumers use their credit cards for convenience 

(Keys & Wang, 2019). Stavins (2020) suggested it is lower income earners who have 

affordability challenges with credit card debt and those with higher income use their 

credit cards for convenience. This is not the case in South Africa as the average of 

the sample of this research earns over R54 000 per month, which is classified as 

higher income. However, the feedback suggests struggles and dependency on credit 

cards to cope with living expenses as suggested in South African specific available 

data (Sager, 2024). The findings of this research therefore disagree with literature 

from developed countries. 

 

Consumers’ personal loan perception had a negative non-significant relationship to 

life satisfaction. However, consumers’ perception of the benefit from personal loans 

was positive and significant to life satisfaction. This did not align to the researcher’s 

considering unsecured nature of this debt type and high interest rates linked to it. 

Based on the negative feedback from open ended questions, the expectation would 

be that the negative relationship between personal loan perception would be 

significant. This could also be due to the impact made by the personal loan in 

consumers being enabled to achieve what is a necessity to them at the time of need, 

regardless of the cost of this debt. The pressures of taking care of extended 

households (black tax) as unique to South Africa comes through with one of the 

respondents using the personal for the extended family’s home (James, 2021). The 

view the perception of debt being impacted by the benefit obtained from debt in this 

case holds true as personal loan holders do not have a negative significant 

relationship on debt and life satisfaction since they see a significant benefit from this 

type of debt (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021). 

The other debt perception as “debt” had a negative but not significant relationship to 

life satisfaction. Although the perception on the benefit from debt is a positive 

relationship, this was not significant. The researcher expected a different result on 

this relationship considering the comments obtained from the open-ended question 

on perception. However, considering the role played by the other debt in assisting in 
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coping with living expenses and the severity of the stress conveyed on this debt, it 

could be resulting in this “neutrality” view where neither the perception as “debt” not 

the perception as a benefit were significant.  

 

6.7. Research model 

The research model was first presented in chapter 3 and demonstrated the 

conceptual model of this research including the hypotheses planned for testing which 

were develop from literature. Below is the updated view of the conceptual model, 

after updating for the results of this research with accepted null hypothesis shown in 

green and those that were rejected reflected in red. 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Updated conceptual model with findings 

 

6.8. Conclusion 

This chapter aimed to discuss the results of the findings from the research and to 

align these to the theory on existing literature. The research conceptual mode was 

then updated with the findings of the study. 

 

At an overall consumer debt level, having debt has no significant relationship with 

life satisfaction. Zooming in to different consumer debt types, the secured debt types 
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had no significant negative relationship with life satisfaction. The unsecured debt had 

mixed results with credit card debt and other debt types having no significant 

relationship with life satisfaction. However, personal loans had a significant negative 

relationship with life satisfaction.  

 

The perception of debt as “debt” and impact on life satisfaction had a negative 

significant relationship only for personal loans, which means the fact that consumers 

have personal loans and their perception of this type of debt align, negatively 

impacting their life satisfaction. 

 

In some instances, the results of this research align to existing theory and differ in 

some. At a high level, this study expected the relationship between consumer debt 

to have a significant negative relationship to life satisfaction, which was strong for 

unsecured debt than secured debt. While the study confirmed that the relationship 

between consumer debt and life satisfaction differs based on debt type, not all 

relationships were a negative relationship nor was the relationship significant. Only 

personal loans had a negative significant relationship to life satisfaction both for 

having this type of debt and perception held by consumers. This aligns to results 

found in US studies where student loans had a negative significant relationship with 

life satisfaction based on having this type of debt and was also perceived as debt by 

consumers. In South Africa’s case, this relates to personal loans. 

 

The next chapter will provide conclusions and recommendations for this research 

based on the results of this research, including limitations of the research. 
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7. CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.1   Introduction 

South Africa has over 61% of its adult population in debt (Mutsonziwa, 2024) and 

each credit active consumer has an average of 3.4 credit accounts. The number of 

credit active consumers has increased by over 28% in the last decade as reflected 

in figure 1 of chapter 1. While this is positive with regards to the access of consumers 

to credit, the credit score of 561 (refer to Appendix 1) in the country compared to the 

acceptable average score of 616 (Coetzee, 2023). South African consumers have 

good access to credit with banks providing over 84% of the total debtors’ book (NCR, 

2024a), however over 62 % of their disposable income is spent on servicing debt  

(Sager, 2024; SARB, 2024). As of September 2023, South Africa’s household debt 

was 40.6%, which is relatively high compared to the all-time high of 49.6% that was 

reached in September 2007 (CEIC, n.d.). All these factors evidence the 

indebtedness of South Africa consumers. 

 

South African consumers have increasingly found themselves depending on credit 

for their living expenses, with the top reason for borrowing being food (Mutsonziwa, 

2024; NCR, 2021). The elevated interest rate, following a cumulative 475 basis point 

increase since November 2021, including the increased inflation and the remnants 

of the COVID-19 which impacted the labour force, had a direct impact on instalments 

due from consumers on their debt (Sager, 2024; SARB, 2023; TransUnion, 2024b).   

 

The first-time default rate of South African consumers has deteriorated by 19% in the 

last five years since September 2019 (see Table 1, chapter 1). This, together with 

the increase in demand for debtors under management, is evidence of the 

challenges faced by credit active consumers (Sager, 2024). The challenges are 

further seen in the increase in rejection rate of credit applications, which have 

increased by over 11% in the last five years (NCR, 2019, 2024a). Such conditions 

give rise to the risk of consumers seeking assistance from informal institutions, which 

would place them in higher levels of financial vulnerability due to high interest rates 

charged (Badarinza et al., 2019; Experian, 2024). 

 

The indebtedness of South African consumers is a concern, despite this not being 

unique only to South Africa (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021). These 
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challenges are seen not only in low-income consumers but also high-income earners 

who see 69% of their disposable income, higher than the average of 62%, servicing 

debt (Sager, 2024). The issue of consumer indebtedness is not one to be taken lightly 

as, once it reached financial distress stages, can take up two and half years to abate 

(Athreya et al., 2019). This would not only impact consumers’ financial well-being, 

but also the financial institutions that provided this debt as they would incur bad debts 

due to non-recovery of debt (Feng et al., 2019). 

  

Consumer debt compromises financial well-being, which negatively impacts the 

overall life satisfaction or subjective well-being of consumers as financial well-being 

is a key predictor of subjective well-being  (Netemeyer et al., 2018; Ngamaba et al., 

2020). Compromised financial well-being affects other domains of life satisfaction 

like health (Ryu & Fan, 2023), causes financial strain to households (Athreya et al., 

2019; French & Vigne, 2019; Friedline et al., 2021), and negatively impacts work life 

(Black et al., 2024; Spoelma & Fletcher, 2024). 

 

Consumers employing good debt management practices result in better financial 

conditions which then positively impact their financial well-being. Financial distress 

caused by over-indebtedness causes a negative impact on financial well-being 

(Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, et al., 2021) along with risky indebtedness 

behaviour (Abrantes-Braga & Veludo-de-Oliveira, 2020). However, financial control, 

financial capability and financial security have a positive impact on financial well-

being (Abrantes-Braga & Veludo-de-Oliveira, 2020; Bialowolski, Weziak-

Bialowolska, & McNeely (2021). Therefore, any study that contributes to the 

understanding of matters impacting consumers’ financial well-being is one that could 

empower consumers, giving them the desire to attain financial control over their 

finances to have financial satisfaction and positive impact on their life satisfaction. 

 

Financial institutions are in a position of influence to consumers through advise given 

relating to the financial products offered to consumers, together with how these 

financial products are structured (Fu, 2020). When financial institutions are 

responsible in their lending practices it has a positive influence on whereas if credit 

is given negligently it can also have dire consequences to consumers (Abrantes-

Braga & Veludo-de-Oliveira, 2020; Fu, 2020; Greenberg et al., 2020). Research that 

gives insight to the impact of debt products, could assist business change these 
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structures to suit the needs of consumers, as well as provide the necessary advise 

about the risks of certain debt types if research proves them as negative to the 

consumers’ life satisfaction. This research aims to achieve such insights for 

business. 

 

Various studies have been done in developed countries on consumer debt and life 

satisfaction of subjective well-being. As life satisfaction is a component of subjective 

well-being, these terms tend to be used interchangeably in research (Greenberg & 

Mogilner, 2021; Kollamparambil, 2020; Ngamaba et al., 2020; Xiao et al., 2021). Most 

of these studies have been done in developed countries, which resulted in the under-

representation of emerging economies (refer to table 2 in chapter 2). Life satisfaction 

has further sub-domains of work, one’s group, self-view, finances, health, family and 

leisure (refer to figure 3 in chapter 2). Existing studies have therefore focused on 

these various areas of life satisfaction in studying the impact of consumer debt on 

life satisfaction, with the financial conditions caused by consumer debt being a 

measure of financial well-being which then impacts life satisfaction through the sub-

domains of life satisfaction. Consumer debt financial distress has a negative impact 

on physical and mental health, with a stronger impact on women than men as women 

are more likely to report on health problems (Bialowolski, Weziak-Bialowolska, Lee, 

et al., 2021; Chen et al., 2021; L. F. Dunn & Mirzaie, 2023). 

 

The impact of student loans on life satisfaction was found to improve life-esteem of 

young adults which positively impacted their self-view while credit cards did not have 

a similar impact, suggesting a different impact of debt types on one’s life satisfaction  

(Fan & Ryu, 2023). In another study, student loans and credit cards were also 

concluded to impact life satisfaction negatively (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 

2021; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021) although Robb et al. (2019) concluded differently 

and did not find a negative association between student loans and financial 

satisfaction.  

 

The negative impact of consumer debt on life satisfaction was linked to the type of 

debt by further studies due to the consumers’ debt aversion to high-interest rate debt 

types (Greenberg et al., 2020; Martínez-Marquina & Shi, 2024). Other studies 

investigated the various types of debt and determined which debt type had a stronger 

negative relationship to life satisfaction, with unsecured debt like credit cards and 
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student loans dominating these studies (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; 

Chen et al., 2021; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Xiao et al., 2021). Secured debt 

types like mortgage debt had no significant relationship to life satisfaction (Greenberg 

& Mogilner, 2021) or increased life satisfaction (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 

2021), depending on the research methodology followed.  

 

Studies further pursued the impact of the different debt types on life satisfaction 

based on the perception from consumers of that debt. Research findings then 

suggested that the reason for obtained the debt and benefit obtained from the 

purchases made with that debt impact the perception of consumers and their life 

satisfaction from that debt (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021). Greenberg et al. 

(2020) supported this view by claiming that it is the sensitivity of the consumer to the 

debt that impacts life satisfaction, while Greenberg & Mogilner (2021) worded it as the 

labelling of debt as “debt” that influences the consumer’s perceptions which then impacts 

life satisfaction. This view suggests that, even when debt is large based on the amount, 

it will not be necessarily perceived as debt by consumers due to factors mentioned above 

(Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021). Abrantes-Braga & Veludo-de-Oliveira (2020) 

added to the perception view by cautioning consumers against seeing their credit card 

limits as their income as it may impact their behaviour and result in risky indebtedness 

behaviour, which would be detrimental to their financial well-being and therefore life 

satisfaction. 

 

As mentioned earlier, most of these studies were in developed countries, leaving a gap 

in the emerging economies. Emerging economies have specific risks and challenges 

which necessitate this study in this context as the developed country conclusions cannot 

be assumed to apply to emerging economies as well (Badarinza et al., 2019; Greenberg 

& Mogilner, 2021; Xiao et al., 2021). The purpose of this research was to obtain insight 

into the impact of consumer debt on life satisfaction in the South African context, with 

the objective of adding to the existing body of knowledge on these variables. 

 

Some of the studies on consumer debt and life satisfaction are based on the 

subjective well-being theory, which is concerned with how people view their own lives 

and emotional experiences (Diener et al., 2017). The theory further investigates the 

various domains of subjective well-being which are positive affect, negative affect 

and life satisfaction Diener et al. (2017). Life satisfaction is further divided into various 

sub-domains, with financial well-being being the key predictor of financial well-being 
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(Netemeyer et al., 2018). Financial well-being further has spillover effects on other 

sub-domains of life satisfaction, further validating its importance (Tay et al., 2017).   

 

This study used life satisfaction as the domain to measure the subjective well-being 

of South African consumers, which is the core concern of this study. Life satisfaction 

was measured using the satisfaction with life scales and measures the individual’s 

well-being based on their cognitive judgmental process  (Diener, Emmons, Larsem, 

et al., 1985; Diener et al., 1999, 2017). These cognitive judgments were determined 

using the survey questionnaire which were distributed via a survey tool to collect 

data. 

 

7.2   Research scope, approach and findings 

The research was specific to South African consumers and limited to the consumer 

debt as an independent variable and life satisfaction as a dependent variable. The 

definition of South African consumers included all consumers that permanently 

reside in South Africa and have a South African ID, therefore regarded as citizens. 

 

The research scope intended to investigate the relationship between consumer debt 

and life satisfaction at an overall level, debt type level and perception of debt level. 

This scope was informed by the literature review performed on existing literature that 

contributed to the debt and subjective well-being theories.  

 

The research aimed to answer the following three research questions to determine 

the impact of consumer debt on life satisfaction in the South African context:  

RQ1: How do South African consumers’ debt impact their life satisfaction?  

RQ2: Does South African consumer debt impact consumer life satisfaction differently 

for different types of debt held?  

RQ3: Do South African consumers’ debt perception of debt types held impact life 

satisfaction based on this perception? 

 

The research applied a quantitative research methodology and followed a 

descriptive, explanatory design as there are existing studies relating to these 

constructs (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). A positivism philosophy was applied as this 

was a quantitative study together with ontological and epistemological assumptions, 
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to avoid creating undue realities or conclusion about the data collected (Saunders & 

Lewis, 2018; Solem, 2003). A deductive approach was followed as this was a 

quantitative study which aimed to test relationships through developing 

hypothesis from existing studies (Barczak, 2015). A mono research choice was 

applied as the survey was the only primary method of data collection utilised, 

due to the limited time available to collect the data (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). 

 

Due to the regulatory constraints on availability of secondary data, which is what 

most existing studies used relating to these constructs, the researcher approached 

a target population that could be reached from their personal network across 

provinces in South Africa. A non-probability sampling method was used using 

purposive sampling as the sample could not be selected from the total population of 

27.92 credit active consumers in South Africa (NCR, 2024a). The researcher made 

an effort to eliminate sampling bias by approaching various demographic types of 

the target population.  

 

The survey was self-created by the researcher on SurveyMonkey as the survey tool, 

which was then distributed to the target population through social media which was 

WhatsApp and LinkedIn, email and face-to-face interactions made prior to sharing 

the survey link. The questionnaire were adopted from a peer-review, highly rated 

academic article which performed this study in the US (Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021), 

and adopted for the South African context as necessary. The questionnaire consisted 

of various closed and open-ended questions to gather information on the two 

variables identified, at debt type level. Perception of debt was gather through one 

open-ended question and 7-scale likert questions. Life satisfaction data was obtained 

through the five satisfaction with life questions which had 7-scale likert questions.  

 

A pilot study was performed to gauge the effectiveness and understandability of the 

questionnaire from 15 participants. Once the questionnaire was updated for the 

feedback received, a separate survey link was distributed through the means already 

mentioned. A final sample of 130 respondents was achieved and analysed. The IBM 

SPSS statistical tool was utilised, with the assistance of an external Statistician to 

determine the appropriate tests to be run (refer to appendix AD). 
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The IBM SPSS statistical tool was utilised to run the independent t-tests, Pearson’s 

correlation, Spearman’s correlations, and multiple regression analysis as relevant for 

the types of variables run. All statistical tests were run at a 95% confidence level. 

The interpretation of results was made based on the direction of the relationship 

between the variables testes and the sig value to determine the significance of the 

relationship. Thereafter, conclusion were made on the hypothesis tested. The 

findings for each research question are details in 7.3 to 7.7. 

 

7.3   Consumer debt and life satisfaction 

There was no significant relationship between consumer debt and life satisfaction. 

This was the case whether having any debt has an impact, the total number of debts, 

and amount of debt. This does not align to the suggestion that any debt holding has 

a negative relationship to life satisfaction (Xiao et al., 2021) Therefore, the impact on 

South African consumers does not occur by virtue of having debt, which aligns to 

literature suggesting that considering the type of debt is important in making 

conclusions between consumer debt and life satisfaction (Chen et al., 2021; 

Greenberg & Mogilner, 2021; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023). 

 

7.4  Consumer debt type and life satisfaction 

Considering the relationship between consumer debt and life satisfaction at debt type 

level yielded different results from different debt types, some of which were not 

expected by the researcher. To answer the research question, South African 

consumer debt was impacted differently by each debt type. 

 

Mortgage loans had a positive non-significant relationship to consumer debt which 

aligned to some studies (Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021; Greenberg & 

Mogilner, 2019). Vehicle loans had a negative non-significant relationship to life 

satisfction and therefore aligns to existing studies which claim secured debt should 

have a less negative relationship to life satisfaction compared to unsecured debt.  

 

Credit card debt did not have a negative significant relationship with life satisfaction 

as expected, which does not align to existing studies that highlighted credit cards as 

one of the unsecured debts with a stronger negative relationship to life satisfaction 

Bialowolski & Weziak-Bialowolska (2021). However, the results of this research 
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concur with other findings of existing studies that found no significant negative 

relationship to life satisfaction (Fan & Ryu, 2023; Greenberg & Mogilner, 2019). 

 

Personal loans had a significant negative relationship to life satisfaction, confirming 

existing literature as unsecured debt and sensitivity to certain types of debt 

(Greenberg et al., 2020; Mudrazija & Butrica, 2023; Xiao et al., 2021). Other debt 

had no significant relationships with life stisfaction, which di not align to existing 

literature conclusions relating to unsecured debt (Greenberg et al., 2020; Mudrazija 

& Butrica, 2023; Xiao et al., 2021). 

 

7.5  Perception of debt as “debt” and life satisfaction 

Personal loan perception as “debt” was the only debt type that had a significant 

relationship with life satisfaction. This aligned with hypothesis 2, which means having 

a personal loan negatively impacts lives of South Africans and affects their 

perception of this debt due to the burden it brings. This aligns with conclusions of 

existing research on the principle that where debt is perceived as “debt” this has a 

negative impact on life satisfaction. While in the US this conclusion related to student 

loans, it is personal loans that are perceived as “debt’ and affect life satisfaction 

negatively in South Africa. 

 

7.6   Limitations and recommendations for future research 

  The sample of this study was only 130 respondents due to 47 survey participants 

that did not complete the questionnaire and 9 participants who are non-South 

Africans. This limits the ability to generalise the findings as the sample was not a 

representative of the total population of close to 30 million credit active consumers 

in South Africa. The researcher recommends that future studies utilise secondary 

data to access large samples of data. The recent NIDS studies include the life 

satisfaction component, which could be utilised to gain more valuable insights on the 

variables of this study. 

 

The cross-sectional research method was not a comprehensive one and was limited 

due to time constraints. Longitudinal studies in future research could better address 

this, in line with most of existing studies on consumer debt and life satisfaction. 
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The questionnaire as a method of data collection provides limitations as the 

researcher cannot probe the respondent to understand the basis for their response. 

Although the perception of debt as “debt” component of the questionnaire included 

open ended questions which partly addressed this, this would not have fully 

eliminated this limitation.  

 

The research has long questionnaire, with some questions not utilised to explore the 

relationships extensively due to time limitations linked to the study. Further 

relationships which consider who is responsible for the debt, studying relationships 

between different income groups, relationships between different age groups, etc 

could have been explored in more detail. Future studies could explore this further. 

 

This study was limited to understanding the impact of debt on life satisfaction without 

exploring other domains of life satisfaction like health, social group impact, one’s self 

view, etc. Future studies in the South African context could explore these domains 

as done in developed countries.  

 

Future studies could also explore how South African consumers approach payments 

on their debt, to determine if the approach is efficient to enable financial well-being 

or simply balances payments across debt accounts with no regard to interest 

charged (Argyle et al., 2020; Donnelly et al., 2024; Gathergood et al., 2019; Quispe-

Torreblanca et al., 2019). This was not explored by this study. 

 

Perceptions of debt can differ by gender (Chen et al., 2021), which then impacts life 

satisfaction due to financial stress linked to debt. This was not explored in this study, 

therefore, future research could include this aspect in the perception of debt studies. 

 

Future studies could explore the impact of personal debt on the employees job 

performance and overall work experiences, which was not explored in this study 

(Black et al., 2024; Spoelma & Fletcher, 2024). 

 

Future studies could also explore the levels of education and the impact of consumer 

on this basis. Existing studies suggest households with lower levels of financial 

literacy (Feng et al., 2019) and women who are not highly educated (Sweet, 2018), 

are more likely to be affected strongly by debt. However, in South Africa, highly 
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educated women were found to be more resilient than men (Zeka & Alhassan, 2024), 

which would make this study a subject of interest. This was not explored on this 

research. 
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APPENDIX A: South African consumer average credit score 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B: Credit granted – Credit facilities 

 

Source: NCR 

 

 

 

 

 

Item 2019Q1 2024Q1
Credit Facilities entered into 2,157,555 2,900,270
Credit Transactions entered into 2,033,314 1,817,813
Grand Total 4,190,869 4,718,083

Credit facilities percentage of total credit granted 51% 61%
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APPENDIX E: Sample qualifying question 
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APPENDIX G: Life satisfaction scale 
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(Diener, Emmons, Larsen, et al., 1985) 
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Appendix K – Pearson correlation test – Hypothesis 1 
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Appendix M – Multi regression analysis 
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Appendix N – 2-way ANOVA – Consumer debt 
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Appendix O – Mortgage debt independent t-test 
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Appendix P – Mortgage debt Pearson correlation test 

 

 

Appendix Q – Mortgage debt multiple regression analysis 
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Appendix R – Vehicle loans independent t-test 
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Appendix S – Vehicle loans Pearson correlation test 

 

Appendix T – Vehicle loan multiple regression analysis 
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Appendix U – Credit card debt independent t-test 
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Appendix V – Credit card debt Pearson correlation test 

 

Appendix W – Credit card debt multiple regression analysis 

Having credit card debt: 
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Appendix X – Personal loan independent t-test 
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Appendix Y – Personal loan Pearson correlation test 

 

 

Appendix Z – Personal loan multiple regression analysis 
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Appendix AA – Other debt independent t-test 
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Appendix AB – Other debt Pearson correlation test 

 

Appendix AC – Other debt multiple regression analysis 
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Appendix AD – Perception of debt as “debt” Spearman  correlation test 

 

Appendix AE – Benefit from debt Spearman correlation test 

 


