
 
Debt is overwhelming.  
 
That’s the consensus from the majority of consumers who participated in Spinwheel’s latest 
survey of more than 600 adult consumers.  
 
While our previous Spin Signal report showed what happens when consumers move from one 
debt type to multiple debt types, this new research explores how consumers feel about debt, 
how they manage it, and what their responses reveal about the growing challenge of debt 
complexity. 

Today's Debt Landscape Is More Complex Than Ever 

Regardless of the amount or type of debt, 57% of consumers agree that thinking about debt is 
overwhelming. Among younger generations, this is even higher — 72% of Millennials and 74% 
of Gen Z consumers agree with this sentiment.  
 
Feeling overwhelmed isn't driven by one specific debt product or one exceptionally large 
balance. It's a common experience across today's credit landscape, where consumers 
increasingly manage multiple financial relationships simultaneously.  
 
To understand why debt feels so overwhelming, it's helpful to first understand what Americans 
actually owe. Every consumer who participated in this survey had some kind of debt with credit 
cards, mortgages, and auto loans leading the way.  
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The debt mix itself isn't the story. The story is what that mix creates. Most consumers are 
managing several different types of debt simultaneously, each with its own payment 
schedule, lender, interest rate, and digital experience.  

Complexity compounds quickly. Taking it a step further, how this breaks down among 
different generations shows some interesting trendlines.  

Debt Changes With Every Stage of Life 

Unsurprisingly, younger generations have the most student loan debt as they are closer to 
college years. Likewise, Baby Boomers and Gen X hold more mortgages.  
 
While these patterns largely reflect different life stages, they also illustrate how consumer credit 
becomes increasingly layered over time. Student loans often give way to auto loans, mortgages, 
credit cards, and eventually home equity products.  
 
Rather than replacing one another, many of these obligations accumulate, creating more 
accounts, more payment schedules, and more opportunities for financial complexity. Gen X 
illustrates this dynamic most clearly. 
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The Debt Burdened Gen Xer 

Among all generations, Gen X has the highest percentage of debt in every category except 
personal loans (beat only by Gen Z) and Buy Now, Pay Later (BNPL) balances. This high debt 
load is consistent with industry data.  
 
For instance, Experian reports Gen Xers owe more than $158,000 on average, stating this is 
more than the balances of all other generations, and more than 50% higher than average debts 
of all consumers.  
 
Why is this the case? Kiplinger points to the dual strain of a “sandwich generation” that is 
simultaneously supporting children longer into adulthood and taking care of aging parents. 
Rather than replacing old obligations, many Gen X households are carrying the financial 
responsibilities of multiple life stages simultaneously. 

Creditworthy Household Income Levels 

Life stage isn't the only factor influencing debt complexity. Household income also shapes how 
consumers borrow and the number of financial products they carry. 
 
Our analysis shows those with household incomes of $120K or higher also have higher 
percentages of debt across nearly every debt type. The only exceptions are medical debt and 
student loans. This is likely a combination of increased creditworthiness to qualify for credit and 
lifestyle creep as households upgrade their lifestyle as income increases.  
 
But, higher income doesn’t automatically mean they are more able to pay off debt. CBS News 
reported that delinquencies across all loan products for households earning more than $150,000 
more than doubled from 2023 to 2024.  

Understanding a Complete Consumer Debt Profile 

The good news is that 9 in 10 consumers believe they have a clear picture of how much they 
owe, including credit card debt, loans, mortgages, and BNPL purchases. And, most (58%) don’t 
believe their credit score has ever prevented them from accessing a type of debt they want. 
 
At first glance, consumers appear financially informed. Most feel confident about their overall 
debt picture. But confidence fades when the questions shift from knowing what they owe to 
understanding what to do about it.  
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When asked if they know the interest rates on their credit cards or loans without looking, nearly 
half (49%) said no. At the same time, nearly one-third of all respondents (31%) agree they want 
to consolidate their debt but don’t know how. And, for Gen Z respondents, 52% want to 
consolidate but aren’t sure how to do so.  
 
More importantly, knowing what you owe and managing what you owe are not the same thing. 
Our research shows 28% of consumers agree they avoid looking at their finances when 
possible. This jumps to half among Gen Z consumers. Let that sink in: One out of every 2 Gen Z 
consumers avoids looking at their finances.  
 

 
 
Why is Gen Z avoiding its finances? Several factors may contribute to this behavior. Gen Z 
entered adulthood during a period of elevated inflation, rising interest rates, and growing 
reliance on digital credit products like BNPL. At the same time, they are often managing 
financial relationships across multiple lenders, apps, and payment experiences.  
 
When finances become fragmented, avoidance can become a coping mechanism rather than a 
sign of financial irresponsibility. 
 
To add to this, Gen Z is also the only generation to say it feels more financial pressure based on 
the number of payments they manage instead of the total amount they owe. This points to an 
interesting shift in borrower perspectives. As debt accumulates, complexity is becoming a bigger 
pain point than simply dollars owed.  
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Together, these findings suggest that for younger consumers, financial stress is increasingly 
driven by coordination rather than calculation.  
 
For lenders and financial institutions, this represents more than a financial wellness challenge. It 
is a product opportunity. Many consumers want less complexity.  
 
Institutions that help customers understand what they owe, organize multiple obligations, 
identify opportunities to consolidate debt, or simplify repayment can build stronger engagement 
while improving customer outcomes.  

Most Consumers Are Credit Creatures of Habit While Gen Z 
Is Breaking the Mold 

How do consumers choose which financial providers and lenders to use? Fifty percent of 
consumers say they stick with the financial providers they already use when considering a new 
credit card or loan. This is significant as financial institutions and fintechs continue to battle for 
primary financial relationships. 
 
Every additional product deepens customer loyalty and increases lifetime value. Consumers 
who already trust an institution with their checking account or primary credit card often see less 
risk in opening additional credit products there.  
 

 
  
5  Spinwheel.io 
 



 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Historically, this behavior has created a powerful competitive advantage for institutions that win 
primary financial relationships early. But, consumers as creatures of habit may be lessening 
among younger generations. Only 36% of Gen Z and 33% of Millennials say they stick with the 
providers they already use when considering new credit products.  
 
Instead, Gen Z is becoming increasingly more likely to leverage AI for insights and information 
(20%) or ask their friends and family for recommendations (26%) compared to other 
generations. And, among Millennials, marketplace sites like NerdWallet are most popular when 
looking for the right option for a new credit or loan.  
 

 

In other words, financial institutions are steadily losing the home-field advantage they 
once enjoyed. Instead of defaulting to existing providers, younger consumers increasingly 
seek recommendations from marketplaces, AI tools, and their personal networks.  
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Lenders and credit providers cannot ignore this. Instead of just competing against other 
lenders, they're competing to appear in the recommendations generated by AI assistants, 
comparison sites, and digital marketplaces. 

Customers Quit When Effort Exceeds Value 

Across every question we asked about customer experience, one pattern consistently emerged: 
consumers have very little patience for unnecessary effort. Whether completing an application, 
making a purchase, or evaluating financial offers, friction consistently reduced engagement. 
 
The easiest way to win more customers may be eliminating those friction moments throughout 
the consumer credit lifecycle.  

Application Abandonment  

In fact, our research shows 1 in 5 consumers abandon a loan or credit card application because 
it asks for too much information most of the time — with 8% saying they always abandon when 
an application asks for too much.  
 
For about half the time or more, this jumps to one-third of customers abandoning applications 
because they ask for too much. Among Gen Z consumers, the likelihood of abandoning an 
application half the time or more jumps to 50% when it asks for too much information.  

Credit Card Convenience 

This same desire for less friction shows up in shopping carts as well. One of the biggest sources 
of cart abandonment is asking customers to manually type in a credit card number. Our 
research validates this:  
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This means more than 1 in 4 customers are walking away from online shopping carts about half 
of the time because they don’t have their card information readily available. And, Gen Z once 
again has less patience than other generations — 52% of Gen Z don’t complete a purchase 
when they don’t have their credit card information handy. That’s not just lost customers. That’s 
lost revenue. 

Irrelevant Information 

Another source of friction for consumers is simply bad information. Our research shows there is 
a clear opportunity to target customers with better, relevant offers that can help consumers 
better manage their debt. Case in point, nearly half of consumers say about half the time or 
more they: 

●​ Receive offers to refinance a loan or mortgage at a rate higher than they pay now (40%) 
●​ See offers for credit cards they already have (43%) 

 
Recommending a refinance that raises someone's interest rate or advertising a credit card they 
already carry signals disconnected data and poor customer understanding.  
 
Every unnecessary payment, application field, irrelevant offer, or disconnected account adds 
another layer of consumer friction. Institutions that systematically remove those friction points 
will create a measurable competitive advantage.  
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Five Ways to Reduce Credit Complexity for Consumers 

The survey findings tell us borrowers aren't simply looking for more credit. They're looking for 
less complexity. That creates an opportunity for financial institutions willing to rethink how they 
support customers throughout the credit lifecycle. 
 
The financial institutions and fintechs best positioned to win will focus on 5 priorities: 
 

1.​ Develop a complete view of customer liabilities. Consumers increasingly manage 
debt across multiple providers. Understanding the full debt profile creates opportunities 
for more relevant recommendations and better customer outcomes. 

 
2.​ Personalize recommendations using current financial data. Generic campaigns 

increasingly feel irrelevant. Institutions that understand what customers already owe and 
the credit products they have can recommend ways to actually improve their financial 
position. 
 

3.​ Deliver value, not just offers. Consumers don't simply need another loan. They need 
help deciding which financial action makes the most sense given their existing 
obligations. 
 

4.​ Reduce friction wherever possible. Every unnecessary form field, manual entry, or 
disconnected experience creates another opportunity for consumers to abandon the 
journey. 

 
5.​ Compete beyond owned channels. As younger consumers increasingly rely on AI, 

marketplaces, and digital recommendations, institutions need strategies that ensure they 
remain visible wherever borrowing decisions begin. 

 
Ultimately, better credit experiences mean helping consumers understand, organize, and 
optimize the debt they already have. Consumers need credit experiences that are easier to 
navigate and reduce complexity. This will do more than just improve customer satisfaction. It will 
earn trust, deepen relationships, and create long-term competitive advantage. 
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