
Family Values and Household Debt of a Society

There is conjecture, there is hypothesis, there is axiomatic truth and obviously there is 

speculation.  Nothing in the social sciences (that includes finance and economics) can be within 

the province of axiomatic truth.   The weaker form of axiomatic truth, the conjecture, also does 

not work well when human beings are involved. Other than in the realm of “rational 

expectations”, it is self-evident that we frail human beings are not models of rationality and 

hence our behavior can, at best, be hypothesized upon within very broad confidence intervals. 

That leaves speculation, where an analyst has a theory, but either the data required for testing 

the hypothesis is not available or the analyst is too lazy to get data to put the thesis to test – he 

chooses rather to rely on gut feel and limited anecdotal evidence.        

It is in the realm of speculation that this blogger will venture into in this last publication before 

Christmas.  We opine that there is a correlation between household debt of a society and the 

“family values” of that society.  Trying to define family values is a quagmire many an analyst 

would seek to side-step.  We will be bold and define family values of a society to be high if its 

divorce rate is low (yes, only Newt Gingrich is allowed to be a champion of family values and be 

divorced thrice).    When divorce rates are high, children tend to grow up either with a single 

parent or one foster parent.   In such families, there would be greater tendency to be financially 

imprudent.  The father who has visitation rights once a week would have a greater need to win 

the affection of children by indulging them with funds that transform the children into mall rats. 

The foster father/mother would rather spoil the child and spare the rod.  They try to be their 

foster children’s “friends” without realizing that one can’t be a parent and a friend at the same 

time (we are referring here to children below 18 years).   Retail therapy would be the preferred 

vehicle for appearing to be a friend.  Spouses undergoing divorce might also seek solace in retail 

therapy.  Again this can give rise to spending beyond what can be supported by income.  Credit 



card debts would tend to rise.  Also, when a family is not secure within itself, it seeks to splurge 

to impress the neighbors.  Children in such families have a greater tendency to fall prey to peer 

pressure (in a society with high divorce rates, the peers themselves would be from weak 

families).    We are not here to judge whether family values are good or bad.  We are just 

speculating that one of the main reasons for the jump in household debt during the last three 

decades in many western countries  has been due to fall in family values.  

HAVE A BLESSED CHRISTMAS!
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