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Rising debt is 
taking a toll 
on Americans’ 
financial and 
mental health
Achieve Center for Consumer Insights
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Debt has 
become a 
public health 
crisis.
As Americans pay more for housing, utilities, 
groceries, gas and health care, many are taking 
on more debt to cover their needs — a burden that 
roughly a third say is unmanageable, according to 
a new survey from Achieve and Money.com.

In some cases, the strain is pushing borrowers to 
make risky moves to try to make ends meet, such 
as forgoing medical treatment or tapping their 
retirement savings. The pressure of paying off those 
loans is taking a toll on their mental and physical 
health, as well as their bank accounts. But the 
survey also suggests many borrowers want to turn 
their finances around, and they’re open to several 
repayment strategies that could help.
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About Achieve
Achieve, the digital personal finance company, helps everyday people get on, and 
stay on, the path to a better financial future. Achieve pairs proprietary data and 
analytics with personalized support to offer personal loans, home equity loans, 
debt relief and debt consolidation, along with financial tips and education and free 
mobile apps: Achieve MoLO®️ (Money Left Over) and Achieve GOOD™️ (Get Out Of 
Debt). Achieve is frequently recognized for providing top-rated customer experience 
and satisfaction by both consumers and leading personal finance review platforms 
and has 2,200 dedicated teammates across the country, with hubs in Arizona, 
California, Florida and Texas.

Achieve refers to the global organization and may denote one or more affiliates of 
Achieve Company, including Achieve.com, Equal Housing Opportunity (NMLS ID 
#138464); Achieve Home Loans, Equal Housing Opportunity (NMLS ID #1810501); 
Achieve Personal Loans (NMLS ID #227977); Achieve Debt Relief (NMLS ID 
#1248929); and Freedom Financial Asset Management (CRD #170229).

Achieve Center for Consumer Insights

About Money.com

Money has a 50-plus-year legacy of guiding people to 
financial victories with up-to-date information, education, 
and tools. Money, a digital destination, helps create richer 
lives for everyone—in every sense of the word. Signature 
franchises include a bevy of Best-In categories such as 
Best Places to Live, Best Crypto Exchanges, Best Mortgage 
Lenders, Best Life Insurance, Best Auto Insurance, Best VA 
Loans, Best Homeowner Insurance, Best High-Yield Savings 
Accounts, Best Credit Cards, Best Colleges, Best Student 
Loans, and Best Student Loan Refinance Companies, with an 
aim to improve your finances and promote your well-being.

For more information, visit Money.com.

Methodology

The data presented are based on a joint Achieve and Money.com survey fielded in February 2026. The respondent sample consisted of 2,000 U.S. consumers 
ages 18 and older who identified as being either the primary or shared financial decision-maker in their household.

Most Americans say they plan ahead, but many still rely on 
costly solutions

Many want a financial ‘reset’ but aren’t sure where to turn

Side effects of dealing with financial stress & debt

Debt repayment strategies consumers would consider using
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https://www.achieve.com/personal-loans
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https://money.com/
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34%
Unable to make full 

monthly debt payments

1/3
Unsecured debt increased 
in past 12 months

Key takeaways:
→ Debt isn’t just high — it’s growing:

Nearly a third of respondents say their 
unsecured debt increased over the past 12 
months, and 34% say they are unable to make 
the full monthly payment on all their debts. 
Borrowers whose debt increased in the past 
year report worse outcomes across most major 
measures.

→ Money issues can take a major emotional toll:

Around half of respondents report trouble 
sleeping (49%), feeling anxious or on edge 
(50%), or feeling overwhelmed (44%).

→ Some consumers cope in risky ways:

One in five say they use alcohol or other 
substances to cope with financial stress, 
and 14% have delayed or skipped medical 
treatment because of money.

→ Most respondents are looking for solutions:

More than half of respondents (53%) say their 
household’s finances “need a strategic reset.” 
The share spikes to eight out of 10 respondents 
who feel they have too much debt.

“The data shows that for many everyday people, 
debt has moved beyond a financial hurdle and is 
now a pervasive health issue,” said Achieve Co-
Founder and Co-CEO Brad Stroh. “When 80% 
of those with unmanageable debt are unable 
to meet their monthly obligations, it is clear that 
the traditional path is no longer working. There 
is a profound need for a strategic reset in how 
households approach their financial journeys.”

44%
Feel overwhelmed

... debt has 
moved beyond a 
financial hurdle 
and is now a 
pervasive health 
issue.”

“

Achieve Center for Consumer InsightsAchieve Center for Consumer Insights

Source: Achieve/Money.com
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Debt is 
growing — 
and getting 
harder to 
manage
Only a third of Americans are 
living debt-free today. While 
many feel they have a handle on 
what they owe, a significant and 
growing share report that their 
balances have climbed over the 
past year — and the more debt 
people carry, the less in control 
they tend to feel.

Even respondents who currently 
feel in control aren’t immune. 
Nearly 4 in 10 of them still saw 
their unsecured balances grow 
in the past year, suggesting that 
rising costs are putting pressure 
on households across the board 
— not just those already in 
distress.

Achieve Center for Consumer InsightsAchieve Center for Consumer Insights

28%
Say their debt feels 
unmanageable
Source: Achieve/Money.com 5
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More than 
a quarter of 
Americans say 
their debt is 
unmanageable

Only a third of consumers are living 
debt-free, according to the survey 
findings. But many with debt do 
feel they’re able to control it: 42% 
of respondents report they have a 
manageable amount of debt. (The 
survey asked about how respondents 
perceived their debt load, not just the 
dollar amount they owed.)

But there is a significant minority of 
Americans who are struggling to stay 
on top of their debt: 18% of respondents 
feel they have a bit more debt than is 
manageable, and 10% say they have 
far more than is manageable. Typically, 
the more unsecured debt — a line of 
credit or loan not backed by collateral, 
including credit cards and personal 
loans — the less likely a borrower feels 
like they’re in control.

Still, as costs surge even respondents 
who feel like they have a handle on their 
debt are watching their balances climb, 
with 39% indicating that their unsecured 
debt increased over the past year.

Achieve Center for Consumer InsightsAchieve Center for Consumer Insights

Have a manageable amount of debt

Perception of debt burden by 
amount owed

Have a bit more debt than is manageable

Have far more debt than is manageable

Source: Achieve/Money.com
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Financial 
anxiety 
bleeds 
into all 
aspects 
of life
Financial troubles don’t just hurt wallets. 
Respondents say thinking about money 
has taken a toll on their mental and 
physical health in the last year, too.

About half have felt anxious (50%), 
depressed (46%) or overwhelmed (44%). 
Experiencing shame was common, too, 
with 39% saying they felt embarrassed 
and 43% saying they felt hopeless about 
their financial situation.

Those negative emotions ripple into all 
parts of life: Nearly half of respondents 
say they’ve had trouble sleeping and 
a quarter report intimacy challenges 
with their partner connected to their 
finances. 

Achieve Center for Consumer InsightsAchieve Center for Consumer Insights

44%
Feel overwhelmed

1/4
Report intimacy challenges with their partner

50%
Feel anxious

43%
Feel hopeless
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Side effects of 
dealing with financial 
stress & debt

Achieve Center for Consumer InsightsAchieve Center for Consumer Insights

More debt tends to cause more strain. Respondents whose debt has risen in the last year 
show consistently worse financial stress indicators across nearly every measure. The clearest 
dividing line, though, is whether respondents feel their debt is manageable. 

Sleep trouble, anxiety and other signs of distress jump for borrowers who say they have far 
more debt than is manageable. Many respondents report coping in ways that could have 
long-term consequences. 

These findings suggest financial stress is not just emotional. It can also affect consumers’ 
health and decision-making.

Source: Achieve/Money.com
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The more debt a consumer feels they have, the more difficult it is for them to make their full 
monthly payments on their loans. While 34% of all respondents say they’re unable to pay 
in full each month, 57% of those who have “a bit more debt than manageable” and 80% 
of those with “far more debt than is manageable” say the same. Borrowers whose debt 
increased in the past year were also more likely to report missing payments. The pattern 
suggests a compounding cycle: Rising balances make it harder to keep up and falling behind 
on payments pushes balances even further as interest accrues.

Some respondents have had to cut back on spending while others are making precarious 
moves because they haven’t been able to pay.

Still, borrowers are hoping to get back on track: 82% of respondents say paying debts on time 
is a priority for their household, and 75% indicated that they remain hopeful their financial 
situation will improve over the next few years.

Achieve Center for Consumer InsightsAchieve Center for Consumer Insights

How borrowers are 
managing growing 
debt bills

All respondents

Respondents who said they had 
far more debt than manageable

Trimmed discretionary spending

Reduced spending on basic needs

Increased credit card debt

Pulled money from emergency funds 
and short-term savings

Skipped monthly bill or debt payment

Reduced contributions to savings or 
investment accounts

Borrowed money from a payday lender
Source: Achieve/Money.com
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Most 
Americans 
say they 
plan ahead, 
but still rely 
on costly 
solutions
Nearly three-fourths of respondents say 
their household plans ahead financially. 
But many are still comfortable relying on 
tools that can make loans harder to pay 
off over time, especially when their debt 
already feels unmanageable.

Carrying a credit card balance from one 
month to the next (which often comes 
with an interest rate of more than 20%) 
and using “buy now, pay later” financing 
might occasionally be necessary to help 
consumers cover short-term budget 
challenges. But they can also make it 
harder to reduce balances over time, 
potentially trapping consumers in a 
cycle of expensive debt.

Achieve Center for Consumer InsightsAchieve Center for Consumer Insights

20%
Average credit 
card APR

Carrying a credit card balance from 
everyday purchases

Using buy now, pay later for necessities

Not paying cards in full

All respondentsRespondents with far more 
debt than manageable

Costly financial habits respondents 
are comfortable adopting
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Many want 
a financial 
‘reset’ but 
aren’t sure 
where to 
turn

The less manageable borrowers feel their 
debt is, the harder it becomes for many to 
make their full monthly payments. Roughly 
a third of respondents say they don’t know 
where to turn when they’re looking for help 
with their money, and around one in four 
say they face uncertainty or confusion about 
making the right financial decisions. At the 
same time, many are looking to turn things 
around: More than half (53%) of Americans 
say their household’s finances need a 
strategic reset.

Most respondents are comfortable turning 
to mainstream tools and strategies. 
But significantly less would be ready to 
implement more aggressive relief options, 
such as those that could hurt their credit 
scores.

Achieve Center for Consumer InsightsAchieve Center for Consumer Insights

1/3
Don’t know where to turn

82%
Say paying debts on time 

is a priority

75%

“It is important to recognize 
there is no one-size-fits-all 
approach to debt, as the 
path to financial health is 
a deeply personal process, 
because every person’s 
journey is different, we 
believe the most effective 
path forward is one tailored 
to an individual’s unique 
needs and long-term goals.”Believe the situation 

will improve

Achieve Co-Founder and Co-CEO
Brad Stroh

Source: Achieve/Money.com
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Debt 
repayment 
strategies 
consumers 
would 
consider 
using 
Consumers are most open to strategies 
that simplify or speed up repayment. 
Nearly half would consider consolidating 
debt into a single loan or using savings to 
pay down high-interest balances, while 
many are also willing to seek help through 
negotiation services or credit counseling 
plans. Balance transfer credit cards remain 
a common option.

At the same time, a notable share would 
consider more consequential steps. 
Three in 10 would tap retirement savings, 
more than a quarter are open to falling 
behind on one account to stay current on 
others and about a fifth would consider 
bankruptcy. These results suggest that 
financial pressure is pushing some toward 
tough trade-offs.

Achieve Center for Consumer InsightsAchieve Center for Consumer Insights

21%
Filing for bankruptcy

48%

Enrolling in a debt management plan 
via credit counseling

Consolidating multiple debts 
with a single personal loan

44%
Working with 
a debt relief 
company that 
negotiates 
settlements on 
your behalf

40%

Source: Achieve/Money.com


