CHAPTER 13.

SHERI KUNOVICH

ACQUIRING DEBT DURING
ECONOMIC TRANSITION

In this analysis I explore the extent to which households in Poland rely on
consumer debt to finance homes, durable goods, and vacations.1 I control for
the effects of household demographic characteristics, household socioeconomic status, household material conditions, and financial attitudes. Using
panel data collected between 1988 and 2003, I find that previous material
well−being influences the likelihood of using consumer debt as much as five
years later. Furthermore, I find that upper−middle−income households are
more likely to use consumer debt to afford their current lifestyles and that the
more employed persons living in the home the more likely these households
are to use consumer debt. This analysis provides preliminary evidence that
many households can afford to buy the new widely available consumer goods
only by financing their improved lifestyle rather than purchasing it outright.
Recently, sociologists have expanded their interest in economic indicators
of well−being to include measures of wealth (for a review, see Keister and
Moller 2000; Spilerman 2000). The increased theoretical interest is due largely to the realization that income alone cannot adequately describe an individual’s or a household’s economic well−being. Most of the previous research has
focused on wealth accumulation in the United States and a few other European
Union member states, for example, Britain, Germany, and Norway.
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Researchers who study wealth generally focus on net worth, which
requires data on both assets and debt. However, most researchers focus their
attention on the accumulation of assets rather than the accumulation of debt,
with a few notable exceptions (Calder 1999; Klein 1999). Specifically, the
work of Teresa Sullivan and colleagues offers an in−depth examination of the
economic fragility of the American middle class as bankruptcy rates rise
among American households (Sullivan, Warren, and Westbrook 1989, 2000).
Regardless of which component of wealth is studied, there is a paucity of
research published in English on wealth in transitional economies.
Specifically, research on former communist nations in East Central and
Eastern Europe is rare, with two exceptions: Gregory, Mokhtari, and Schrettl
(1999) and Denizer, Wolf, and Ying (2002).
The lack of research should not be attributed to a lack of theoretical interest but instead to a lack of reliable and available data. Research by Denizer,
Wolf, and Ying (2002) provides one of the few published English studies of
household savings behavior of Polish households. This research shows that
the typical determinants of savings are present in transition economies with
some slight variations. While this research offers many insights into the savings behaviors of Polish households, it is limited because it lacks detail
regarding the type of savings.
Understanding credit consumption is critical because there are
psychological, physical, and emotional consequences for those who
overextend their credit. In addition, credit consumption tells us something
unique about the economic status of households. In this chapter I expand our
understanding of household economies in Poland by focusing on two
outcomes related to managing debt. First, I identify which households are
more likely to use loans to pay for both necessities and luxuries. Second,
among households using loans, I explore which households have the highest
financial burden associated with debt repayment. Using information about
households in both 1998 and 2003, I consider the standard determinants of
credit use as well as attitudes toward material well−being, overall future
evaluation of change, and functioning of the economy.

Emerging Credit Market in Poland
“Poles are growing more eager to take advantage of bank loans. Analysts
estimate that in the coming years the indebtedness of Polish citizens will
double” (Rzeczpospolita 2006, February 3: B1). “Mortgage lending is on the
increase across Central and Eastern Europe and there is fierce competition in
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the banking sector to offer a wider variety of mortgage products to the fast
growing middle class” (Banker 2005, November 1: 1). “According to data
supplied by the Central Bank (NBP) in August the amount of debt on credit
cards in all banks was 50% higher than 12 months earlier” (Rzeczpospolita
2005, October 27: B7). These are just a few of the quotes documenting the
fast−paced rise of consumer credit in Poland.
As in the United States, increased use of credit is driven by both individual and household choices and also by the aggressive marketing techniques
of both foreign and domestic banks and credit card companies. This rise in
consumer debt and possible unfair lending practices has prompted the Sejm
to consider and pass some legislation to protect individuals, small business
owners, and even the domestic credit market.
While borrowing money is not a new concept in Poland in any context,
the nature of borrowing has changed with the emergence of a market economy (see Guseva and Rona−Tas 2001 for a discussion of credit cards in
Russia). In fact, “a survey conducted recently by the polling institute PBS has
shown that 45% of Poles do not borrow from anyone, and as many as 22%
borrow chiefly from family members of friends,” (Rzeczpospolita 2005,
October 18: B7). This means that only approximately 30 percent of households in Poland borrow money under these new conditions.
Precisely because so few Polish households currently use consumer
debt, credit card giants such as Visa and Citibank are investing tremendous
amounts of resources in Poland because it is considered the,
“second−largest CEE cards market” (European Banker 2005, September
30: 13); see also Tagliabue 1998). As of February 2006, consumption
loans represented only 6 percent of Polish GDP while the same ratio is on
average twice as high in West European countries, for example 11 percent
in Germany and 16 percent in Great Britain (Rzeczpospolita 2006,
February 3: B1).
In addition to foreign−owned companies that are trying to capitalize on
this new market are domestic companies such as Lukas S.A. While
foreign−owned companies are focusing on more traditional clientele,
domestic companies are expanding into “riskier” clients with a great deal of
success (Tagliabue 1998; Warsaw Business Journal 2001, November 19: 7).
In fact, PKO PB estimates that 80 percent of their credit card customers pay
off the entire debt within the interest free “grace period” each month and
Citibank Hadlowy estimates 60 percent of their credit card users pay off each
month (Rzeczpospolita 2005, October 18: B7). Even among users of
short−term expensive loans, only 10 percent of borrowers experience
difficulty with repayment (Gazeta Wyborcza 2005, November 22: 25).
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As mentioned earlier, a combination of factors can explain the increased
use of consumer credit among Polish households but several deserve additional attention. Foremost is the improving Polish economy where wages are
on the rise for many and rates of unemployment are declining. These factors
have helped to spur borrowing among all types of households, especially in
the form of mortgages (Newsweek 2005; Owen 2005). The belief that housing prices will in time rise to average EU levels has prompted many to buy
earlier than they might have otherwise (Banker 2005). In addition, with
increasing consumerism, many Polish households are obtaining expensive
short−term loans to cover the expenses associated with buying gifts during the
Christmas season (Gazeta Wyborcza 2005). Finally, people are becoming
more financially savvy and comfortable with online banking technology,
which also spurs the accumulation of consumer debt as individuals increase
the number of credit and banking cards they use regularly.

Determinants of Credit: Creating or Maintaining
a Lifestyle
Individuals rely on loans and credit cards for a variety of reasons. For some,
credit is necessary to make ends meet, and for others, credit serves as a
“smoothing” function for expected future earnings, and for still others, credit
is merely a convenient way to pay for items. Credit comes in many forms but
the most common are (1) short− and long−term loans, including mortgages and
car loans, (2) store credit cards, and (3) general credit cards. Because formal
credit (not from family or friends) is a relatively new phenomenon in Poland,
the discussion and data presented here do not make a distinction between the
types of credit. Therefore, I will speak generally about the demographic determinants of credit use. It is important to note, however, that a great deal of
research focuses on predicting which consumers will use which type of credit (Lee and Kwon 2002). In this chapter I consolidate previous research on the
various types of credit to consider the determinants of credit use in general.
Short− and long−term loans allow an individual to purchase durable goods
such as a home or car today, even though they do not have the assets to pay
for the item in full. The loans are then paid back in monthly installments with
a fixed or variable interest rate. The accepted belief in Poland is that currently home and car loans are more widely used than store or general credit cards.
Store cards are specific to a particular store, while general credit cards allow
the consumer to use the card wherever it is accepted. Both types of cards are
marketed to consumers as offering convenience, an easily available credit
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source, and limited costs associated with each transaction. While store and
credit cards are not widely used among Polish households, their use is on the
rise as documented above.
The standard determinants of credit card use include age of head of
household, marital status, number of children living in the home, education,
income, occupational status, and ethnicity. In addition to these characteristics, individual attitudes have also been shown to have a bearing and will be
discussed in the following section.
Early research consistently found that younger people were more likely
than older people to rely on credit for the obvious reason that older households would have purchased and already paid for most of their consumer
durables (Adcock, Hirschman, and Goldstucker 1977; Awh and Waters
1974). Another explanation for this finding was that older American households believed using credit was less acceptable than younger families who
grew up with the “buy now and pay later” philosophy (Danes and Hira 1990).
However, recent research contends that there is no age difference once one
controls for shopping frequency (Mathur and Moschis 1994). Based on this
research, I expect that older households in Poland will use credit less frequently both because of lower rates of shopping and because of differences
in knowledge regarding the new forms of credit.
Hypothesis 1: Older households are less likely to use credit than younger
households.
Marital status has received limited support in predicting loan use. While
Delener and Katzenstein (1994) found that marital status mattered in terms of
number of cards, Lee and Kwon (2002) found only partial support.
Researchers agree that people who are currently married, divorced, and widowed should be more likely to use credit than those who have never been
married. However, research by Bystydzienski (1995) suggests that not only
marital status but also living arrangements matter. Therefore, a distinction
will be made between people who live alone and whose marital status is classified as never married, divorced, or widowed and people who live with multiple adults and whose marital status is never married, divorced, or widowed.
Married people are the reference category. The presence of children has been
found to increase reliance on credit cards as well (Assar and Bobinski 2001).
Hypothesis 2: Married people are more likely than those with other marital statuses to rely on credit.
Hypothesis 3: Households with children under the age of seventeen are
more likely to rely on credit than households without children.
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Education has been found to positively influence access and use of credit in some research (Adcock, Hirschman, and Goldstucker 1977; Canner and
Cyrnak 1985) and found to be nonsignificant in other research (Lee and
Kwon 2002). Education has been previously hypothesized with a higher predisposition to credit usage. In the case of Poland the effect of education
should be more pronounced. Those with higher education should feel more
comfortable with their expected future earnings (Denizer, Wolf, and Ying
2002) and have a greater understanding of the new forms of credit.
Hypothesis 4: Individuals with more education are more likely to use
credit than individuals with less education.
Income has obviously been found to have a positive effect on access and
use of all types of credit (Lee and Kwon 2002). However, the United States
has seen an increased use of credit cards among the least economically well
off (Lyons 2002). As credit card companies expand their customer base they
grant access to individuals and households that previously would not have
qualified for credit. Since the evidence presented above suggests that credit
card companies in Poland target both traditional clients and higher risk
clients, I expect only a slight difference based on income. Finally the occupational status of household members is expected to influence credit use.
Hypothesis 5: Economically well−off households are more likely to use
credit than households that are not well off economically.
Hypothesis 6: Households with a higher proportion of employed people
will be more likely to rely on credit.
Hypothesis 7: Households with pensioners will be less likely to rely on
credit.

Attitudes and Credit
Individuals’ attitudes and perceptions of their material well−being, the future
chances for economic success, and their evaluation of the overall economic
environment are expected to affect their use of credit. The chief executive
officer at GE Money Bank probably says it best, “We still have a lot of space
for loans in our wallets and the more certain of the future we are, the more
eagerly we will reach for them” (Rzeczpospolita 2006, February 3: B1). Prior
research has shown that perceived material needs influence the likelihood of
using credit, and Gorniak (1999) documents that more general attitudes also
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affect money management decisions, such as saving or using credit. In fact,
Gorniak finds that people who feel safe are more likely to use credit than people who feel at risk. In addition, he also finds that the more pessimistic people are about the economy the less likely they are to save.
Hypothesis 8: Households that believe they do not have enough money to
cover basic needs will be more likely to use credit.
Hypothesis 9: Households that perceive their material well−being has
worsened are more likely to use credit.
Hypothesis 10: Households that believe the current economic system
works well are more likely to rely on credit.
Hypothesis 11: Households that believe the changes after 2001 brought
more losses than gains are less likely to rely on credit.

Methodology: Data, Measurement, and Analysis
Data
The analyses in this chapter are based on data derived from the POLPAN
studies conducted in Poland in 1987–1988, 1993, 1998, and 2003. The 1988
study focused on attitudes toward the socialist political system, involvement
in political organizations, characteristics of work, and material conditions of
the household (Slomczynski 1989). The 1993, 1998, and 2003 studies
focused primarily on attitudinal and behavioral changes associated with radical social change as well as the material conditions of the household
(Slomczynski 2000, 2002). For the purpose of this analysis I used data collected in 2003 and focused on the items pertaining to use of consumer credit
and changes in material conditions of the household. Data from the 1998 survey were used to establish long−term economic standing and household
resources.
The original sample in 1988 consisted of 5,854 men and women between
the ages of twenty−one and sixty−five. These participants were originally
drawn from a target (6,000) and auxiliary (3,167) sample provided by the
central register of Polish citizens maintained by the Ministry of Internal
Affairs. In the 1993 wave, 2,500 of the original 5,854 cases were randomly
selected to participate in the second round of data collection. The response
rate was 84 percent, resulting in 2,102 cases. In addition an oversample of
those who were self−employed, employers, professionals, and experts were
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selected, resulting in an additional 166 cases.2 This brought the total number
of cases interviewed in 1993 to 2,268. In the third and fourth waves of data
collection, every effort was made to again contact these same men and
women. The analyses presented here are based on the 1,696 persons who participated in all waves of data collection and were asked questions regarding
the use of credit. These respondents ranged in age from twenty−one to
eighty−one, and represent diverse segments of the Polish population. I use
data from the 1998 and 2003 waves of the Social Structure in Poland data set
to test these hypotheses. While I do not explicitly model changes in attitudes,
behaviors, or circumstances, I do use material situation and attitudes in 1998
to predict debt behaviors in 2003.

Measurement
Dependent Variable
I use a single question to measure the acquisition of debt. First, presently
many households pay for loans for housing, durable goods, vacations, or
other items. Do you or other persons in the household repay loans? Response
choices were yes or no. Thirty−five percent of households currently rely on
loans. Respondents who answered yes were then asked, how much do you
pay a month (zlotys)? The amount households pay ranges from 30 to 3,000
zlotys per month with an average amount of 473 zlotys per month.
Considering that the average monthly household income is 2,300 zlotys, this
is not a trivial amount for these households. This analysis focuses on both the
likelihood that loans will be used and the average amount paid per month in
installment debt.
Predictor Variables
Age of respondent is used as a proxy to estimate the age of the household.
Respondents in this sample ranged in age from twenty−one to eighty−one with
an average age of forty−three. Marital status and number of people in the
household were combined in order to compare married couples (n = 1,180)
to single people who have never been married (n = 40), are divorced (n = 13),
are widowed (n = 77), or households with multiple people where the respon2

Professionals such as lawyers and doctors are defined as those who need a certification of title in order to perform their jobs. Experts such as politicians, city planners, and
economists are those whose jobs require a university education but not a certificate of
title. Both professionals and experts comprise the “intelligentsia” as the term has been
applied to the East European experience.
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dent is divorced (n = 35), widowed (n = 86), or has never been married (n =
265). The number of children under age seventeen ranges from 0 to 6 with an
average of 0.65. In fact, 59 percent of households have no children under the
age of seventeen living at home presently.
Socioeconomic status of the household is measured by the respondent’s
years of education, the household’s monthly income, and the occupational
status of household members. Respondent’s years of education ranges from
five to twenty−one years with an average of 11.4 years of education.
Household income is measured as the average monthly income in the household and is divided into quintiles. It ranges from 0 to 14,000 zlotys with an
average of 2,317. Ratio of employed persons is the number of people in the
household divided by the number of working people in the household. The
average is 0.37, and in 27 percent of households no people are employed and
in 9 percent all people are employed. Respondent’s pensioner status is measured by a simple question asking whether the respondent receives pensioner’s benefits. Twenty−five percent of the sample indicated that they did.
The belief that the household has enough money to cover basic needs is
measured during two time periods. It is an index based on answers to the following six questions, “In the past twelve months, were there any major financial problems in your household regarding the following items: (1) food, (2)
utilities, (3) cultural items, (4) leisure time (including vacation), (5) medical
care, or (6) education (yes, no)?” The index is an average of the responses to
these six questions. Respondents are included if they have a valid answer to
at least one question. In 1998, the index ranges from 0 to 1 with a mean of
0.34 and a standard deviation of 0.36. The 2003 index has a mean of 0.38 and
a standard deviation of 0.35.
Perceived material well−being worsened is based on a single question in
1998 and 2003 that asks, “Do you think the material situation of your household: improved a great deal, somewhat improved, neither improved or worsened, somewhat worsened, or worsened a great deal?” In 1998, 25 percent of
households indicated that their situation improved a great deal or somewhat
improved while 41 percent indicated that the situation worsened somewhat or
worsened a great deal. By 2003, 18 percent indicated improvement, while 45
percent indicated worsening.
Attitudes regarding the general economic environment are measured only
in 2003. The first question evaluates the respondent’s belief that the current
economic system functions badly. Slightly less than 5 percent of households
agree that the current economic system works well, while slightly over 84
percent believe it does not work well. Respondents were also asked to what
extent the changes since 2001 have brought them gains or losses. Only 5 per-
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cent of households believe that the changes have brought them more gains
than losses, while slightly more than 20 percent believe that the changes have
brought only losses.

Results
I present results based on a logistic regression model predicting the likelihood that loans will be used to pay for items including housing, durable
goods, vacations, or other items in Table 13.1. I provide a baseline model
including only household demographic characteristics and socioeconomic
status (Model 1), models introducing each attitude separately (Models 2
through 4), and a final model that includes all significant attitudes (Model 5).
I provide results from OLS regression models predicting the average amount
paid per month toward the loan in Table 13.2. Each of the eleven stated
hypotheses will be examined separately for each outcome.
Hypothesis 1: Older households are less likely to use credit than younger
households.
As hypothesized, older households were less likely to use credit in 2003
than younger households. In fact, each additional year decreased the likelihood of using credit by about 2 percent. This finding is robust across all five
models. Age, however, does not significantly affect the average amount of
debt paid each month. This suggests that, while younger persons are more
likely to use credit, they do not accumulate significantly more debt than older
persons.
Hypothesis 2: Married people are more likely than those with other marital statuses to rely on credit.
The effects of marital status and living arrangements on the use of credit
are mixed. Without controlling for attitudes and beliefs, people who have
never been married (regardless of living arrangement) are less likely to use
credit than are currently married people. People who are widowed and living
with someone are more likely to use credit than married people. This finding
suggests that, when widows live with other people, they are in greater need
of financial help and thus rely on credit. Supporting this explanation is the
fact that, after controlling for having enough money to meet basic needs,
there are no longer significant differences between different household types
based on marital status and living arrangements. These effects remain significant when other financial attitudes and beliefs are controlled. Marital status
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Table 13.1. Logistic Regression Predicting Likelihood of Using Credit, Poland 2003.
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20.99
5.15
66.33
62.96
67.57
67.64
74.47
59.57

118.80

–1.06
–215.29
–71.96
229.04
8.52
–60.47
78.64
–18.16
12.62**
57.17
137.85**
97.05
340.33***
222.61***
–38.47

120.29
0.20
0.18

Model 1
SE
B

4.11
0.20
0.17

64.45
59.59

135.99

58.73
62.98

2.16
163.66
179.42
141.22
76.16
102.86
79.05
21.13
5.27
66.35
63.49
69.50
75.16
78.00
58.13

Model 2
SE

–0.03
–0.10
–0.05 –130.03
–0.02 –32.22
0.06 249.73*
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0.11
91.24
0.39 343.43***
0.09 227.33***
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113.36*
346.64***
128.76*
–69.06

B

–0.03
0.00

–0.03
–0.05
–0.02
0.03
0.01
–0.02
0.04
–0.04
0.10
0.03
0.12
0.08
0.36
0.15
–0.03

Beta

Table 13.2. Ordinary Least Squares Regression of Monthly Debt Payment on Household Predictors and Financial Attitudes in Poland, 2003 (n = 584)
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and living arrangements do not explain the amount of debt paid each month,
with one exception: widows living alone pay significantly more each month
in debt than married households after controls for not having enough money
in 1998 and 2003 were introduced (Table 13.2, Model 2). In fact they pay on
average 250 zlotys more per month.
Hypothesis 3: Households with children under the age of seventeen are
more likely to rely on credit than households without children.
Having children under the age of seventeen increases the likelihood of
using credit by 15 percent (Model 1). When controls for perceived economic well−being are included, however, this effect is no longer significant
(Models 2 and 3). Having children under the age of seventeen may increase
demands for consumer goods, thus increasing the likelihood that a household
will perceive its material situation as not well−off, which ultimately increases the likelihood of using credit. Having children under the age of seventeen
in the household does not affect the amount of debt paid each month.
Hypothesis 4: Individuals with more education are more likely to use
credit than individuals with less education.
Prior to controlling for respondent’s attitudes, education does not affect
the likelihood of using credit. After controlling for not having enough money,
however, each additional year of education increases the likelihood of using
credit by 4 percent. Thus, there is support for the fourth hypothesis.
Furthermore, each additional year of education increases the amount of debt
paid each month (see Models 1 through 4 in Table 13.2). It appears as though
those with more education feel more comfortable using debt and more comfortable carrying a higher amount of debt.
Hypothesis 5: Economically well−off households are more likely to use
credit than households that are not well off economically.
As expected, income increases both the likelihood of using credit in the
form of loans and the amount of money paid toward debt reduction each
month. Those in the middle− and upper−income categories are, in many cases,
almost twice as likely to use loans as those in the lowest income category.
There is no significant difference between the lowest and second lowest
income quintile in the likelihood of using loans. The effect of income on
monthly debt installment is less clear. Those in the middle quintile clearly
pay significantly more per month than those in the lowest quintile. Those in
the fourth quintile, however, are significantly different from the lowest only
after controlling for respondent attitudes of not having enough money and
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perceiving a worsened material well−being. Finally, it is clear that those in the
highest income quintile pay significantly more, almost 300 zlotys more, than
those in the lowest quintile.
Hypothesis 6: Households with a higher proportion of employed people
will be more likely to rely on credit.
Without controls for respondents’ attitudes, the ratio of employed workers increases the likelihood of using credit. After controlling for not having
enough money and perceived material well−being, however, this effect is no
longer significant. The ratio of employed people does positively affect the
amount of monthly debt.
Hypothesis 7: Households with pensioners will be less likely to rely on
credit.
Receiving a pension subsidy decreases the likelihood of using credit by a
little more than 30 percent (until controls for respondents’ attitudes are
included). Specifically, controlling for not having enough money and material well−being make the effects no longer significant. Receiving the pension
subsidy does not significantly affect the amount of monthly debt.
Hypothesis 8: Households that believe they do not have enough money to
cover basic needs will be more likely to use credit.
Results suggest that controlling for the belief that one does not have
enough money to cover basic needs is critical in understanding the use of
credit in a transitional economy such as Poland. Believing one did not have
enough money in both 1998 and 2003 significantly increased the likelihood
of using loans. In fact, the odds of using loans are four times greater for those
believing they do not have enough money in 2003. In addition to having a
direct effect, this belief also mediates the effects of other household predictors with respect to using credit. Remarkably, though, this belief does not significantly affect the amount of monthly debt.
Hypothesis 9: Households that perceive their material well−being has
worsened are more likely to use credit.
In 2003, believing that material well−being has worsened in the past five
years also increases the likelihood of using loans. Beliefs about material
well−being in 1998 are not related to the likelihood of using credit in 2003.
Like the previous finding, these beliefs in 1998 and 2003 do not affect the
amount of monthly debt in 2003.
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Hypothesis 10: Households that believe the current economic system
works well are more likely to rely on credit.
Believing that the economic system performs poorly does not significantly affect either the likelihood of using credit or the amount of monthly debt
paid each month.
Hypothesis 11: Households that believe the changes after 2001 brought
more losses than gains are less likely to rely on credit.
Believing that the changes after 2001 brought more losses than gains does
not significantly affect either the likelihood of using credit or the amount of
monthly debt paid each month.

Conclusions
The results presented here offer a preliminary examination of the use of credit by households in Poland. I argue that these findings are preliminary primarily because the level of detail necessary to understand the precise nature
of loan use is not available. On the other hand, these findings do offer important insights into which households have already begun to take advantage of
the new formal credit market. On a fundamental level, the household determinants of using credit are not substantially different than those in economies
where credit is more firmly established. In addition, these same determinants
also work as expected when predicting the monthly amount paid toward
household loans.
Age clearly affects the likelihood of using debt, with older people significantly less likely than younger people to use loans. The effects of marital status and living arrangements are complex. If one considers only the final model
where both household predictors and significant respondent attitudes are controlled for, one concludes that there is no significant difference based on marital status and living arrangements in the likelihood of using credit. The only
significant difference in terms of predicting monthly payments is that after controlling for not having enough money to cover needs, widowers living alone
pay more each month than married people. These findings are dissimilar to
those found in older credit economies. Also, unlike in economies with established credit markets, having children under the age of seventeen does not significantly increase the likelihood of using loans or the amount paid each month.
As expected, both respondent’s education and income positively affected
using credit and the amount paid each month. These findings further support
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the idea that those with a more optimistic future and with more resources are
either more comfortable using debt or are simply more likely to gain access
to it. Even in firmly established credit economies the expansion of debt to
less well−off families is a recent phenomenon. It is possible that over the next
five years a shift will occur and less well−off families will gain access to more
credit? Since foreign lenders target traditional clients, it is in the interest of
domestic banks and credit lenders to actively seek out low−income and
less−educated clients. The fact that the respondent receiving a pension subsidy did not significantly affect either outcome is not that surprising. I am
cautious though about this finding since it is unclear who else in the household might also be receiving a pension subsidy. Without knowing more
details about the pension itself it is hard to determine what this indicator is
measuring.
One of the most intriguing findings presented here is the importance of
controlling for a belief that one does not have enough money to cover basic
needs, which include some luxuries. Clearly, this belief affects the economic
decisions that households make. Unexpectedly, though, neither a negative
evaluation of the economic system nor the more general evaluation of the
changes affected either outcome. This is unlike research in economies with
established credit markets and unlike the attitudinal findings in Gorniak’s
(1999) research. It is possible that these more general beliefs are separate
from individuals’ more specific beliefs about their own material well−being
and that attitudes toward credit are different from the actual use of credit.
By focusing on a specific component of wealth, this research broadens
our understanding of economic processes in a transitional economy. First,
understanding which households rely on consumer debt to finance their
lifestyles during a period of economic expansion provides an insight into how
material well−being is attained. Previous research in Poland and other East
European countries has clearly shown that not everyone has prospered as a
result of the free market (Bronson, Kunovich, and Frysztacki 2005).
However, the extent to which economic “winners,” as defined by consumption, can afford the lifestyle they are living has not been clear. This chapter
is the first step in beginning to determine the extent to which improved
lifestyle is afforded or borrowed. These findings suggest that only households in the upper middle class are relying on credit to improve their
lifestyles while those in the middle− and lower−middle economic classes are
not. Second, while understanding how households finance their current standards of living is important as an end in itself, it is also important because
household economics affects individuals’ evaluations of their political leaders and their political system in general (Hayo 2001). Finally, researchers can
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use this study as a starting point to evaluate the extent to which Poland has
become a consumer society. Consumerism has emotional, psychological, and
financial consequences for both the individual and society, and it is unclear
to what extent former communist nations have embraced some of the less
positive aspects of a consumer−driven culture.
Future studies should further explore some of the questions posed here
and should extend this research through the inclusion of additional variables.
For example, why does having a higher ratio of workers, net of household
income, significantly affect the amount of debt paid each month? Are the
determinants of access and use of home loans, car loans, and credit cards the
same or different? Finally, are the wealthiest and most highly educated actually more inclined to use debt or are they simply the ones with access to
loans? In other words, future research should try to disentangle access to
credit from the use of credit.

