
 

 

 

The Psychology Around Debt 

Kathleen Burns-Kingsbury: Debt is a complicated topic. It can weigh heavily on your mental health, 

increase your stress and cause you sleepless nights. Debt can also be your friend. It can help you 

achieve your dream of home ownership, starting a business or funding your education. Today we are 

going to discuss the psychology of debt with Julie Sehl, she is the Vice President of Financial 

Planning for the Bank of Montreal, and in her role, she works a lot with individuals and advisors who 

are helping people identify their thoughts and beliefs that influence how they use debt and how to 

make it part of a healthy financial plan. Welcome Julie! I’m excited to have this conversation with 

you today. 

Julie Sehl: Well thank you. Thank you for having me. I’m excited to be here. 

KBK: Money is such an emotional topic and debt is such a tricky part of money. People don’t tend to 

think rationally about money anyway, but when it comes to debt people tend to have strong 

feelings one way or the other. What do you think talking about debt and using it as a financial tool 

so complicated for most people? 

JS: Well I think one of the reasons is that a lot of people just don’t understand debt. There is no 

course that you go to school, there’s no debt 101 when you go to university to understand how to 

use it, how not to use it, what’s right, what’s wrong and it’s interesting because there’s a lot of 

people that I’ve meet during my career, and people seem to associate a lot of debt with people who 

don’t have money and the reality is they’re not synonymous with one another. They could be 

opposing. There are people who I’ve met in my career, very professional people, Doctors, Lawyers 

who make a lot of money and yet still aren’t very good at managing their own debt. 

KBK: So, what do you think influences how a person thinks and feels about debt? How one-person 

kind of forms these beliefs, whether there accurate or not. 

JS: So, I think a lot of how people form opinions about debt is the same way they form opinions 

about most things in their lives. I think it’s first of all taught through family and that relationship 

could be positive or negative or could be non-existent. I actually recently met someone at a hockey 

game and it was a work event, but it was a hockey game and one of the things that she told me 

was she struggles with listening to different podcasts about finances because when she was 

growing up her mother didn’t really have anything to do with the finances in the house. The father 

immigrated here from another country and so what happened was they never actually spoke about 

debt. They never spoke about finances. Everything she’s now learning, she’s learning as an adult 

and she’s learning through different channels because she didn’t know anything. It was interesting 

because she told me a story about how she was one of those people who got her credit card when  

 

 

 



 

 

 

she went into university because that’s where all the banks go to give out the first credit card and 

she racked it up and sort of got herself in trouble, and since then has really felt she needs to be on 

top of this because it is something that’s very serious. 

KBK:  It’s fascinating to me how much our family really influences our thoughts and beliefs about 

money and the idea that if you come from a family where money is taboo, that there’s a way in 

which you don’t have a road map to talk about debt or to understand debt, and the person you just 

mentioned, good for her that she is learning it as an adult. That’s really neat, although it sounds like 

it might be a little anxiety provoking as well. 

JS: Absolutely. 

KBK: Now when we talk about different generations, we talk about the Baby Boomers, Gen-Xer’s, 

Millennials, do you find there’s any difference in how people from these different generations think 

about mortgage loans, or car loans or other types of debt? 

JS: I absolutely do, because I think based on my last response about family and what you learn 

while you’re growing up has a huge impact on how you see things and so generationally that would 

absolutely impact how you see things when it comes to debt. So, if you think of the Veteran’s 

generation, so the people born in the early 1900’s went through the wars as adults raising families, 

they did not have a lot of money, so they didn’t spend money they didn’t have. They reused clothes, 

they passed them down from child to child to child. And so that was a learned thing because of 

what they were going through and then you bring in the baby boomers, who were born from that 

generation and they were kind of in the same boat where they learned to pass things down, they 

learned to be a little bit more frugal but wanted to give their kids more than what they had. I 

remember even growing up my family, my parents always telling me, you know ‘we want you to 

have so much more than we always had.’ And so it’s interesting because as that happens then that 

translates into mindsets for Gen-Xer’s, who then start thinking, well I want my kids to have more 

than what I had, and so that translates for our Millennials to have so much more than what we ever 

had, but it also means that we took on the big debts for the houses, the big debts for the cars. I 

remember growing up and if you had a Cadillac you made it, and the reality is, is that really true or 

did somebody have to take out a huge loan to pay for the Cadillac. Now we get to Millennials, 

who’ve seen their parents, the Gen-Xers, maybe struggling a little more pay cheque to pay cheque 

and having to work longer than their parents had to work, and so it’s interesting because I see them 

more frugal. They don’t want to take on the big debts necessarily because they’re about 

experiences, and they don’t want to give up taking a trip to Thailand as opposed to a once in a 

lifetime experience because they got this big house and they can barely afford to feed themselves. 

This is where I see there’s differences based on generation, based on the things that they learned 

and just how society has brought us to a new place. 

KBK: It is fascinating how the traditionalists of that older generation had very similar thoughts and 

beliefs about money as Millennials have and it’s almost like we have come full circle. I know in my 

field of wealth psychology there’s a debate about, is it that Millennials view money differently  



 

 

 

based on their generation or is it more that this is where their at in their life cycle. I feel like you 

kind of eluded to your answer, but I’m curious what are your thoughts about how much is it life 

cycle, in other words Millennials are younger, they’re starting families, buying homes versus it being 

really a generational influence on how they think and feel about debt? 

JS: I think it is very much generational because I remember most of the Gen-Xers I grew up with, we 

all bought homes relatively young and yet now my children are the Millennials and they have no 

wanting to buy a home anytime soon, that’s not even in their near future. They want to experience 

and live life first and that’s more important to them, whereas for Gen-Xers, many of them it was 

about getting the house and starting a family and settling down and getting into those pieces right 

away because again, more of the family generation thing was taught, but it’s about having those 

things that was important, whereas for Millennials it’s really not about having things. 

KBK: Well in some ways I think Millennials are very smart. I’m a Gen-Xer and grew up with the 

movie Wall Street, Where Gordan Gecko says, ‘Greed is good’, and you have to really fund that 

greed, usually with debt. So, I certainly was influenced by my generation. But when I look at 

Millennials and I look at my nieces and nephews I think ‘Wow they have it right’ because if you 

Actually think about the type of joy you get from an experience versus the joy you get from stuff, 

there’s actually been research that says you get more joy from experience and a long-lasting boost 

then you do from buying more stuff. So, in some ways their kind of brilliant and maybe we can learn 

something from them. 

JS: I completely agree with that. It’s interesting because I think that’s why we’ve also come to, you 

see all these ads for micro apartments, and these smaller homes and making less foot print on the 

planet, and all of that has to do with yes us doing a great job at trying to leave less foot print on the 

planet. But I think part of it is also generational, they think do I need the three or four thousand 

square foot home or can I live in a thousand to fifteen hundred square foot home. What do I need? 

And the reality is I think they are taking a lot of those influences from generations from the past of 

need versus want. 

KBK: It’s fascinating to me. Can you give us an example of how a person’s thoughts and beliefs, 

their psychology around debt, influences their ability to plan for the future? 

JS: Oh absolutely. I’m going to be honest debt is a necessity of life. If you ever want to own a home, 

most people cannot just save, well depends on where you live, $200,000, $300,000, a million 

dollars to buy a home. So, debt is a necessity if that’s something you want in your life. But it’s really 

about making sure when your using that debt, your using it to the best of your ability and you’re not 

going over capacity, and that’s where people sometimes run into trouble. 

KBK: I think about a lesson that I learned growing up, two lessons around debt, because I grew up 

with thrifty, yankee parents. Basically one was, you use your credit card but you pay it off each 

month, and if you have a car and it’s fully paid for you still pay yourself that same car payment 

amount so you have a down payment by the next time you need to take out a loan and buy a new 

car. So, I think about those are some of the things I learned around debt, and they served me well.  



 

 

 

But in your experience how do you see a person’s view of debt actually compromising or helping 

their financial health? 

JS: It is interesting that you use that analogy, because that analogy if you can do that, that’s great. 

But you look at most people who go to university today, let’s start there, and it’s costing them 

between ten to thirty thousand dollars a year to go to school, depending on where, depending on if 

they’re staying on campus, off campus and you look at how much that costs. And did their parents 

have enough money to pay for it? If not, then they’re accumulating debt from a very early age. This 

then becomes a cycle as they enter their adult lives with debt. So, do they have that hundred, two 

hundred, four hundred dollars to put away every month for a car payment? And the answer’s 

probably no because their disposable income is going to pay down their debt. Now you’ve got the 

accumulation of, well now I’d like to buy a car because I need to get to work. So, you buy a car. Now 

you’ve got your car loan, you’ve got your school debt and you’ve got a little bit of credit card debt 

just from living life. Now you’re going into a scenario where it’s very, very, very, hard to control that 

debt when you’re getting out into the world, because you’re making probably a lower salary with 

high levels of debt. This is where you can get into trouble, the more, and more, and more you want 

the worse and worse debt you can get into, and it can bring you down a very negative path. It really 

depends on where you are and where you’re starting off from. I have a daughter, whose eighteen 

years old, and to your point, I very much speak to her about when you use your credit card you pay 

it off. She’s become so specific about it that as soon as she uses it, that night she goes home and 

pays it off. But that’s because this is something I’ve decided to teach my daughter, because it’s very 

important to me that she doesn’t get into financial trouble. She’s decided to stay home while she’s 

going to university, and so she’s been able to save and accumulate some money while she’s 

working part-time as well. I think going back to our very, very beginning point of family dynamics 

and what you’re taught really has a lot to do with how you end up financially looking at debt 

throughout your life. 

KBK: I would agree with you. I also think that there is a way, if you didn’t get a great start, in other 

words you didn’t have the resources, or your parents didn’t have the resources, or they didn’t talk 

about money. That as an adult you can certainly learn from people like yourself about what’s a good 

way to use debt? What’s not a good way to use debt? Can you define what good or bad debt is? Just 

so the listeners understand. 

JS: Absolutely. So, good or bad debt is a very hard definition, believe it or not. Good debt is around 

things that invest for you. Whether that’s, your purchasing a home. So, you’re investing in that 

home. Real estate is very much like a market or anything else you can invest in and it will go up and 

down in value. But long term it should go up. Same thing if you’re using money to invest. Make sure 

you talk to a planner and a tax accountant if you’re going to do that. But again, it’s investing in your 

future. Same as if you are using loans to pay for education. Some people believe even that is 

investing in yourself, so you can get a better job down the line. But using it for consumables, using it 

for things that really are not going to give you any longer-term benefit financially, in the future 

would be considered bad debt. 



 

 

 

KBK: So, in your role as a financial planner how do you help individuals, or couples or even families, 

kind of address these issues and these thoughts around debt, and how to correct the errors that 

they’ve made. Or keep them on the right path if they’re on the right path? 

JS: Identifying goals is the key priority. Everyone is different. Everyone will have different goals. A 

goal is very personal. If your goal is to buy a house then I would sit down and work through cash 

flow statements, really looking at what does this mean long term, when are you going to have it 

paid off. Because if your goal is ever retirement and a lifestyle that is luxurious or fun in retirement, 

then you’ll want to pay off debt quicker so that you can actually achieve those goals. That’s why I 

said goals are the most important thing to start with, because as you know your goals it makes it 

easier for you to get to the spot you want to be, by focusing around what you need to do to get 

there. 

KBK: Now you must work with partners from time to time or the people that you oversee now 

working with couples, and often I think it’s pretty common that you have two partners that are 

romantically involved, that don’t have the same view of debt. So how do you deal with that? What 

are the tips or tools you could give people who are listening in about how do you have a 

conversation around the psychology of debt? How do you either get on the same page around your 

thoughts and beliefs about debt in a partnership? Or how do you just accept that they’re going to be 

different? 

JS: That’s an interesting point. As financial advisors, we often joke about being psychologists 

ourselves because we sit in meetings with different clients, different points of view and different 

ways of looking at things. Sitting down with a planner actually helps with the psychology of 

understanding the differences in backgrounds. If you actually google this and I did it recently, one of 

the top reasons people get divorced or end up separated is due to money issues. I think the number 

one thing for partners and absolutely what I would give as my advice, is communication is key. 

Because you need to understand each other’s backgrounds and the why behind it. I’m actually going 

to tell you a very personal story. So, my husband and I come from very different backgrounds. My 

mother passed away when I was quite young. His parents lived quite a long time. When we met, we 

definitely had different views around money and around debt. For me, because my mother passed 

away in her mid-forties it was always a mindset that I never know how long I’m going to live, so I’m 

not going to not live my life and keep all of my money to save for future, and yet his view point was 

completely opposite. It’s interesting for us to have discussions about it because we both kind of had 

to come to an agreement to where we’re both at and how we both psychologically see our 

differences and then come to a point to decide, what is it we want to do as a couple? What are our 

goals? And what do we need to do to get there? I think that communication piece is critical because 

without doing that conversation we would have constant battles between us. 

KBK: We have a lot to talk about in terms of the psychology of debt and we don’t have a lot of time. 

I’m wondering if you have some tips for people about how they can start to understand their 

thoughts and beliefs about debt and what advice you would give them on how to be as healthy as 

they can about this part of their financial life. 



 

 

 

JS: So, my first thing I would challenge someone to look at is, what do you know? What do you 

actually know? What do you know about debt? What have you been taught about debt? What do you 

know about finances in general? It doesn’t even need to be about debt, but it needs to be about 

both sides of the balance sheet. It needs to be about what do you understand about debt but what  

do you understand about saving as well? That’s a good starting point. I think speaking to a 

professional is your next point. Because you want to understand where you want to go and how 

you’re going to get there. We often refer to it as your map. If you don’t have a map about how 

you’re going to achieve something, you’re never going to get there. It’s the starting point of 

knowing what you know. How did you learn that? Do some research. Figure out your goals and talk 

to an expert. Those are the key things I would definitely tell someone who is learning more about 

the psychology of debt. 

KBK: And I want to just chime in here as somebody who’s not only in the field but has certainly 

used financial planners over the course of time. Sometimes when you say what you just said Julie, 

it’s spot on. But people go ‘Ugh it’s a little boring.’ ‘that seems like a lot of time.’ There’s all these 

beliefs about financial planning. I have to tell you the conversations around dreaming about your 

goals and thinking about how to fund your goals and really engaging and working with someone 

who helps you get there can be fun. So, I want people to have some fun with it. If you’re working 

with the right professional, it can be very educational but also can help you and your partner 

become closer. I really encourage people to think about taking a step in that direction and following 

the tips that you have just provided. Obviously, I am a fan of financial planning. I love talking about 

the psychology of money, so it’s been such a joy talking to you today about the psychology of debt 

and helping people understand a little bit more about how it can be healthy to have debt. How it 

can also get in the way of your financial well-being. I’m wondering, and this is hard question Julie, 

but I’m wondering if there is one final thought you would like to leave our listeners with today. 

JS: So that is a very difficult question because I have lots of thoughts. But if I were going to leave 

one thought I would say, in today’s day and age debt is a fact of life, and that’s not necessarily bad. 

It allows you to buy the things that you could not afford otherwise. But I would also say that debt is 

personal, and so understand where you’re coming from if you’re in a relationship, understand where 

your partner is coming from. Then decide what debt means to you based on your dreams and your 

goals, and what you want to achieve in life. 

KBK: That is an awesome place to end. Julie Sehl is the Vice President of Financial Planning for the 

Bank of Montreal. Thank you so much today for being on Her Money, Her Way. We really appreciate 

your time and your expertise. 

JS: Thank you Kathleen. This was very fun. 


