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•	 Most New Zealanders have some experience of debt struggle — 28% are currently struggling with managing debt and a further 32% 
have struggled in the past. 37% said they have never struggled with debt.

•	 63% who have struggled with debt spoke to someone about it —  49% spoke to friends or family, 25% to a financial adviser or community 
support service. 36% did not tell anyone.

•	 86% agreed people feel embarrassed to admit they are struggling with debt, and 85% said debt stress is something most New 
Zealanders experience at some point in life. 

•	 Judgment and shame were also widely anticipated — 69% agreed most people would judge someone who cannot manage their debt, 
and 67% agreed there is a lot of shame in New Zealand around debt problems. Despite this, a majority (55%) said they personally find it 
easy to talk openly about money worries.

•	 Those who have experienced struggles with debt were more likely to think others view it negatively, and less likely to say they feel 
comfortable talking about it

•	 Views on debt are roughly divided — 56% said have a positive or neutral view of debt’s impact on their life: 30% said debt has helped 
them achieve important goals and 26% said it has been mostly neutral. 28% said it has mostly caused stress or difficulty, while 14% said 
they have never had any debt.

•	 Home buying is the most common use of debt. 48% have used debt to buy a home followed by covering unexpected costs (41%) and 
buying a car (34%).

Commentary
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View of debt
Which of the following best reflects your view of debt? (%)

Those aged 30-44 were more likely to say it has 
mostly caused stress or difficulty:

	- 18-29:		  16%

	- 30-44:		  34%

	- 45-59:		  31%

	- 60+:		  27%
56%

positive or 
neutral

Base: NZ adults (n=1,092)

Debt has helped me 
achieve important 

goals in my life   
30

Debt has mostly 
caused stress or 

differculty in my life   
28

Debt has mostly been 
neutral in my life   

26

I have never had  
any debt   

14

Unsure
  

2
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Uses of debt
[Those who have used debt] Which of the following have you used debt for? (%)

Older respondents were more likely to have used 
debt for buying a home:

	- 18-29:		  22%

	- 30-44:		  42%

	- 45-59:		  55%

	- 60+:		  71%

Those aged 30-44 were more likely to mention 
buying a car (41%) while those aged under 30 were 
more likely to say education/training (33%).

Renters were more likely to say covering 
unexpected costs (52%) and supporting their 
family (40%).

Base: Those who have used debt (n=936)

Buying a home   48

Covering unexpected 
costs   41

Buying a car   34

Supporting my family   29

Education or training   25

Starting or growing a 
business   12

Other   6

Unsure   3
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Experience with debt
What best describes your experience with debt (e.g. credit cards, personal loans, buy now pay later, car loans, mortgages, student loans)? (%)

Base: NZ adults (n=1,092)

Younger respondents were more likely to be 
currently struggling with debt:

	- 18-29:		  35%

	- 30-44:		  32%

	- 45-59:		  26%

	- 60+:		  21%

Renters were also more likely to be struggling 
(42%) than those with mortgage (29%) or those 
who own outright.

74% of Māori respondents are struggling (42%) or 
have struggled (32%) with debt.

60%
Have or are    
struggling

I am currently 
struggling with 
managing debt   

28

I have struggled with 
debt in the past but I 
am not struggling at 

the moment
  
32

I have never struggled 
with debt   

37

Unsure
  

3
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Talking about debt
[Those who have or are struggling] When you were struggling with debt, did you talk to anyone about it? (%)

Younger respondents were more likely to have 
spoken to someone about their debt:

	- 18-29:		  83%

	- 30-44:		  66%

	- 45-59:		  54%

	- 60+:		  49%
36%
told nobody

Base: Those who have or are struggling with debt (n=672)

Yes, I spoke to friends 
or family   

49

Yes, I spoke to a 
financial adviser or 

community support 
service

  
25

No, I did not tell anyone
  
36

Unsure
  

2



Attitudes towards debt
How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following? (%)

Those under 30 were more 
likely to agree that there is a lot 
of shame about debt (75%) and 
that most people would judge 
someone who can’t manage it 
(78%). They were less likely to 
agree that experiencing debt 
stress is common (79%).

Women were more likely to 
agree people feel embarrassed 
to admit they are struggling 
(89%) while men were more 
likely to agree they find it easy 
to talk about money worries.

Base: NZ adults (n=1,092)

People feel embarrassed to admit they 
are struggling with debt

37 48 7 2        86

Experiencing debt stress at some point in 
life is common for most New Zealanders

33 52 8 1     85

Most people would judge someone who 
cannot manage their debt

22 47 19 4      869

There is a lot of shame in New Zealand 
around having debt problems

23 44 19 4      1067

I find it easy to talk openly about  
money worries

16 39 29 13355

  Strongly agree              Somewhat agree              Unsure             Somewhat disagree              Strongly disagree



Attitudes towards debt – by struggles with debt
How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following? (% total agree)

Base: NZ adults (n=1,092)

People feel embarrassed 
to admit they are 

struggling with debt

Experiencing debt stress 
at some point in life is 

common for most New 
Zealanders

Most people would judge 
someone who cannot 

manage their debt

There is a lot of shame 
in New Zealand around 
having debt problems

I find it easy to talk openly 
about money worries

90
85 84

89 88
80 81

66 63

81

68
59

51 47

65

  Currently struggling            Have struggled            Never struggled



Nationwide survey Fieldwork dates
Results in this report are based upon questions 
asked in a Talbot Mills Research nation-wide 
online survey. The basis of the sample is n=1092 
nationally representative respondents in New 
Zealand 18 years of age and over.

Representative sample
Interlocked age, gender and regional quotas 
were used during sampling. Weighting was 
further used to enhance how closely the results 
represent the adult population of New Zealand.

The maximum sampling error for a sample size 
of 1092 at the 95% confidence level is ± 3.1%.

Fieldwork for the questions in this report was 
conducted between the 27th February to the 9th 
March 2026.

Reporting 
All numbers are shown rounded to zero decimal 
places. Hence specified totals are not always exactly 
equal to the sum of the specified sub-totals. The 
differences are seldom more than 1%. (For example: 
2.7 + 3.5 = 6.2 would appear: 3 + 4 = 6).

Methodology
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Our experience spans a wide range of sectors globally including 
politics, infrastructure, energy, transport, the primary sector, 
financial services, and public policy.

Talbot Mills Research principals, David Talbot and Stephen Mills, 
have had roles in strategy at the highest levels of politics and 
business. 

David was pollster to New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda 
Ardern, and now works for a range of Australian Federal and 
State political leaders as well as decision-makers in many listed 
companies.

As a firm, Talbot Mills Research is regularly cited in international 
media and have been the most accurate pollsters in many 
Australasian races. 

They use their deep understanding of the public mindset to 
provide trusted research-based information and advice to 
corporate and political decision-makers around the world.

The team at Talbot Mills Research offer a full range of 
methodologies to measure public sentiment and are unique in 
having the strategic expertise to help build interventions to shift it. 

Offices are located in New Zealand (Wellington, Auckland), 
Australia (Sydney, Brisbane, Melbourne, Canberra, Perth), and 
the UK (London).

For more information contact us: 
enquiries@talbotmillsresearch.com

Talbot Mills Research specialises in corporate, social, and political research.

About Talbot Mills Research



hello@debtmanagers.co.nz
debtmanagers.co.nz


