
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Journal of Family and Economic Issues (2022) 43:153–168 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10834-021-09751-x

ORIGINAL PAPER

Credit Cards and the Receipt of Financial Assistance from Friends 
and Family

Colin Campbell1   · Maude Pugliese2

Accepted: 11 January 2021 / Published online: 25 January 2021 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC part of Springer Nature 2021

Abstract
Exchanges of assistance among kin are a common and important source of support for families; however, people are often 
hesitant to seek such assistance and broader economic contexts influence these exchange relationships. Existing studies over-
look the potential role of credit cards in shaping exchanges of assistance among kin, which is surprising given the potential 
for credit to serve as a substitute for assistance from kin and the potential for credit to shape the economic contexts that 
influence exchange decisions. Drawing on social exchange theories and data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 
Study, we find that having a credit card is associated with a decreased likelihood of borrowing money from close social ties 
and that this relationship is conditional on marital status and income. These findings contribute to understandings of how 
exchanges of support are shaped by economic contexts and suggest the need for further research on how credit influences 
exchanges of assistance among family and friends.
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Introduction

The credit card market in the US is well developed (Guseva 
and Rona-Tas 2001), with total outstanding credit card debt 
standing at over one trillion dollars (Federal Reserve Bank 
of New York 2018). Past research has suggested that credit 
cards have the potential to serve as a “plastic safety net” 
or a “market-based supplement to the social insurance sys-
tem” (Bird et al. 1999, p. 127). Indeed, research shows that 
reduced welfare spending facilitates the growth of the credit 
card market and that increased credit supply allows for fur-
ther reductions in welfare provisions (Krippner 2012; Prasad 
2012; Soederberg 2013, 2014). In this article, we extend 
this line of work on how credit cards act as an alternative to 
social systems of support by arguing that credit cards have 
the potential to reshape not only public forms of relief, but 
also private networks of support.

Specifically, individuals often rely on financial assis-
tance from family and close social ties to weather hard 
times (Dominguez and Watkins 2003; Edin and Lein 1997; 
Mutchler and Baker 2009; Nichols et al. 2006; Stack 1974; 
Whitehead 2018). However, research finds that receiving 
such assistance can have social, psychological, and material 
costs, so that individuals often receive this help reluctantly 
(Meadows 2009; Offer 2012; Sherman 2006, 2013). Draw-
ing on social exchange theory, we argue that, because credit 
cards allow families to meet financial obligations in the face 
of income deficits, they can serve as an alternative to infor-
mal financial support for those disinclined to seek help from 
family and friends. We also posit that marital status and 
household income shape the relative appeal of relying on 
kin networks versus formal credit instruments, and in turn, 
the relationship between credit cards and receiving finan-
cial assistance from social ties varies depending on those 
characteristics.

We use longitudinal data from the Fragile Families and 
Child Wellbeing Study (http://www.fragi​lefam​ilies​.princ​
eton.edu/) to examine the association between having a 
credit card and the likelihood of borrowing money from 
family or friends. Overall, by showing that credit cards can 
serve as an alternative to financial support from social ties, 
this article contributes to research on how credit shapes 
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exchange relationships, an important and understudied 
topic. Our study also extends the literature on social sup-
port networks. In particular, past studies (Edin and Lein 
1997; Mazelis 2016; Newman 2020; Stack 1974) find that 
exchanges of material assistance among kin are shaped by 
economic contexts—individuals turn to family and friends 
because the public safety net and labor market are oftentimes 
inadequate. We further this line of inquiry by exploring how 
access to credit is associated with kin-based networks of 
financial assistance. In what follows, we first provide an 
overview of social exchange theory before delineating our 
arguments regarding credit cards and financial assistance 
from close ties.

Social Exchange Theory

Social exchange theory constitutes a class of approaches to 
“interactions in which giving and receiving material assis-
tance and intangible resources is at least partially predi-
cated on the expectation of returns or reciprocity” (Uehara 
1990, p. 523). Like market theories of exchange typical of 
economics, social exchange theory draws on utilitarianism 
as a model of human behavior (Cook et al. 2013). A key 
insight of this approach is that actors have a variety of alter-
native exchange partners with whom to trade both material 
and immaterial resources, and actors choose partners that 
yield the greatest benefits relative to costs. However, social 
exchange theories differ from other exchange theories in that 
their focus is less on the material outcomes of trade and 
more on “the social structures created by exchange relations” 
(Cook et al. 2013, p. 53). Importantly, social exchange theo-
ries also recognize that trades are shaped by the relationships 
in which they are embedded, in addition to being guided by 
maximization motives (Blau 1964).

For example, scholars have argued that exchanges can be 
emotionally rewarding and lead to emotional attachment. 
This attachment may yield a commitment to exchange part-
ners and incentivize staying in existing exchange relation-
ships, despite available alternatives that prove more attrac-
tive on a purely material level (Cook and Emerson 1978; 
Lawler and Yoon 1996). Social exchange theorists have also 
emphasized that power dynamics may arise through and 
structure ongoing exchanges. In particular, individuals with 
limited available channels to obtain goods and services may 
come to depend on their few exchange partners for critical 
resources, giving those partners the power to dictate terms of 
trades and sometimes social behaviors more generally (Blau 
1964; Cook and Emerson 1978; Emerson 1962).

On a macro level, social norms also play a role in trans-
actional dynamics. For example, cultural scripts related to 
family and kinship in contemporary US society can encour-
age individuals to support those social ties even when the 

resources deployed could yield higher returns if invested 
in other avenues (Finch 1991; O’Brien 2012; Wherry et al. 
2019a, b). Similarly, Zelizer (1997) stressed that, through 
processes of cultural matching, rules of exchange may come 
to vary depending on the types of social ties linking trading 
partners. For example, in market situations, direct reciproc-
ity through money is an expected behavior. However, this 
form of exchange is often viewed as inappropriate when 
engaging in resource trades with a close tie, at least in many 
contemporary western societies. In those contexts, deferred 
forms of reciprocity are often better suited, in which one 
service is swapped for the promise of another sometime in 
the future (Uehara 1990).

Social exchange theory has clear implications for poten-
tial associations between having a credit card and receiv-
ing financial assistance from close social ties. Specifically, 
a cornerstone concept of social exchange theories is that of 
alternative exchange partners: individuals have a variety of 
potential exchange partners, including family, friends, and 
institutions. When and with whom individuals exchange 
resources is shaped by social relationships and social struc-
tures. For those with unmet financial needs, family and 
friends are a potential source of support. However, if an 
individual has a credit card, then the credit lending institu-
tion is another potential exchange partner. In the following 
section, we discuss in more detail research that considers 
these possible sources of support for those in need of eco-
nomic assistance.

Credit Cards as an Alternative to Financial 
Assistance from Kin

During hard times and when facing income deficits, indi-
viduals frequently rely on financial assistance from their 
relatives and friends and count on this assistance to avoid 
hardships (Campbell and Pearlman 2019; Harknett 2006; 
Harknett and Hartnett 2011; Hombrados-Mendieta et al. 
2012). While some scholars view flows of financial support 
in personal networks as purely altruistic gestures (Becker 
1981), many adopt a social exchange framework and view 
these flows as systems of reciprocal exchanges (Bianchi et al. 
2008; Cox 1987; Offer 2012). As noted above, reciprocity 
in the context of kin and friendship networks is usually not 
direct, as it is in market exchanges, and support received 
is not compensated by money equivalents. Instead, benefit-
ing from assistance initiates an implicit debt—an obliga-
tion to provide material or immaterial help in return at a 
point in time when the receiver will be back in a position 
to offer help (Offer 2012). Scholarship has also emphasized 
that reciprocity regimes in kin- and friendship networks 
may be “restricted”—implying that reciprocal help is due 
to the same person that provided support in the first place 
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(Bernheim et al. 1985; Uehara 1990). For example, money 
received from a parent may be compensated by care provided 
to the parent in old age. However, in many cases, social net-
works of support instead operate based on a “generalized” 
reciprocity principle (Bearman 1997; Uehara 1990). Here, 
compensation is not expected to flow back to the same per-
son that first provided assistance, but rather to anyone in the 
network who will next need help.

One implication of those kinds of reciprocity regimes 
is that the nature or extent of compensation expected is 
typically not clearly defined nor negotiated. Instead, diffuse 
compensation expectations are formed through experience in 
the network, as participants observe, comment on, and learn 
what is viewed as an appropriate response to different sorts 
of assistance provided, depending on specific situations and 
capacities to help (Nelson 2005; Offer 2012). For providers 
of support, there is also a risk that their help to others might 
go uncompensated (Wherry et al. 2019a, b). This possibil-
ity, however, is mitigated by familial norms that promote an 
obligation to support one’s family members (Finch 1991; 
Offer 2012; Stack 1974). At a micro level, members of sup-
port networks also monitor each other’s behaviors, evalu-
ating potential exchange partners’ ability to offer recipro-
cal help and reliability in doing so, circulating information 
about them throughout the network, and sanctioning those 
who fail to reciprocate by measures such as excluding them 
from the network or deploying strategies to obfuscate hav-
ing to support them in the future (Blau 1964; Nelson 2005; 
Schwartz 1967; Wherry et al. 2019a, b).

This social exchange perspective on kin- and friendship 
networks of support emphasizes that, although the receipt 
of financial assistance from close social ties is often cast as 
beneficial and a social safety net critical to well-being, it is 
not free. The costs associated with receiving assistance are 
in part material. In the case of financial assistance, one must 
repay the amount received, either with money or through 
more practical forms of support like offering care. Such 
repayments can be taxing, especially for individuals possess-
ing few resources (O’Brien 2012; Pilkauskas et al. 2017). 
Additionally, there are psychological and social costs associ-
ated with support obtained from kin or friends. Individuals 
who struggle or fail to make fair reciprocal contributions 
may acquire the reputation of being unattractive exchange 
partners and risk being excluded from support networks, 
leading to both the loss of a critical source of assistance and 
to increased social isolation (Menjívar 2000; Offer 2012). 
Because compensation expectations are usually not clearly 
stated, receivers of help may also fear becoming caught 
up in excessive demands from kin or friends as a result of 
depending on them for support (Desmond 2012; Mazelis 
2016). Receiving financial assistance to meet pressing needs 
may also result in moral judgements from providers of sup-
port, at least in highly individualistic societies (although not 

necessarily in more collective societies), where economic 
independence and self-sufficiency are pervasive ideals. 
In those contexts, seeking financial assistance from rela-
tives and friends clashes with these ideals and often car-
ries a painful stigma (Hansen 2004; McIntyre et al. 2003; 
Schwartz 1967) that may diminish one’s sense of self-worth 
and social status (Domínguez and Watkins 2003; McIntyre 
et al. 2003; Nelson 2005).

Because of those costs of receiving financial assistance 
from close social ties, research finds that persons in need 
of economic help often ask for or accept it only reluctantly, 
with many even avoiding seeking assistance altogether, 
even in times of acute need. For example, Desmond (2012) 
found that individuals who had been evicted from their home 
would often forego asking kin for support due to a desire to 
avoid reproofs about irresponsible behavior. In line with the 
concept of alternative exchange partners of social exchange 
theories, we suggest that those disinclined to rely on kin 
support will look for substitute means of alleviating their 
financial needs, and we argue that credit in general, and a 
credit card in particular, may be viewed as one possible ave-
nue. Indeed, credit cards are flexible instruments that can be 
used to generate liquidity or pay for virtually any product or 
service during hard times (Dwyer 2018). Drawing on credit 
surely has risks and costs of its own—high interest rates on 
unpaid balances can lead to substantial debt burdens and 
negatively impact credit scores. However, research finds that 
individuals may be unaware of those fees, in part because 
credit card contracts are (sometimes purposefully) difficult 
to interpret, leading to underestimates of the costs associated 
with credit card borrowing (Lusardi and Tufano 2015; Tach 
and Greene 2014).

Additionally, given that attitudes towards credit have 
become liberal and that credit card borrowing can be real-
ized privately without opening up about this behavior (Cal-
der 1999), individuals who borrow on their credit cards may 
not view this behavior as being at odds with their ideals of 
self-sufficiency as much as relying on financial support from 
close ties. Credit card borrowers neither have to endure the 
moral judgements of others nor do they run the risk of being 
excluded from their social networks should they fail to repay 
their debt, although they certainly expose themselves to the 
dangers of debt delinquency. Moreover, individuals may pre-
fer the clearly defined repayment plan featured in a formal 
credit contract to the prospect of becoming ensnared in dif-
fuse and unspecific reciprocity obligations that they believe 
are inequitable. As a result, individuals with a credit card 
may replace soliciting support from their kin and friends 
with a reliance on unsecured credit when they are disin-
clined to expose themselves to the disadvantages of kin-
based financial assistance. To be more specific, we are not 
suggesting that borrowing on a credit card is somehow a 
preferable avenue for meeting pressing financial needs than 



156	 Journal of Family and Economic Issues (2022) 43:153–168

1 3

relying on assistance from social ties. Rather, we suggest 
that in the current context of individualistic values, liberal 
attitudes towards credit, swelling credit supply, and asym-
metries between borrowers and financial institutions leading 
to misconceptions regarding the costs of formal credit, some 
may come to view borrowing from a credit card as a lesser 
ill than asking for money from social ties when facing a dif-
ficult financial situation and opt for that alternative if it is 
available to them, in line with a social exchange perspective 
on alternative exchange partners and financial support in 
personal networks.

This argument leads us to expect having a credit card 
will be associated with decreased odds of receiving finan-
cial assistance from family and friends and our empirical 
analyses explore that relationship. Because several socio-
demographic factors may be related to both the receipt of 
financial support and the likelihood of having a credit card, 
our analyses adjust for those potential confounders. Those 
variables include income and marital status. Indeed, research 
shows that higher income and married individuals tend to 
enjoy better access to credit than their poorer and single 
counterparts (Gutiérrez-Nieto et al. 2017). Those groups 
are at the same time less likely to receive financial support 
from relatives or friends (Gerstel and Sarkisian 2006). Simi-
larly, age, education level, and race/ethnicity may drive both 
the odds of having a credit card and of receiving financial 
support and we take those factors into consideration in this 
study (Sarkisian and Gerstel 2004; Swartz 2009; Wherry 
et al. 2019b).

Additionally, previous research on social support net-
works leads us to expect the effects of having a credit card 
will vary across different social and demographic groups 
because the relative appeal or disinclination for accumulat-
ing debt through social ties or through formal credit institu-
tions is likely conditional on social position. In particular, 
we expect relationship status and available household finan-
cial resources to moderate those relative disinclinations and 
therefore the link between having a credit card and receipt 
of financial help. We briefly consider each of these charac-
teristics in turn.

Differences by Relationship Status

Spouses typically engage in constant, ongoing exchanges 
with each other and in the sharing and pooling of their 
resources (Eickmeyer et al. 2019; Heimdal and Housekne-
cht 2003; Himmelweit et al. 2013; Pahl 1989). However, 
while marriage is associated with a notable commitment to 
an exchange relationship between spouses, marriage is also 
associated with a retreat from other exchange relationships. 
Married people are less likely to call or visit relatives, less 
likely to give emotional support or advice to relatives, and 

less likely to provide relatives with practical and financial 
support (Gerstel and Sarkisian 2006; Sarkisian and Ger-
stel 2008). This withdrawal from exchange relationships 
also extends beyond relatives. Compared to those who are 
married, the unmarried are more likely to exchange social 
support with non-family ties (Liebler and Sandefur 2002; 
Sarkisian and Gerstel 2016). This has led family scholars to 
describe marriage as a “greedy institution” where resources 
remain within the marriage (Coser 1974; Gerstel and Sarki-
sian 2006). Because they participate less intensively in sup-
port networks than the unmarried, married couples may face 
barriers in obtaining support in times of financial need: their 
relatives and friends may be more hesitant to provide help 
or have greater compensation expectations.

In addition to inducing a retreat from broader family rela-
tionships, marriage has symbolic significance that shapes 
how people view their social position. In particular, for 
many, marriage is representative of economic independ-
ence and self-sufficiency (Edin 2000; Edin and Kefalas 
2005; Edin and Reed 2005; Smock, Manning, and Porter 
2005). For example, Smock, Manning, and Porter (2005) 
found that many individuals in cohabiting relationships 
expressed a belief that financial stability should precede 
marriage. Thus, the conflict that asking help from social 
ties raises with respect to ideals of financial independence 
may be especially difficult to manage for married couples. 
These insights lead us to expect that married individuals are 
particularly hesitant to solicit their relatives and friends for 
financial assistance when facing difficult times and more 
likely to view credit card borrowing as a less troublesome 
alternative. Therefore, we expect that decreases in the likeli-
hood of borrowing money from social ties associated with 
having a credit card will be particularly pronounced among 
those who are married.

Differences by Household Income

Financial instability and material hardships are common 
even among middle-income and affluent households (Ice-
land and Bauman 2007; Mayer and Jencks 1989; Necker-
man et al. 2016; Sullivan et al. 2008). Yet, few studies have 
examined how higher income households respond to finan-
cial hardships. Instead, research on informal exchanges of 
support during periods of hardship have largely focused on 
low-income households, while studies of private financial 
transfers among higher income households have tended 
to focus on inter-vivos transfers from parents to their chil-
dren, highlighting how financial gifts for items like home 
purchases or higher-education financing facilitate upward 
advancement (Keister 2000; Killewald et al. 2017; Lareau 
and Weininger 2008; Quadlin 2017).
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While few studies have examined how middle- and 
higher-income households respond to financial hardships, 
Katherine Newman’s (1988) influential study of downward 
mobility is informative. Newman found that middle-class 
individuals who experience downward mobility were par-
ticularly embarrassed by their financial troubles and espe-
cially hesitant to discuss their financial troubles with social 
ties. In a similar vein of research, Lindsay Owens (2015) 
studied homeowners seeking a mortgage modification 
because of the risk of foreclosure and found that working-
class homeowners openly discussed their financial difficul-
ties with neighbors, friends, and co-workers, while middle 
class-homeowners seldom discussed their financial troubles 
with social network ties because of deep embarrassment and 
were reluctant to seek help from social ties. Both Newman 
and Owens found that middle-income individuals facing 
financial troubles often attributed their situation to personal 
shortcomings, which made them particularly ashamed and 
reticent to seek help from social ties. While both studies 
focus on middle-income households, these same mecha-
nisms likely apply for higher income households. These 
results lead us to posit middle-income and affluent house-
holds may be particularly unwilling to seek assistance from 
social network ties and particularly likely to consider credit 
an attractive substitute.

Moreover, while the unsecured credit market has 
expanded dramatically over the last several decades, there 
are still cleavages in access to credit instruments and in the 
quality of instruments available across income strata. As 
research on financial exclusion and the poverty penalty high-
lights, middle-income and affluent households have access to 
better credit options compared to lower-income households, 
who are more likely to be denied credit or charged higher 
interest rates (Buckland 2012; Gutiérrez-Nieto et al. 2017; 
Han et al. 2018; Wherry et al. 2019b). Because of higher 
interest rates and since low-income families have limited 
economic resources, relying on credit may be less easily 
available and not as attractive as an alternative to financial 
assistance from social ties for those families compared to 
higher income families. In fact, research shows that when 
faced with an unexpected spell of unemployment, low-
income households do not rely on credit during income 
shortfalls, while middle-income and affluent households 
are more likely to do so (Sullivan 2008). Given these dif-
ferences, we expect the association between having a credit 
card and the receipt of financial assistance from family and 
friends to be conditional on household income.

Methods

Data and Measures

We used data from the Fragile Families and Child Well-
being Study (FFCWS). FFCWS is a longitudinal study 
of nearly 5,000 urban births that were originally sampled 
between 1998 and 2000 with an oversample of non-marital 
births. Mothers were sampled at the time of the birth of the 
focal child in 20 US cities with populations greater than 
200,000. Follow-up interviews were conducted when the 
focal child was 1, 3, 5, 9, and 15 years old. At the baseline 
interview, respondents completed a 30- to 40- minute in-
person interview. The interviews took place in the hospital 
shortly after the birth of the focal child. In the follow-up 
waves, respondents completed surveys by telephone (for a 
complete description of the sample and study design, see 
Reichman et al 2001).

We draw data from the mother surveys.1 Of the 4,898 
mothers who completed the baseline survey, 89%, 86%, 85%, 
74%, and 73% participated in the 1, 3, 5, 9, and 15 year 
surveys, respectively. The sample overrepresents minority 
and economically disadvantaged mothers. In addition to 
collecting data on parenting, romantic relationships, and 
child wellbeing, FFCWS also captured data on household 
finances. Importantly, FFCWS collected data on both credit 
card ownership and the receipt of financial assistance from 
close social ties. Additionally, while this data does not rep-
resent the entire US population, but rather only mothers of 
children and adolescents, this group is especially likely to 
need and receive financial assistance from family of friends 
(Harknett and Hartnett 2011).

Items related to the receipt of financial assistance from 
kin were not included in the initial survey. Therefore, we 
limited the sample to the 1, 3, 5, 9, and 15-year follow-up 
surveys. Additionally, we restricted the sample to be com-
plete on all covariates. The final analytic sample consisted 
of 3,099 mothers and 14,074 person-waves. Compared to the 
full sample, mothers in the analytic sample were less likely 
to be married, less likely to be born in the United States, and 
less likely to own a home at the year 1 survey. Mothers in 
the full sample also had a lower average household income 
and lower levels of education. However, there were no differ-
ences in the likelihood of having recently borrowed money 
from social ties and minimal differences in the likelihood of 
having a credit card (45% for those in the analytic sample 
and 40% for those in the full sample). Overall, the full sam-
ple is more economically disadvantaged than the analytic 

1  Primary caregivers were interviewed for the 15-year follow-up sur-
vey. We exclude the 12% of cases where the primary caregiver was 
someone other than the mother.
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sample. We discuss how this may influence our findings in 
the discussion.

Financial Assistance from Family and Friends

Our dependent variable is a measure of the receipt of finan-
cial assistance from family and friends and is based on the 
following question: “In the past twelve months, did you 
borrow money from friends or family to help pay bills?” 
Mothers who reported borrowing money from friends or 
family were coded as having received financial assistance 
(1 = received financial assistance; 0 = did not receive 
financial assistance). Descriptive statistics are presented 
in Table 1. Across all waves, a little over 25% of the sam-
ple received financial assistance from family or friends. 

Additionally, nearly 60% of mothers reported receiving 
financial assistance from family or friends at least once (not 
shown in table).

Having a Credit Card and Control Variables

The focal independent variable is a time-varying measure of 
whether the household had a credit card. This was measured 
with the question, “Do you [or your husband or partner] have 
a credit card?” (1 = “yes”; 0 = “no”). As shown in Table 1, 
across all waves, 44% of our sample had a credit card. A 
little over 70% of the sample had a credit card for at least 
one wave.

The analyses included control variables for household 
income (in 10,000 s), relationship status, perceived avail-
ability of in-kind and small financial support, perceived 
availability of large financial support, number of children 
under the age of 18 in the home, education (less than high 
school, high school, some college, college), race/ethnic-
ity (non-Hispanic White, non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic of 
any race, other race/ethnicity), age, a dummy variable for 
whether the respondent lived with both parents at age 16, a 
dummy variable for whether the respondent was born in the 
US, a dummy variable for whether the respondent owned 
her home, and dummy variables for time period. Relation-
ship status was measured as single, cohabiting with a part-
ner, or married, with married mothers serving as the ref-
erence group. Following Turney and Harknett (2010), we 
created two separate measures of perceived social support 
from family and friends. First, we included a measure of 
perceived in-kind and small financial support, which is an 
index variable (Cronbach’s Alpha: 0.72) based on the sum 
of three dichotomous items: the mother had someone who 
could loan her $200, could provide emergency childcare, or 
could provide a place to live. Second, we included a measure 
of perceived access to large financial support, which is an 
index variable (Cronbach’s Alpha: 0.82) based on the sum 
of: the mother had someone who could loan her $1,000, 
would cosign a bank loan for $1,000, or would cosign a bank 
loan for $5,000.

Hypotheses  Following research on social exchange theory 
and social support networks, we set three hypotheses:

(1) Having a credit card will be associated with a 
decreased likelihood of receiving financial assistance from 
family and friends.

(2) The association between having a credit card and the 
receipt of financial assistance will be conditional on relation-
ship status, with decreases in the likelihood of borrowing 
money from social ties particularly pronounced among those 
who are married.

Table 1   Descriptive statistics

Data: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
N = 14,074 person years
Borrowed money is a dichotomous measure of whether the respond-
ent received money from family or friends to help pay bills anytime 
in the past 12 months. Perceived in-kind assistance is an index vari-
able based on the sum of 3 items: the mother had someone who could 
loan her $200, could provide emergency child care, or could provide 
a place to live. Perceived large financial assistance is an index vari-
able based on the sum of: the mother had someone who could loan 
her $1,000, would cosign a bank loan for $1,000, or would cosign a 
bank loan for $5,000

Mean/proportion Std. Dev

Borrowed money 0.27
Has credit card 0.44
Marital status
 Married 0.37
 Cohabiting 0.26
 Single 0.38

Income (in 10,000 s) 4.41 5.1
Owns home 0.26
Perceived in-kind assistance 2.58 0.84
Perceived large financial assistance 1.55 1.27
Race/Ethnicity
 NH White 0.22
 NH Black 0.50
 Hispanic 0.24
 Other Race 0.04

# of Children 2.49 1.35
Lived with parents as teen 0.43
Education
  < HS 0.22
 HS 0.25
 Some college 0.38
 College 0.16

Age 32.24 7.92
Born in US 0.87
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(3) The association between having a credit card and the 
receipt of financial assistance will be conditional on house-
hold income.

Analyses

To test our first hypothesis, we used pooled, person-wave 
data and estimated logistic random effects models. Mothers 
contributed one observation for each wave of data where 
they had valid responses. The random effects models meas-
ure both variation across mothers and over time within moth-
ers. The random effects adjust for the non-independence of 
observations due to mothers contributing multiple observa-
tions. We included all control variables in these models.

Next, to test our second and third hypotheses—whether 
the association between having a credit card and receipt of 
financial assistance is conditional on social position and 
relationships—we estimated logistic random effects models 
that included interaction terms between having a credit card 
and relationship status and between having a credit card and 
household income. To ease interpretation of these findings, 
we present predicted probabilities of the key findings.2

We then estimated a series of supplemental analyses to 
further support our main findings. First, to address poten-
tial endogeneity in time-invariant unobserved characteristics 
that influence both access to credit and financial exchanges, 
we estimated fixed effects models. By focusing on within-
person variation, the fixed effects models remove biases 
introduced by time-constant omitted variables. If, for exam-
ple, the likelihood of having a credit card and the likelihood 
of borrowing money are both influenced by an unobserved 
characteristic like, for example, thriftiness, then the random 
effects models would produce biased estimates. However, 
if we assume thriftiness is a time-constant characteristic, 
then the effect of thriftiness would be differenced out of the 
equation and the fixed effects model would produce unbiased 
estimates without the need to observe or measure thrifti-
ness. While fixed effects remove potential biases introduced 
by time-constant omitted variables, fixed effects models are 
sensitive to unobserved time-variant characteristics. We 

estimated both linear and conditional fixed effects models. 
With conditional fixed effects, individuals who have constant 
values over time on the dependent variable do not contribute 
to model estimation, and thus these observations are dropped 
from the model (Chamberlain 1980; Hsiao 2014). We find 
qualitatively similar results with both linear and conditional 
fixed effects.

Second, we limited the sample to mothers who reported 
experiencing a material hardship in the past year and esti-
mated our main random effects models. Mothers were coded 
as having experienced a material hardship if they reported 
experiencing food hardship, housing hardship, difficulty pay-
ing bills, utility cut off, or medical hardship. If we assume 
that respondents who have a credit card are in a better finan-
cial position than respondents who do not have a credit 
card, then a possible alternative explanation to our findings 
is that households with a credit card are less likely to bor-
row money because of their superior financial position, not 
that they rely on credit instead of social ties. By limiting the 
sample to those who have recently experienced a material 
hardship, these analyses reduce the likelihood that the find-
ings merely reflect differences in economic position between 
those who have a credit card and those who do not. In these 
analyses, all households recently experienced hardship, sug-
gesting they all had a need to borrow money.

Last, at each wave, respondents were asked about bor-
rowing money in the past year and current possession of a 
credit card. As a result, the temporal ordering is not defini-
tive. A potential issue is that people may borrow money 
from kin and then get a credit card to help repay kin or to 
avoid having to again borrow money from kin. If this is the 
case, we would observe a positive relationship between hav-
ing a credit card and borrowing money. To further address 
this issue, we limited the sample to the year 1, year 3, and 
year 5 surveys—the stretch of surveys with only a 2-year 
gap between waves—and estimated our main models with 
a lagged measure of having a credit card. In short, by using 
a measure of having a credit card at time t-1 and a measure 
of borrowing money at time t, these analyses help address 
potential issues related to temporal ordering.

Findings

Table 2 reports estimates from logistic random effects mod-
els. The first column shows that net of control variables hav-
ing a credit card was associated with a decreased likelihood 
of borrowing money from kin (b = -0.283; p < 0.001). Esti-
mates of the predicted probability of borrowing money from 
kin show that having a credit card was associated with a 15% 
decrease in the probability of borrowing money. Consistent 
with our first hypothesis, we found that having a credit card 

2  We also conducted stratification analyses to test whether it is appro-
priate to treat marital status and household income (binned into quar-
tiles) as moderators or if they should instead be viewed solely as con-
founders. Tarone tests indicate that relationship status and household 
income may be effect moderators of the association between having 
a credit card and borrowing money in addition to being potential 
confounders of this relationship. Thus, our multivariable regression 
analyses that treat income and marital status as potential moderators 
through interaction terms are warranted. In addition, because income 
and marital status can be potential confounders even as they moderate 
the effect of credit cards on support received, our interaction analysis 
includes main effects for income and marital status to adjust for the 
possible confounding effects of those variables.
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had a modest negative impact on the likelihood of receiving 
financial assistance from family and friends.

Other covariates in the first model were generally in line 
with expectations. We found those who were cohabiting and 
single were both more likely to borrow money than those 
who were married. We also found that income, education, 
age, and home ownership were negatively associated with 
the likelihood of borrowing money.

The second column of Table 2 reports estimates from a 
logistic random effects model that includes an interaction 
term between having a credit card and relationship status. 
To better illustrate these results, we have presented the cen-
tral estimates as predicted probabilities in Fig. 1. Consistent 
with our second hypothesis, we found that relationship status 
and having a credit card interact in important ways. Most 
strikingly, for those who were single and cohabiting, having 
a credit card is unimportant—those who had a credit card 
were as likely to borrow money from social ties as those who 
did not have a credit card. However, for those who were mar-
ried, having a credit card was associated with a significant 
decrease in the odds of borrowing money from kin—mar-
ried mothers who had a credit card were one-third as likely 
to borrow money as compared to their married counterparts 
who did not have a credit card.

Table 2   Logistic random effects estimates of the association between 
having a credit card and receiving financial assistance from kin

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
coef coef coef

(se) (se) (se)

Credit card − 0.283*** − 0.790*** 0.065
(0.06) (0.10) (0.09)

Relationship status
 Cohabiting 0.198** − 0.068 0.192*

(0.08) (0.09) (0.08)
 Single 0.368*** 0.055 0.375***

(0.07) (0.09) (0.07)
Income (in 10,000 s) − 0.119*** − 0.115*** − 0.060***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Credit card X cohabiting 0.584***

(0.14)
Credit card X single 0.796***

(0.13)
Credit card X income − 0.102***

(0.02)
Owns home − 0.534*** − 0.489*** − 0.508***

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
Perceived in-kind support 0.266*** 0.262*** 0.255***

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Perceived large financial 

support
− 0.141*** − 0.141*** − 0.144***

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Race/Ethnicity
 NH Black − 0.256** − 0.278** − 0.269**

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
 Hispanic − 0.477*** − 0.505*** − 0.500***

(0.11) (0.11) (0.11)
 Other Race/Eth − 0.040 − 0.045 − 0.041

(0.21) (0.21) (0.21)
# of Children 0.011 0.012 0.012

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Lived with parents as teen − 0.080 − 0.077 − 0.073

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07)
Education
 HS 0.226* 0.218* 0.197*

(0.09) (0.09) (0.09)
 Some college 0.373*** 0.368*** 0.338***

(0.09) (0.09) (0.09)
 College 0.316* 0.335* 0.341**

(0.13) (0.13) (0.13)
Age − 0.024*** − 0.022*** − 0.023***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Born in US 0.284* 0.278* 0.292*

(0.12) (0.12) (0.12)
Wave
 3 − 0.086 − 0.095 − 0.086

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07)

Estimates presented as coefficients with standard errors in parenthe-
ses. The dependent variable is a dichotomous measure of whether the 
respondent received money from family or friends to help pay bills 
anytime in the past 12  months. Perceived in-kind assistance is an 
index variable based on the sum of 3 items: the mother had some-
one who could loan her $200, could provide emergency child care, or 
could provide a place to live. Perceived large financial assistance is 
an index variable based on the sum of: the mother had someone who 
could loan her $1,000, would cosign a bank loan for $1,000, or would 
cosign a bank loan for $5,000. Model 1 includes all covariates; Model 
2 includes an interaction term between having a credit card and rela-
tionship status; Model 3 includes an interaction term between having 
a credit card and income
N = 14,074 person-years
Data: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
 + p < .1 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001

Table 2   (continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
coef coef coef

(se) (se) (se)

 5 0.223** 0.199** 0.214**
(0.08) (0.08) (0.08)

 9 0.596*** 0.554*** 0.573***
(0.09) (0.09) (0.09)

 15 0.369** 0.311** 0.322**
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12)

Constant − 1.044*** − 0.799** − 1.157***
(0.27) (0.27) (0.27)
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The third column of Table 3 presents estimates from a 
model that includes an interaction term between having a 
credit card and household income. Estimates in terms of 
predicted probabilities are presented in Fig. 2. The findings 
show that at low incomes, having a credit card was not asso-
ciated with the likelihood of borrowing money from family 
and friends. At middle and higher incomes, however, those 
with a credit card were less likely to borrow money from 
social ties. Our results are in line with our third hypoth-
esis, showing that having a credit card was associated with 
reduced odds of borrowing from kin more strongly in higher-
income groups.

In our first set of supplemental analyses, we estimated 
our main results using within-person fixed effects models 
(Table 3). The first column of Table 3 reports estimates from 
linear fixed effects and the second column reports estimates 
from conditional fixed effects. Overall, we found substan-
tively similar patterns: having a credit card was associated 
with a decreased likelihood of borrowing money from family 
and friends. The observed effects were smaller than in the 
random effects models, however, reflecting that some of the 
random effect results could be attributable to time-stable 
unobserved characteristics.

Next, we limited the sample to those who recently expe-
rienced a material hardship and estimated our main logistic 
random effects models (Table 4). The first column shows 
that having a credit card was negatively associated with the 
likelihood of borrowing money from social ties even among 
those who recently experienced a hardship (b = − 0.293; 
p < 0.001). The second and third column show that, consist-
ent with our main results, the relationship between having 

a credit card and borrowing from kin was conditional on 
relationship status and household income.

Finally, we limited the sample to the 1, 3, and 5 year sur-
veys and estimated our main logistic random effects regres-
sion models with a lagged measure of having a credit card 
(Table 5). Consistent with our main findings, the first col-
umn shows that the lagged measure of having a credit card 
is negatively associated with the likelihood of borrowing 
money. Moreover, the second column shows that the lagged 
measure of having a credit card is strongly associated with a 
decreased likelihood of borrowing money for those who are 
married and also for those who are cohabiting, but not for 
those who are single. The third column shows that the lagged 
measure of having a credit card is more strongly associated 
with a decreased likelihood of borrowing money for those 
with higher incomes.

Discussion

Starting in the 1980s with the deregulation of the credit 
industry, credit markets, including the credit card market, 
have dramatically expanded. Despite the growing impor-
tance of credit and debt in the economic experience of 
contemporary individuals and households, sociologists 
and family scholars have paid too little attention to how 
the widespread use of formal credit instruments may influ-
ence exchange relationships and exchanges of support 
among kin. This study helps address this gap in research 
by exploring how having a credit card is associated with 
financial exchanges among friends and family. Using data 

Fig. 1   Predicted probabilities 
of the association between hav-
ing a credit card and receiving 
financial assistance from kin, 
by relationship status. Predicted 
probabilities were estimated 
using coefficients from Table 2. 
To calculate the predicted 
probabilities, each respondent 
retained their own values for 
all covariates except credit card 
and relationship status. The 
probability of borrowing money 
was then calculated for each 
respondent at each category 
of credit card and relationship 
status. The simulated probabili-
ties were then averaged across 
respondents
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from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, 
we found that having a credit card was associated with a 
decreased likelihood of borrowing money from kin and 
friends. Furthermore, this effect was moderated by marital 

status and income. In particular, we found that having a 
credit card reduced the likelihood of borrowing money 
from social ties among individuals who were married, but 
not among those who were cohabiting or were single. Our 
findings also show that having a credit card reduced reli-
ance on financial support from kin networks at middle- and 
high-incomes, but not at lower-incomes.

Our analyses carry some limitations. First, our findings 
are descriptive. Having a credit card is endogenous and 
correlated with financial wellbeing. We attempt to address 
this through the use of extensive controls (e.g. household 
income, home ownership, education, perceived access to 
social support), through alternative model specification 
(i.e. fixed effects models that account for unobserved-time 
constant characteristics), and a supplemental analysis that 
is limited to those who are less likely to be financially 
stable (i.e. those who have recently experienced a mate-
rial hardship like utility disconnection or food insecurity). 
Nonetheless, our findings should be interpreted as descrip-
tive. Future research that establishes causal associations—
perhaps by exploiting overtime changes in policy and the 
expansion of credit markets—is needed.

Second, our measure of financial assistance from social 
ties focuses on receiving assistance to help pay bills. This 
is not an exhaustive measure of all the situations when 
people receive financial assistance or other forms of mate-
rial assistance from social ties. Third, while the data used 
in this research offer longitudinal data on financial assis-
tance from social ties and having a credit card, the sam-
pling frame was drawn from an urban population of moth-
ers. The extent to which our findings generalize to rural 
and suburban areas is unclear. Additionally, while mothers 
are especially likely to need and receive financial assis-
tance from family and friends, others engage in exchanges 
of financial support with close social ties. Our data do 
not allow us to explore how credit cards shape receipts of 
financial support in those populations. Fourth, as with all 
longitudinal data, respondents were lost over time. Those 
lost to attrition were more likely to be economically dis-
advantaged. Given the results that show no differences 
in likelihood of borrowing money at lower incomes, this 
suggests that the estimates from our main models may 
underestimate the association between having a credit 
card and receiving financial assistance from social ties, 
although this is not testable. Finally, we explore potential 
moderating effects of household income and relationship 
status on the association between having a credit card and 
receiving financial assistance from social ties. Given that 
relationship status and income predict the likelihood of 
having a credit card, it is possible that having a credit 
card may also serve as an intervening variable. Research 
that explores this pathway, possibly through a moderated 
mediation model, is needed.

Table 3   Linear and logisitc fixed effects estimates of the association 
between having a credit card and receiving financial assistance from 
kin

Estimates presented as coefficients with standard errors in parenthe-
ses. The dependent variable is a dichotomous measure of whether the 
respondent received money from family or friends to help pay bills 
anytime in the past 12  months. Perceived in-kind assistance is an 
index variable based on the sum of 3 items: the mother had some-
one who could loan her $200, could provide emergency child care, or 
could provide a place to live. Perceived large financial assistance is 
an index variable based on the sum of: the mother had someone who 
could loan her $1,000, would cosign a bank loan for $1,000, or would 
cosign a bank loan for $5,000. Model 4 presents estimates from a lin-
ear fixed effects model. Model 5 presents estimates from a logistic 
fixed effects model
1  N = 14,074
2  N = 7894
Data: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
 + p < .1 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001

Model 4 Model 5
Linear1 Logit2

b/se b/se

Has credit card − 0.037*** − 0.204**
(0.01) (0.07)

Relationship status
 Cohabiting 0.027* 0.140

(0.01) (0.09)
 Single 0.057*** 0.294***

(0.01) (0.09)
Income (in 10,000 s) − 0.007*** − 0.100***

(0.00) (0.01)
Owns home − 0.060*** − 0.392***

(0.01) (0.10)
Perceived in-kind support 0.034*** 0.220***

(0.01) (0.04)
Perceived large financial support − 0.017*** − 0.091**

(0.00) (0.03)
# of Children − 0.002 0.001

(0.00) (0.03)
Wave
 3 − 0.017 +  − 0.132 + 

(0.01) (0.07)
 5 0.020 +  0.134 + 

(0.01) (0.07)
 9 0.056*** 0.399***

(0.01) (0.08)
 15 − 0.005 0.009

(0.01) (0.08)
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Despite these limitations, our results have implications 
for scholarship on credit and kin networks. In particular, our 
findings help extend social exchange theories and affirm its 
relevance as a framework for understanding the provision of 
financial support among kin and friends. While much schol-
arship highlights the benefits of receiving support from rela-
tives during times of hardship, social exchange theories posit 
that there are costs to this assistance, including stigmatiza-
tion and diffuse reciprocity obligations that may exceed the 
benefits of assistance. When considering those costs, social 
exchange theories argue that individuals will evaluate their 
alternatives and may opt for other sources of relief. In line 
with those ideas, Desmond (2012) found that poor tenants 
who had recently been evicted from their homes often relied 
on “disposable ties”—new acquaintances with whom they 
temporarily shared housing and other expenses—instead of 
seeking help from close social ties. We provide further evi-
dence of this type of alternative-seeking behavior by show-
ing that reliance on credit cards may constitute a potential 
substitute for financial kin support (especially as attitudes 
towards credit have liberalized) and offering evidence con-
sistent with the idea that those credit instruments may some-
times replace dependence on personal networks for financial 
assistance.

Another key insight of social exchange theories is that 
transactions are shaped by the social contexts in which they 
are embedded. Our study speaks to this idea by suggesting 
that class and marital status influence alternative-seeking 
logics, as they shape both available substitute possibilities 
and their appeal relative to kin support. More specifically, 
our results show that having a credit card is associated with 

a reduced likelihood of receiving financial support only 
among higher-income and married mothers, not also in 
lower-income and unmarried ones. Those patterns are con-
sistent with the notion that marriage is often viewed as rep-
resentative of economic independence and leads to a retreat 
from other social relationships when possible (Coser 1974; 
Edin 2000; Edin and Reed 2005; Gerstel and Sarkisian 2006; 
Smock et al. 2005). Those patterns also align with the idea 
that middle-income and affluent households are particularly 
hesitant to seek help from social ties (Newman 1988; Owens 
2015), while low-income households may face higher credit 
costs and more difficult access to it (Buckland 2012; Gutiér-
rez-Nieto et al. 2017; Han et al. 2018; Wherry et al. 2019b). 
Through these processes, class and marital status may shape 
whether or not credit cards are available as a substitute for 
asking close ties for support and the relative cost–benefit 
ratios of those two coping strategies.

Another key contribution of our study is to extend 
research on associations between credit markets and 
the public safety net. Specifically, multiple studies have 
argued that households accumulate increasing amounts 
of debt through a growing variety of credit instruments 
as a strategy to cope in the face of shrinking public ser-
vices. At the same time, widespread availability of credit 
has limited demands for increased public services (Ansell 
2012; Krippner 2012; Prasad 2012; Soederberg 2014). Our 
results add to this line of work as they stress that the credit 
market, in particular the credit card market, can substitute 
for informal sources of support coming from relatives and 
friends. This insight, however, raises important questions 
regarding the conditions under which individuals decide 

Fig. 2   Predicted probabilities 
of the association between hav-
ing a credit card and receiving 
financial assistance from kin, 
by household income. Predicted 
probabilities were estimated 
using coefficients from Table 2. 
To calculate the predicted 
probabilities, each respond-
ent retained their own values 
for all covariates except credit 
card status and income. The 
probability of borrowing money 
was then calculated for each 
respondent at each category of 
credit card status and income 
level. The simulated probabili-
ties were then averaged across 
respondents
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to trade informal social support for credit card borrowing. 
Indeed, while borrowing through formal credit instruments 
may not carry the same social and psychological costs as 
receiving informal support from social ties, it can have 
steep monetary implications and result in a severe wors-
ening of one’s financial situation, especially in the case 
of credit card borrowing, due to the high interest rates 
charged on unpaid balances (Dwyer 2018). Research on 
predatory lending, however, suggests that prospective 
borrowers may not always foresee the potentially signifi-
cant consequences of credit card borrowing. For instance, 
high interest-rates are often deliberately concealed through 
small-print contracting and other strategies by financial 
institutions looking for ways to increase profits (Wil-
liams 2004). As a result, borrowers may accumulate debt 
without fully grasping the economic implications and 
eventually become caught in devastating cycles of debt 
delinquency and potentially bankruptcy (Morduch and 
Schneider 2017). Given those potential consequences, 
more research is needed on whether individuals who 
trade informal financial support for credit card borrowing 
are aware and prepared to face the added economic costs. 

Table 4   Logistic random effects estimates of the association between 
having a credit card and receiving financial assistance from kin, con-
ditional on recent experience of material hardship

Model 6 Model 7 Model 8
coef coef coef

(se) (se) (se)

Credit card − 0.293*** − 0.690*** − 0.076
(0.08) (0.13) (0.11)

Relationship status
 Cohabiting 0.046 − 0.121 0.040

(0.09) (0.11) (0.09)
 Single 0.222* − 0.011 0.219*

(0.09) (0.11) (0.09)
Income (in 10,000 s) − 0.053*** − 0.049*** − 0.024

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Credit card X cohabiting 0.378*

(0.18)
Credit card X single 0.673***

(0.17)
Credit card X income − 0.066**

(0.02)
Owns home − 0.404*** − 0.380*** − 0.390***

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
Perceived in-kind support 0.386*** 0.382*** 0.381***

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Perceived large financial 

support
0.022 0.024 0.023

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Race/Ethnicity
 NH Black − 0.275* − 0.277** − 0.276*

(0.11) (0.11) (0.11)
 Hispanic − 0.435*** − 0.437*** − 0.441***

(0.13) (0.13) (0.13)
 Other Race/Eth − 0.097 − 0.090 − 0.091

(0.24) (0.24) (0.24)
# of Children − 0.012 − 0.011 − 0.013

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Lived with parents as teen 0.039 0.038 0.043

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
Education
 HS 0.171 +  0.169 0.158

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
 Some college 0.247* 0.243* 0.233*

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
 College 0.308 +  0.322* 0.319*

(0.16) (0.16) (0.16)
Age − 0.018* − 0.017* − 0.018*

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Born in US 0.063 0.067 0.068

(0.14) (0.14) (0.14)
Wave
 3 − 0.188 +  − 0.193* − 0.185 + 

Table 4   (continued)

Model 6 Model 7 Model 8
coef coef coef

(se) (se) (se)

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
 5 0.156 0.137 0.152

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
 9 0.349** 0.322** 0.348**

(0.11) (0.11) (0.11)
 15 0.137 0.107 0.126

(0.14) (0.14) (0.14)
Constant − 0.455 − 0.288 − 0.502 + 

(0.30) (0.30) (0.30)

Estimates presented as coefficients with standard errors in parenthe-
ses. The dependent variable is a dichotomous measure of whether the 
respondent received money from family or friends to help pay bills 
anytime in the past 12  months. Perceived in-kind assistance is an 
index variable based on the sum of 3 items: the mother had some-
one who could loan her $200, could provide emergency child care, or 
could provide a place to live. Perceived large financial assistance is 
an index variable based on the sum of: the mother had someone who 
could loan her $1,000, would cosign a bank loan for $1,000, or would 
cosign a bank loan for $5,000. The sample is limited to respond-
ents who experienced a hardship in the past year. Model 6 includes 
all covariates; Model 7 includes an interaction term between having 
a credit card and relationship status; Model 8 includes an interaction 
term between having a credit card and income
N = 6333
Data: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
 + p < .1 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
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Additionally, research should explore the long-term conse-
quences associated with opting for credit card debt versus 
informal financial support.

Our findings also have implications for understanding 
the financial needs of families. Many families face income 
deficits and need access to small loans. Credit cards have 
the potential to serve that role and are likely better than 
alternatives like payday loans or car title loans. Yet, credit 
cards can still be costly to consumers and the terms are often 
poorly understood by borrowers (Littwin 2007; Tach and 
Greene 2014). Regulations that make credit cards safer for 
borrowers are important (Bar-Gill and Warren 2008; Littwin 
2007), but a stronger public safety net that meets needs is 
vital. Short of that, greater availability of small-dollar lend-
ing programs through banks and credit unions which offer 
lower interest rates, annual percentage rate caps, installment 
payment plans, and financial counseling would offer a valu-
able alternative to credit card borrowing (see Bair 2005).

Last, family research has long stressed that economic 
conditions shape exchanges of material assistance among 
kin (Edin and Lein 1997; Newman 2020; Stack 1974). 
Because individuals turn to family and friends as a func-
tion of their needs and can only help to the extent of their 
resources, broader economic conditions—for example 
the strength of the public safety net and the health of the 
labor market—shape kin support (Esping-Andersen 1990). 
Our findings further this line of inquiry by suggesting that 
access to credit is an additional dimension of the broader 

Table 5   Logistic random effects estimates of the association between 
having a credit card and receiving financial assistance from kin with a 
lagged measure of having a credit card

Model 9 Model 10 Model 11
coef coef coef

(se) (se) (se)

Credit card (lagged) − 0.245* − 0.451* 0.389*
(0.11) (0.19) (0.16)

Relationship status
 Cohabiting 0.270 +  0.227 0.223

(0.14) (0.18) (0.14)
 Single 0.472*** 0.288 +  0.448**

(0.14) (0.17) (0.14)
Income (in 10,000 s) − 0.132*** − 0.128*** − 0.028

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Credit card X Cchabiting -0.020

(0.27)
Credit card X single 0.504*

(0.24)
Credit card X income − 0.207***

(0.04)
Owns home − 0.558*** − 0.527*** − 0.481**

(0.16) (0.16) (0.16)
Perceived in-kind support 0.206** 0.203** 0.192**

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
Perceived large financial 

support
− 0.120* − 0.119* − 0.122**

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Race/Ethnicity
 NH Black − 0.443** − 0.453** − 0.473**

(0.15) (0.15) (0.15)
 Hispanic − 0.667*** − 0.688*** − 0.715***

(0.18) (0.18) (0.18)
 Other Race/Eth 0.334 0.320 0.307

(0.32) (0.32) (0.32)
# of Children 0.006 0.007 0.004

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Lived with parents as teen − 0.087 − 0.092 − 0.074

(0.11) (0.11) (0.11)
Education
 HS 0.085 0.086 0.021

(0.15) (0.15) (0.15)
 Some college 0.506*** 0.498*** 0.434**

(0.14) (0.14) (0.15)
 College 0.312 0.301 0.381

(0.23) (0.23) (0.23)
Age − 0.034** − 0.034** − 0.031**

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Born in US 0.570** 0.563** 0.605**

(0.20) (0.20) (0.20)
Wave
 5 0.371*** 0.371*** 0.364***

Table 5   (continued)

Model 9 Model 10 Model 11
coef coef coef

(se) (se) (se)

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
Constant − 1.055* − 0.936* − 1.257**

(0.43) (0.44) (0.44)

Estimates presented as coefficients with standard errors in parenthe-
ses. The dependent variable is a dichotomous measure of whether the 
respondent received money from family or friends to help pay bills 
anytime in the past 12  months. Perceived in-kind assistance is an 
index variable based on the sum of 3 items: the mother had some-
one who could loan her $200, could provide emergency child care, 
or could provide a place to live. Perceived large financial assistance 
is an index variable based on the sum of: the mother had someone 
who could loan her $1,000, would cosign a bank loan for $1,000, or 
would cosign a bank loan for $5,000. These sets of models include a 
lagged measure of having a credit card; Model 9 includes all covari-
ates; Model 10 includes an interaction term between having a credit 
card and relationship status; Model 11 includes an interaction term 
between having a credit card and income
N = 5247
Data: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
 + p < .1 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
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economic context in which kin-based networks of financial 
assistance operate. Scholars interested in the dynamics of 
mutual support in kin networks should consider extensive 
measures of economic contexts that incorporate measures 
of access to credit and levels of debt.
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