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perspective perspective

A
round 24 million South Africans 
have debt of some kind, with 
almost 10 million of them having 
trouble repaying it, according to 

the National Credit Regulator. Worse still, 
rising costs may lead to those who want 
to maintain their lifestyle incurring even 
more debt.

‘Most of us have debt of some 
kind, ranging from home loans 
to credit card debt,’ says 
Kobus Swart, Head of Sanlam 
Key Solutions, ‘but we’d do well 
to look out for red flags and 
symptoms indicating a need for 
professional financial intervention’. 

According to the South African Reserve 
Bank, we spend around 12% on average of 
our net income repaying debt each month. 
However, a growing number of South 
Africans are becoming over-indebted, 
with monthly debt repayments greater 
than 30% of their net income. ‘In fact, 
most people who are referred for debt 

Dealing 
with 
debt
South Africa’s downgrade to junk 
status is likely to affect everything 
from transport and food costs, to credit 
and loan interest rates – and individuals 
struggling with debt are likely to be hit hardest.

Tips to repay debt while 
maintaining savings
When people are indebted, the first step in shifting to a better 
financial position is for them to acknowledge their debt problems 
and commit to changing their financial future for the better, 
Kobus says. 

The next is to take professional financial advice. A good 
adviser will highlight the importance of planning, taking into 
account ‘the psychology of indebted clients’ and their particular 
situation, he adds.

Personality types
Benay Sager, Chief Operating Officer of debt counselling firm 
DebtBusters, says the company’s research shows indebted 
consumers fall under four personality types:

A Those who were ‘born into debt’ and don’t necessarily 
understand the repercussions of being in constant debt. 

They’re likely to have a poor understanding of financial matters.

B People who are the first in their family to obtain a tertiary 
education. The family usually feels a great sense of 

achievement and pride, but the flip side is that the educated 
person may then become financially responsible for the upkeep 
of the extended family.

C Individuals who earn a decent salary but can’t say no to 
family and friends and succumb to the pressure to put others 

first. Although they’re financially literate, the costs accumulate, 
with their debt levels rising in tandem with the cost of living. 
This then sinks them deeper into debt.

D Those with a good monthly income, but who are unprepared 
for unforeseen financial events, for example, retrenchment. 

Save some every month
Kobus and Benay agree that in every situation it’s best to save at 
least some money every month while paying off debt. 

‘There are psychological benefits 
to simultaneous saving and debt 
repayment in that it can be very 
comforting to know there’s a cash 
reserve available when life happens,’ 
Kobus says. ‘A habit of continued 
and consistent saving may also help 
change people’s mindset and attitude 
towards financial matters. 

‘Apart from entrenching the savings 
habit, people get to experience the 
sense of achievement that comes with 
paying off debt and of having access 
to hard-earned savings.’Im
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counselling battle debt bills 
of more than 100% of their 
income,’ Kobus points out.

Facing the problem
‘Whatever your circumstances, the 
first step to getting yourself out of 
your current situation is to acknowledge 

your debt problems, commit to 
changing your financial future and 

plan your day in advance. 
‘Having a budget is all well 

and good, but if you don’t 
prepare well, you’ll find excuses 

to circumvent it.
‘However, others may be in so 

deep that debt consolidation may be 
a better option than trying to plug holes 
every month by borrowing from Peter 
to pay Paul.’

The good news, Kobus says, is that some 
people can get themselves out of these 
situations simply by changing their mindset 
and adjusting their spending habits.  

5 warning 
signs that 
you’re not 
coping with 
your debt
Ignoring credit card 
and bank statements 
and not reading them 
for fear of having to 
face reality

Regularly using your 
monthly salary to 
plug holes created by 
the previous month’s 
spending

Making the minimum 
repayment to your 
credit card every month 
or using store cards 
to tide you over until 
payday

Using credit to pay for 
basic living expenses 
like groceries and 
school fees

Having nothing 
left to save or for 
emergencies after 
having paid for pay TV, 
fast foods and other 
luxuries


