
ABOUT EPIC 
The Aspen Institute’s Expanding Prosperity Impact Collaborative 
(EPIC) is a first-of-its-kind initiative in the field of consumer finance, 
designed to harness the knowledge of a wide cross-section of experts 
working in applied, academic, government, and industry settings 
toward the goal of illuminating and solving critical dimensions of 
household financial insecurity.

As part of Aspen’s Financial Security Program (FSP), EPIC deeply 
explores one issue at a time, focusing on challenges that are critical 
to Americans’ financial security but under-recognized or poorly 
understood. EPIC uses an interdisciplinary approach designed to 
uncover new, unconventional ways of understanding the issue and 
build consensus among decisionmakers and influencers representing 
a wide variety of sectors and industries. The ultimate goal of EPIC 
is to generate deeply informed analyses and forecasts that help 
stakeholders (1) understand and prioritize critical financial security 
issues, and (2) forge consensus and broad support to implement 
solutions that can improve the financial lives of millions of people. 
Our first issue was income volatility, followed by the current initiative 
on consumer debt.

ABOUT FSP
The Financial Security Program’s mission is to illuminate and solve 
the most critical financial challenges facing American households 
and to make financial security for all a top national priority. We aim 
for nothing less than a more inclusive economy with reduced wealth 
inequality and shared prosperity. We believe that transformational 
change requires innovation, trust, leadership, and entrepreneurial 
thinking. FSP galvanizes a diverse set of leaders through deep, 
deliberate private and public dialogues and by elevating evidence-
based research and solutions that will strengthen the financial health 
and security of financially vulnerable Americans.  

To learn more, visit AspenEPIC.org, AspenFSP.org, or follow @AspenFSP on Twitter.

Lifting the Weight
SOLVING THE CONSUMER DEBT CRISIS FOR FAMILIES, 
COMMUNITIES & FUTURE GENERATIONS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Consumer debt is ubiquitous.  Although at any given time some Americans are debt-free, most of us carry debt 
some or even all of the time.  We borrow for various reasons, and we are increasingly likely to incur debt also 
from non-loan sources (such as an out-of-pocket medical expense  or being assessed a governmental fine or fee ).  
Consumer debt is not inherently bad (taking on debt can often be a sound financial decision), but it is a concern 
today because it has reached record levels, and its effects reach deeply into financial security, physical and mental 
health, as well as the broader economy.  Consumer debt is a systemic problem with significant consequences, but 
there are systemic solutions. 

With solutions ranging from product-level improvements to broader reforms, EPIC has identified options for 
stakeholders in every sector and for partnerships across sectors.  Collectively, these solutions possess tremendous 
potential to address a critical dimension of household financial insecurity.

EPIC’s research has identified seven specific consumer debt problems – all amenable to solutions – that result 
in financial insecurity and damage well-being.  Four of the identified problems are general to consumer debt:  
households’ lack of savings or financial cushion, restricted access to existing high-quality credit for specific groups 
of consumers, exposure to harmful loan terms and features, and detrimental delinquency, default, and collections 
practices.  The other three problems relate to structural features of three specific types of debt:  student loans, 
medical debt, and government fines and fees.

EPIC has developed a solutions framework to address all seven of these problems.  The framework includes setting 
one or more tangible goals to achieve for each problem, and, for each goal, the solutions different sectors (financial 
services providers, governments, non-profits, employers, educational or medical institutions) can pursue. 

For each of the seven problems identified in the solutions framework includes: a) a summation of the problem; b) 
one or more tangible goals that solutions should achieve; and c) for each goal, what solutions different stakeholders 
(financial services providers, governments, non-profits, employers, educational or medical institutions, as relevant) 
can pursue. The solutions reflect a mix of policy remedies and actions that private firms can undertake voluntarily.  
Greater detail on each solution can be found in EPIC’s full solutions framework report.
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