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LIFE IN BALANCE Lindsay Abt with her son, Logan, at home in Maitland, Fla. Her employer, Ernst & Young, provided her
with a coach to help her prepare for her parental leave and her transition back to work as a partner in the accounting firm.

Kids these days aren’t pulling out
the plastic like they did in the past.

Data from the Federal Reserve
indicates that the percentage of
Americans under 35 who hold cred-
it card debt has fallen to its lowest
level since 1989, when the Fed be-
gan collecting data in a standard-
ized way, according to an analysis
by The New York Times.

Some older Americans have also
been shedding credit card debt
since the financial crisis. But for no
other age group has the decline in
the proportion holding credit card
debt been more rapid than it has
been for young Americans — often
referred to as millennials — the
data from the Survey of Consumer
Finances shows. “It’s pretty clear
that young people are not interest-
ed in becoming indebted in the way
that their parents are or were,” said
David Robertson, the publisher of
The Nilson Report, a newsletter
that tracks the payment industry.

Their reluctance could have last-
ing repercussions for millennials.
Early use of credit cards has, in
the past, helped young Americans
develop a comfort level with cred-
it that can last a lifetime and lead
to big purchases financed by debt.
Without a substantial credit history,

it is much harder to take out a home
mortgage, for example. “It will prob-
ably take them longer to get access
to credit,” said Gregory Elliehau-
sen, an economist at the Federal
Reserve.

Banks say their credit card opera-
tions are running at full tilt, and the
number of people having trouble
paying their bills has been at record
lows. But many younger people
have been sitting on the sidelines,
deterred by new laws passed after
the crisis and loads of student debt.
They are also spooked by the temp-
tation credit cards offer to spend be-
yond one’s means.

Jason Towner, a 32-year-old who
works at a private equity firm, cut
up his last credit card in 2010. He
had watched his father and sister
close the family furniture store af-

ter a bank cut off their credit line in
the middle of the financial crisis.

“I was seeing what was happen-
ing around the world, and what was
happening in my backyard, and I
was thinking, ‘This is not a great
idea,’” Mr. Towner said.

It is clear to economists who
study payment patterns that mil-
lennials are gravitating toward
payment methods that skirt cash
and credit. Why carry cash when
you can whip out a debit card or
use an app like Venmo or an online
payment service like PayPal? All of
those typically draw funds directly
from a bank account.

Mr. Elliehausen said he expected
the aversion to debt among young
Americans to continue. Only 37 per-
cent of American households headed
by someone aged 35 and under held

credit card debt in 2013, the most
recent year for which data from the
Survey of Consumer Finances is
available, down by nearly a quarter
from just before the financial crisis.

Recent data has also suggested
that millennials are taking on fewer
auto loans and mortgage loans than
people of similar age did before the
financial crisis.

Rebecca Liebman, 23, graduated
from Clark University in 2015 with
a load of student debt. She avoided
getting a credit card until earlier
this year, and did so then only be-
cause she kept hearing about how
she would need to build up her cred-
it history if she ever hoped to get
a mortgage. “I don’t want to use a
credit card irresponsibly, and be-
cause of that, it’s scarier to use,” she
said. “I grew up — I saw 2008 — I
saw my dad get laid off. I don’t trust
the financial market.”

Ms. Liebman is a founder of a fi-
nancial literacy site for millennials,
LearnLux, and the reluctant holder
of a Discover card. It took her five
months to make her first purchase
— a physical wallet. She under-
stands what the aversion will mean
for her and her peers.

“It’s going to make me buy a home
a lot later in life,” Ms. Liebman said.
“I don’t want to go out and buy, buy,
buy, even though that’s what society
wants me to do. I want to save and
invest for the long term.”
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Talking Points

Pandora Recruits Questlove,
An Ambassador of Cool
Pandora has named Questlove —
whose group is the house band on
NBC’s “The Tonight Show” — as its
first artist ambassador to help the
company expand its service beyond
radio to compete with Spotify, Apple
Music and Tidal. The first fruit of the
partnership is “Questlove Supreme,”
a weekly radio show that will debut
on Sept. 7. The three-hour program
with wide-ranging playlists and
guests, including the actress Maya
Rudolph and the singer Kimbra, will
show off its host’s eclectic tastes.
Questlove, real name Ahmir Thomp-
son, said it was an extension of the
music courses he teaches at New
York University and “the black nerd
version of NPR.”

Phoenix’s Tech Scene Grows
As start-ups across San Francisco
and the Silicon Valley try to contend
with high salaries and housing costs,
many are expanding to lower-cost
cities in the West. For Phoenix,
about a 90-minute flight from San
Francisco, the Bay Area’s loss is its
gain. The unemployment rate in the
Phoenix metro area has fallen below
5 percent, the lowest in eight years,
and several Silicon Valley compa-
nies, including Yelp and Uber, have
opened new offices.

More Better-Paying Jobs
The American economy is finally
creating more middle-income jobs,
according to a recent analysis by the
Federal Reserve Bank of New York.
The findings suggest that the notion
that the recession of 2009 hollow
ed out the American middle class
no longer rings true. Between 2013
and 2015, employers added nearly
2.3 million workers earning from
$30,000 to $60,000 a year, primarily
in fields like education, construction,
transportation and social services.
That was roughly 50 percent more
than in either the high-wage or low-
wage categories during the same
period.

Cheating at Self-Service
Self-service checkout technology
may offer convenience, but it also
helps turn law-abiding shoppers into
petty thieves by giving them “ready-
made excuses” to take merchandise
without paying, two criminologists
say. In a study of retailers in the Unit-
ed States, Britain and other Europe-
an countries, Professor Adrian Beck
and Matt Hopkins of the University
of Leicester in England said the
use of self-service lanes to make
purchases generated a loss rate of
nearly 4 percent, more than double
the average.
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When Lindsay Abt was pregnant
with her first child, she remembers
reading a book for expectant moth-
ers that cautioned against making
too many big life changes at once.
She made three anyway.

“I broke all of the rules,” she said.
Not only did she take a job with

greater responsibility — she is
a partner at the accounting firm
Ernst & Young — she had to move
her family to Florida from New York
to do it. She moved in July 2014. Her
son was born that October.

Throughout the transition, she
had a dedicated coach, Delaine, pro-
vided by her employer, as part of a
new program to help parents pre-
pare for parental leave — and ease
the transition when they return. In
phone sessions, Delaine helped Ms.
Abt think through what was import-
ant to her — being home by bath
time every evening? Working from
home once a week? — and how to
set limits during a long workweek
to make that happen.

“You can have a grand plan, but
it’s something that needs to be fig-
ured out on a day-to-day basis,” Ms.
Abt, 39, said.

At a time when new parents may
find themselves overwhelmed —
dealing with their new at-home re-
sponsibilities while trying to hold
down a full-time job — some com-
panies are trying to soften the blow.
They are providing employees with
coaching sessions, either in person,
over the phone or over the web. The
services are often available to new
fathers, too.

But employers are not doing this
entirely out of the goodness of their
corporate hearts: They are hoping
to retain more women by helping
them through a stressful time, while
eventually improving gender diver-
sity among their senior employees.

The employers who started of-
fering these benefits often demand
long hours or are competing for tal-
ent: The big accounting firms, Ernst
& Young, KPMG and Grant Thorn-
ton, as well as MetLife, Deutsche
Bank and Etsy all offer some level
of coaching to workers. Proskauer
Rose offers coaching to its female

lawyers, KKR to its female invest-
ment professionals, while Kohl’s is
running a pilot for all of its workers
at its corporate headquarters.

“There are more and more com-
panies every month looking into
this, but we are still probably one
to three years away from getting
to any critical mass,” said Kyra Ca-
vanaugh of Life Meets Work, a con-
sulting firm.

Companies have strong financial
incentives to make their coach-
ing and transition programs work.
Ernst & Young, which expanded its
policy in July to 16 weeks of paid
leave for new parents, said it typ-
ically costs the firm 1.5 times an
employee’s salary to replace them.
“When we train supervisors about
how to be supportive, we see bot-
tom-line effects for the company,”
said Leslie Hammer, an industrial
organizational psychologist. That
might be from reduced turnover
costs, less absenteeism and fewer
health expenses, she said.

But another reason employers are
introducing these programs, con-
sultants say, is to illustrate that it’s
all right to take advantage of leave

programs. “What they are finding
is they need to change the culture,”
said Karen Rubin of Talking Talent,
a consultancy that provides coach-
ing. “It is not enough to say employ-
ees have a year’s maternity leave
available, but demonstrate that it is
safe to take it. This is where manag-
ers and senior leadership make the
difference.”

For a parent coaching program to
be successful, academics, psycholo-
gists and consultants say, it cannot
be an isolated benefit involving just
an employee and the coach. It needs
to be part of a broader change that
involves supervisors. Twitter —

which recently extended its leave
policy for parents to up to 20 weeks
of full pay — is offering formal
coaching to its managers.

Every employer takes a differ-
ent approach to parental leave
programs. Etsy recently expanded
its leave policy to 26 weeks for all
parents and introduced a coaching
program in April. Employees at its
Brooklyn headquarters can meet
with a coach in person, typically
several weeks before they go on
leave and after they return. Manag-
ers are also provided with training,
and workers in other locations can
participate remotely. Morgan Stan-
ley, Bank of America and O’Mel-
veny & Myers, a law firm, all offer
support to some employees.

For now, parent coaching has not
been extended to the types of jobs
held by low-wage workers, who
have less control over when and
where they work and for whom
these programs may have the big-
gest impact. And because these
programs are still largely in their
infancy, it is hard to determine what
sort of long-lasting effects they will
have.
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Advice on prioritizing the
competing obligations of a
job and life at home.

A New Perk for Parents: A Coach
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Many Millennials Are Shunning Credit Cards
PLASTIC
PHOBIA
Rebecca
Liebman, 23,
a founder of
a financial
literacy
site for
millennials,
got a credit
card this year
but only to
build up her
credit history.

Retaining Employees
Companies have several strong
incentives for offering paid
parental leave and coaching to
new parents:

• Reduced turnover costs.
• Less absenteeism.
• Improving gender diversity in the
managerial ranks.
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