
Financial uncertainty: the role it plays in the life choices of adults and the youth of American and  

French Societies 

 

 The world is more and more like a puzzle put together out of close fitting pieces of very 

different societies converging to make a new and recognizable picture from the unique shapes. The 

members of these once different worlds either walk only staring at the direction of their feet and not the 

horizon everyone is walking towards, or they look up to the horizon of innovation watching and 

assisting the direction of some of the billions of pairs of feet also walking towards the same end. 

Efforts can be for the tangible gains of a short term goal, or one can give long term societal goals the 

lime light. It is like one of my favorite writers, John Brockman, said, "Businesses focus on short-term 

results; politicians focus on elections; school systems focus on test results; most of us focus on the 

weather rather than on the climate. Everyone knows about the big problems, but their behavior focuses 

on the here and now. . . . " mostly because this is enough to occupy one's thoughts and worries. My 

general interpretation of France before I went was a country that focused less on the short term and 

more on the long term as a nation with Social Security that contrasted with the capitalist world of the 

United States. Thus the reason for my trip was to look through the comparable educational and 

economic systems as well as different environmental conditions to see the corresponding levels of 

financial security in peoples lives. 

What I actually found: 

Financial Preparation through the Communities: 

 Undoubtedly, financial insecurity is not an issue until it beeps on the radar through one's family: 

the main developer of the financially cautious mind set. As I questioned the people of Chantilly, France 

and Edmond, Oklahoma, all the 20 French and 20 American responses to my question of how their 

community prepares them for financial challenges were universally similar in that there was no other 



facet of financial education outside of the family and friend circles of one's life. This means American 

and French societies rely almost entirely on the family to educate the children on how to be financially 

sound. However, is this not a bit risky if a child is born into an irresponsible or an innocently clueless 

family? American high school students have expressed a desire for a more formal and in depth 

education of the financial implications of later life such as taxes. In support of this point, one French 

interviewee explained that one may not even learn basic economics and business practice if they do not 

study it specifically. Although many American students invest in at least one college course over 

business and basic investment, the majority may not and both nationalities may not have the choice in a 

highly specialized school. On the other hand, most adults I spoke to in America and France were 

concerned with teaching their children, if they had any, the importance of financial prudence, and work 

ethic for future financial success. Thus subconscious awareness would have worked it's magic all 

through someone's childhood in both countries resulting in a least the awareness necessary to budget 

and research for oneself how to handle the financial steps every community entails such as purchasing 

a home, or turning in the annual tax return. However with this gamble on only familial education, one 

may develop financial uncertainty merely by being uncertain about how to properly handle finances in 

the first place.     

Level of Financial Security The Differing Educational Systems 

 The educational decisions that are available to students are important in that those decisions and 

how they have to be followed through with directly correlate to financial ease. The basic stepping stone 

of financial security for the youth in America and France is that the more studies you do, the greater job 

security later. As a result, the financial security a good education provides is because of later job 

opportunity. I concluded this reading several surveys of people saying they felt more adaptable with 

more studies as they are in a society where one has to make themselves marketable, and easy to higher 

based on the skills a college education promises to an employer. On the other hand, 3 of my adult 



surveys stated that their priority when choosing a career was to have a short enough education 

requirement so that they could quickly find a job. Therefore, level of financial security used to depend 

more on having a job and not a higher education since they were not so closely linked. These days the 

steps to a steady long-term job mean something very different. It used to be that job security was 

obtained by forging a relationship with a company whereas now an employee is only as valuable as the 

skills their education promises. Thus the educational systems of both America and France hold much 

less job, and therefore, financial security for the youth of today then they have in the past due to an 

increase in competition and unemployment rates across the board as a I heard from emerging higher-

education students such as my host sister's brothers and a school councilor in an apprenticeship as part 

of her unfinished studies. The same claim was supported by an economist teacher I interviewed who 

explained that whereas one used to be able to find a job right after their studies, around the age 22, now 

people usually work part-time jobs after their studies, and are not able to find a stable job in their field 

until 3 or 4 years after their studies are completed. 

 Motivation for studies, which students from both countries agree is indispensable in order to be 

financially secure, spurs from a mutual desire to learn about a topic they are passionate about. Every 

adult and teenager answered my question as to what their priorities were when choosing their career in 

this way while also saying they need to be financial secure enough to live a comfortable life. However, 

the process for obtaining these studies requires different financial implications for the two nationalities 

of students. First of all, the students in France have the option of either vocational or general studies 

depending on if they want procedural knowledge or descriptive, declarative knowledge. According the 

a school councilor I interviewed these types of studies have a bad reputation of attracting students with 

poor work ethic, and when I asked if it would encourage someone to chose general studies in order to 

be more secure in the untarnished reputation of their educational background, she said that although 

this poor work ethic of some can over shadow the value of others that this can still be a successful and 

secure course for someone that does well on the Baccalauréat technologique. However, She also said 



that the the Baccalauréat général is more difficult to pass; therefore, this is the path people try to take if 

they do well with studies centered around declarative knowledge in return for more job security later in 

a field of study that is considered very sophisticated. For this reason, someone with more promise with 

procedural knowledge may try to force themselves into studies centered around the declarative 

knowledge of university for the better reputation and job security. Since the same reputation of 

vocational studies exists here, the same can be said for the US. 

 Also, the way that students obtain higher education in France is educationally and financially 

different. Depending on which school (professional or general) that one chose to study in, the student 

has to pass the  Baccalauréat général or the Baccalauréat technologique. Apparently, success on this 

exam is the pinnacle of all educational and career success. One class I went to with my host sister was 

entirely centered around preparation for this exam as a group, and there is a lot of pressure associated 

with it. The same is true for the standardized testing that declares the educational worth of a student in 

America. However, this test is more impersonal and does not involve any one-on-one contact with 

people unlike the French equivalent. Standardized tests in America are taken as many times as one 

pleases, but at the same pace as everyone else. Where this ties into financial security is that while both 

exams have potential to provide the means for higher education, and are very important and prioritized 

by American and French students, the French students seemed relatively unconcerned about the 

financial implications following testing success unless they intended to go to an expensive commercial 

college. The typical education that most everyone in France fulfills usually does involve, like in the US, 

saving up for college so that one can easily live during their studies, but the reaction to success on tests 

and acceptance into college in America is different in that nobody gets their hopes up unless they have 

scholarships. The scholarships the American students obtain are substantial, but even with them college 

can still be too expensive for most people. This adds another element to the studies of Americans that 

the French youth did not express concern with while the American youth I surveyed did. Some may say 

that French people compensate for this with lack of quality in education, but my interviews and surveys 



report that professionals felt very well prepared for their careers. One interviewee explained to me that 

she was able to do her studies based on the success of her BAC, and the state paid for it meaning that 

one can feel financial secure in the results their education with reap and the opportunities for higher 

education that testing success offers. As extra evidence of this, a student explain that most post-bac 

stuides are free aside from registration fees, and colleges that must be paid for do not have anywhere 

close as substantial a cost as the colleges of the US. While scholarships and saving for college in 

France are still necessary, they do not have the same do or die hold on financial success that they do in 

the US. Thus while most French students were sure that higher education would increase financial 

security, American students are exceedingly more apprehensive and would be less likely to choose that 

path if it were not for the emphasis put on it by the working society. 

Level of Financial Security in Different Economic Systems 

 This different perspective of education is due to the prevailing Social Security System that all 

my interviewees consider the best in the world. How can they be wrong when this is the backdrop to 

prevailing contentment French people have with their national policy? The decisions people make to 

obtain secure financial futures are practical and similar to that of the United States, but the fears that 

shake the foundation of financial security that Americans aim for proved to be centered around paying 

for things such as healthcare and education, things that French Social Security pays for. However, 

while the US has these things to pay for, some French students expressed concern for the prospect of 

taxes which are quite a bit higher. On the other hand, the French adults I surveyed showed less concern 

with this and more concern with having stable income and employment, affording property, and having 

sound investments. Thus the increase in taxes must not adversely effect them to the extent they do not 

recognize the benefits of it, or they would have put that as the primary issue their community has to 

face. The same school councilor previously mentioned said something very interesting about the cycle 

of financial insecurity. Although the inevitable cycle exists when a family is plagued by financial 



hardship and is unable to provide the same opportunities that other families can, the cycle is more 

easily broken up in France. The students there do not have as many financial barriers from a young age 

that glue their feet to the floor of hardship because the educational systems give everyone much more 

equal access to superior education and healthcare which are imperative to keep a comfortable life style, 

especially in times of emergency. The economics teacher I spoke with claimed that he was going to be 

able to comfortably retire and has had good healthcare throughout his life as a result of the Social 

Security system. The most impressive examples I have to show the benefits if this system are that the 

people I interviewed said either it is very good and the best in the world, or simply that those 

expenditures were, "pas un problème." Whereas overwhelming healthcare expenses were a concern not 

only for American adults but also students. Especially, if they are small business owners. Although 

most Americans have healthcare benefits with a steady job income, and retire with a pension as do the 

French. However, the Social Security system guarantees a specific package of healthcare to all of it's 

citizens including the small business owners that can be excluded from American healthcare. This 

decreases the risk, and also puts emphasis on the importance of health in the community. I observed 

many more people in that society value organic eating and nutrition because it is something they felt 

financially secure in and have had the example of the community to invest their time and efforts in. 

Therefore, it is a ripple effect that it is a country of healthy people. The American students I surveyed 

said health was not much of a priority because they couldn't afford healthcare anyway. Although it goes 

against logic, people seem to have less confidence in areas they feel they cannot afford, and therefore 

discard it as unimportant despite the opposite effect being what is necessary. Everyone is given access 

to retirement as long as they are working and it is based on repartition. Therefore, from the moment 

you have a steady job with a company or a job that is government funded, a huge weight of financial 

insecurity is removed. This is the same in America, and, in both countries, I received reports that it is 

very difficult to have a guarantee of retirement when you own your own business or do not have steady 

work. Also, the economics teacher I spoke to said that since the retirement system is based on 



repartition in France, when there is a high unemployment rate the retirement allotted to everyone goes 

down. Therefore, the American system is based on the individual needs of a citizen while the French 

system is based on the entire community and what that community is capable of offering each citizen. 

However, the worry about unemployment and having a stable job was much the same in each country 

since those problems hurt the present and future of both French and American lives despite the different 

systems. It is hard for government systems to offer what they can when a citizen does not have work 

even if it is not necessarily their fault.   

Conclusion 

 Every system has its kinks and the standards of living and job security of people in American 

and French societies are actually very similar. Other then a wider class gap in America from a lack of 

equality endorsing systems like the Social Security System of France, I actually noticed a lot of cultural 

similarities as well as many similarities in financial concerns even when the specific reasons behind 

these concerns are different. Universally, financial security and insecurity are present in both nations 

and cause both nationalities to make up their own defense of saving and preparation. 

 



 

The surveys I gave out to both students and adults in America and France. 


