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a. 1996 data are based on second-quarter estimates. 
SOURCES: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis; Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System; and American Bankers 
Association, Consumer Credit Delinquency Bulletin. 

Consunier spencling relative to in- 
come has I~een on a n  ilpn.arcl trencl 
since the earl). 1980s. Over the past 
15 yexss, houselioicls Ixlve in- 
creasecl the share of their income 
that they spencl 1,). four percentage 
puitlts-to ;111oi1t 02.5%. 

Higher levels of spencling relative 
to income h;~ve gene~l l ly  heen 
fi~tlcleci with increaseel clel~t. Incleed. 
\vliile spencling rcl;lti\.c to income 
litis mo\,ecl higher in tlie past 15 
years, tlie mtio of clel~t to income 
h:ts climhecl ;111oi1t 25 percentage 
pc>irtts o\,er the same pesiocl-a re- 
t n a r l ~ ~ h l e  rise. 7'he i~rolongecl accu- 

millation of debt by U.S. ho~~seliolds 
is :I source of concerti to many biisi- 
ness analysts. I-Iigher debt levels, if 
poorly managed, tmy  affect the 
heztlth of tlie economy. 

Upon closer itispection, however. 
the credit positiot~ of U.S. house- 
holcls tilay not be as clire as the 
hroacl st:ltistics would suggest. Much 
of the nln-up in housetiotcl debt has 
been in the lilortgage creclit area, 
which means it may be largely fi- 
11:lncing investme~its that promote 
economic growth. Colisutner clebt 
rel:ltive to income has trenclecl only 
m:1rgit~ally higher over tlie past 

decacle or so. Furthermore, the ratio 
of clel~t to assets, perhaps a I~etter in- 
clicator o f  householcis' halance-sheet 
health, has been liolcling fairly con- 
stant for the past 10 years. 

I'erhaps the I~est  sign that U.S. 
houseliolcl debt levels are. on :~vcr- 
age. sirstainal,le, is the relatively lot\; 
rate of credit tlelincluencies. While 
the clelit~cluency of creclit carcl detx 
h:is heen on  the rise in recent years, 
clelinqitencies for most other types 
of consumer credit-including in- 
stallment tlel~t-remain clilite lo\v 
11y historical stanclards. 
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