
Household Debt and Delinquencies 
Percent Percent 

1 8  0 
l o o   HOUSEHOLD DEBT BURDENS 

Filings per 100,000 U.S. adults Percent 

1,700 /BANKRUPTCY AND CREDIT CARD CHARGE-OFF FATES I 6 

Percent Percent 
30 I HOUSEHOLD DEBT/FINANCIAL ASSETS I 

SOURCES: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis; Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System; American Bankruptcy Institute; 
and FDIC Statistics Branch. 

Over the last few years, the mtio of 
householcl clelx to clisposable per- 
sonal incorile has reachecl histori- 
cally high levels, raising concerns 
about the financial stability of I1.S. 
ho~~seholcls. The recorcl n~imber of 
personal I,anl<nlptcy filings (1996:IIIQ 
alone saw more than 290,0001, 
along byit11 increases in credit card 
charge-offs (\vi~ich reachecl 4.49% of 
total cr-eclit care1 debt outstancling in 
1996:IIQ). has further heighteneel 
this concern. 

A better indicator of ho~~seholcls'  
true financial health is the propor- 
tion of clisposable perso~lal income 
that must be used to service this 
cleht. After all, the general cleclinc 
in interest rates during the '1990s 
has made it much easier for house- 
holcls to manage greater clebt levels. 
As a fraction of clisposable personal 
income, estimated debt-selvice pay- 
ments have been rising over the 1:ist 
few years, but their level is still con- 
sistent with that of the late 1980s 

ancl is \veil below its 17.6'Yo high of 
1989:IVQ. 

7'0 understancl householcts' finan- 
cial r\:\;ell-being, it is also important 
to notice that the composition of 
householcl cleht has been changing 
since the mid-1970s. with home 
mortgages acco~lnting for a larger 
share of total householcl liabilities 
ancl collsurner cleht becoming rela- 
tively less in~portant. In contrast, 
tliere has been a relative increase in 
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