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BRIEF

AT A GLANCE

Much of the attention to retirement preparedness focuses on asset accumulation in individual account retirement plans
as well as the presence of defined benefit plans, but the other side of the balance sheet d debtd can potentially have a
significant impact on the financial success of an individual® retirement. Any debt that an elderly or near-elderly family
may have accrued entering or during retirement ¢ an offset any asset accumulations, resulting in lower levels of
retirement income security.

This /ssue Brieffocuses on the trends in debt levels among older American families with heads ages 55 or older (near-
elderly families are defined as those with family heads ages 55 64 and elderly families are defined as those with family
heads ages 65 and older), as financial liabilities are a vital but often ignored component of retirement income security.
The Feder al Re s er v e Gimancea(5CGFeiyusea in thi€ article to deeemine the debt levels.

Debt is examined in two ways:
9 Debt payments relative to /ncome.
I Debtrelative to assets

Each measure provides insight regarding the financial abilities of older American families to cover their debt before or
during retirement. For example, higher debt-to-income ratios may be acceptable for younger families with long working
careers ahead of them, because their incomes are likely to rise, and their debt (related to housing or children) is likely
to fall in the future. On the other hand, higher debt -to-income ratios may represent more serious concerns for older
families, which could be forced to reduce their accumulated assets to service the debt at points where their peak
earning years are ending. However, if these older families with high debt -to-income ratios have low debt-to-asset
ratios, the effect of paying off the debt may not be as financially difficult as it might be for those with high debt -to-
income and high debt-to-asset ratios.

This study by the Employee Benefit Research Institute (EBRI)found various results about the debt holdings of families
with heads ages 55 or older.

1 A higher percentage of American families with heads ages 55 or older have debt, and families with the old est
heads are seeing the greatest increases In 1992, 53.8 percent of families with heads ages 55 or older had
debt and by 2010, 63.4 percent did so. This number continued to increase through 2016 reaching 68.0
percent. After 2007, the increase in debt has been most prevalent among the families with the oldest heads 1
ages 75 or older i where the percentage having debt has increased by nearly 60 percent (from 31.2 percent in
2007 to 49.8 percent in 2016).
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1 However, debt levels have decreased from their peaks in 2010, but the oldest families still have debt levels
above their 2001 levels. The average debt amount for families with heads ages 55 or older was $82,968 in
2010, but this amount stood at $76,679 in 2016 (both amounts in 2016 dollars). Furthermore, d ebt payments
as a percentage of income fell from 11.4 percent in 2010 to 8.2 percent in 2016. In addition, debt as a
percentage of assets declined from 8.4 percent in 2010 to 6.5 percent in 2016. While the overall percentage of
families with heads ages 55 or older having debt payments in excess of 40 percent of income (a common
threshold for determining if a family has issue with debt) decreased in 2016, the percentage of families with
heads ages 75 or older with debt payments in excess of 40 percent of income increased by more than 23
percent from 2007-2016.

1 Housing debt has been driving the change in the level of debt payments since 2001, while the nonhousing
(consumer) debt-payment share of income has held relatively stable since that time. Housing debt payments
have been 1 to 3 times larger than those of nonhousing debt payments since 1992. In 2016, housing debt
payments fell below both the 2010 and 2013 levels.

1 Younger families, those with heads younger than age 55, have had a higher probability of havi ng debt and
higher debt payments as a percentage of income than older families. However, families with heads ages 551 64
have been more likely to have debt payments in excess of 40 percent of income than any other age group.

1  While improving in many respects in the most recent years, the overall trends in debt are troubling as far as
retirement preparedness is concerned, in that American families just reaching retirement or those newly retired
are more likely to have debtd and higher levels of debtd than past generations, specifically those in the 1990s.
Furthermore, the percentage of families with heads ages 75 or older whose debt payments are excessive
relative to their incomes is near its highest levels since 1992. Consequently, more families that have elderly
heads are placing themselves at risk of running short of money in retirement due to their increased likelihood
of holding debt while in retirement.
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Debt of the Elderly and Near Elderly, 1992 02016
By Craig Copeland, Ph.D., Employee Benefit Research Institute

Introduction

Much of the attention to retirement preparedness focuses on asset accumulation in individual account retirement
plans and the presence of defined benefit plans, but the other sid e of the balance sheetd debtd can potentially
have a significant impact on the financial success of an individual& retirement. Any debt that an elderly or near-
elderly family may have accrued entering or during retirement can offset any asset accumulations, resulting in
lower levels of retirement income security .*

This /ssue Brieffocuses on the trends in debt levels among older American families with heads ages 55 or older
(near-elderly are defined as those families with heads ages 55/ 64 and elderly families are defined as those with

heads ages 65 and older), as financial liabilities are a vital but often ignored component of retirement income
security.’The Feder al Reserveds Sur vey oifthisCadiciesta datermineRhe debh ¢c e s
levels.®

Debt is examined in two ways:
9 Debt payments relative to income.
| Debt relative to assets

Each measure provides insightregarding the financial abilities of older families to cover their debt before or
during retirement. For example, higher debt-to-income ratios may be acceptable for younger families with long
working careers ahead of them, becausetheir incomes are likely to rise, and their debt (related to housing or
children) is likely to fall in the future . On the other hand, higher debt-to-income ratios may represent more
serious concerrs for older families, which could be forced to reduce their accumulated assets to service the debt
at points where their peak earning years are ending. However, if these older families with high debt-to-income
ratios have low debt-to-assetratios, the effect of paying off the debt may not be as financially difficult as it might
be for those with high debt-to-income and high debt-to-asset ratios.

Before presenting the debt ratios, the incidence of debt among families with heads ages 55 or older is examined.
Furthermore, the average level of debt for these families and the median level of debt for those families with debt
is presented. Other topics studied include the percentage of elderly and near-elderly families with housing and
credit card debt and the median levels of these debts held by those families.

Percentage With Debt

The share of American families with heads ages 55 or older that had debt increased continuously from 1998
through 2016. The percentage of families with heads ages 55 or older with some level of debt was 68.0 percent
in 2016, up from 53.0 percent in 1998, 63.0 percent in 2007, and 65.4 percent in 2013 (Figure 1). The 2016 level
was nearly 15 percentage points higher than the 1992 level of 53.8 percent and 5.0 percentage points higher
than 2007.

The percentage with debt was lower for families with older heads. In 2016, 77.1 percent of families with heads
ages 55/ 64 held debt, compared with 70.1 percent of those with heads ages 651 74 and 49.8 percent of those
with heads ages 75 or older. Families with older heads having lower probabilities of having debt has held each
year back to 1992.

(S
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Figure 1
Percentage of Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older With Debt,
by Age of Family Head, 1992-2016
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Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates fromthe 1992, 1995, 1998, 2001, 2004, 2007, 2010, 2013, and 2016 Survey of Consumer Finances.

Figure 2
Percentage of Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older With Debt,
by Income Quartile, 1992-2016
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The trends in the percentage of families with debt who have heads older and younger than age 65 have differed
since 2007. The percentage of families with heads ages 55-64 that had debt trended downward from 2007 to
2016, falling from 81.7 percent in 2007 to 77.1 percent in 2016. In contrast, the percentage of families with
heads ages 65 or older with debt trended upward in the most recent years. For families with heads ages 65-74,
the percentage with debt fell from 65.2 percent in 2007 to 65.0 percent in 2010 before increasing in 2013 and
2016, reaching 70.1 percent in 2016. The percentage of families with heads ages 75 or older increased each year
from 2007 to 2016, going from 31.2 percent in 2007 to 49.8 percent in 2016.

The percentage with debt increased from 2013 to 2016 for families with heads ages 55 or older in the lower half
of family incomes, but decreased for the families in the upper half of incomes (Figure 2). Yet, only those families
in the highest income quartile had a percentage with debt in 2016 below its 2007 level. Despite the changes in
2016, upper-income families were still more likely to have de bt than lower -income families. Those families with
the lowest incomes had the largest increase in the percentage with debt in 2016, reaching 53.0 percent
compared with 44.8 percent in 2013 and 36.0 percent in 1992. Furthermore, the percentage of families with
incomes in the second lowest quartile with debt reached its highest level at 67.7 percent in 2016, up from 63.5
percent in 2013 and 51.8 percent in 1992. Those families with highest incomes continued their decrease in the
percentage with debt after rea ching a peak in 2007 at 78.5 percent before falling to 74.2 percent in 2016.

Debt Levels

While the percentage of families with head s ages 55 or older with any debt increased from 2010 to 2016, the
average total debt level decreased from 2010 to 20161 $82,968 (2016 dollars) to $76,679 in 2016. At the same
time, the median debt level of those with debt moved from $61,219 to $47,800 (Figure 3).* This was a real
decreasein the average and median debt levels of 7.6 percent and 21.9 percent, respectively, from 2010.5°

These debt levels differed significantly across various family characteristics Families with younger or more
educated family heads, higher incomes (with the exception of families with less than $10,000), and higher net
worth had significantly higher average and median debt levels. Appreciably higher average levels of debt were
also seenin families with heads who were working, white, or married. For example, in 2016, among those with
debt, families with heads ages 55i 64 had a median debt of $68,300, compared with $20,900 for families with
heads ages 75 or older.

While there was an overall decline in the average debt level from 2010 to 2016, the average debt level of various
categories of elderly and near elderly families had both increases and decreases. For example, the average debt
of families with heads ages 75 or older increased from $30,288 in 2010 to $36,757 in 2016, compared with a
decrease from $78,319 to $65,686 for families with heads ages 651 74. The median debt levels for those families
owning debt decreased overall and for each category from 2010 to 2016.

While the decreasesin debt levels from 2010 to 2016 can be construed as a positive result for these families,
debt levels may not tell the full story of their financial well-being. If income and assets fell at a pace faster than
these debt levels, these families might actually be in a worse financial position despite the decreased debt levels.’
Consequently, the next two sections of this article examine debt levels relative to incom e and assets

1 For income, the amount of debt service is examined by using required debt payments relative to family
income.

1 In contrast, for assets, outstanding debt is measured relative to fotal assets.
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Figure 3
Average Total Debt and Median Total %ebt for Those With Debt for Families
With Heads Ages 55 or Older, by Various Characteristics, 2010 and 2016
Awverage Median With Debt
Category 2010 2016 2010 2016
All $82,968 $76,679 $61,219 $47,800
Age of Family Head
5571 64 118,304 108,011 84,645 68,300
6571 74 78,319 65,686 49,284 41,600
75 or older 30,288 36,757 33,151 20,900
Race of Family Head
White, nonHispanic 88,745 82,588 66,302 52,800
Other 63,507 59,699 49,284 30,000
Family Income (2016%)
Less than $10,000 59,230 35,870 19,895 8,500
$10,000 to $24,999 19,773 14,589 13,540 8,800
$25,000 to $49,999 42,880 37,380 33,159 29,000
$50,000 to $99,999 86,851 68,093 76,266 50,000
$100,000 or more 214,221 184,168 163,584 153,000
Family Status
Married 117,306 109,524 80,667 78,000
Single male 48,948 56,607 38,676 34,700
Single female 43,754 35,981 35,361 20,000
Education of Family Head
Below HS diploma 28,031 29,653 18,786 17,300
HS diploma 49,117 42,224 41,991 29,500
Some college 80,297 68,814 66,302 49,000
College degree 137,604 131,418 103,873 90,000
Net Worth Percentile
Lowest 25% 42,033 28,737 22,101 13,400
25%i 49 % 62,166 59,696 60,224 45,490
50%7 75% 51,122 59,860 48,588 48,000
75 %71 90% 120,842 111,566 114,371 102,000
Top 10% 260,176 228,734 254,157 200,000
Working Status of Family Head
Works for someone else 109,451 116,297 77,905 72,800
Self-employed 207,687 150,415 124,316 97,500
Retired 40,167 42,220 36,576 25,000
Other nonwork 90,495 62,970 57,826 46,700
Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from the 2010 and 2016 Survey
of Consumer Finances.
Note: All dollar amounts are in 2016 dollars. Networth percentiles are for the families with a
head ages 55 or older, not for all families.
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Debt Payments

The first measure of the indebtedness is the percentage of family income that debt payments represent . From
1992 to 2001, debt payments were approximately 9 percent of family income , at which point they began trending
upward from 10.3 percent in 2004 to 11.4 percent in 2010 (Figure 4). After 2010, the debt payments as a
percentage of family income declined to 10.0 percent in 2013 and 8.2 percent in 2016. The older the family
heads were, the lower the debt payments as a percentage of income werei 9.1 percent for families with heads
ages 551 64 in 2016, 7.9 percent for families with heads ages 651 74, and 6.0 percent for families with heads ages
75 or older. In 2016, the debt payments as a percentage of income declined for each age category from those
seen in 2013.

Figure 4
Total Debt Payments as Percentage of Income for Families
With Heads Ages 55 or Older, by Age of Family Head, 1992-2016
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Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from the 1992, 1995, 1998, 2001, 2004, 2007, 2010, 2013, and 2016 Survey of Consumer Finances

Families with lower incomes had higher debt payment percentages in 2016. The families in lowest income quartile
of family income had debt payments as a percentage of income of 16.4 percent (Figure 5). This percentage
declined to 6.2 percent for families in the highest income quart ile. This pattern was not found in previous years,
as the percentages in the lowest three quartiles bounced around relative to each other, but families in the highest
income quartile always had the lowest debt payment percentage. In 2016, debt payments as a percentage of
income decreased across each income quartile except for the lowest quartile, where it increased but did not reach
its peak level from 2010.
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Figure 5
Total Debt Payments as a Percentage of Income for Families With
Heads Ages 55 or Older, by Income Quartile, 1992-2016
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Figure 6
Total Housing and Nonhousing Debt Payments as Percentage of Income
for Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older, by Age of Family Head, 1992-2016
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Housing Debt

Debt payments attributable to housing debt were the source of much of the changes in total payments since
1992, while the nonhousing (consumer) debt payment share has been much more stable (Figure 6). The share of
income that went to housing debt payments increased from 5.5 percent in 2001 to 8.3 percent in 2010 before
declining to 7.0 percent in 2013 and to 5.7 percent in 2016. Nonhousing debt payments as a percentage of
income trended downward from the 1990s to 2016, but the movement was in a much smaller range than for the
housing debt payments, going from a high of 4.2 percent in 19 98 to 3.1 percent in 2007 and to 2.5 percent in
2016. Furthermore, across age groups in each year the nonhousing debt was consistent except for the ages 75 or
older group in the earlier years, where the nonhousing debt was much lower. In contrast, the hous ing debt
percentages were lower among each successive age group For example, in 2016, the percentage of income
represented by housing debt payments was 6.5 percent for families with heads ages 55/ 64, compared with 4.0
percent for families with heads ages 75 or older.

Excessive Debt Levels

Looking at the average debt payment as a percentage of income does not generally reveal how many families are
in difficult situations with debt, because the average can mask a wide distribution of family circumstances A
threshold commonly used for determining a problem with excessivedebt is when family debt payments exceed
40 percent of income. By that standard, the percentage of families with excessive debtdecreasedin 2016,
reaching its lowest level since 1995. Spedfically, the proportion of elderly and near elderly families surpassing this
threshold increased from 2007 to 9.2 percent in 2013 before dropping to 6.9 percent in 2016, while the 1995
level was 5.6 percent (Figure 7).

Figure 7
Percentage of Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older With Debt
Payments of Greater Than 40 Percent of Income, by Age of Family Head, 1992-2016
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Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from the 1992, 1995, 1998, 2001, 2004, 2007, 2010, 2013, and 2016 Survey of Consumer Finances

ebri.org Issue Brief A March 5, 2018 ANo. 443 11



The increase from 20041 2007 was a result of the surge in families with heads age s 551 74 whose debt payments
were above the 40-percent threshold, while families with heads ages 75 or older experienced a decline in the
percentage with debt payments above this threshold. In contrast, the change from 20077 2010 was the result of
declines in the proportion above the 40-percent threshold among those with heads ages 55i 74, while the
percentage with these high debt payments increased for the families with heads ages 75 or older, rising to 4.9
percent in 2010 from 4.3 percent in 2007. However, in 2013, the percentage with debt payments above the 40 -
percent threshold increased across each age group.While the overall percentage decreased in 2016, the
percentage with debt payments greater than 40 percent of income for families with heads ages 75 or older
increased in 2016.

In each year of the study, t he share of families with debt payments above 40 percent of income was lowest for
those families in the highest-income quartile (Figure 8). Except for 1998 and 2007, the next lowest was for
families in the third income quartile . Furthermore, the proportion of families above the 40-percent threshold was
highest for families in either the first or the second income quartile, except in 1998 where families in the third
quartile had the highest level.

Figure 8
Percentage of Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older With Debt Payments Greater
Than 40 Percent of Income, by Income Quartile, 1992-2016
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In 2016, the lower the income quatrtile of the family, the higher the percentage with debt payments above 40
percent of income, ranging from 13.0 percent for families in the lowest income quatrtile to 2.4 percent for f amilies
in the highest income quartile. Not only was the highest percentage of high debt payments seen among families
with the lowest incomes, the families in the lowest income quartile were the only group to have a higher
percentage with high payments in 2016 compared with 2013. The percentage in 2016 was just below its peak
level in 2007 of 13.2 percent. In contrast, the percentage for the two highest income quartile families was at or
near its lowest level since 1992.
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The median debt level for those wit h debt, debt payments as a percentage of income, and percentage of families
with debt payments greater than 40 percent of income all decreasedfrom 2013 to 2016, while the percentage
with debt increased. Furthermore, housing debt decreased but still represented nearly 70 percent of all debt.
However, all of these measures of debt were worse than they were in 1992, except for debt payments as a
percentage of income, which improved from 1992. On top of the overall worsening, the percentage of families
with th e lowest incomes had increases in the percentage of income that debt payments represented and the
percentage with debt payments being more than 40 percent of income in 2016, while the higher income families
had an improvement in both of these measures in 2016.

Debt as a Percentage of Assets

Debt as a percentage of fotal assets for elderly and near-elderly families was virtually unchanged at
approximately 7.0 percent from 1992711998 but decreased in 2001 to less than 6.0 percent before rebounding to
just above 7 percent (at 7.4 percent) in 2007 (Figure 9). In 2010, the percentage jumped to 8.5 percentd the
highest percentage (by more than 1 percentage point) during the study period. This declined in 2013 to 8.1
percent and to 6.5 percent in 2016, nearly reaching its level from 2001 (5.8 percent) . Nearly all of the decrease
from 19981 2001 was due to a lower percentage of nonhousing debt relative to assets; nonhousing debt
decreasedfrom 3.2 percent in 1998 to 2.3 percent of assets in 2001. After a relatively steady level of housing
debt relative to assets from 199271 2001, housing debt increased from 3.5 percent in 2001 to 5.3 percent in 2007
and reached 6.1 percent in 2010. In 2013, the majority of the decrease was from nonhousing debt, while housing
debt barely budged. In contrast, housing debt as a percentage of assets decreased and nonhousing debt relative
to assets remained constant in 2016. Consequently, since 2001 the share of assets that was represented by
nonhousing debt remained relatively low and fairly constant, while Aousing debt as a share of assetsincreased
markedly through 2010 before a slight decline in 2013 and a much larger decline in 2016.

Figure 9
Total, Nonhousing, and Housing Debt as a Percentage of Assets for
Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older, 1992-2016
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Figure 10
Total Debt as a Percentage of Assets, Percentage With Debt, and Median Total Debt-to-Asset Ratio For
Those With Debt, For Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older, by Various Characteristics, 2010 and 2016
Debt as a Percent Median Debt-to-
of Assets Percent With Debt Asset Ratio®
Category 2010 2016 2010 2016 2010 2016
All 8.4% 6.5% 63.4% 68.0% 19.6% 17.2%
Age of Family Head
5571 64 10.7 8.4 77.6 77.1 22.8 23.0
651 74 7.7 5.8 65.0 70.1 15.9 14.8
75 or older 4.0 33 38.5 49.8 14.6 9.6
Race of Family Head
White, nonHispanic 7.7 5.8 62.3 67.1 17.9 14.3
Other 15.6 12.8 67.1 70.7 27.6 27.6
Family Income (20169)
Less than $10,000 8.4 7.0 34.3 51.2 48.8 40.1
$10,000 to $24,999 12.3 13.3 46.1 53.4 28.0 23.1
$25,000 to $49,999 10.7 13.6 61.5 67.4 22.0 23.6
$50,000 to $99,999 12.9 11.8 74.6 77.1 21.3 16.4
$100,000 or more 6.6 4.9 77.1 74.2 13.9 12.0
Family Status
Married 8.2 6.1 71.3 73.5 17.7 14.8
Single male 7.4 6.8 52.9 59.8 19.8 214
Single female 11.1 8.9 55.7 64.2 26.4 22.2
Education of Family Head
Below HS diploma 12.4 11.4 52.4 59.0 27.6 22.3
HS diploma 11.1 10.8 59.5 64.2 21.8 22.4
Some college 11.7 10.0 68.7 72.9 27.4 19.2
College degree 7.2 5.0 69.0 71.5 15.7 11.1
Net Worth Percentile®
Lowest 25% 85.3 75.0 59.5 61.3 76.0 61.8
25%71 49 % 325 31.8 711 79.7 324 26.5
50%1 75 % 11.9 131 60.1 66.2 12.0 10.9
75% 90% 10.3 8.7 62.3 68.6 10.6 8.5
Top 10% 4.1 2.8 63.8 59.4 5.9 4.3
Working Status of Family Head
Works for someone else 12.6 10.5 81.9 83.1 24.6 22.6
Self-employed 6.9 4.2 77.7 75.5 12.9 12.9
Retired 6.4 5.3 49.2 58.9 18.1 14.6
Other nonwork 22.8 20.3 78.5 62.9 40.6 36.8
Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from the 2010 and 2016 Survey of Consumer Finances.
This includes onlythose who have debt.
®Net worth percentiles are for the families with heads ages 55 or older, not for all families.
ebri.org Issue Brief A March 5, 2018 ANo. 443 14



As with the debt level, the share of family assetsthat debt represents varied significantly across various
characteristics of family heads (Figure 10).® For families with older family heads and with higher net worth, the
share of assets represented by debt decreased Specifically, the debt-to-asset ratio in 2016 ranged from 8.4
percent for families with heads ages 551 64 to 3.3 percent for families with heads ages 75 or older. The lowest-
net-worth families stood out as having, by far, the highest debt-to-asset ratio at 75.0 percent in 2016, compared
with 2.8 percent for families in the top 10 percent of net worth. Other groups of families with high relative debt-
to-asset levelswere those in the second-lowest-net-worth quartile and families who were in the fother nonwork o
category.

In addition to the decrease in the overall debt-to-asset ratio in 2016, the median debt-to-asset ratio for those
with debt decreased from 19.6 percent in 2010 to 17.2 percent. Furthermore, the median debt-to-asset ratio
decreasedor stayed the same from 2010 to 2016 across each of the demographic groups aside from the increase
among those families with incomes of $25,000-$49,999, families with heads ages 55-64, families with a single
male head, and families with a head that ha d only a high school diploma.® *°

Credit Card and Housing Debt

During the study period, t he proportion of families with heads ages 55 or older with housing debt increased
steadily, from 24 percent in 1992 to 42 percent in 2010, before retreating in 2013 to 39 percent and slightly
rebounding to 40 percent in 2016 (Figure 11). In contrast, the percentage with credit card debt held steady at
the low 30-percent range through 2004, before reaching 38 percent in 2007. In 2010 and 2013, the percentage
fell back into the mid- to low 30-percent range, before jumping up to 38 percent in 2016 (Figure 12). The
percentage of families with credit card debt in 2016 matched its highest level since 1992 (38 percent in 2007),
but was only 7 percentage points higher than its lowest level in 1992 of 31 percent. However, the percentage of
families with housing debt in 2016, while below its peak in 2010, was 16 percentage points higher than its lowest
value in 1992 (24 percent).

Figure 11
Percentage of Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older With
Housing Debt, by Age of Family Head, 1992-2016
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Figure 12

Percentage of Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older With
Credit Card Debt, by Age of Family Head, 1992-2016
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Figure 13

Median Housing Debt for Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older
With Housing Debt, by Age of Family Head, 1992-2016
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Figure 14
Distribution of the Value of Mortgage Debt by Type
of Debt for Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older,
by Age of Family Head, 1992-2016
All
Home Equity = Home Equity
Year 1st Mortgage 2nd Mortgage Loans Lines of Credit
1992 83.2% 5.6% 1.7% 9.6%
2001 90.6% 2.3% 2.1% 4.9%
2007 87.2% 3.1% 2.6% 7.1%
2010 88.8% 1.8% 1.3% 8.1%
2016 90.7% 1.4% 1.5% 6.3%
55-64 Year Olds
Home Equity Home Equity
Year 1st Mortgage 2nd Mortgage Loans Lines of Credit
1992 84.2% 4.5% 1.9% 9.4%
2001 91.6% 1.8% 1.6% 5.0%
2007 87.6% 3.1% 2.2% 7.1%
2010 89.1% 2.1% 1.1% 7.7%
2016 92.0% 1.8% 1.1% 5.1%
65-74 Year Olds
Home Equity Home Equity
Y 1st Mort 2nd Mort . :
ear st Morigage na Morigage Loans Lines of Credit
1992 79.9% 5.3% 1.5% 13.2%
2001 87.6% 4.3% 3.1% 5.1%
2007 87.8% 3.6% 2.9% 5.7%
2010 88.2% 1.7% 1.4% 8.7%
2016 90.1% 0.9% 2.0% 7.0%
75 or Older Year Olds
Home Equity Home Equity
Y 1st Mort 2nd Mort . :
ear S gage : gage Loans Lines of Credit
1992 83.4% 15.6% 0.0% 1.0%
2001 92.8% 0.0% 3.8% 3.4%
2007 79.8% 0.7% 6.4% 13.2%
2010 88.8% 0.5% 2.0% 8.7%
2016 85.5% 1.0% 2.6% 10.9%
Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates fromthe 1992, 2001, 2007, 2010,
and 2016 Survey of Consumer Finances.
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The percentage of families with housing debt was lower for families with older heads, but the gap closed
somewhat in 2016 as the percentage with housing debt among the younger two family -head-age-groups
decreased or remained unchanged, while housing debt for families with the oldest heads increased. Until 2016,
the percentage of families with credit card debt was lower for families with heads ages 65 74 than for those
families with heads ages 55i 64. In 2016, credit card debt increased for both families with heads ages 65i 74 and
with heads ages 75 or older, reaching their peak levels since 1992 The percentage of families with heads ages
551 64 with credit card debt declined in 2016 matching its lowest level (41 percent) post its 1992 value of 37
percent and well below the peak level of 50 percent in 2007.

While the overall percentage with housing debt among families with heads ages 55 or older in 2016 was close to
the levels from 2007-2013, the median housing debt among those having housing debt decreased from $91,461
(2016 dollars) in 2007 and $95,892 in 2013 to $85,000 in 2016 ( Figure 13). This median debt level was at or
below the 2010 levels across all age groups, but was appreciably higher than 1992 levels.

The share of the value of mortgage debt represented by various types of mortgage debt has shifted over the time
period studied. In 1992, the share of the value of mortgage debt that was represented by home equity lines of
credit was at its highest overall and for the age groups below 75 or older ( Figure 14). By 2001, the overall share
of mortgage debt from first mortgages increased significantly before declining through 2007. After 2007, the
fraction of the mortgage debt from first mortgages increased again reaching just over 90 percent of the total

value of mortgage debt. However, while the two younger groups had increase s in the share of the value of
mortgage debt attributable to first mortgages, the families with heads ages 75 or older experienced a fall in the
share from first mortgage debt in 2016, with the share from home equity lines of credit approaching its peak

value from 2007 (13.2 percent).

Figure 15
Median Credit Card Debt for Families With Heads Ages 55 or Older
With Credit Card Debt, by Age of Family Head, 1992-2016
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Along with the increase in the percentage of families with heads ages 65i 74 and ages 75 or older having credit
card debt from 2013 to 2016, the median credit card debt for those in these age groups having it also increased
in 2016 from 2013, but was substantially below the peak in 2007 (Figure 15). The median credit card debt
decreased from $3,473 in 2007 to $2,372 in 2013 before increasing to $2,500 in 2016 for families with heads
ages 65/ 74. Furthermore, for the families with heads ages 75 or older, the median credit card debt level rose
from $926 in 2007 and $1,959 in 2013 to $2,100 in 2016. In contrast, the median credit card debt for families
with heads ages 55i 64 decreased in 2016 from $4,168 in 2007 and $3,093 in 2013 to $2,800 in 2016. The
median credit card debt for families with heads ages 75 or older reached its highest level in 2016, while the
younger two age groups were well off their highs but well above their lowest levels from 1992.

Comparison with  Younger Families

The percentage of families headed by individuals younger than age 55 with d ebt ranged from a low of 81.2
percent in 2013 to a high of 85.5 percent in 1995 and 2001 i 2007 (Figure 16). The percentage in 2016 increased
toward the higher end of the range at 84.4 percent. This percentage was significantly above the percentage for
all older families, but much closer to the percentage of families with heads ages 557 64 (77.1 percent in 2016
from Figure 1). Consequently, it appears that the percentage of families with debt peaks for those with family
heads ages 35 54, and then trends downward for families with subsequently older heads.

Not only was the percentage with debt higher for younger families, but the percentage of income that was
represented by debt was also higher. The debt-payment-to-income ratio for families with heads younger than age
55 was 13.4 percent in 2016 (Figure 17) compared with 8.2 percent for families with heads ages 55 or older
(Figure 4). Furthermore, the percentage of families with debt payments in excess of 40 percent of their income
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