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OLDER AMERICANSõ DEBT AND 
RETIREMENT IN HRS



INTRODUCTION

The amount of debt households carry in the years before retirement and 
during retirement could impact their financial security as well as their decisions 
on timing of retirement and Social Security claiming.

In this study:

üHow older Americansõ debt has changed over time

üHouseholdsõ debt by age, cohort, and demographic factors

üDebt and timing of retirement and Social Security claiming 

üDebt and intra-family financial transfers 
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DATA AND DEFINITIONS
üThis study uses data from the Health and Retirement Study (HRS) 1992ð2016 and the 
RAND HRS Family Data 1992ð2014 to examine the debt status of older Americans at 
preretirement and postretirement ages between 1992 and 2016, biennially.

üDebt Variables used in this study:

ÍValue of all mortgages/land contracts

ÍValue of other home loans (primary residence): value of the home equity loans, loans that use this 
property as collateral.

ÍConsumer debt (named òvalue of other debtó in RAND HRS):credit card balances, medical 
debt, life insurance policy loans, loans from relatives, and so forth.

ÍNon-housing assets: sum of gross value of all other real estate and net value of vehicles owned; 
individual retirement accounts (IRAs), stocks, and mutual funds; checking, savings, and money market 
accounts; certificates of deposit (CDs), government savings bonds, Treasury bills, and bonds and 
bond funds; and any other source of wealth.

ÍTotal net wealth: sum of primary residence and non-housing assets minus total debt. 
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SHARE WITH DEBT, AVERAGE* AND MEDIAN* TOTAL DEBT 
CONDITIONAL ON HAVING DEBT, 50-64 YEARS OLD 
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SHARE WITH DEBT, AVERAGE* AND MEDIAN* TOTAL DEBT 
CONDITIONAL ON HAVING DEBT, 65-74 YEARS OLD
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SHARE WITH DEBT, AVERAGE* AND MEDIAN* TOTAL DEBT 
CONDITIONAL ON HAVING DEBT, 75+ YEARS OLD
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AVERAGE AND MEDIAN DEBT-TO-TOTAL-NET-WEALTH RATIOS BY 
AGE AND YEAR
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SHARE WITH TOTAL DEBT, BY AGE AND COHORT
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AVERAGE AND MEDIAN DEBT-TO-TOTAL-NET-WEALTH RATIOS, 
BY AGE AND COHORT
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SHARE OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH DEBT, BY AGE, MARITAL 
STATUS, AND GENDER
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MEDIAN DEBT-TO-TOTAL-NET-WEALTH RATIO, BY AGE, MARITAL 
STATUS, AND GENDER
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SHARE WITH DEBT AND MORTGAGE DEBT, BY AGE AND RACE
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AVERAGE AND MEDIAN DEBT-TO-TOTAL-NET-WEALTH RATIOS, 
BY AGE AND RACE
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FULL-AND PART-TIME EMPLOYMENT, BY DEBT STATUS AND AGE 
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SHARE RECEIVING RETIREMENT SOCIAL SECURITY, BY DEBT 
STATUS, AGE, AND COHORT 
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SHARE WITH DEBT*, BY HISTORY OF FINANCIAL TRANSFER TO 
CHILDREN AND GRANDCHILDREN
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SHARE WITH DEBT, BY AGE AND TRANSFER STATUS 
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MAIN TAKEAWAYS

üAmong those ages 50ð64, the average (and median) total debt sharply increased from 
1992 to 2016 while among those ages 65ð74, both the share of households having 
debt and the amount of debt increased over the period. 

üOlder households in all age groups have became more leveraged between 1992 and 
2016 with single women and African-American households being in the worst situation.

üBaby Boomers are more likely to have debt with higher average and median debt-to-
net-wealth ratios compared with the older cohort. 

üStaying in the labor market longer and delaying claiming Social Security benefits could 
be ways that older Americans choose to deal with increasing levels of debt. 

üProviding financial support to children and grandchildren increased the likelihood of 
having debt for parents at older ages. 
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APPENDIX
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AVERAGE TYPE OF DEBT BY AGE GROUP
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SHARE WITH MORTGAGE DEBT, AVERAGE* AND MEDIAN* TOTAL DEBT 
CONDITIONAL ON HAVING MORTGAGE DEBT, 50-64 YEARS OLD
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SHARE WITH MORTGAGE DEBT, AVERAGE* AND MEDIAN* TOTAL DEBT 
CONDITIONAL ON HAVING MORTGAGE DEBT, 65-74 YEARS OLD
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SHARE WITH MORTGAGE DEBT, AVERAGE* AND MEDIAN* TOTAL DEBT 
CONDITIONAL ON HAVING MORTGAGE DEBT, 75+ YEARS OLD
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SHARE WITH TOTAL DEBT, MORTGAGE, OTHER HOME LOANS, 
AND CONSUMER DEBT, BY AGE AND COHORT
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AVERAGE* AND MEDIAN* DEBT CONDITIONAL ON HAVING 
DEBT, BY AGE AND COHORT
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AVERAGE DEBT CONDITIONAL ON HAVING DEBT, BY AGE, 
MARITAL STATUS, AND GENDER
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