
the quarter-century from 1980 to the present, with a sharp upturn begin-
ning in the mid-1990s and continuing with only slight interruptions ever
since.

Table 1: Outstanding Consumer Debt as Percentage of
Disposable Income (in billions of dollars)

Consumer Debt Consumer Disposable Debt as Percent of
Income Disposable Income

1975 736.3 1187.4 62.0

1980 1397.1 2009.0 69.5

1985 2272.5 3109.3 73.0

1990 3592.9 4285.8 83.8

1995 4858.1 5408.2 89.8

2000 6960.6 7194.0 96.8

2005 11496.6 9039.5 127.2

Note: Disposable income is the income after paying taxes.
Source: Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, Flows of Funds Accounts of the

United States, Historical Series and Annual Flows and Outstandings, Fourth Quarter 2005
(March 9, 2006). Available at http://www.federalreserve.gov/releases/Z1/Current/.

Aggregate data of this kind, however, does not tell us much about the
impact of such debt on various income groups (classes). For information
on that it is necessary to turn to the Federal Reserve Board’s Survey of
Consumer Finances, which is carried out every three years. Table 2 pro-
vides data on what is known as the “family debt burden” (debt service
payments as a percentage of disposable income) by income percentiles.
Although the family debt burden fell for almost all levels of income dur-
ing the most recent recession (marked by the 2001 survey) it has risen
sharply during the latest sluggish expansion. For those families in the
median-income percentiles (40.0–59.9), debt burdens have now reached
their peak levels for the entire period 1995–2004. These families have seen
their debt service payments as a percentage of disposable income
increase by about 4 percentage points since 1995, to almost 20 percent—
higher than any other income group. The lowest debt burden is natural-
ly to be found in those in the highest (90–100) income percentiles, where
it drops to less than 10 percent of disposable income.

All of this points to the class nature of the distribution of household
debt. This is even more obvious when one looks at those indebted fami-
lies who carry exceptionally high debt burdens and those that are more
than sixty days past due in their debt service payments. Table 3 shows
the percentage of indebted families by income percentiles that have fam-
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