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Who’s  poor  in  America?  50  years  into  the
‘War  on  Poverty,’  a  data  portrait
BY DREW DESILVER (HTTP://WWW.PEWRESEARCH.ORG/AUTHOR/DDESILVER/)

President Lyndon Johnson’s visit to Tom Fletcher’s home in Kentucky was part of his tour of poverty stricken areas in the U.S. (Photo by Walter
Bennett/Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images).

Fifty years ago, President Lyndon Johnson used his first State of the Union address

(http://millercenter.org/president/speeches/detail/3382) to urge “all-out war on human poverty and

unemployment in these United States.” The War on Poverty, as the set of social programs enacted in 1964-

1965 came to  be called, was arguably the most ambitious domestic policy initiative since the Great

Depression. But for decades, politicians and social scientists have argued

(http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/great-society-agenda-led-to-great--and-lasting--philosophical-

divide/2014/01/08/b082e5d0-786d-11e3-b1c5-739e63e9c9a7_story.html?wprss=rss_politics&wpisrc=nl_wonk)

about whether Johnson’s antipoverty programs have lifted people out of destitution, trapped them in cycles of

dependency, or both.

Critics note that the official poverty rate, as calculated by the Census Bureau

(http://www.census.gov/prod/2013pubs/p60-245.pdf) , has fallen only modestly, from 19% in 1964 to 15% in

2012 (the most recent year available). But other analysts, citing shortcomings



8/24/2014 Who’s poor in America? 50 years into the ‘War on Poverty,’ a data portrait | Pew Research Center

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/01/13/whos-poor-in-america-50-years-into-the-war-on-poverty-a-data-portrait/ 2/11

(http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/01/why-you-should-forget-about-the-poverty-rate/282849/?

wpisrc=nl_wonk) in the official poverty measure, focus on a supplemental measure

(http://www.census.gov/prod/2013pubs/p60-247.pdf) (also produced by the Census Bureau) to argue that more

progress has been made. A team of researchers from Columbia University

(https://courseworks.columbia.edu/access/content/group/c5a1ef92-c03c-4d88-0018-

ea43dd3cc5db/Working%20Papers%20for%20website/Anchored%20SPM.December7.pdf) , for example,

calculated an “anchored” supplemental measure — essentially the 2012 measure carried back through time

and adjusted for historical inflation — and found that it fell from about 26% in 1967 to 16% in 2012.

What’s inarguable, though, is that the demographics of America’s poor have shifted over the decades. Here’s a

look at what has, and hasn’t, changed, based on the official measure. (Note: The reference years vary

depending on data availability.) 

Today, most poor Americans are in their prime working years: In 2012, 57% of poor Americans

were ages 18 to 64, versus 41.7% in 1959.

Far fewer elderly are poor: In 1966, 28.5% of Americans ages 65 and over were poor; by 2012 just 9.1%

were. There were 1.2 million fewer elderly poor in 2012 than in 1966, despite the doubling of the total elderly

population. Researchers (http://www.nber.org/papers/w10466) generally credit this steep drop to Social

Security, particularly the expansion and inflation-indexing of benefits during the 1970s.

But childhood poverty persists: Poverty among children younger than 18 began dropping even before the

War on Poverty. From 27.3% in 1959, childhood poverty fell to 23% in 1964 and to 14% by 1969. Since then,

however, the childhood poverty rate has risen, fallen and, since the 2007-08 financial crisis, risen again.

Today’s poor families are structured differently: In 1973, the first year for which data are available, more

than half (51.4%) of poor families were headed by a married couple; 45.4% were headed by women. In 2012,

just over half (50.3%) of poor families were female-headed, while 38.9% were headed by married couples.
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Poverty is more evenly distributed, though still heaviest in the South: In 1969, 45.9% of poor Americans

lived in the South, a region that accounted for 31% of the U.S. population at the time. At 17.9%, the South’s

poverty rate was far above other regions. In 2012, the South was home to 37.3% of all Americans and 41.1% of

the nation’s poor people; though the South’s poverty rate, 16.5%, was the highest among the four Census-

designated regions, it was only 3.2 percentage points above the lowest (the Midwest).

Poverty among blacks has fallen sharply: In 1966, two years after Johnson’s speech, four-in-ten (41.8%) of

African-Americans were poor; blacks constituted nearly a third (31.1%) of all poor Americans. By 2012,

poverty among African-Americans had fallen to 27.2% — still more than double the rate among whites

(12.7%, 1.4 percentage points higher than in 1966).

But poverty has risen among Hispanics. Poverty data for Hispanics, who can be of any race, wasn’t

collected until 1972. That year, 22.8% lived below the poverty threshold. In 2012, the share of Hispanics in

poverty had risen to 25.6%. But the U.S. Hispanic population has quintupled over that time. As a result, more

than half of the 22 million-person increase in official poverty between 1972 and 2012 was among Hispanics.

 

1. 
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38 Comments

Dennis Embry • 2 months ago (#comment-485503)

Thank you for a very concise, factual report to help us understand what has happened to our families and

communities.

Reply

Yeshi • 3 months ago (#comment-466134)

The Society impoverishing a country or country impoverishing the society?

Reply

W. R. Knight • 7 months ago (#comment-229275)

The fact that most poor Americans are in their prime working years bodes ill for their later years. What

appears to have happened is that today’s elderly benefited from the good wages and salaries of the last half

of the 20th century. As those who are poor in their prime working years reach retirement, they will swell the

ranks of the elderly poor.

Reply



8/24/2014 Who’s poor in America? 50 years into the ‘War on Poverty,’ a data portrait | Pew Research Center

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/01/13/whos-poor-in-america-50-years-into-the-war-on-poverty-a-data-portrait/ 5/11

Al Connelly • 7 months ago (#comment-225055)

I am very curious as to what the poverty level for a family and for an individual is for each geographical

segment of the country. People can live reasonably well on lower incomes in the rural south in most of the

“southern states” but can’t survive on the IRS estimate of poverty in any of the larger cities such as Dallas,

Houston, Austin, Atlanta, Charlotte, etc. and the “survival income” in these cities is still lower than the five

NY Burroughs, Chicago, San Francisco, La, etc. The statistical analysis is very suspect in the data presented.

There is also the issue of “health” in some of the rural populations where health care availability is less than

urban areas and we frequently see deaths in the mid and late 60′s in the rural south attributed to lack of

good health care or health practices in earlier life of these individuals thereby affecting the statistical

analysis of the global population.

In short, it would be meaningful to make an analysis of the four segments of the US with and without key

urban areas data. The problem with this data is the same problem with governments analysis of poverty and

the assessment of required benefits, etc.

I was married and carrying a full 20 hour load at a major southern University in the late 60′s and my wife and

I were on the “poverty” list but managed to rent a nice apartment, eat well, have some limited entertainment

and annual vacations and owned a reasonably good automobile. I fear that our society has determined that

every family or individual should own his/her own home, have all the high tech gadgets, drive the best autos,

and be entitled to a cell phone, etc. If you review the true meaning of stability it is the ability to eat healthy

meals, have adequate shelter, and medical care. To rise above this condition requires the individual to

produce value that will compensate he/she to a level that allows them to obtain more, own a home, own an

auto, etc. It is not the role of society to elevate anyone to the level of middle income status.

Reply

Darla Kearce • 7 months ago (#comment-224006)

Where do the poor live, rural or urban? Nationally and regionally?

Reply

Kurt Teil • 7 months ago (#comment-223021)

What I miss is a definition of Poverty in the ’50s and now, adjusted for inflation.

Reply

M. G. Barbour • 7 months ago (#comment-222889)

Can we deduce anything about illegal immigration from the data: “…more than half of the 22 million-person

increase in official poverty between 1972 and 2012 was among Hispanics.”?

Reply

Ian MacFarlane • 7 months ago (#comment-222514)

The decrease in poverty for the elderly (me included) would also reflect the value of Medicare, which has

reduced the effects of medical care on the budgets of the elderly. In fact, I would think that was the major

reason for the decline in poverty for the elderly.

Reply
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josh • 7 months ago (#comment-222068)

very odd to use 1967 as a date to measure changes when, as the graph makes very obvious, most of the

change came before 1975 and it seems to have gotten worse from there – very misleading reading of the

data

Reply

Paul Yarbrough • 7 months ago (#comment-222682)

I’m not sure what your point is.

Reply

Evelyn • 7 months ago (#comment-221872)

Oh, and by the way; I was raised in a small town and had ten brothers and sisters. We did not have much,

some called us poor as a church mouse; however, our mom and dad taught us responsibility and respect.

Reply

unique • 7 months ago (#comment-221835)

Politicians, the 1-2%, and those that are earning more then $500,000 a year

should be ashamed of themselves for allowing the United States to become

a third world country.

The trade agreements that sent jobs overseas should have been signed at a

much slower pace. This would have given the country time to educate those

that lost their jobs and prepare them for new positions. Then new trade

agreements could have been signed and these new workers that lost their

jobs could be educated for new positions.

Too much money has been spent on wars. Instead of looking at where we

can start another war, we need to look at where we can make peace. We

should not become involved in civil disputes between citizens in any countries.

These citizens should not be saying, “Where are the Americans.” These citizens

need to resolve their own disputes.

Congressional Representatives need to remember, they represent the people

that voted them in to office. They have to stop being career representatives

for themselves. We the people need to vote them out after two terms and

vote in new people that will represent the congressional districts that elected

them. We need to have term limits. After two terms, they need to be replaced.

Reply
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Jim Wells • 7 months ago (#comment-221605)

Interesting that there are fewer poor elderly than most other groups. Rather than dismiss this finding as

some function of the Social Security System, I’d like to suggest that these individuals grew up at a time when

savings was a virtue. Likely that they were introduced to the banking system as children, taken into banks by

parents and grandparents to open pass book savings accounts. Then they returned to the banks on a regular

basis to deposit money from birthdays, holidays, chores, part-time jobs, etc. They developed a habit of savings

that provided a cushion against poverty. How sad that thrift is no longer a national virtue. That banks no

longer offer simple savings accounts hospitable older Americans who want to cultivate thrift amongst the

young. And that the nation’s central bank ultra-low interest rate policy effectively declared ‘War on Savers.”

Reply

unique • 7 months ago (#comment-221839)

You are so right. I learned to save from my parents.

I find it interesting that my so called friends will spend

money on what they want and not what they need. Then

they look at me and make remarks like, “Well, you have money,”

or “Will you leave something for Johnny and Dane.” No, I am

leaving my money to my niece and nephew and the animal

organizations.

Reply

Sam Dobermann • 2 months ago (#comment-486725)

@ Jim Wells; Oh please. you can’t generalize from your idealized dream or experience. Plenty of us old

folks never saw anything as you describe.

Mythic stories of prior golden ages abound. More likely the children of the children of the depression

didn’t trust banks which failed by the thousands during the early years of the depression taking

everyone’s saving with them.

I never opened a bank account until I went to University in the mid 1950′s. Though banks were

discussed nothing much was made of them.

Reply

NEZA • 7 months ago (#comment-221561)

I was born in 1925…My parents were immigrants from Jugoslavia…The first thing they did was learn to speak

ENGLISH to become citizens of this great country. The worked menial jobs, we were poor but so was

everyone else and we struggled but were happy with what we had. No TV – a second-hand radio was our

entertainment. The homes were not given free phones or computers etc. There were no gov’t ‘handouts”…

The welfare program came in around the ’30′s to help the men out of work…it was not geared for out of

wedlock families..who have children just to “get” more welfare. Today I am almost 90…and yes, I struggle

financially, but I will do “without” if need be rather than ask the gov’t. for aid. I too agree, that the gov.t cut out

giving aid to countries that can hardly wait to destroy us…they are only “using us” …wake up America!

Reply
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Evelyn • 7 months ago (#comment-221871)

Both Jim Wells and Neza are correct; when I was in grade school we were given a chance to open a savings

account at our local bank for 25 cents a week. We thought we were big stuff having a savings account. It was

a lesson in financial responsibility. Today the only thing taught with regard to finances is little to nothing.

Schools push cultural sensitivity and just about everything else takes a back seat. Sad for education.

Reply

Julie • 1 month ago (#comment-493865)

We teach our children to be frugal but as my son who is 9 said to me today “I know things are just

going to get harder in the future even with a good education and job and I am worried”. He’s correct if

you just review the last 30 years. A house when I was little was 20k that same house (used now by a

family for 30 years) is 400k.

Everyone has their hand out and only a few of us are paying in. These poor single parents who were left

holding the bag do need the help but our society needs to support parents and children and raise the

minumum wage. This country eats their young.

I know of people who get social security that never even worked and have plenty of money but they

cash the check. That is wrong when there are children homeless.

Reply

James Glasscock • 7 months ago (#comment-221532)

I can only speak as a citizen of the state of Alabama, but this is my view. For 180 years since the beginning

of Reconstruction, the Democratic Party has enslaved the low income citizens of this state. At every

election, the Democratic Candidate has made promises of every description to the low income electorates.

Whether through ignorance, lack of education or apathy, they have bought those promises, until now, the

Democratic Candidates use the notion that they will loose benefits unless they vote Democratic. The battle

cry has always been “We’re for the little man”. Never mind that there was always more poor after the end of

the cycle than before. It is my contention that that the National Democratic Party is using the same tactics

but using “Equality” as their banner. They are trying to create a classless society by beating down the middle

class. The hierarchy believe they are ordained to rule the masses. If they succeed, can you say Russia, China,

North Korea?

Reply

Chuckie • 7 months ago (#comment-221661)

You are dead on. I moved to Alabama after college and have seen the results of Political forces using

and abusing those of low intelligence and undereducation to advance their personal wealth and power.

The poverty caste is certainly enhanced by single parenthood which the Liberal Democrats favor.

Reply
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ccaffrey20 • 7 months ago (#comment-222380)

To liken the Dixiecrats which ruled much of the South’s history to the current Democratic Party makes

about as much sense as saying the current GOP is the party of Lincoln.

Reply

Sam Dobermann • 2 months ago (#comment-486803)

@ James:

The Democratic Party was the party of the White supremacists from before the Civil War. They plumb

hated Lincoln. It was the party of the KKK. It was the party of George Wallace with his “Segregation

today, … tomorrow, … forever!” What they promised was nothing but a feeling of superiority.

Until the passage of the Voting Rights and Civil Rights Acts in the mid 60s the South was solidly

Democratic but after that the Republican party came to life. Slowly the habits of generations changed

— aided by Nixon’s “Southern Strategy.” The last of the Southern Senators to change parties was

Richard Shelby.

The same Whites who ran the South as Democrats are now running it as Republicans.

So you have been trained to talk about “low income electorates” or how “those” who through

ignorance, lack of education or apathy vote for Democrats, showing you have fallen for the same old

“we can make you feel superior to other people schtick that Southerners have always fallen for.

Reply

Dorene Wiese • 7 months ago (#comment-221306)

American Indian women have always been the poorest people in America.

Reply

Darla Kearce • 7 months ago (#comment-224008)

Thank you for informing. Do you know about the rate of poverty among Native children?

Reply

hailuayeru • 7 months ago (#comment-221042)

Relay it is important information. thank you

Reply

ErikKengaard • 7 months ago (#comment-220128)

Poverty didn’t fall – taxpayer subsidies to the poor increased.

Reply

Taxed • 7 months ago (#comment-220362)

Agree

Reply



8/24/2014 Who’s poor in America? 50 years into the ‘War on Poverty,’ a data portrait | Pew Research Center

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/01/13/whos-poor-in-america-50-years-into-the-war-on-poverty-a-data-portrait/ 10/11

moteresa • 7 months ago (#comment-221511)

agree

Reply

Achim • 7 months ago (#comment-221592)

And this is bad?

Reply

ErikKengaard • 7 months ago (#comment-220048)

” . . . poverty has risen among Hispanics?

It would be more accurate to say that we have imported more poor via immigration of Hispanic poor.

Absent immigration, things would have been very different.

Reply

moteresa • 7 months ago (#comment-221513)

agree

Reply

Alex • 7 months ago (#comment-218230)

Fighting poverty is a complex equation and building social programs is part of that. It seems impossible to

track exactly how much of the decrease in poverty has to do with the growth of the economy over the last 40

years and how much social programs have helped people get out of poverty as opposed to alleviating their

poverty. Ultimately, I think education and access to opportunity is the cure-all, both growing the economy and

creating opportunity. So…pay the teachers more!

Reply

Taxed • 7 months ago (#comment-218005)

The taxpayers, from their earnings, give over a TRILLION dollars a year to the poor via 80+ means tested

giveaway programs. $16 trillion since LBJ’s War On Poverty started. The poor are now better off.

Now that’s news. Who would have thought?

Problem is – now we have to keep giving over a trillion a year, and growing. We have two classes of people in

this country all right, those who have to carry their own weight in society and those who get a free ride that

gets passed from generation to generation.

Reply

moteresa • 7 months ago (#comment-221514)

agree

Reply
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S W • 7 months ago (#comment-221518)

All wars must come to an end. If not the population will run out of soldiers to send.

Reply

Allan • 7 months ago (#comment-222519)

Couldn’t agree more!! AND….the problem with poverty is not necessarily poverty, but someone’s

definition of poverty. If we set the “poverty bar” at a certain level, then suddenly, someone who wasn’t

living in “poverty”, now is. What PEW never really explains, often times caught in their own liberal

agenda, is that though the percentages have relatively stayed the same, the numbers that make up

those percentages have grown. %12.7 of the impoverished white population today, is NOT the same

number as in 1966.

Reply

April • 7 months ago (#comment-217752)

Well the answer to all this is very clear……

QUIT financially supporting wars in other countries that you have no business. Eing involved in & supporting

the lives of immigrants you so freely invite into our countries to take advantage of the everyday hard working

American & Canadian citizens, period. !

Look after/clean up what’s in our OWN backyards.

Reply

Petra • 7 months ago (#comment-221520)

Couldn’t agree more!

Reply



8/24/2014 The South Is Essentially A Solid, Grim Block Of Poverty

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/07/02/poverty-increase-map_n_5548577.html?page_version=legacy&view=print&comm_ref=false 1/3

CLOSE
Effective September 15, 2014,  The Huffington Post privacy policy will be updated.
 To learn more about this update, please review our frequently asked questions.

The  South  Is  Essentially  A  Solid,  Grim  Block  Of  Poverty

The Great Recession and Not-So-Great Recovery have been bad news for most Americans, but some people have suffered more than
others. We call those people "Southerners."

North Carolina and a handful of other Southern U.S. states saw the biggest increases in the number of people living in what are known
as "poverty areas" between 2000 and 2010, according to a new Census Bureau report. Poverty areas are places where more than 20
percent of the people live below the federal poverty line, which varies by family size. For a family of four, the poverty line in most states is
an annual income of $23,850.

Today, 25.7 percent of all Americans live in such areas, up from 18.1 percent in 2000, according to the report. Having a quarter of the
nation living this way is a problem: Poverty areas are typically marked by "higher crime rates, poor housing conditions, and fewer job
opportunities," the report points out.

This map, created by plugging Census data into the Datawrapper mapping tool, shows the rise was not exactly spread evenly across the
country:

Poverty On The Rise

Percent
 Change
 in
 Number
 of
 People
 Living
 in
Poverty
 Areas,
 2000-2010

0.7 5 9.3 13.6Created with Datawrapper Source: Census Bureau, Get the data

Note that Southern states were five of the six biggest gainers. This should not be much of a shock, as Southern states consistently lag
the rest of the country in good things like wages, economic mobility and access to health care, while leading it in bad things like poverty,
obesity and general unhappiness. Another thing Southern states have in common is Republican political leaders that have spent the
past decade shrinking the social safety net.

Bucking the trend, two Southern states, Louisiana and West Virginia, actually saw the number of people living in poverty areas shrink
during the decade.

And the region that saw the biggest overall rise in the number of people living in poverty areas between 2000 and 2010 was the
Midwest, not the South. That may be because the Midwest had relatively low numbers to start. Its numbers are still relatively low --
though it now has more people living in poverty areas than the Northeast, which fared pretty well during the recession and recovery. As
you can see from this Census graph, the South started out with very high rates of people living in poverty areas and got even higher, with
nearly a third of all Southerners living in poverty areas:

And this Census map highlights the difference between regions even more starkly. Look at that solid, grim block of poverty:

August 25, 2014

The Huffington Post  |  By Mark Gongloff
Posted: 07/02/2014 7:55 am EDT  |  Updated: 07/02/2014 7:59 am EDT
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The New Geography of U.S. Consumer Debt
Why a small city like McAllen, Texas, has less total debt than Silicon Valley,
but is still in worse shape. 

RICHARD FLORIDA | Jul 29, 2014 | 5 Comments

REUTERS/Mike Blake

There are few things more American than debt. Nationwide in the U.S., the
average adult with a credit file now carries more than $50,000 worth of total
debt, and more than one-third of American adults—77 million in total—had
debt in collections last year, according to two new reports released Tuesday by
the Urban Institute. 

The reports focus on the geographic concentrations of debt across U.S. states

From The Atlantic
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and metro areas. The research, conducted in cooperation with Encore Capital
Group's Consumer Credit Research Institute (CCRI), covered a random sample
of 7 million adults based on 2013 credit information from TransUnion. (The
roughly nine percent of adults with no credit file, generally low-income
consumers, were not included). They collected data on total debt, mortgage
date, debt past due, and debt in collections, among other measures, for the 50
states and 100 largest metro areas. 

Total Debt

The Urban Institute

Debt is distributed quite unevenly across the United States, as the map above
from the Urban Institute shows. In 2013, average total debt ranged from a high
of nearly $100,000 in San Jose, California, the heart of Silicon Valley ($97,150),
to less than $25,000 in McAllen, Texas. The report notes that "the top 20
percent of tracts account for 42 percent of all debt holdings in America.
Meanwhile, the bottom 20 percent of tracts account for just 6 percent of U.S.
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debt."

My Martin Prosperity Institute colleague Charlotta Mellander ran a simple
correlations analysis of the economic and demographic factors that might be
associated with higher or lower levels of debt in a given metro area. (As usual, I
caution that correlation does not equal causation and points only to
associations between variables).

Overall, total debt is driven by mortgage debt, with a correlation of .96
between the two. Mortgage debt is also more geographically concentrated than
total debt. As the report notes: “The top 20 percent of census tracts account for
48 percent of U.S. mortgage debt, while the bottom 20 percent represent just 3
percent.” 

Average total debt is highest in knowledge-based metros on the West and East
Coasts, where incomes and housing costs are higher. As the report notes, those
living in these regions often have higher debt because their high incomes
and/or assets give them access to greater lines of credit. The report finds a
close correlation (of roughly .75) between total debt and income.

Our MPI analysis backs this up. Mellander found that debt is higher in denser
and more knowledge-based metros. Total debt is closely associated with
population density (.56), the share of adults with college educations (.77), and
the share of workers in the creative class (.69). All of these factors are also
closely linked to higher incomes. Conversely, total debt is negatively associated
with the share of workers doing blue-collar working class jobs (-.53) and even
more so with smaller, more sprawling metros where a larger share of
commuters drive to work alone (-.60).

Debt to Income

The ratio of debt to income provides another, and perhaps better, way to look
at the geographic distribution of debt, because it shows not just the total
amount of debt but the share of income that Americans are spending on their
debt.

Debt-to-income ratios also vary substantially across metros, from a high of 1.01
in Boise, Idaho, to a low of .47 in McAllen, Texas. Again, debt to income is
highest in the costly housing metros of the West Coast, but it is also high in



7/31/2014 The New Geography of U.S. Consumer Debt - CityLab

http://www.citylab.com/housing/2014/07/the-new-geography-of-us-consumer-debt/375193/ 4/7

Denver (.92) and Colorado Springs (.99), Provo and Ogden, Utah (.94 and .89),
Minneapolis (.90), Albuquerque (.89) and Virginia Beach (.88).  

The next two maps show the ratio of debt to income for mortgage debt and
non-mortgage debt, which includes debt on items like credit card purchases,
vehicle loans and unpaid medical bills.

The Urban Institute
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The Urban Institute

Mellander's analysis picks up an interesting pattern in the relationship between
income and mortgage versus non-mortgage debt. The ratio of mortgage debt
to income goes up as income goes up (with a correlation of .51 between the
two). But the ratio of non-mortgage debt to income goes down as incomes rise
(with a correlation of -.77). The same basic pattern holds for density, which is
positively correlated with mortgage debt to income ratios (.40) and negatively
with non-mortgage debt to income ratios (-.62). In other words, denser, higher
income metros have more mortgage debt, while non-mortgage debt is higher in
less affluent, more sprawling metros.

Good Debt vs. Bad Debt

There is “good debt” and then there is “bad debt.”

Taking on debt to pay for more education or even to buy a home is different
than running up a credit card for clothing purchases, travel or big phone or
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Internet bills. Debt accrued to fuel consumption or pay for emergencies can
burden Americans "far into the future," according to the second Urban Institute
report, and lead to "financial stress, associated health risks, and insolvency if
[they] cannot be repaid."

While one in three Americans have debt in collections, that figure also varies
substantially by metro, as the map below shows.

The Urban Institute

Note the "debt collection belt" running across the Southern half of the United
States (it's marked in the darker blue), which indicates tracts where more than 61
percent of consumers had debt in collection in 2013. More than 40 percent of
the population had debt in collections in 26 of the 100 largest metros, including
McAllen, Texas (with a whopping 51.7 percent), Las Vegas (49.2 percent),
Lakeland, Florida (47.3 percent), Columbia, South Carolina (45.2 percent), and
Jacksonville, Florida (45 percent). Conversely, just six of the country's 100
largest metro areas have less than a quarter of their population with debt in
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collections. Those cities include Minneapolis-St. Paul (20.1 percent), Honolulu
(21 percent), Boston (22.4 percent), Madison, Wisconsin (22.6 percent), San Jose
(23 percent) and Bridgeport, Connecticut (25 percent).

While overall debt levels are higher in larger, denser, more knowledge-based
metros, according to our MPI analysis of the Urban Institute data, the reverse is
true for bad debt. Mellander's analysis finds that debt in collections is lower in
larger, denser and more economically advanced metros. She finds negative
correlations between the share of population with debt in collections and
density (-.42), the share of adults that are college grads (-.60) and the share of
workers in the creative class (-.54). Conversely, debt in collection is positively
associated with metros with a large share of workers in the working class (.30)
and in smaller but more sprawling metros where a larger share of workers drive
to work alone (.36).  Furthermore, total debt is negatively correlated with the
share of adults with debt in collection (.-.60).

The bottom line: Total debt is trending higher in denser, larger, more
knowledge-based metros where incomes are greater and housing costs are
among the priciest in the nation. But it's smaller, less affluent, more blue-collar
metros that face the highest levels of financial distress. 

 

About the Author

Richard Florida is Co-founder and Editor at Large of CityLab.com
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VITA Plus: Linking Tax Clients to Benefits Screening 
Sarah Dewees, First Nations Development Institute  
 
This commentary is part of a series highlighting the work of the 2013-14 Ideas for Action Award winners, sponsored by 
The Northwest Area Foundation, University of Minnesota, and University of Washington. This award recognizes 
organizations that take practical and innovative approaches to helping low-income individuals. 
 
Tax season has long been an important time for low-income households, who get crucial support from a variety of tax 
credits. And Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) sites provide an essential service by helping these people file their 
taxes and claim crucial tax credits. Building off the success of these programs, the First Nations Development Institute 
has worked to expand the array of services and assistance offered at these sites. These new “VITA  Plus” programs offer 
a powerful new tool for helping poor Americans build the assets necessary to move up the economic ladder. 
 
Between 2011 and 2013, the First Nations Development Institute helped pilot VITA Plus sites on American Indian 
reservations. These initial programs showed substantial promise, with at least 25 percent of clients receiving access to 
asset-building and public benefits programs. Our successes with VITA Plus demonstrate that taking full advantage of 
existing intervention opportunities, streamlining benefits screening, and connecting people directly to social services can 
deliver big returns for vulnerable populations.  
 
One successful VITA Plus trial took place on the Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation, in southeastern Montana. The 
reservation is centered around the town of Lame Deer, the tribal and government agency headquarters and home to the 
Chief Dull Knife College, which for years has sponsored a VITA site through  the  college’s  cooperative  extension  program. 
More than 40 percent of the Lame Deer population lives below the poverty threshold, and research conducted by the First 
Nations Development Institute found the area had high rates of expensive refund-anticipation loans that were draining 
hard-earned money from taxpayers.  
 
Chief  Dull  Knife  College’s  VITA  program has already had success in helping residents file Earned Income Tax Credit and 
Child Tax Credit returns. However, the high poverty rate coupled with the refund-anticipation loans made this an ideal 
location to test the new VITA Plus program. The goal was to screen community members for additional public benefits 
and steer them toward asset-building and financial empowerment programs. In 2013, the Chief Dull Knife extension 
program partnered with a local nonprofit, People’s  Partnership  for  Community  Development, and a statewide development 
organization, Rural Dynamics, Inc., to help get the project up and running.  
 
An intake form developed by extension staff to collect information  about  each  client’s  family  structure  and  annual  income 
was a key element of  the  program’s  success. With this information in hand, a newly hired assets liaison helped client 
families using an online benefit screening program called Bridges to Benefits—a multi-state project connecting individuals 
and families to support programs and tax credits. The online screening tool takes into account variables related to income 
and family structure and then provides information about whether an individual is eligible for a wide range of programs, 
including Medicaid and child care scholarships. 
 
While there were some challenges to implementation, in the end, the program was successful on many levels. As a VITA 
program, more than 500 returns were filed, and more than $1.1 million was brought into the community in tax refunds. 
One hundred thirty-five clients completed intake forms, all of whom were found to be eligible for at least one benefits 
program. The assets liaison assisted 18 individuals with benefits applications, and an additional 13 took applications 
home to prepare.  
 
The VITA sites also linked clients to financial empowerment programs. Of the 135 clients who filled out the intake form, 96 
were referred to the People’s  Partnership  for  Community  Development to learn more about financial empowerment 
programs, where more than two-thirds of them signed up for services. All of these interested individuals attended a 
financial education class, and many have started an individual development account program, become active in a credit-
builder loan program, or completed an entrepreneurship class. One participant even submitted his completed business 
plan to the Montana Indian Equity Fund program and received a grant to start a small business.  
 



 

 
 

Success like this in a high-poverty community underscores the importance of continuing to invest in and expand the VITA 
program model in a way that leverages the intervention opportunity. It also illustrates the value of an online screening tool 
that facilitates easy access to eligibility information. But, those tools need to include tribal benefit programs that may be 
available to tribal citizens. Montana has seven tribal nations, each with its own benefit programs, but the Bridges program 
did not list tribal benefits. Further investment in this promising model can help address this shortcoming and ensure that 
low-income individuals are receiving the best possible assistance.  
 
Streamlining access to benefits and services meant coordinating the expertise and capacities of a number of 
organizations. We have effective programs in place to assist those in poverty and a number of organizations committed to 
assisting those in need. Through the VITA Plus model, we have a tool to help bring this assistance together effectively 
and efficiently.  
 
Sarah Dewees is the senior director of research, policy, and asset-building programs at the First Nations Development 
Institute. 
 
The views expressed in this commentary are those of the author or authors alone, and not those of Spotlight. Spotlight is 
a non-partisan initiative, and Spotlight’s commentary section includes diverse perspectives on poverty. If you have a 
question  about  a  commentary,  please  don’t  hesitate  to  contact  us  at  commentary@spotlightonpoverty.org.  
 
If you wish to submit for consideration a commentary to Spotlight, please visit our commentary guidelines and submission 
page.  
 
 



A third of Americans delinquent on debt

AMERICA'S DEBT LOAD

Americans hold a majority of their debt in mortgages, considered productive debt. But when it comes to not paying bills on time, the South stands out.

Urban  Institute;;  1  -  Debt  in  collections:  Debt  goes  into  collections  after  it  is  more  than  180  days  past  due.  At  that  point,  the  debt  is  placed  in  collections  by  the  original  issuer  or  sold  to  a  third
party  debt  collector.  Debt  in  collections  can  remain  on  a  person's  credit  file  for  up  to  seven  years.
Janet  Loehrke,  USA  TODAY

Hadley Malcolm, USA TODAY 7:58 a.m. EDT July 29, 2014

More  than  a  third  of  the  country  is  in  trouble  when  it  comes  to  paying  debts  on  time;;  35%  of  Americans  have
debt  in  collections,  according  to  a  study  out  Tuesday  from  the  Urban  Institute,  which  analyzed  the  credit  files
of  7  million  Americans.

That  means  the  debt  is  so  far  past  due  that  the  account  has  been  closed  and  placed  in  collections.  This
typically  happens  after  the  bill  hasn't  been  paid  for  180  days.  It  also  means  the  debt  has  been  reported  to
credit  bureaus  and  can  affect  someone's  credit  score.

DEBT AND HOUSING
The  majority  of  Americans'  debt  is  from  mortgages.

Source:  Urban  Institute
By  Christopher  Schnaars,  USA  TODAY

Alabama $58,210 $38,784 61.1% $124,999

Alaska $85,975 $68,524 71.9% $248,678

Arizona $65,788 $55,831 70.8% $153,712

Arkansas $54,906 $37,162 61.1% $109,171

California $83,359 $69,697 78.7% $354,501

Colorado $77,606 $74,340 76.3% $238,330

Connecticut $96,180 $70,591 74.4% $271,710

Delaware $75,547 $60,199 71.0% $230,213

District  of
Columbia $103,652 $65,532 75.7% $467,426

Florida $65,167 $47,181 65.8% $150,364

Georgia $66,581 $46,668 67.4% $144,378

Hawaii $83,006 $83,810 80.3% $503,850

Idaho $59,573 $58,059 70.9% $156,756

Illinois $76,299 $53,353 70.0% $173,091
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DEBT
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Southern  states  especially  stand  out  with  the  highest  concentration  of  people  delinquent.  In  13  states  —  Alabama,  Arkansas,  Florida,  Georgia,
Kentucky,  Louisiana,  Mississippi,  North  Carolina,  South  Carolina,  Texas,  Nevada,  New  Mexico  and  West  Virginia  —  and  Washington,  D.C.,  more  than
40%  of  the  population  with  a  credit  file  has  debt  in  collections.  Nevada,  one  of  the  states  hardest  hit  by  the  housing  crisis  and  recession,  has  the
highest  share,  at  46.9%.

The  77  million  Americans  with  debt  in  collections  owe  an  average  of  $5,200.  That  includes  debt  from  credit  card  bills,  child  support,  medical  bills,  utility
bills,  parking  tickets  or  membership  fees.

The  share  of  delinquent  households  is  "pretty  disheartening,"  says  Josh  Bivens,  research  and  policy  director  at  the  Economic  Policy  Institute.  He  calls
the  data  a  "powerful"  reminder  of  the  fact  that  many  Americans  are  still  battling  for  economic  stability  since  the  end  of  the  recession.

"This  is  yet  another  really  bad  legacy  of  the  Great  Recession  that  we're  just  nowhere  near  climbing  all  the  way  out  of,"  he  says.

(Photo:  Getty  Images)



At  the  same  time,  a  significant  number  of  people  with  debt  in  collections  aren't  aware  of  the  bill  and  may  otherwise  have  great  credit,  especially  when  it
comes  to  medical  bills  that  patients  often  think  were  picked  up  by  insurance,  says  Greg  McBride,  chief  financial  analyst  for  Bankrate.com.

"The  numbers  don't  necessarily  speak  to  the  percentage  of  households  that  haven't  been  paying  their  obligations,"  he  says  of  the  data.

The  research  only  draws  on  data  from  Americans  with  a  credit  file,  so  the  researchers  say  lower-income  consumers  are  underrepresented,  and
alternative  forms  of  debt  such  as  payday  loans  aren't  included.

When  it  comes  to  overall  debt  levels,  most  comes  from  mortgages,  which  make  up  70%,  on  average,  of  Americans'  debt  load.  Wealthier  states  tend  to
have  the  highest  amount  of  debt  and  percentage  of  debt  held  in  mortgages,  but  the  researchers  point  out  that  Americans  with  higher  debt  may  also
have  higher  incomes  and  better  access  to  credit.

Hawaii  tops  the  list  with  an  average  debt  of  $83,810;;  80%  of  that  is  held  in  mortgages.  States  along  the  West  and  East  Coasts  follow  closely  behind.
Those  areas  also  have  the  highest  housing  prices.

"Total  debt  really  mimics  mortgage  debt,"  says  Caroline  Ratcliffe,  a  senior  fellow  at  the  Urban  Institute  and  one  of  the  authors  of  the  report.  Ratcliffe
classifies  mortgage  debt  as  what's  generally  considered  "productive  debt."

"We  talk  about  credit  and  access  to  credit  as  a  good  thing,  but  debt  as  a  bad  thing,"  she  says.  "Access  to  credit  can  result  in  productive  debt  that
moves  us  forward."

Among  Americans  with  credit  history,  the  average  total  debt  load  is  nearly  $54,000.  But  that  number  is  significantly  skewed  once  you  factor  in  debt
from  mortgages.  Americans  with  a  mortgage  have  an  average  overall  debt  of  about  $209,000  compared  with  about  $11,600  for  those  without  a
mortgage.  Twenty  percent  of  Americans  with  a  credit  report  have  no  debt.

McBride  cautions  that  mortgage  debt  isn't  necessarily  a  negative  financial  indicator.

"Somebody  with  $400,000  in  mortgage  debt  and  no  other  debts  could  be  in  much  better  financial  shape  than  the  person  with  no  mortgage  debt  but
$10,000  in  consumer  debt,"  he  says.

The  states  with  the  highest  share  of  people  with  debt  in  collections  are  ranked  relatively  low  when  it  comes  to  average  mortgage  debt,  the  data  show.
The  researchers  found  mortgage  debt  is  concentrated  in  high-cost,  high-price  areas,  Ratcliffe  says.  The  top  20%  of  areas  with  the  highest  mortgage
debt  account  for  almost  half  of  all  mortgage  debt.

Read  or  Share  this  story:  http://usat.ly/1mXbSe8
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The Consumer Credit Research Institute (CCRI) is dedicated to understanding consumer financial decision making, 
especially within subprime credit and low- and moderate-income populations. Its research is interdisciplinary and 
focused on creating new insights to advance public policy, financial education, and commercial innovation. Additional 
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Research Institute. 
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The nonprofit Urban Institute is dedicated to elevating the debate on social and economic policy. For nearly five 
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Delinquent Debt in America 
Consumers are a major factor in economies. Their spending habits are often used as a bellwether for 
public confidence in a country’s fiscal standing. A portion of US consumer spending is financed with 
debt—cumulatively $11.23 trillion in September 2013, down from $12.68 trillion in 2009 (Federal Reserve 
Bank of New York 2013).  

Consumer debt is accumulated for different reasons and with different results. Productive debt—the 
kind that people take on when purchasing a home, financing a new business, and investing in education 
or skills training—can help families accumulate wealth and achieve upward mobility. Unproductive debt—
the kind that people take on to meet basic needs and expenses, such as when an unforeseen job loss or 
medical crisis arises, or to purchase items that cannot be covered with current resources—does not have 
the same long-term benefits and is therefore riskier for families. 

When families are unable to meet their payment obligations on either type of consumer debt, they risk 
moving from a healthy asset-accumulation cycle to a vicious debt cycle. Their credit history and scores can 
be adversely affected, their debt may go into collections, and they may ultimately lose property and future 
financial opportunities. 

While the geographic distribution of income, home prices, and many other important economic 
factors has been researched extensively,1 delinquent debt has largely gone unexamined. This brief paints a 
geographic portrait of financially distressed consumers in the United States.2 The degree of financial 
distress across the United States, as measured by the percentage of people with debt past due and debt in 
collections, differs greatly by geographic location. The South has particularly high rates of financially 
distressed consumers, especially the percentage of consumers who have debt in collections. 
Understanding the spatial patterns of financial distress is a key step in understanding the underlying 
drivers of delinquent debt in America. 

What Are Our Numbers Based On? 

We use 2013 credit bureau data from TransUnion to measure how many Americans are reported as at 
least 30 days late on a non-mortgage bill payment—often called having debt past due. We also examine 
how many Americans have debt reported as in collections and the amount of this debt.  

These credit bureau data describe people with credit files and do not represent the roughly 22 million 
US adults (9 percent of the population) with no credit file.3 Because adults without a credit file are more 
likely to be financially disadvantaged, our data underrepresent low-income consumers. Our analyses also 
exclude debts such as loans from friends or family, or loans outside the financial mainstream, such as 
payday or pawnshop loans.4 Our data do, however, include people who have any type of information 
reported to the credit bureau, even if it is only a report of debt in collections.5 For more information on 
our data and methodology, see the text box on page 8. 

Who Has Debt Past Due? 

Individual debt holdings are tied to access to credit. In other words, there must first be a supply of credit, 
and this supply is not extended to all consumers. In fact, many of the lowest income consumers cannot 
access traditional credit, like a credit card, so do not have the associated debt (McKay 2014; Turner, 
Walker, and Dusek 2009; Turner et al. 2006). Nonetheless, people with limited or no access to traditional 



credit may still have delinquent debts. They may have an unpaid utility or medical bill, for example, that 
ends up in collections and results in a negative report on their credit file. They may also owe money to 
friends or family, or have loans outside the financial mainstream.  

Roughly 1 out of 20 people with a credit file (5.3 percent) are at least 30 days late on a credit card or 
other non-mortgage account (e.g., automobile loan, student loan).6 In other words, they have debt that 
has been reported as past due to the credit bureau.7 While this is a minority of adults, debt past due is an 
indication of looming problems. For adults with other debts already in collections, the problem may be 
snowballing. Among people with debt past due, the average amount they need to pay to become current 
on that debt is $2,258.8  

The share of adults with debt past due on their credit reports varies widely by geographic region 
(figure 1). Broadly speaking, people in the South are more likely to have debt past due. The share of people 
with debt past due ranges from 4.6 percent in the West North Central and Middle Atlantic divisions to 7.5 
percent in the West South Central division (table 1). 

FIGURE 1  

Share of Adults with Debt Past Due 

Source: Authors' calculations based on September 2013 TransUnion data. 
Notes: Data are displayed at the census tract level. Census tracts with fewer than 10 observations in our sample are identified as having 
insufficient data. 
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TABLE 1 

Delinquent Debt and Income by Census Division  

Census division 
Share with past 

due debt  
Share with debt in 

collections  
Average debt in 

collections  
Average 

household income  

Northeast 
    New England 4.9% 25.3% $4,801 $86,284 

Middle Atlantic 4.6% 29.3% $4,895 $80,582 
Midwest 

    East North Central 4.8% 33.8% $4,727 $65,877 
West North Central 4.6% 27.4% $5,492 $67,020 
South 

    South Atlantic 5.3% 39.8% $5,258 $71,633 
East South Central 6.0% 41.3% $4,748 $57,511 
West South Central 7.5% 43.6% $4,896 $65,843 
West 

    Mountain 4.8% 35.6% $6,171 $70,512 
Pacific 4.8% 32.3% $5,517 $82,134 
United States 5.3% 35.1% $5,178 $72,254 

Sources: Debt past due and in collections from authors' calculations based on September 2013 TransUnion data. Household income from 
2012 American Community Survey. 
Notes: Average debt in collections is calculated among the subset of people with debt in collections. Monetary amounts are in 2013 dollars. 
The states in each of the nine census divisions are as follows: New England = Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode 
Island, and Vermont; Middle Atlantic = New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania; East North Central = Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and 
Wisconsin; West North Central = Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota; South Atlantic = Delaware, 
District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, and West Virginia; East South Central = Alabama, 
Kentucky, Mississippi, and Tennessee; West South Central = Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas; Mountain = Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, 
Montana, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, and Wyoming; and Pacific = Alaska, California, Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington.  

Across the 50 states and Washington, DC, three states have less than 4 percent of the credit file 
population with debt past due: Utah, Washington, and New Jersey. Three states have more than 7 percent 
of their credit file population with debt past due: Louisiana, Texas, and Mississippi (appendix table A.1). 
Across the largest 100 metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs), Salt Lake City, Utah, has the lowest fraction 
of people with debt past due reported at 3.2 percent (appendix table A.2), followed by San Jose, 
California, and Seattle, Washington, at 3.5 percent. Some Texas and Louisiana MSAs are at the other end 
of the spectrum. In McAllen, Texas, 10.1 percent of people with credit files have debt past due reported; in 
El Paso, Texas, San Antonio, Texas, Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and New Orleans, Louisiana, approximately 
9 percent of people with credit files have debt past due reported. 

Geographic differences in the concentration of financially distressed consumers are greater when 
looking at smaller geographies, such as census tracts. At the low end, over 6 percent of census tracts in our 
sample have no one with past due debt reported (4,575 census tracts). At the high end, at least 15 percent 
of people, within about 1 percent of tracts (986 tracts), have debt past due reported. Nearly 40 percent of 
these high-concentration census tracts in the country are in Louisiana or Texas. The census tracts with no 
debt past due are scattered throughout the United States. Areas with lower household incomes have more 
people with debt past due, but the correlation is only -0.3.9 So, while income matters, the concentration of 
delinquent debt is not simply an income story. 
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Who Has Debt in Collections? 

Financial distress is also signaled by debt in collections. Debt in collections originates from non-payment 
of a bill, and includes events such as failing to make payments on an outstanding credit card balance, not 
paying medical or utility bills, or even failing to pay a parking ticket. Importantly, a debt that is reported 
as in collections can remain on a person's credit report until the debt is seven years past due. Unlike debt 
past due, debt identified as in collections in our data has not necessarily been verified in the past 12 
months. When consumers make payments on the debt, however, these should be reported by the 
collection agency to the credit bureau within 30 days of payment.10 

An alarming 35 percent of people with credit files have debt in collections reported in these files. This 
percentage is nearly identical to results from a 2004 analysis of credit bureau data by the Federal Reserve, 
which found that 36.5 percent of people with credit reports had debt in collections reported in their files 
(Avery et al. 2004). Note that consumers themselves may not realize they have debt in collections. Some 
consumers report becoming aware of this debt only when they review their credit report (CFPB 2013). The 
amount of debt in collections varies widely by person, from less than $25 to more than $125,000. Among 
people with a report of debt in collections, the average amount owed is $5,178.  

Compared with debt past due, a broader set of debts can enter collection status (e.g., medical bills, 
parking tickets, membership fees), and they can remain on a credit report for up to seven years. People 
with both types of delinquent debt (collections and past due) have higher average collections debt than 
those with only collections debt—$9,123 versus $4,641, respectively.11  

Consumers with reported debt in collections are concentrated geographically, especially in the South 
(figure 2). Roughly 40 percent of people with credit files in the East South Central, West South Central, 
and South Atlantic divisions have debt in collections reported in their credit files (see table 1). New 
England has the lowest concentration of reported debt in collections, although it is still a substantial 25 
percent. 

Nevada, which was hard hit by the housing crisis, tops the list of past-due states: 47 percent of people 
with a credit file have reported debt in collections. The District of Columbia and an additional 12 states (11 
in the South) are over the 40 percent mark: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, New Mexico, North Carolina, South Carolina, Texas, and West Virginia (appendix table A.1). 
At the low end are three Midwestern states— Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota—which have a 
substantially lower, yet still considerable, 20 percent of people with reported debt in collections. 
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FIGURE 2 

Share of Adults with Debt in Collections 

Source: Authors' calculations based on September 2013 TransUnion data.  
Notes: Data are displayed at the census tract level. Census tracts with fewer than 10 observations in our sample are identified as having 
insufficient data. 

Among the largest 100 MSAs, only six have fewer than a quarter of people with debt in collections 
reported in their credit file. None are in the South: Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota (20.1 percent), 
Honolulu, Hawaii (21.0 percent), Boston, Massachusetts (22.4 percent), Madison, Wisconsin (22.6 
percent), San Jose, California (23.0 percent), and Bridgeport, Connecticut (24.5 percent). At the other 
extreme, five MSAs have at least 45 percent of people with collections debt reported in their credit files: 
McAllen, Texas (51.7 percent), Las Vegas, Nevada (49.2 percent), Lakeland, Florida (47.3 percent), 
Columbia, South Carolina (45.2 percent), and Jacksonville, Florida (45.0 percent).  

Across census tracts, the share of people with reported debt in collections in their files covers the full 
0–100 range, although less than 0.01 percent of tracts have no one with reported debt in collections. 
About 1 percent of census tracts (789 tracts) have at least 75 percent of people with debt in collections 
reported in their credit files.12 Many of these tracts are in the South, though high numbers of them also 
appear in the Middle Atlantic and East North Central divisions. 
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Is the Amount of Debt in Collections Concentrated? 

While the South has many more people with reported debts in collections, the amount of debt in 
collections does not have the same geographic concentration (figure 3).13 Much of the South shows 
relatively modest levels of debt in collections.  

FIGURE 3 

Average Debt in Collections among People with Debt in Collections 

Source: Authors' calculations based on September 2013 TransUnion data.  
Notes: Data are displayed at the census tract level. Census tracts with fewer than 10 observations in our sample are identified as having 
insufficient data. 

Is the amount of reported debt in collections just a reflection of income concentrations? No. A similar 
picture emerges when we normalize debt in collections by income, although collections debt relative to 
income is somewhat higher in the South and for states bordering Mexico. Census tracts with lower 
household incomes have more people with reported debt in collections and higher amounts of reported 
debt in collections. However, the correlation between household average income and the average amount 
of debt in collections is modest at -0.3. So, income is only moderately related to consumers’ trouble. 

Across the nine census divisions, the average amount of reported debt in collections (for those with 
debt in collections) ranges from $4,727 in the East North Central division to $6,171 in the Mountain 
division—less than a $1,500 difference. State differences are larger, ranging from $3,547 in the District of 
Columbia to $7,198 in Nevada (appendix table A.1). Nevada not only has the largest share of people with 
reported debt in collections (47 percent), it also has the highest average amount of debt in collections, 
among people with debt in collections ($7,198).  
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Las Vegas, Nevada, is one of only four large MSAs (of the top 100) to have average reported debt in 
collections of over $7,000. The other three MSAs are in Florida: Deltona-Daytona Beach, Palm Bay, and 
Cape Coral. Four of the largest 100 MSAs have less than $4,000 in average reported debt in collections: 
Winston-Salem, North Carolina, Dayton, Ohio, Augusta, Georgia, and Grand Rapids, Michigan.  

What Do These Findings Mean? 

Financial distress is a daily challenge for millions of American consumers. Nearly 12 million adults—5.3 
percent of Americans with a credit file—have non-mortgage debt reported past due, and they need to pay 
$2,258 on average to become current on that debt.14 Further, an alarming 77 million Americans—35 
percent of adults with credit files—have debt in collections reported in their credit files,15 with an average 
debt amount of nearly $5,178.16 Debt reported past due, and in particular reported debt in collections, is 
more concentrated in the South.  

In addition to creating difficulties today, delinquent debt can lower credit scores and result in serious 
future consequences. Credit report information is used to determine eligibility for jobs, access to rental 
housing and mortgages, insurance premiums, and access to (and the price of) credit in general (Federal 
Trade Commission 2013; Traub 2013). 

High levels of delinquent debt and its associated consequences, such as limited access to traditional 
credit, can harm both families and the communities in which they live. This brief contributes to our 
understanding of financial distress in America by exploring the spatial patterns of delinquent debt in the 
United States. Future work will explore the drivers of financial distress and those factors influencing its 
spatial patterns.  
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Data and Methodology  

Data for this brief come primarily from TransUnion credit bureau records from September 2013. We use a random sample of 
7 million individual-level records verified in the past 12 months, or a roughly 3 percent sample of the US adult population. They 
include only people with a credit file (thick or thin). These data allow us to investigate credit characteristics down to the census 
tract level. 

The credit bureau data are supplemented with measures of mean household income and median home values from the 
American Community Survey (ACS). We use data from the 2012 ACS for analyses by census division and state. We use the 
2008–12 five-year ACS estimates for the census tract–level analyses, to maintain sufficient sample size at small geographies.  
Methods and geography 
The map figures are created in ArcMap 10 using Jenks natural breaks and are based on census tract–level means. Census tracts 
are small statistical subdivisions that do not cross county lines and are designed to have approximately 4,000 residents, though 
the actual number varies widely. Census tract spatial size also varies widely, depending on population density. The 2010 census 
has just over 73,000 census tracts, and our sample has sufficient data (at least 10 individuals) in over 72,000 tracts. Table 1 
presents sample means by census divisions, which are groupings of states that subdivide regions. 
Definitions 
x Debt past due is the total amount of non-mortgage debt that must be paid for the accountholder to be current on all non-

mortgage trades. Non-mortgage trades include the total balance of open trades, excluding mortgages, as well as trade lines 
that have been closed but not charged off into collections.a Non-mortgage trades can include credit cards, student loans, 
automobile loans, other installment loans, home equity lines of credit, and some utility bills.  

x Debt in collections includes trade lines (e.g., credit cards) that were previously past due and have been closed and charged 
off. Debt in collections can also originate from unpaid bills (e.g., medical bill, utility bill, parking ticket, child support, 
membership fees) that are reported to the credit bureau. Debts in collection include these various forms of non-mortgage 
debt. While mortgage debt could result in collections activity, it is very rare. 

Trimming  
Each component of total debt (mortgage trades, non-mortgage trades, and debt in collections) is trimmed at roughly 0.1 
percent at the top of the distribution. We then remove individuals from each component if they are trimmed in any one 
component, creating a 0.25 percent trim off the total sample. Debt past due is trimmed separately, at 0.1 percent.  

a. Appendix figure A.1 shows the archetypal path of one type of non-mortgage debt, credit card debt, from being open and current to being 
closed and in collections. 

APPENDIX FIGURE A.1 

Debt Delinquency Cycle for Unsecured Credit 

The archetypal path taken by a consumer account from current to charged-off 

 
Note: Federal regulations require creditors to charge-off revolving credit accounts (e.g., credit card accounts) after 180 days of payment 
delinquency. Uniform Retail Credit Classification and Account Management Policy, 65 FR 36903-01 (June 12, 2000). 
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APPENDIX TABLE A.1 

Delinquent Debt and Income by State  

State 
Share with past 

due debt  
Share with debt in 

collections  
Average debt in 

collections  
Average 

household income  
Alabama 5.9% 41.7% $5,604  $58,210  
Alaska 5.4% 33.1% $6,443  $85,975  
Arizona 5.3% 38.7% $6,224  $65,788  
Arkansas 5.6% 40.2% $4,438  $54,906  
California 5.1% 33.0% $5,456  $83,359  
Colorado 4.3% 31.2% $5,837  $77,606  
Connecticut 5.3% 26.2% $4,643  $96,180  
Delaware 5.3% 37.8% $5,133  $75,547  
District of Columbia 4.5% 41.8% $3,547  $103,652  
Florida 5.8% 41.0% $6,396  $65,167  
Georgia 6.1% 42.0% $4,649  $66,581  
Hawaii 4.6% 22.7% $5,731  $83,006  
Idaho 4.4% 28.3% $6,441  $59,573  
Illinois 4.6% 33.9% $5,101  $76,299  
Indiana 4.9% 35.5% $4,846  $62,167  
Iowa 4.1% 26.3% $4,810  $65,466  
Kansas 4.5% 30.9% $5,027  $67,591  
Kentucky 6.6% 41.9% $4,420  $57,566  
Louisiana 8.7% 43.8% $4,194  $61,800  
Maine 5.2% 29.1% $5,334  $62,030  
Maryland 4.9% 36.8% $4,273  $94,160  
Massachusetts 4.5% 23.0% $4,602  $90,576  
Michigan 4.7% 34.7% $4,352  $63,951  
Minnesota 4.1% 19.8% $5,682  $77,374  
Mississippi 7.2% 44.7% $4,413  $53,446  
Missouri 5.3% 35.4% $5,805  $62,196  
Montana 4.1% 26.2% $6,543  $60,867  
Nebraska 4.3% 23.9% $5,394  $66,072  
Nevada 5.4% 46.9% $7,198  $67,008  
New Hampshire 5.0% 27.4% $5,862  $81,747  
New Jersey 3.9% 29.2% $4,309  $95,457  
New Mexico 6.5% 40.8% $4,900  $60,147  
New York 4.7% 28.3% $5,147  $82,630  
North Carolina 4.0% 40.3% $4,280  $62,709  
North Dakota 5.0% 19.2% $5,265  $73,553  
Ohio 5.5% 35.4% $4,368  $63,692  
Oklahoma 6.1% 38.9% $5,012  $61,178  
Oregon 4.5% 30.5% $5,456  $65,866  
Pennsylvania 5.1% 30.9% $4,952  $70,352  
Rhode Island 5.8% 30.1% $4,383  $73,717  
South Carolina 6.5% 46.2% $5,606  $59,904  
South Dakota 4.3% 20.8% $6,458  $63,724  
Tennessee 5.2% 39.1% $4,466  $60,416  
Texas 7.6% 44.7% $5,049  $71,763  
Utah 3.4% 29.0% $5,828  $72,924  
Vermont 4.5% 23.7% $4,658  $69,646  
Virginia 4.4% 31.7% $4,976  $85,877  
Washington 3.7% 31.2% $5,795  $76,926  
West Virginia 5.4% 41.5% $4,697  $54,676  
Wisconsin 4.2% 26.5% $5,260  $66,985  
Wyoming 4.1% 28.2% $6,803  $69,214  
United States 5.3% 35.1% $5,178  $72,254  

Sources: Debt past due and in collections from authors' calculations based on September 2013 TransUnion data. Household income from 
2012 American Community Survey. 
Note: Average debt in collections is calculated among the subset of people with debt in collections. Monetary amounts are in 2013 dollars. 
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APPENDIX TABLE A.2 

Delinquent Debt by Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA)  

MSA 

Share 
with past 
due debt  

Share with 
debt in 

collections 

Average 
debt in 

collections 
 

MSA 

Share 
with past 
due debt 

Share with 
debt in 

collections 

Average 
debt in 

collections 
Akron, OH 5.4% 34.9% $4,942  Madison, WI 3.6% 22.6% $4,699 
Albany, NY 4.4% 27.2% $5,288  McAllen, TX 10.1% 51.7% $4,106 
Albuquerque, NM 5.8% 37.4% $4,914  Memphis, TN 6.5% 44.9% $4,707 
Allentown, PA 5.0% 31.1% $5,575  Miami, FL 6.3% 39.8% $6,767 
Atlanta, GA 5.7% 39.9% $5,008  Milwaukee, WI 5.4% 31.2% $4,857 
Augusta, GA 6.3% 41.9% $3,963  Minneapolis, MN 4.2% 20.1% $5,900 
Austin, TX 6.0% 38.7% $5,539  Nashville, TN 4.7% 36.4% $4,334 
Bakersfield, CA 6.8% 43.1% $4,913  New Haven, CT 6.4% 28.9% $4,436 
Baltimore, MD 5.0% 37.1% $4,138  New Orleans, LA 8.6% 41.5% $4,251 
Baton Rouge, LA 8.6% 43.7% $4,561  New York, NY 4.2% 27.9% $4,854 
Birmingham, AL 5.9% 41.6% $5,314  North Port, FL 4.6% 35.0% $6,803 
Boise City, ID 4.7% 30.4% $6,342  Ogden, UT 3.7% 26.1% $5,697 
Boston, MA 4.3% 22.4% $4,811  Oklahoma City, OK 5.3% 39.9% $5,179 
Bridgeport, CT 4.7% 24.5% $4,878  Omaha, NE 4.6% 29.1% $5,713 
Buffalo, NY 5.0% 28.6% $5,245  Orlando, FL 5.9% 44.8% $5,891 
Cape Coral, FL 5.4% 35.5% $7,280  Oxnard, CA 4.6% 29.5% $5,739 
Charleston, SC 6.4% 42.8% $5,053  Palm Bay, FL 4.8% 37.4% $7,043 
Charlotte, NC 4.2% 41.8% $4,698  Philadelphia, PA 5.1% 33.3% $4,688 
Chattanooga, TN 4.5% 41.0% $4,120  Phoenix, AZ 5.3% 39.3% $6,368 
Chicago, IL 4.7% 34.7% $4,903  Pittsburgh, PA 4.9% 28.4% $4,889 
Cincinnati, OH 5.4% 34.7% $4,458  Portland, OR 4.2% 29.4% $5,223 
Cleveland, OH 5.9% 34.9% $4,207  Providence, RI 5.8% 28.8% $4,341 
Colorado Springs, CO 5.0% 32.7% $6,621  Provo, UT 3.6% 26.2% $6,250 
Columbia, SC 7.3% 45.2% $6,416  Raleigh, NC 3.7% 33.2% $5,196 
Columbus, OH 5.2% 37.5% $4,229  Richmond, VA 4.9% 33.3% $4,844 
Dallas, TX 6.6% 44.3% $5,084  Riverside, CA 6.6% 40.9% $5,806 
Dayton, OH 5.5% 34.5% $3,872  Rochester, NY 5.0% 28.8% $4,839 
Deltona, FL 5.2% 41.7% $7,016  Sacramento, CA 5.4% 31.7% $5,891 
Denver, CO 4.2% 32.5% $5,468  Salt Lake City, UT 3.2% 32.2% $5,593 
Des Moines, IA 4.3% 27.3% $4,420  San Antonio, TX 8.8% 44.5% $5,420 
Detroit, MI 5.1% 36.7% $4,246  San Diego, CA 4.7% 31.3% $5,974 
El Paso, TX 9.0% 44.4% $4,660  San Francisco, CA 3.6% 26.7% $5,049 
Fresno, CA 6.5% 43.0% $4,632  San Jose, CA 3.5% 23.0% $4,977 
Grand Rapids, MI 4.1% 30.2% $3,991  Scranton, PA 5.7% 32.3% $4,877 
Greensboro, NC 4.0% 40.9% $4,406  Seattle, WA 3.5% 31.9% $5,995 
Greenville, SC 5.5% 44.0% $5,947  Spokane, WA 4.1% 30.9% $6,108 
Harrisburg, PA 4.7% 30.2% $4,887  Springfield, MA 5.3% 26.3% $4,332 
Hartford, CT 5.2% 25.9% $4,415  St. Louis, MO 5.2% 33.6% $5,455 
Honolulu, HI 4.5% 21.0% $5,472  Stockton, CA 6.5% 39.4% $5,242 
Houston, TX 7.2% 43.7% $5,132  Syracuse, NY 5.7% 27.7% $5,337 
Indianapolis, IN 4.9% 38.4% $4,821  Tampa, FL 5.5% 41.6% $6,287 
Jackson, MS 6.8% 43.3% $4,358  Toledo, OH 6.0% 36.5% $4,532 
Jacksonville, FL 6.2% 45.0% $6,331  Tucson, AZ 5.1% 36.3% $5,362 
Kansas City, MO 4.8% 35.0% $5,781  Tulsa, OK 6.3% 35.1% $4,983 
Knoxville, TN 4.6% 35.5% $4,513  Virginia Beach, VA 5.5% 36.1% $5,395 
Lakeland, FL 5.6% 47.3% $5,772  Washington, DC 4.2% 32.2% $4,451 
Las Vegas, NV 5.6% 49.2% $7,246  Wichita, KS 5.0% 33.4% $4,837 
Little Rock, AR 6.0% 38.4% $4,577  Winston, NC 3.8% 38.5% $3,419 
Los Angeles, CA 5.1% 32.6% $5,567  Worcester, MA 5.2% 25.7% $4,486 
Louisville, KY 5.0% 39.8% $4,509   Youngstown, OH 5.6% 34.2% $4,664 

Source: Authors' calculations based on September 2013 TransUnion data. 
Notes: MSA name refers to the largest city within the MSA. Average debt in collections is calculated among the subset of people with debt in 
collections. Monetary amounts are in 2013 dollars. 
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Notes 

1. Researchers have noted spatial patterns in income inequality and housing prices (Bee 2012; Cohen, Coughlin, and 
Lopez 2012; and Weinberg 2011). 

2. See our companion brief, “Debt in America,” for an overview of total debt, mortgage debt, and non-mortgage debt 
held by Americans. 

3. Karen Harris, “Full Utility Reporting: Panacea or Scourge for Low-Income Consumers?” The Shriver Brief (blog), 
Sargent Shriver National Center on Poverty Law, July 18, 2012, 
http://www.theshriverbrief.org/2012/07/articles/asset-opportunity/full-utility-reporting-panacea-or-scourge-for-
lowincome-consumers/. The 2013 US population is estimated to be 316 million, with 76.7 percent of Americans (242 
million) age 18 or older (US Census Bureau 2014).  

4. In 2011, an estimated 1.7 percent of households used a payday loan and 2.9 percent used a pawnshop (FDIC 2012). 

5. Nearly 11 percent of our sample has only a record of debt in collections on their credit report in September 2013. An 
analysis of June 2003 credit bureau data found a similar number: 11.6 percent of people had only a record of debt in 
collections (Avery, Calem, and Canner 2004). For some types of debt—medical debt and unpaid utility bills in many 
jurisdictions—there is no positive reporting to credit bureaus, only negative reporting. As a result, the debt only 
appears on a person's credit report after it is in collections. 

6. Appendix figure A.1 shows the archetypal path of credit card debt from being open and current to being past due, 
and finally, to being charged-off and in collections. 

7. We identify a person as having debt past due only if the credit bureau reports having received verification in the 
past 12 months that the debt is still owed. 

8. The median amount is a substantially lower at $651. 

9. The correlation between average household income and average amount of debt past due (amount required to 
become current on that debt) is even lower at -0.1. 

10. A 2004 Federal Reserve Bulletin study found that some creditors do not consistently report accounts of 
consumers who make regular payments, and do not always report when accounts are closed, transferred, or otherwise 
modified (Avery et al. 2004).  

11. The median amounts also differ across the two groups—$4,171 and $1,131, respectively. Among people with debt 
past due, the majority (79 percent) also have debt in collections. 

12. An astonishing 70 percent of census tracts have at least 25 percent of people with reported debt in collections. In 
comparison, less than 1 percent of census tracts (40) have at least 25 percent of people with debt past due. 

13. This also holds when looking at debt in collections relative to income, although there are somewhat higher values 
in the South compared with the Northeast and Midwest (not shown). 

14. The median value is $651. We calculate 12 million adults as follows: With 242 million US adults (US Census 
Bureau 2014) and an estimated 22 million US adults without a credit file (Harris 2012), an estimated 220 million US 
adults have a credit file. Using our random sample of credit file holders, we estimate that 5.3 percent of credit file 
holders, or nearly 12 million US adults, have debt past due reported in their credit files. 

15. We calculate 77 million adults as follows: Among the estimated 220 million US adults that have a credit file, we 
estimate that 35 percent, or 77 million US adults, have debt in collections reported in their credit files. 

16. The median value is $1,349. 
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