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In this article we report on home ownership among no-asset chapter 7 debtors.  The report is
based on 5,832 non-business chapter 7 cases that were closed between 1999 and 2001.3  We
classified each debtor as an owner or a non-owner based on information in Schedules A, C, D,
and J of their petition.

Most owners occupied ordinary single family dwellings, but some owned condominiums,
trailers, or second properties.  Separated couples who filed jointly were counted as owners if an
owned  property was listed on the Schedules, even if one of them was a renter.  Also included as
owners were debtors who held property at the time of filing but indicated in their filing that they
intended to liquidate the property.  Most non-owners report on Schedule J that they pay rent for
an apartment or house.  But we also included as non-owners debtors who appeared to be living
rent-free under diverse circumstances – these are approximately 11% of non-owners.

National Home Ownership Rates: The home ownership rate in our sample was well below the
rate in the general population.  The Bureau of the Census reported a national home ownership
rate of about 67% in the year 2000.4    Among the debtors in our sample, however, the rate was
less than 42% (2,425 out of 5,832).  Thus, while non-owners make up about one-third of the
nation’s households,  they account for over 58% of the chapter 7 filings.  We estimate that the
chapter 7 filing rate is 2.9 times greater for non-owners than for owners.

Ownership Rates by State: In every state, the rate of home ownership by chapter 7 debtors was
lower than the statewide average.  States with relatively high ownership rates among debtors5
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included West Virginia (60.4%), Texas (59.9%), Mississippi (56.7%), Oklahoma (56.5%), and
Connecticut (55.8%).   States with relatively low ownership rates among debtors included
Colorado (27.0%), Massachusetts (28.6%), New York (31.2%), California (31.6%), Maryland
(33.9%), and Illinois (33.9%).

Home Values and Equity: The median listed value was $80,000, about one-third below the
national median of $119,600 in 2000.6    About 5.3% of the owners reported a value of  $200,000
or more.  We cannot report directly on the amount of home equity held by the debtors because
our database does not include the balance on each mortgage.  We are able, however, to make a
rough estimate of the owners’ net worth at the time of filing by comparing total real and personal
property with total secured, priority and unsecured debt.  By this measure 80.5% of the owners
had a negative net worth at the time of filing.  Whatever equity may have existed in their homes
was generally well below other secured, priority and unsecured debts.

Debtors’ Financial Profiles: The financial profiles of the owners varied significantly from the
non-owners.  In general, the owners were a little older,  had larger households, more personal
property, and higher credit card and other unsecured debt levels.  They also reported higher
incomes and expenses.  Their average mortgage payments were higher than the rent amounts
reported by the non-owners.  The following chart compares the average and median (middle)
figures for owners and non-owners.

NON-OWNERS HOMEOWNERS

AVERAGE MEDIAN AVERAGE MEDIAN

FAMILY SIZE 2.11 2 2.67 2

 AGE 39.5 (N=513) 37 42.5 (N=561) 41

PERSONAL PROPERTY $10,970 $5,950 $20,707 $12,880

SECURED DEBT $7,862 $565 $98,481 $85,618

PRIORITY DEBT $2,429 $0 $2,151 $0

GENERAL UNSECURED DEBT $35,007 $22,982 $48,120 $29,372

   (---CREDIT CARD DEBT) ($15,210) ($8,524) ($21,897) ($15,100)

MONTHLY GROSS INCOME $2,060 $1,858 $2,930 $2,625

NET MONTHLY INCOME $1,608 $1,452 $2,277 $2,067

MONTHLY EXPENSES $1,804 $1,635 $2,608 $2,395

RENT OR MORTGAGE PMT. $454 $420 $771 $674



Gender and Marital Status: The next table reviews home ownership in the contexts of gender
and marital status. Slightly less than one-third of the non-joint male and female debtors are
homeowners.  The rate falls to under 30% for both male and female debtors who list their marital
status as single.  Among joint filers, the home ownership rate rises to above 60%.  In the
population at large, about 83% of married couple families own homes, while the rates for the
various categories of unmarried householders are in the 47% to 58% range.

NON-
OWNERS

OWNERS PERCENT
OWNERS 

MALE   TOTAL 1,153 525 31.3%

   --- MARRIED 199 150 43.0%

   ---SEPARATED 60 48 44.4%

   ---DIVORCED 216 128 37.2%

   ---SINGLE 665 189 22.1%

   ---WIDOWED 13 10 43.5%

FEMALE TOTAL 1,455 690 32.2%

   --- MARRIED 162 119 42.3%

   ---SEPARATED 126 47 27.2%

   ---DIVORCED 326 179 35.4%

   ---SINGLE 773 291 27.3%

   ---WIDOWED 68 54 44.3%

JOINT FILING TOTAL 750 1,195 61.4%

  ---MARRIED 717 1,121 61.0%

 ---SEPARATED 33 74 69.2%

Outlying Cases:  Six debtors reported more than $500,000 in real property on Schedule A of
their petitions.  Closer examinations revealed that in three of these cases the bulk of the real
property consisted of rental or investment property.  In one other case, the debtor intended to
surrender the home.  It appeared that only two debtors (out of 5,832 reviewed) were living in a
home valued at $500,000 or more post-bankruptcy.  Additionally, neither of these debtors had
substantial equity in their homes.



Conclusion: Chapter 7 debtors are far less likely to be homeowners than the population at large. 
The home ownership rate is lower for chapter 7 debtors in every state and marital status category
than it is for the population in general.  Debtors who do own homes tend to have little equity in
them, and the houses themselves tend to be of modest value.  Compared to the non-owners the
owners tend to be older, with higher incomes and larger families, but they also have higher
unsecured debt levels and monthly expenses. Non-owners are nearly three times as likely to file 
chapter 7 bankruptcy than owners are.


