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The eleven-year recovery since the 2008 financial crisis has been good for most Americans, allowing many to pay 
off debt and build a solid footing again. However, as this market cycle is getting a bit long in the tooth, investors 
are rightly concerned about areas of fundamental deterioration and whether the next recession might be lurking 
around the corner.

This week’s chart looks at the total amount of consumer debt in the U.S. The chart shows the aggregate amount of 
mortgage debt, home equity lines of credit, auto loans, credit card debt and student loans among U.S. households. 
We can see that in total, the amount reached roughly $13 trillion at the peak of the 2008 crisis, fell to a trough of 
about $11 trillion in 2013, but has now surpassed 2008 levels to about $14 trillion today, with especially high growth 
in the total student loan amount.

While nominal numbers can be informative, finance is the study of ratios, which can be even more insightful. If 
we divide the total nominal consumer debt amount by the U.S. population at key dates, we determine that total 
consumer debt was $24.93 per person in 2003, reaching a peak of $41.68 per person in 2008, dropping to a trough 
of $35.27 per person in 2013, but again surpassing 2008 and reaching an all-time peak of $41.77 per person today. 
Should we be concerned? While per person levels of consumer debt are concerning, consumer debt to GDP levels 
would tell a different story. Dividing the same total nominal consumer debt as shown in the chart by nominal U.S. 
GDP, we have 0.6x in 2003, 0.9x in 2008, 0.7x in 2013 and back to 0.6x today.

Are Americans Swimming in Debt Again?
BENJAMIN H. MOHR, CFA, SENIOR RESEARCH ANALYST, FIXED INCOME

Chart of the Week

Sources: New York Fed Consumer Credit Panel/Equifax, U.S. Census Bureau, Federal Reserve
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The two leverage ratios suggest opposing conclusions. While the per person leverage ratio is showing that 
we are worse off today than in 2008, the GDP leverage ratio is showing that we are just fine, with a consumer 
debt-to-GDP ratio that is nowhere near 2008 and more akin to 2003. Bottom line, this is telling us that our GDP 
is growing at a faster rate than our population, due at least in part to advances in technology that have raised 
productivity levels. However, the per person leverage ratio is showing that each American on average now has 
more debt than ever before, even more than 2008 levels, which bears watching for its potential impact on overall 
growth in the coming years.


