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In this article, we describe how credit card debt is distributed among different characteristics of 
chapter 7 no asset debtors: their location, age, gender and marital status, family size, and gross
income.  We also tease out what we can about the relationship between credit card and medical
debts.  Our analysis is based on 5,203 no-asset non-business chapter 7 cases that were closed
between 2000 and 2002.2   We only included  bank-issued credit card debt (e.g., Visa
MasterCard, Discover, etc.).  Credit card debt for individual stores, which averages $2,917 per
case in our population, was not included.

Credit card debt is a major issue in a substantial percentage of consumer bankruptcies. Nearly
90% of the cases had at least some debt listed, and it accounted for 42.8% of the total general
unsecured debt in our sample cases.  In the 49 cases with unsecured debts over $250,000 only
6.5% of the debt was from credit cards, but the in the remaining cases nearly one half (49.6%) of
the general unsecured debt was from credit cards.

The average credit card debt reported on Schedule F for our cases was $17,738.  About 1.1
million no asset non-business chapter 7 cases will be closed nationwide this year, so we project
that these cases will result in the discharge of nearly $20 billion in credit card debt.

Unfortunately, the bankruptcy petitions do not reveal much about how this debt was incurred. 
We have no information regarding how the credit cards were used– e.g., for medical debt, living
expenses, luxury items, gambling, etc.  Also, we do not know how much of the listed debt was
not for purchases, but comprised annual fees, over the limit charges, late fees, and interest
charges.
 
Debt Ranges:   The median (middle case) credit card debt level was $11,038.   This is well
below the average debt level ($17,738) because a small percentage of the debtors had very high
credit card debt balances.  Approximately 7.2% of the debtors owed at least $50,000 in credit
card debt, accounting for nearly one-third of the total.   Projecting these figures nationwide, in
2003 about 80,000 chapter 7 debtors owing at least $50,000 in credit card debt will discharge
about $6 billion in such debt.











Conclusion: Credit card debt is a significant factor in many bankruptcy cases, and nearly $20
billion is discharged in chapter 7 cases per year.  Cases where the debtor has at least $50,000 in
credit card debt account for nearly one-third of this amount.  Credit card debt levels are
particularly high among joint filers, high income debtors, elderly debtors, and debtors with no
listed medical debts.  They tend to be lower among low to moderate income debtors, female
debtors, debtors under the age of 35, and debtors with very high medical debts.


