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Average Family Balance Sheet in 2016 
 

Assets Liabilities and Equity 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 
Young: <40; Middle-aged: 40-61; Old: 62+ 

College is a four-year college degree 
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Homeownership Does Not Build Long-
Term Wealth As Fast As Other Assets  

 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 

Average annualized % 
change in all families’: 

Homeowners’ 
equity 

All other 
wealth 

Total 
wealth 

White 1.3 3.2 2.8 

Hispanic 1.6 3.7 2.9 

Black 0.7 3.2 2.2 

All families 1.1 2.9 2.5 
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Balance Sheets Across the Life Cycle 
 

 
 Example of a wealthy group: White 

college grads 
 

 Example of a vulnerable group: 
Hispanic non-college grads 
 

 Example of a fragile group: Black 
college grads 
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How Do Asset and Liability Shares 
Change Across the Life Cycle? 

 

 
 Wealthy group: White college grads 

o Safe and liquid assets are stable 
o Housing share declines 

significantly 
o Other financial assets increase 

significantly 
o Moderate debt is paid off rapidly  
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Wealthy Family Balance Sheet: 
Young, White, College Graduate 

 
Assets Liabilities and Equity 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 
Young: <40; Middle-aged: 40-61; Old: 62+ 

College is a four-year college degree 
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Wealthy Family Balance Sheet: Middle-
Aged, White, College Graduate 

 
Assets Liabilities and Equity 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 
Young: <40; Middle-aged: 40-61; Old: 62+ 

College is a four-year college degree 
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Wealthy Family Balance Sheet: 
Old, White, College Graduate 

 
Assets Liabilities and Equity 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 
Young: <40; Middle-aged: 40-61; Old: 62+ 

College is a four-year college degree 
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How Do Asset and Liability Shares 
Change Across the Life Cycle? 

 
 Vulnerable group: Hispanic non-

college grads 
o Safe and liquid assets increase 

from a low level 
o Housing share remains very large 
o Other financial assets remain very 

small 
o High debt is paid off rapidly but 

remains burdensome  
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Vulnerable Family Balance Sheet: 
Young, Hispanic, Less than College 

 
Assets Liabilities and Equity 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 
Young: <40; Middle-aged: 40-61; Old: 62+ 

College is a four-year college degree 
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Vulnerable Family Balance Sheet: Middle-
Aged, Hispanic, Less than College 

 
Assets Liabilities and Equity 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 
Young: <40; Middle-aged: 40-61; Old: 62+ 

College is a four-year college degree 
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Vulnerable Family Balance Sheet: 
Old, Hispanic, Less than College 

 
Assets Liabilities and Equity 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 
Young: <40; Middle-aged: 40-61; Old: 62+ 

College is a four-year college degree 
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How Do Asset and Liability Shares 
Change Across the Life Cycle? 

 
 Fragile group: Black college grads 

o Safe and liquid assets decline 
o High housing share declines 

significantly 
o Other financial assets remain 

small 
o Other non-financial assets 

increase 
o Very high debt is paid off rapidly  



15 

Fragile Family Balance Sheet: 
Young, Black, College Grad 

 
Assets Liabilities and Equity 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 
Young: <40; Middle-aged: 40-61; Old: 62+ 

College is a four-year college degree 



16 

Fragile Family Balance Sheet: Middle-
Aged, Black, College Grad 

 
Assets Liabilities and Equity 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 
Young: <40; Middle-aged: 40-61; Old: 62+ 

College is a four-year college degree 
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Fragile Family Balance Sheet: 
Old, Black, College Grad 

 
Assets Liabilities and Equity 

Source: Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances, 2017 
Young: <40; Middle-aged: 40-61; Old: 62+ 

College is a four-year college degree 
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Balance-Sheet Recommendations for 
Building Wealth 

 

 For vulnerable and fragile groups 
o Boost safe and liquid assets 
o Reduce housing share of assets 
o Increase other financial assets 
o Reduce debt 

 More specifically: 
o Delay homeownership; buy only with a 

large down-payment 
o Avoid or pay down all other debt 
o Begin account-based saving (for 

education, retirement) as early as possible 
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