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Concern regarding the large numbers of personal bankruptcies 

in Oregon prompted this study. Although information was available 

from a few studies in other parts of the United States, none was 

available for Oregon. Very little data has been collected on per- 

sonal and family characteristics of people filing bankruptcy and less 

has been collected through personal interviews with the petitioners. 

The two major objectives of this study were (1) to obtain data 

about certain personal and family characteristics of a sample of 

Oregon personal bankruptcy petitioners through the use of an inter- 

view questionnaire and to attempt to determine if they were related to 

financial characteristics obtained from official bankruptcy petitions and 

(2) to compare selected socioeconomic characteristics of the sample 

with Oregon and United States general population characteristics. 

An interview questionnaire was administered to 50 personal 

bankruptcy petitioners immediately following the first creditor hearing 



for each case in the bankruptcy court in Portland, Oregon in February 

1966. Other data were secured from the bankruptcy petitions. The 

study required cooperation of the Federal Referees in Bankruptcy, 

attorneys handling each case and the petitioners themselves. 

Personal and family information obtained from the petitioner 

questionnaire included: sex; age class; occupation classification; 

employment status; marital status; length of time married; length 

of time divorced or separated; number of times petitioner had mar- 

ried; age class of spouse; family size; number of children; stage in 

family life cycle; employment status of spouse; bankruptcy history; 

petitioner and spouse education; social class; incidence of threatened 

and /or actual garnishment; number and type of solutions to financial 

problems sought before petitioning for bankruptcy; period of highest 

debt level; reason for highest debt level; number and type of primary 

reasons for filing bankruptcy petition; type of area in which petitioner 

lived during first 14 years of life; degree of expressed marital happi- 

ness; degree of influence of financial problems on marital happiness; 

responsibility for bill payment; and degree of expressed husband -wife 

agreement regarding expenditures. 

Financial information obtained from bankruptcy petitions filed 

with the court included income for last available year, total amount 

of debt, amount and percentage of secured, unsecured and assigned 

debt and number and percentage of secured, unsecured and assigned 



creditors. Debts were classified into 23 creditor classifications 

according to purpose of the debt. 

Statistical description included frequency distributions, ranges, 

means and medians. A t -test of significance was run for petitioner 

characteristics with mean debt and mean income. A multiple corre- 

lation using age class, family size, stage in family life cycle, mean 

income and mean debt was calculated. 

Results of the study indicated a significant correlation (P = . 01) 

between mean debt and mean income. Among other findings are the 

following median personal, family and financial characteristics of the 

petitioners: male, 28 years old, married, two children, child bear- 

ing stage of family life cycle, twelfth grade education, semiskilled 

employee, income for last available year of $4, 950 and total debt of 

$4,831 owed 16.5 creditors. Over 75 percent of the petitioners owed 

medical and automobile expenses. 

Findings regarding degree of expressed marital happiness, de- 

gree of influence of financial problems on marital happiness and de- 

gree of expressed husband -wife agreement regarding expenditures, 

although not conclusive, suggest trends which indicate the need for 

further research. 

Care must be taken not to generalize from the results since 

reliability and validity have not been established. 



Suggestions for further research regarding bankruptcy include 

expansion of interview technique and total sample size, study of 

financial management practices of bankrupts following bankruptcy 

release, study of creditor orientation to bankruptcy, a longitudinal 

study of family structure and personal traits as they relate to finan- 

cial management. 
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SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS OF PERSONAL BANKRUPTCY 

PETITIONERS IN PORTLAND, OREGON 

INTRODUCTION 

Increases in nonbusiness voluntary bankruptcy (hereafter 

termed personal bankruptcy) have been of concern in recent years. 

Personal bankruptcies now approximate 91 percent of all bankruptcy 

petitions filed in the United States (National Cons. Fin. Corp. , 1965). 

The increased incidence of personal bankruptcy has been evi- 

denced during a period of relatively high economic prosperity, thus 

giving rise to speculation as to the underlying causes of family 

insolvency. 

A number of possible causes of the increase in personal bank- 

ruptcy cases in the United States have been suggested: threat, or 

actuality of wage garnishment; unplanned expenses, particularly 

medical and hospital bills; inability of young married people to cope 

with their credit payments; deficiency judgments; the increasing num- 

ber of divorces among unstable young people leaving each reluctant 

to pay bills of an unhappy marriage; and seasonal unemployment 

(Snedecor, 1962; Misbach, 1964; Brosky, 1965; Brunner, 1965; 

Dolphin, 1965; and Huber, 1965). Empirical evidence would suggest 

that these causes, with the exception of garnishment which is state 

regulated, might be common to all states. 
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In Oregon several reasons have been suggested for the high 

rate of personal bankruptcy. Estes Snedecor, Federal Referee in 

Bankruptcy in Portland, Oregon said, "It is the garnishment of wages 

that precipitates bankruptcy."' 

Since overall family management deals in large part with finan- 

cial management, it is important to ascertain the characteristics of 

people unable to adequately cope with this area of family living. 

This study is an initial attempt to isolate some of these character- 

istics from a sample of petitioners in the Portland, Oregon area. 

The increased knowledge and information obtained through the 

study of unsuccessful financial management practices can, perhaps, 

help isolate elements of adequate and satisfactory management. 

Knowledge of these elements could be used in the development of 

educational programs. 

It would be hoped that creditor organizations could also utilize 

the information in order to provide services more adequate to meet 

the needs of their customers and their own members. 

Since Oregon has one of the highest levels of personal bank- 

ruptcy in the United States, it is important to know more about the 

petitioners. It is necessary to know the specific characteristics of 

these petitioners, personal and family aspects as well as their debts 

'Interview, November 5, 1965. 
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and creditors, before it will be possible to assist in the alleviation 

of bankruptcy as a socioeconomic problem. These characteristics 

believed to be identifiable are appropriate to the understanding of 

the Oregon situation. 

The primary purpose of this study was to obtain and study 

specific personal and financial information of a group of personal 

bankruptcy petitioners in the state of Oregon. This additional infor- 

mation might help lead to the isolation of causes of personal and 

family insolvency and lead to the eventual reduction in number of 

bankruptcy petitions filed each year. 



4 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Personal bankruptcy statistics show that, during the fiscal 

year ending June 30, 1954, a total of 44,243 petitions were filed in 

the United States. In the 1961 fiscal year 131,397 cases were com- 

menced and for the year 1965 the total reached 163, 396, an increase 

of about 269.3 percent since 1954 (Admin. Off. of U. S. Courts, 

1965). 

Total population has not increased in the same proportion. 

From 1950 to 1960 the total United States population increase was 

approximately 18.5 percent. The 1965 United States population was 

estimated at 194.5 million persons, a 7.6 percent increase since 

1960 (U. S. Bur. of Census, 1961). 

In Oregon the rise in personal bankruptcy filings follows much 

the same pattern. In 1954 there were 1,248 petitions filed and in 

1961 there were 3,457 cases commenced. The 1965 total of 3,909 

petitions filed is a 213.2 percent increase over the 1954 total 

(Admin. Off. of U. S. Courts, 1965). From 1950 to 1960 Oregon 

population increased by 16.3 percent (U. S. Bur. of Census, 1961). 

When personal bankruptcy petitions are considered relative to 

population figures, Oregon has a much higher ratio than the United 

States as a whole. In 1961 there were 73 personal bankruptcy 

petitions filed per 100,000 persons in the United States; in 1965 there 
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were 85 petitions per 100,000 population. In Oregon 195 such peti- 

tions were filed per 100,000 persons in 1961 and 209 were filed in 

1965. Oregon now places third among the states in petitions filed 

per 100,000 population, following Alabama with 286 and Tennessee 

with 232 (Admin. Off. of U. S. Courts, 1965). 

Several more highly populated states have very low bankruptcy 

filings in comparison to Oregon. In 1965 Pennsylvania had six bank- 

ruptcies per 100,000 persons, California 167 and New York 31 

(Admin. Off. of U. S. Courts, 1965). 

Although several bankruptcy studies have been conducted in 

other areas of the United States, there have been no studies in 

Oregon to delineate socioeconomic characteristics of the local per- 

sonal bankruptcy petitioner. 

In a study of 172 personal bankruptcy cases in Genessee 

County, Michigan, Dolphin (1965) found the average petitioner to be 

a 30 -year old married, white male, with a family of five, a tenth 

grade education and a blue -collar job providing a yearly income of 

$4,656.2 He also found that the average bankrupt owed $3,200 to 

$3,800 and had 12 to 16 creditors. 

In the Michigan study (Dolphin, 1965), personal loan companies 

2Age, family size, education and income are median scores; 
sex, marital status, occupation and race are modal scores; occupa- 
tion and income are from sample of 482 cases. 
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held 11 percent of the total debt, while banks held 17 percent, 

medical services 15 percent, sales finance companies 16 percent 

and retailers 12 percent. Retailers as a group comprised 31 per- 

cent of all creditors, medical services 28 percent, service renderers 

12 percent, personal loan companies seven percent and banks six 

percent. 

Misbach (1964) states: 

In a sample investigation of 757 personal bankruptcies 
filed in Utah for the first eight months of 1963, it was found 
that the average debts were about $11,000. Of this amount 
approximately $7,000 were secured debts and $4,000 
unsecured with average number of creditors being 18. The 
largest amounts were owed to finance companies, with mort- 
gage loan companies being next and banks in third place. A 
breakdown of these cases according to total debts reveals 
that 24% had total debts under $4,000 and 50% were under 
$6,000 (p. 39). 

Brosky (1965), in a study of bankruptcy petitioners in Seattle, 

Washington area, found over 50 percent of the bankruptcy petitioners 

were in the 21 to 30 year age bracket. In regard to garnishment, 

36 percent of a sample totaling 39 bankrupts had wages garnished 

within four months preceding bankruptcy. Of a sample of 300, 29 

percent were involved in garnishment proceedings. From statements 

of the 39 bankrupts on reasons for filing petitions, 15 indicated their 

jobs were threatened3, ten indicated an overload of debt, four medi- 

cal bills, four unemployment, with the six remaining indicating 

3Usual reason given was garnishment or threat of garnishment. 
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divorce, family troubles, aluminum siding contract or no stated 

reason. 

In a study of 74 personal bankruptcy petitioners in Sacramento 

County, California, Herrmann (1965) found the median number of 

creditors to be 19; the range was seven to 68 creditors. The median 

amount of debt incurred by the 74 petitioners was $4,514. When 

debts were separated into secured (exclusive of home mortgage debt) 

and unsecured classifications, he found the median number of 

unsecured creditors to be 16. The median amount of unsecured debt 

was $1,802. The median number of creditors was two and the median 

amount of secured debt was $1,119. 

Generally the bankruptcy studies which are referred to above 

have relied primarily on financial information available on bankruptcy 

petitions filed with the bankruptcy courts and on information available 

from local credit bureaus. Because of the many problems involved 

in obtaining personal information, the profiles of the petitioners 

were often incomplete. 

Huber's study (1965), although not of bankruptcy petitioners, 

involved 100 families with overextended credit in metropolitan 

Detroit in 1963. The study included administration of a rating scale 

to husbands and wives. This rating scale was designed to measure 

attitudes and general dispositions of both spouses. The results 

indicated a remarkable similarity in personality traits between 
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husbands and wives. Two of these traits which were particularly 

evident were "tendency toward impulsivity and a carefree, easy- 

going nature" (p. 3). There was very little evidence of one spouse 

dominating the other in the overextended families, while three of 

four husbands in a control group of 24 families who were not over- 

extended were clearly dominant. Huber casually implied that over- 

spending might be the result of unanimity of certain personality 

traits between husband and wife. 

Another area of the study dealt with confusion of roles (Huber, 

1965). 

At issue was a fundamental confusion of roles. Even 
among the 43 percent of other couples who thought they were 
sharing money management responsibilities, there was little 
indication of joint decision -making, democratically planned. 
Among these couples what really appeared to be operating 
was a laissez -faireism parading as a sort of magnanimous 
democracy in the dispensing of funds. As one husband 
expressed it, "We don't quibble about it. If either of us wants 
to buy, we buy." 

By sharp contrast, among our control couples there was 
evidence of clear and decisive communication between spouses 
on which partner paid the bills, made the major financial 
decisions, kept the budget and so on. Apparently more 
important than a sharing of the actual duties to these couples 
was agreement on who was to be responsible to get the job 
done. Interestingly, while 42 percent of the control couples 
indicated they split the money responsibilities, an equal num- 
ber agreed that the husband assumed the major responsibility. 
Among our problem families, less than 15 percent of the 
husbands played a similar role (p. 4). 

Previous studies have contributed a great amount of necessary 

information to the study of personal bankruptcy. However financial 



9 

characteristics of Oregon petitioners are not known. It will also be 

of value to have personal and family characteristics available and to 

be able to relate them to financial characteristics. 



METHOD AND PROCEDURE 

Definition of Terms 

Several terms extensively used in this study need clarif ica- 

tion. 

10 

Personal bankruptcy refers to the discharge of an individual's 

debts through the legal procedure specified in the Federal Bankruptcy 

Act. The history and development of federal bankruptcy legislation 

is discussed by Misbach (1964). 

Chapter XIII, referred to as the Wage Earner Plan, is a 

section of bankruptcy law which provides a legal protective environ- 

ment for the petitioner to pay his debts through extension or compo- 

sition of debts. This plan may be recommended by legal counsel or 

the court but participation in the plan is voluntary on the part of the 

individual. Cooperation of the creditors is a necessary element in 

the formulation of such a plan. 

Garnishment is a state regulated process whereby a creditor 

may have the court order the debtor's employer to pay a portion of 

the debtor's wages to the court for distribution to the creditor. 

Oregon law provides that $250 of a debtor's wages are exempt from 

garnishment during any 30 -day period. 

A deficiency judgment serves as a creditor protection and 
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provides that, in the event of payment default, the creditor may 

repossess the goods covered by the agreement, sell them and recover 

from the debtor the monetary difference between the amount received 

from sale of the goods and the amount due on the security agreement. 

A secured debt means that a security agreement which creates 

or provides for security is involved in the transaction. 

Assigned debts are defined in this paper as those debts which 

have been transferred by the original creditor to an agent or agency 

for collection purposes. The original creditor is no longer the 

primary holder of the financial obligation. 

A debt prorater is an individual or agency who, for a specified 

fee or percentage, acts as middleman between a debtor and his 

creditors to effect the payment of debts, usually over an extended 

period of time. 

Objectives of the Study 

There were two major objectives of this study. The first was 

to obtain certain personal and family characteristics of a sample of 

Oregon personal bankruptcy petitioners through the use of an inter- 

view questionnaire and to attempt to determine if they were related to 

financial characteristics obtained from official bankruptcy petitions. 

The second major objective was to compare selected socio- 

economic characteristics of a sample of bankruptcy petitioners with 
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Oregon and United States general population characteristics. Limi- 

tations of time and money dictated that comparisons be made through 

the use of available general population data rather than through 

expansion of the sample to include a control group. 

Answers to the following empirical questions were sought from 

the study: 

1. What were the specific personal and family characteristics 

of the sample group of petitioners in relation to age, mari- 

tal status, family size, stage in family life cycle, educa- 

tion, employment status of petitioners' spouses, reasons 

for filing bankruptcy petition, causes of financial problems 

and marital happiness? 

2. What were the general economic characteristics of the 

petitioners in regard to family income and debts? 

3. What types of debts were generally incurred by the peti- 

tioners and how were these debts distributed as proportions 

of total petitioner and sample debt? 

4. Was there a significant relationship between specific per- 

sonal and family characteristics of the petitioners and fam- 

ily income or amount of incurred petitioner debt? 

5. Was a pattern evidenced when petitioner debt was related 

to petitioner income within specific category breakdowns 

of personal and family characteristics? 



6. Did the socioeconomic characteristics of the sample of 

bankruptcy petitioners differ from the characteristics of 

the Oregon and United States general populations? 

7. Did the socioeconomic characteristics of the sample of 

bankruptcy petitioners differ from comparable character- 

istics of sample groups in bankruptcy studies conducted 

within other areas of the United States? 

Design of the Study 

Selection of the Subjects 

13 

Initial contact was made with Federal Referees in Bankruptcy 

in Corvallis and Portland regarding feasibility of a bankruptcy study. 

Their encouragement and suggestions facilitated plans for the gen- 

eral research design. 

The subjects were selected from personal bankruptcy cases 

being heard in the Ninth Circuit Bankruptcy Court of Federal Referees 

in Bankruptcy Folger Johnson, Jr. and C. E. Luckey in Portland. 

This court hears cases from Clackamas, Columbia, Multnomah and 

Washington counties in northwest Oregon. 

In 1965 about one -half of all Oregon bankruptcy cases were 

handled through the Portland court In February, 1966, 392 total 

bankruptcy cases were handled in Oregon; of these, approximately 
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197 cases were handled in the Portland court. 

The 50 cases used in this study approximated 30 percent of the 

estimated 180 personal bankruptcy cases heard in Portland during 

February. 

During 1965 the number of cases heard monthly in the Portland 

court ranged from 154 in July to 212 in June. Whether or not the 

difference in number of cases heard each month was due in fact to 

fluctuation caused by seasonal factors has not been ascertained. It 

is not known if there is any relationship between total number of 

cases heard and the socioeconomic characteristics of petitioners. 

As it was not possible to obtain sample cases during each 

month of a 12 month period, monthly variation in number of per- 

sonal bankruptcy cases heard in the Portland court was not a factor 

considered in the selection of the sample for this study. 

Because reliability and validity have not been established, one 

should approach generalizing from the sample to the personal bank- 

ruptcy population of the Portland court with caution. Further gen- 

eralization to personal bankruptcy petitioners in other parts of 

Oregon should be approached with even greater caution. Questions 

should be asked concerning the socioeconomic conditions prevailing 

in the area and demographic factors which could influence petitioner 

characteristics. Because of differences in state laws, socioeconomic 

conditions and demographic factors, generalization cannot be made 
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to personal bankruptcy petitioners in other areas of the United States. 

Subjects in the study were selected from cases being heard in 

the Portland court during six different days in February, 1966. The 

six days encompassed a four week period and included three Fridays, 

two Tuesdays and one Wednesday. The specific six days for selec- 

tion of subjects were chosen because of the large number of cases 

scheduled to be heard by the court during each of these days. 

Approximately ten to 30 cases were heard on each of the six 

days. Hearings were scheduled for every ten to 15 minutes. The 

general procedure was to interview the petitioner immediately fol- 

lowing his hearing to obtain personal and family characteristics. 

Financial information was recorded from the official bankruptcy 

petitions at a later more convenient time. No information from the 

hearing itself was used in the study. 

In order to obtain a somewhat representative sample, it was 

planned to interview every other petitioner on the selected days until 

the 50 cases were obtained. Procedure included requesting permis- 

sion of the attorney and the petitioner at the conclusion of every 

other hearing to conduct the interview. If permission was granted, 

the interview was conducted. In only five cases was permission 

denied- -twice because of time factors, once for personal reasons of 

the petitioner and twice for personal reasons of the attorney. 

Because some of the interviews took a longer period of time 
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than originally anticipated and because request to interview the 

petitioner was sometimes denied, certain modifications of the origi- 

nal procedure were necessary. Permission was requested to inter- 

view the petitioner at the end of the hearing directly following the 

completion of an interview. This meant that in some cases succes- 

sive petitioners were interviewed and in others every second, third 

or fourth petitioner was interviewed. 

The sample was not random; it was a sample of convenience. 

All cases were selected without prior knowledge of content. 

Construction and Use of the Instrument 

The interview questionnaire (Appendix A) was developed by the 

researcher after consultation with family finance, family life and 

legal and bankruptcy specialists. It was pretested with a total of 

nine petitioners on two separate occasions at the Corvallis bank- 

ruptcy court through the cooperation of Referee Lester Oehler. 

Fixed categories to be used for classification of answers for 

several of the questions were determined from answers to open end 

questions given by petitioners during pretesting in the Corvallis 

court. 

It was found that family income sources other than petitioner 

and /or spouse income generally were child support payments or 

wages of a dependent. Three fixed responses in the final 
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questionnaire included child support payments, wages of dependents 

and other replies. 

Six fixed response categories were determined for the question, 

"Did you try in any way to seek a way out of your financial problems 

before filing bankruptcy? If yes, what ways did you try?" The 

responses determined for use on the final interview questionnaire 

were attorney, debt prorater, debt consolidation, go to creditors 

and ask for help, refinance contracts and other replies. A category 

"sell goods" was added during tabulation of the results. 

Eight fixed responses were determined during pretesting for 

the question, "What factors do you think were direct influences 

which caused you to file bankruptcy ?" The responses used in the 

final version of the questionnaire were threatened garnishment, 

actual garnishment, a general overload of debt, a specific debt, 

unemployment, divorce or family trouble, lawsuit by one of creditors 

and other replies. 

The revised questionnaire was pretested with five petitioners 

in Referee Folger Johnson's court in Portland. No further revisions 

were made. 

During collection of data in the Portland bankruptcy court, 

the interviews were conducted in the hallway outside the courtroom 

since there was not private office space available. The petitioners 

were generally anxious to leave. However they were very cooperative 
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in answering the questions. Each interview took ten to 15 minutes. 

Treatment of Data 

After personal and family characteristics were obtained 

through the interview questionnaire and financial information was 

taken from the petitions, the data for the 50 petitioners was cate- 

gorized to facilitate interpretation. 

Petitioner occupation, education and social class were cate- 

gorized according to Hollingshead's classifications (1957). 

Hollingshead developed the Two Factor Index of Social Position 

as a procedure to estimate the positions individuals occupy in the 

status structure of our society. Occupation and education were used 

to determine this social position. 

Income is not used in this method of determining social class 

other than as inferred from occupational level. 

Occupation, which presumably reflects the skill and power 

which individuals possess as they perform in society, and education, 

which presumably reflects cultural tastes as well as knowledge, are 

combined in such a way as to enable the approximate determination 

of status in our society. 

The occupational scale consisted of seven categories with 

number one assigned to the highest level and number seven to the 

lowest level of occupation (Table 16). The occupational category 
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into which the petitioner's occupation fell was determined from 

Hollingshead's listings. An occupational scale number was assigned 

to the occupation and then multiplied by the number seven to obtain 

the weighted occupational factor. The weight for each of the two 

factors had been determined by Hollingshead using multiple correla- 

tion techniques. 

The educational scale was divided into seven categories: 

(1) graduate professional training; (2) standard college or university 

graduation; (3) partial college training; (4) high school graduation; 

(5) partial high school; (6) junior high school (grades 7 - 9); and 

(7) less than seven years of schooling. An individual was assigned 

a number corresponding to his educational level which was then 

multiplied by four, the weighted educational factor. 

The sum for the weighted occupational scale and the weighted 

educational scale was computed. This total is called the Social 

Position Score and may range from 11 to 77. The social class within 

which an individual was located was determined from the following 

scores, with I being the highest social class and V the lowest. 

Social Class Range of Computed Social 
Position Score 

I 11 - 17 

II 18 - 27 
III 28 - 43 
IV 44 - 60 
V 61 - 77 
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Decisions were made regarding classification of other special 

characteristics of the petitioners. In Oregon separate bankruptcy 

petitions may be filed by husband and wife. In the event of duplicate 

filings such cases are consolidated by the court for purposes of 

administrative expediency. In this study husband -wife cases were 

also considered as one petition, with the husband designated as the 

primary petitioner. 

Family size was defined as the total number of persons living 

in the household of the petitioner and for whom he provided financial 

support. 

Each petitioner's household was placed in one of six classifica- 

tions of the family life cycle used in this study: 

1. No family - only petitioner in household 

2. Early marriage - no children in the household 

3. Child bearing - oldest child under six years 

4. Child rearing - oldest child between six and 18 years 

5. Child launching - oldest child 18 years or over and living 

in the household 

6. Empty nest - no children remaining in the household. 

Simple categorization was used for single and some multiple 

response answers indicated on the interview questionnaire. These 

included employment status, marital status, number of times 

married, family size, number of children in petitioner's household, 
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support payments made to persons outside petitioner's household, 

employment status of petitioner's wife or husband, bankruptcy 

history, threatened and actual garnishment of petitioner's wages, 

ways sought to solve financial problems before filing bankruptcy 

petition, direct causes of filing bankruptcy petition, area lived during 

first 14 years of life, degree of expressed marital happiness, 

degree to which financial problems influenced marital happiness, 

responsibility for family bill payment and degree of expressed 

agreement regarding expenditures. 

Classification for length of time married was set at five years. 

However classes for marriages less than five years were set at 

shorter intervals in order to isolate those petitioners who had 

recently married. 

The time interval classes for length of time spouse had been 

employed outside the home during 1965 were determined from 

answers given by petitioners to open end questions. Time intervals 

for this classification were less than two months, two to six months, 

six to nine months and nine to 12 months. 

From answers given to an open end question regarding reason 

for highest debt level, six broad categories for classification pur- 

poses were indicated. They were over -purchasing, medical 

expenses, business incurred debt, spouse incurred debt, loss of 

income due to illness or accident of petitioner, loss of income due 
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to other reasons and other replies. 

No definition of city or town, farm or ranch or country but 

not farming was provided petitioners when they were asked to 

specify area in which they had lived during their first 14 years of 

life. 

Because of the broad range of replies given by the petitioners 

to a question regarding prevention of financial crises, categories 

were not determined. Specific answers were recorded for inclusion 

in the study. 

The question was asked during the interview, "If you are now 

unemployed, do you feel your financial problems have in any way 

prevented you from obtaining a job? If yes, please explain." One 

affirmative and one negative reply were obtained. The other 48 

petitioners stated that the question was not applicable to them. Due 

to the extremely small number of total affirmative and negative 

replies, answers to this question were not considered in the results 

of the study. 

Socioeconomic characteristics for Oregon and United States 

general populations were obtained from 1960 United States Census 

Bureau reports. This source provided the most recent population 

figures available for comparison purposes. 

All other categories for personal and family data were 

established after Oregon and United States population data, 
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classifications used in other bankruptcy studies and range of data 

in this study were considered. 

Financial information regarding incurred debt and income was 

obtained from official bankruptcy petitions. The information was, 

on occasion, incomplete and therefore lacks validity. Lack of 

uniformity in completion of the petitions was of concern. It was not 

always clear whether income reported was before or after taxes. 

Income sometimes appeared to be estimated. However the petitions 

provided the only income information which was available and income 

tax W -2 forms were often in evidence as supportive data. 

Petitioner income for 1965 was not stated on ten petitions 

because tax returns had not yet been prepared. In these ten cases 

1964 incomes were used in the study. In petitions where both 1964 

and 1965 incomes were given, total incomes for both years tended 

to be within $500 of one another, so use of these ten 1964 incomes 

is assumed to be relatively consistent. Hereafter "1965 income" 

will refer to 1965 incomes of 40 petitioners and 1964 incomes of 10. 

Petitioner's income included family income from all sources 

as given on the petition and from the interview questionnaire. 

Petitioner income and debts were classified in categories with 

$1,000 class ranges. 

Incurred debt listings were frequently duplicated on the 

petition, being listed under both the original creditor and an assigned 
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collection agent or agency. Care was taken during tabulation not to 

record these debts twice. Some of the old debt listings were approxi- 

mated by the petitioners. 

Debts and creditors were classified as to whether they were 

secured or unsecured. The percentage of each petitioner's total 

debts and total creditors which were secured and unsecured was 

determined in order to gain a more accurate perspective of the debt 

structure. The sum of percentage of unsecured debt and percentage 

of secured debt equals 100 percent. The amount of assigned debt 

and number of assigned creditors were also tabulated. Percentage 

of each petitioner's total debt and total creditors which were assigned 

for collection was calculated. Percentage distributions were set in 

ten percent class ranges. Class ranges of $1, 000 were set to record 

amount of debt. Secured creditor classification was by single response 

and unsecured creditor classification was by class range of ten. 

Types of debts which petitioners had incurred were determined 

by categorizing debts listed on the petition according to the purpose 

of the debt. The nature of the debt was not always stated on the 

petition although its purpose was frequently discernible from the 

type of creditor involved. In cases where the nature of the debt was 

not indicated, it was assigned to a category by type of creditor. 

Twenty -one creditor classifications used by Brosky (1965) 

were the basis for debt categorization used in this study. However 
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changes and modifications of his classifications were made to 

facilitate debt categorization primarily by purpose rather than type 

of creditor. 

Twenty -three creditor classifications were used in this study: 

1. Appliances, hardware, plumbing and repair 

2. Automobile, automobile repair and garage 

3. Building construction, materials and repair 

4. Business 

5. Clothing 

6. Collection service (purpose unspecified) 

7. Commercial bank (purpose unspecified) 

8. Credit bureau (purpose unspecified) 

9. Credit union (purpose unspecified) 

10. Department store (purpose unspecified) 

11. Finance company (purpose unspecified) 

12. Food and dairy 

13. Furniture 

14. Government, federal, state and local 

15. Jewelry 

16. Medical including doctor, dentist, hospital, optical, 

ambulance and mortuary 

17. Notes to individuals (purpose unspecified) 

18. Oil company and service station 
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19. Professional services, including legal, insurance and 

education 

20. Rent due landlord 

21. Utility, including telephone, gas, water and oil (when 

specified for heating purposes) 

22. Real estate 

23. Other and miscellaneous. 

Numbers and percentages have been rounded to facilitate 

calculation procedures. Percentages are given to the nearest per- 

cent unless for purposes of comparison they are given to the nearest 

tenth of a percent. Income and debt totals have been rounded to the 

nearest ten dollars. 

After all information from the interview questionnaires and 

petitions had been categorized, it was coded and recorded for com- 

puter analysis. 

Statistical distribution of the following socioeconomic character- 

istics included frequency distributions, ranges, means and medians: 

sex; age class; occupation classification; employment status; 

marital status; length of time married (if married, separated, 

divorced or widowed); length of time divorced or separated; number 

of times petitioner had married; age class of spouse (if married, 

separated or divorced); family size; number of children; stage in 

family life cycle; employment status of spouse (including earnings 
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and length of time employed during 1965); bankruptcy history; 

petitioner and spouse education; social class; incidence of threatened 

and /or actual garnishment; number of solutions to financial problems 

sought before petitioning for bankruptcy; period of highest debt level; 

reason for highest debt level; number and type of primary reasons 

for filing bankruptcy petition; type of area in which petitioner lived 

during first 14 years of life; degree of expressed marital happiness; 

degree of influence of financial problems; responsibility for bill 

payment; degree of husband -wife agreement regarding expenditures; 

total family income; total amount of family debt; total number of 

creditors; amount of secured, unsecured and assigned debt; per- 

centages of individual and sample total debt which were secured, 

unsecured and assigned; total number of secured, unsecured and 

assigned creditors; percentages of individual and sample total 

creditors which were secured, unsecured and assigned; and creditor 

classifications. 

A t -test of significance was run for petitioner characteristics 

with mean debt and income. However due to the small number of 

sample means used in some of the calculations, only a few of the 

t -test results were considered to be reliable. Categories with less 

than two petitioners were not included in the t -test calculations. 

A multiple correlation using age class, family size, stage in 

family life cycle, mean income and mean debt was calculated. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Findings and results should be read and interpreted with 

limitations of the study in mind. Limitations included small sample 

size, extent to which accurate financial information was available 

and scope of the interview questionnaire and techniques used. 

Expansion of the total sample was needed to improve validity 

of the results. The relative inaccessibility of petitioners coupled 

with time limitations precluded questioning in depth. 

The validity of financial information was somewhat questionable 

due to lack of uniformity in completion of bankruptcy petitions. 

Efforts to improve the recording of data on the bankruptcy petitions 

could be of help to the researcher. 

The interview environment was of great importance. It would 

be of help if interviews could have been conducted in a more con- 

ducive atmosphere. 

The scope of the questionnaire itself might have been 

expanded. 

Sex 

Personal and Family Characteristics 

Of the 50 primary petitioners 46 were male and four were 
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female. In nine of the 46 cases designated as male, the wife also 

filed a bankruptcy petition. 

Table 1 shows that a higher percentage of the petitioners in the 

sample were male than was true in the total population in Oregon in 

1960 (U. S. Bur. of Census, 1961). The high proportion of males 

in the sample may suggest that the husband acts as representative 

for the family in instituting bankruptcy proceedings. It appears 

that in our society the male member of the family may be primarily 

responsible for the family financial situation regardless of the 

financial practices of the wife. 

Table 1. Distribution by Sex of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners 
in Portland, Oregon and the Population of Oregon (18 Years 
of Age and Older)a in 1960. 

Sex 
Petitioners Percent Oregon 

Population Number Percent 

Male 46 92.0 49.8 

Female 4 8.0 50.2 

Total 50 100.0 100.0 

aU. S. Bur. of Census, 1961 

Age 

The age range of the 50 petitioners was 18 to 68 years. The 
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median age was 28 and the mean age 31. 6 years. The median age 

for spouses of currently married petitioners was 25 years and the 

mean age was 29.0 years. The spouses' ages ranged from 17 to 

59 years. In 1960 the median age of the entire Oregon population 

was 30.8 and the median age of the United States population was 

29.5 years (U.S. Bur. of Census, 1961). 

Of the 50 petitioners 72. 0 percent were 15 to 34 years of 

age as compared to 24.4 percent for the 19 60 Oregon population. 

Ten percent of the petitioners were 45 to 69 years of age and 20 

percent of the 1960 Oregon population was in this age group (U.S. 

Bur. of Census, 1961). Distribution of the sample by age group is 

shown in Table 2. 

The petitioners as a group are younger than the total popula- 

tion both in Oregon and the United States. These findings appear to 

be consistent with other bankruptcy studies (Broskey, 1965; and 

Dolphin, 1965). Perhaps the high percentage of young persons and 

families could be attributed in part to high costs involved in main- 

tenance of the young family. It would be helpful to know expressed 

values and felt needs of these petitioners to determine if they differ 

from other persons in the same age group. 

Employment Status 

Table 3 shows that of the 50 petitioners 43 were employed and 
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seven were unemployed at the time of the interview. Two home- 

makers not currently employed outside the home were included in 

the unemployed class. 

Table 2. Distribution by Age Class of 50 Personal Bankruptcy 
Petitioners and Spouses in Portland, Oregon and of the 
Population of Oregon in 1960a 

Age Class 
Petitioners Spouses Oregon 

Population 
Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

15 - 19 years 2 4 3 6 7.4 

20 - 24 years 7 14 14 28 5.4 

25 - 29 years 18 36 5 10 5.5 

30 - 34 years 9 18 5 10 6.1 

35 - 39 years 5 10 3 6 6.7 

40 - 44 years 4 8 4 8 6. 6 

45 - 49 years 1 2 0 0 6.4 

50 - 59 years 3 6 3 6 5.7 

60 - 69 years 1 2 0 0 7.9 

Unknown 0 0 13b 26 0.0 

Total 50 100 50 100 57.7 

aU. S. Bur. of Census, 1961 

bIncluded one unmarried petitioner 
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Table 3. Distribution by Employment Status of 50 
Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Employment Status Number Percent 

Employed 43 86 

Unemployed 7 14 

Total 50 100 

Although only seven of the petitioners were unemployed at the 

time of the interview, 26 indicated a period of unemployment during 

1965. This fact appears to indicate that unemployment might be a 

more prevelant characteristic of the bankrupt group than is gener- 

ally evidenced. 

It would be of value to know if debts of petitioners were 

incurred through the use of credit during relatively high income 

periods, resulting in payment defaults in the low income periods 

which in turn lead to a bankruptcy solution. An alternative possibil- 

ity could be that financial obligations were incurred during low 

income periods in order to maintain the family. A combination of 

these two may also be the case. 

Marital Status 

Thirty -six of the 50 petitioners were married and not 
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separated at the time of the interview (Table 4). One of the peti- 

tioners had never married; 11 were either separated or divorced 

and two were widows. 

Table 4. Distribution by Marital Status of 50 Personal Bankruptcy 
Petitioners in Portland, Oregon and of 1960 Oregon Popu- 
lation of Persons 14 Years and Oldera 

Marital Status 

Petitioners Oregon 

Number Percent Male 
Percent 

Female 
Percent 

Single 1 2 22.6 16,2 

Married 36 72 69.5 67.6 

Separated 4 8 1.0 1.1 

Divorced 7 14 3.6 3.7 

Widowed 2 4 3.3 11.4 

Total 50 100 100.0 100.0 

aU. S. Bur. of Census, 1961 

A comparison of the sample group to 1960 Oregon population 

shows that 22.0 percent of the petitioners were separated or 

divorced, whereas 9.4 percent of the Oregon population was in this 

category (U. S. Bur. of Census, 1961). The occurrence of only one 

single petitioner in the sample precludes comparison with Oregon 

population figures. 
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Dolphin (1965) found that 94 percent of his bankrupt sample 

were married, one percent was single, three percent were divorced 

and one percent was widowed. A greater proportion of his sample 

was married and a lesser percentage were divorced. Sample size 

as well as the community structure and the financial obligations of 

divorced males as specified by law could be implicit factors in the 

comparative inconsistency of results. 

Length of Time Married 

The length of time married for the 40 married petitioners 

(including those who were separated) ranged from three months to 

28 years. The median length of time married was four years; the 

mean length of time married was 6.9 years. 

Table 5. Distribution by Length of Time Married of 40 Married 
and Separated Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Length of Time Married Number Percent 

Less than one year 5 12.5 
1 to 5 years 17 42.5 
5 to 10 years 6 15.0 

10 to 15 years 5 12.5 
15 to 20 years 3 7.5 
20 to 25 years 2 5.0 
25 to 30 years 1 2.5 
Unknown 1 2.5 

Total 40 100.0 
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Of the 40 married petitioners, 57.5 percent were married 

less than five years and 72.5 percent less than ten years. Six 

petitioners (15 percent) had been married 15 to 30 years (Table 5). 

These results might suggest that early years of marriage are 

the most financially demanding. It might be expected that durable 

goods expenditures and general family maintenance costs would 

place a great financial burden upon the wage earner during this 

period. However it is possible that debt level is more a function of 

some personality characteristic than it is of obligations incurred as 

a result of length of time married. 

Number of Times Married 

The range in number of times married for the 50 petitioners 

was none to four. The median number of times married was one; 

the mean was 1.3 times. 

Table 6. Distribution by Number of Times Married 
of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Number of Times Married Number Percent 

0 1 2 

1 36 72 

2 10 20 

3 2 4 

4 1 2 

Total 50 100 
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As shown in Table 6, a total of 37 of the petitioners had not 

married more than once. Of those 36 petitioners who had married 

once, 25 were married at the time of the interview, seven were 

divorced, two were separated and two were widowed. Eight of the 

ten petitioners who had married twice were currently married and 

two were separated. Two of the three petitioners married three 

times were married at the time of the interview and the third was 

separated from his spouse. 

In 1962, about 11.4 percent of the total United States civilian 

population had married more than once (U. S. Pub. Health Ser. 

1963). However, over 25 percent of the petitioners in the Oregon 

study had married more than once. These results appear consistent 

with findings of Huber's study (1963) of overextended families which 

showed that 17 percent of the spouses in the study had been involved 

in previous marriages. 

Family Size 

The size of petitioners' families ranged from one to eight. 

The median family size for the 50 petitioners was 4. 0; the mean 

3. 3. The mean family size for families in the United States in 1963 

was 3.7 (U. S. Agr. Res. Ser. , 1965); in Oregon in 1960 the 

, 
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population per household4 was 3. 1 (U. S. Bur. of Census, 1961). 

Of the 36 petitioners currently married and not separated, the 

median family size was 4. 0 ; the mean family size was 4.0 members. 

Table 7. Distribution by Family Size of 50 Personal Bankruptcy 
Petitioners and of the 36 Intact Marriages in Portland, 
Oregon 

Family 
Size 

Total Sample of 
50 Petitioners 

36 Married 
Petitioners 

Number Percent Number Percent 

1 11 22 0 0 

2 6 12 4 11 

3 10 20 9 25 

4 12 24 12 33 

5 6 12 6 17 

6 4 8 4 11 

7 0 0 0 0 

8 1 2 1 3 

Total 50 100 36 100 

Of the 50 petitioners, 28 had households numbering two to four 

persons. Eleven were the only household members and 11 supported 

households comprised of five to eight members. Table 7 shows the 

difference in distribution when single petitioners are not considered 

4As defined by United States Census Bureau, household is 
"all persons who occupy a housing unit." 
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as part of the sample. 

The mean family size for the entire sample was lower than 

the mean family size for the 36 married and not separated group. 

Mean family size for the total sample is slightly higher than that for 

the 1963 United States population (U. S. Agr. Res. Ser., 1965) and 

lower than the 1960 Oregon population mean household population 

(U. S. Bur. of Census, 1961). 

Dolphin (1965) found mean family size to be 4.9 in his study 

of 100 bankruptcy petitioners in Flint, Michigan. This is 1.6 per- 

sons larger than found in the Oregon study. Seventy -four percent 

of his sample were petitioners with families of four members or 

more. In the Oregon study, 46 percent of the total number of peti- 

tioners supported families with four or more persons. 

Number of Children 

The median number of children per petitioner household, 

based on 50 cases, was 1. 0 ; the mean number was 1.5. For the 

36 petitioners currently married and not separated, both the median 

and the mean number of children per household was 2.0. Only one 

petitioner was supporting a person other than spouse and /or 

children in his household, this being a petitioner's aunt. Table 8 

gives distribution by number of children per household. 

The difference in number of children per household between 
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the total sample and the married petitioners can again be accounted 

for by the fact that the 11 single, separated, divorced or widowed 

petitioners are single member households. Four of the married 

petitioners have no children in their households. If the number of 

children receiving child support payments from six divorced peti- 

tioners were included, the median number of children per house- 

hold in the total sample would be slightly higher. 

Table 8. Distribution by Number of Children in Household of 50 

Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners and of the 36 Intact 
Marriages in Portland, Oregon 

Number of 
Children 

Total Sample of 
50 Petitioners 

36 Married 
Petitioners 

Number Percent Number Percent 

None 15 30 4 11 

1 12 24 9 25 

2 13 26 13 36 

3 5 10 5 14 

4 4 8 4 11 

5 0 0 0 0 

6 1 2. 1 3 

Total 50 100 36 100 

In his study of 39 bankruptcy petitioners in Seattle, Washington, 

Brosky (1965) found that 51.3 percent of the sample group had three 

or more children in the family. This is over 30 percent higher than 



40 

results in the current study. 

Generally, findings of this Oregon study appear to indicate 

that family size may not be a factor to be considered in determining 

bankruptcy causes. Further information is needed. These results 

are not consistent with either the Seattle or Flint studies. The 

Flint study (Dolphin, 1965) uses family size as the basis for con- 

clusions that financial well being is directly related to its size. 

Stage in Family Life Cycle 

All petitioners were categorized as to stage in the family life 

cycle. Table 9 shows that 11 of the 50 petitioners were the only 

members of their household. The majority, 33, were in either the 

child bearing or child rearing stage. Of the remaining six peti- 

tioners, three were in the early marriage stage, two in child 

launching stage and one petitioner was in the empty nest stage. 

Forty percent of the total sample and 53 percent of the peti- 

tioners with intact marriages were in the child bearing stage. The 

child rearing stage included 26.0 and 30.5 percent of the total sample 

and married groups respectively. The other four stages comprised 

34 percent of the total sample and 16 percent of the married peti- 

tioner group. 

It is generally recognized that child bearing and child rearing 

stages are costly financial periods of family development. However 
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the majority of families do survive these stages without declaring 

bankruptcy. One possible reason for family insolvency during this 

period might be that expenses over and above the ones associated 

with the family life cycle stage are responsible for the bankruptcy. 

Or perhaps it is a general combination of factors which creates the 

financially untenable position. Individual aspects of petitioner situa- 

tion need further study to determine significant factors. 

Table 9. Distribution by Family Life Cycle Stage of 50 Personal 
Bankruptcy Petitioners and of the 36 Intact Marriages 
in Portland, Oregon 

Stage in 
Family Life 

Cycle 

Total Sample of 
50 Petitioners 

36 Married 
Petitioners 

Number Percent Number Percent 

No family 11 22.0 0 0.0 

Early marriage 3 6.0 3 8.0 

Child bearing 20 40.0 19 53.0 

Child rearing 13 26.0 11 30.5 

Child launching 2 4.0 2 5.5 

Empty nest 1 2.0 1 3.0 

Total 50 100.0 36 100.0 

Employment Status of Spouse 

A greater percentage of women with husbands present were 

employed in the labor force of these sample cases than for the 

United States or Oregon general populations. However they were 
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not all employed consistently throughout the year. 

Table 10. Distribution by Employment Status of 
Spouses of 50 Personal Bankruptcy 
Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Employment Status Number Percent 

Not employed outside the 
home during 1965 18 36 

Full time employment 14a 28 

Part time employment 5 10 

Not applicableb 13 26 

Total 50 100 

aIncluded one separated petitioner's spouse 

bincluded separated, divorced, widowed or single 
petitioners 

During 1965, 19 of the 40 married and separated petitioners 

had spouses employed in the labor force either part time or full 

time. One of the four separated petitioners' spouses was employed 

full time and contributed to the family income. Three of the peti- 

tioners with spouses employed full time were female. Two of these 

female petitioners were full time homemakers. 

In the sample of 40 married women with husbands present, 

16 (40.0 percent) were employed outside the home. United States 

census figures for March,1964 indicate that 34.4 percent of all 
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married women with husbands present were members of the working 

force (U. S. Agr. Res. Ser., 1965). In 1960 in Oregon 31.6 percent 

of the married women with husbands present were employed outside 

the home (U. S. Bur. of Census, 1961). Table 10 shows employ- 

ment distribution for the 50 petitioner spouses. 

Financial Characteristics of Employed Spouses of Petitioners 

The median financial contribution to family income by 19 

employed spouses of petitioners was $665 during 1965 and the mean 

contribution was $1,380. Excluding 1965 income for three male 

spouses who were primary wage earners for the family, 16 working 

wives contributed a median income of $650 and a mean income of 

$1,066 to the family. The range was $25 to $4, 316 for working 

wives and $25 to $6,000 for all spouses employed in the labor force 

in 1965. Table 11 details amount of spouse earnings. 

A total of $28, 720 was contributed to 1965 family income by 

spouses. This is 11.9 percent of the total petitioner income. Con- 

tribution to family income of less than $1,000 was made by 12 of 

the 19 spouses gainfully employed in 1965. Six of the 19 contributed 

$2,000 to $6,000. 

Of the 19 petitioners whose spouses were in the labor force 

during 1965, over 50 percent worked less than six months. Six 

spouses worked the entire year (Table 12). 
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Table 11. Distribution by Amount of Earnings for 
19 Petitioners' Spouses Who Were Employed 
Outside the Home in 1965 in Portland, Oregon 

Amount of Earnings Number Percent 

$ 0 - 499 7 37.0 

500 - 999 5 26.0 

1000 - 1499 1 5.5 

1500 - 1999 0 0.0 

2000 - 2499 2 10.5 

2500 - 2999 2 10.5 

3000 - 3999 0 0.0 

4000 - 6000 2 10.5 

Total 19 100.0 

In 1965 three petitioners' households received income in 

addition to that provided by the petitioner and /or petitioner's 

spouse. One child had contributed summer wages totaling $400 to 

the family income, one child had received $105 per month in Social 

Security benefits and one family had received $600 from a relative. 

Support Payments to Persons Outside the Household 

Approximately one -fourth of the petitioners made regular 

support payments at the time of the interview to persons outside 

their households. 
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Table 12. Distribution by Length of Time 19 Petitioners' Spouses 
Were Employed Outside the Home During 1965 From a 
Sample of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Length of Time Employed Number Percent 

Less than 2 months 4 21.5 

2 to 6 months 7 36.8 

6 to 9 months 2 10.5 

9 to 12 months 6 31.2 

Total 19 100.0 

Of the 11 petitioners making child support payments in 1965 

to children not living in their households, six were divorced and five 

were married.5 One petitioner made regular monthly support pay- 

ments to his mother living in Latin America. As indicated in 

Table 13, 38 petitioners did not make regular support payments to 

persons outside their household. 

The amount of payment made to persons living outside the 

petitioner's household by any one petitioner did not exceed $275 per 

month. The median amount paid out per month was $75 and the 

mean amount $100. The range was $25 to $275. 

5lncludes one married female petitioner whose husband was 
making the child support payments. 
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Table 13. Distribution by Type of Regular Support Payment Made 
to Persons Living Outside Household of Petitioner for 
50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Type of Payment Number Percent 

None 38 76 

Child support 11 22 

Mother 1 2 

Total 50 100 

Table 14. Distribution by Amount of Support Payments Made to 
Persons Living Outside Petitioner's Household for 12 

Petitioners Making Such Payments in 1965 in Portland, 
Oregon 

Amount of Payment 
Per Month 

Number Percent 

$ 1 - 49 

50 - 99 

3 

4 

25.0 

33.3 

100 - 149 2 16.7 

150 - 199 1 8. 3 

200 - 249 1 8. 3 

250 - 299 1 8.3 

Total 12 99.9 
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Payments of under $100 per month totaled 58.3 percent of all 

monthly payments to persons outside the petitioner's household, 

while 16.6 percent of such payments were $200 or more. Table 14 

shows a more detailed distribution by amount of payment. 

Education 

The education level for the 50 petitioners ranged from comple- 

tion of the seventh grade to a four year college degree. The median 

grade completed by both the petitioners and their spouses was the 

twelfth grade. The mean education level for the petitioners was 

11.0 and 11.4 for the spouses. The median for all persons 14 years 

of age and older in the United States in 1960 was 11.4 (U. S. Bur. 

of Census, 1961). The median educational level in 1960 in Oregon 

for all persons 25 and over was 11.8 (U. S. Bur. of Census, 1961). 

As shown in Table 15, 24 of the 50 petitioners had completed 

less than 12 years of schooling. One petitioner had a college degree 

while eight others had partial college educations. Of 44 spouses 

for whom education level was known, 16 had less than high school 

education and five had completed one to three years of college. 

None were college graduates. Three of the petitioners had received 

their high school diplomas while in the military service and one 

petitioner's wife had completed high school requirements through 

adult education classes. 
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Table 15. Distribution by Education of 50 Personal Bankruptcy 
Petitioners and Their Spouses in Portland, Oregon and 
of the 1960 Population of Oregon Which Was 25 Years 
of Age and Oldera 

Last Grade 
Completed in 

School 

Petitioners Spouses Oregon 
Population 

Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

7 2 4 1 2 4.9 

8 6 (1)b 12 2 4 19.1 

9 3 (1) 6 3 6 

10 7 (1) 14 5 10 ) 20.3 

11 6 (1) 12 5 10 

12 21 (4) 42 23 46 28.7 

13 -15 4 (1) 8 5 10 11.2 

16 1 2 0 0 8.5 

Unknown 0 0 6c 12 

Total 50 100 50 100 92.7 

aU. S. Bur. of Census, 1961 

bNumber in parentheses indicates petitioners at that education level 
who were under 25 years of age at the time of the interview 

clncluded one unmarried petitioner 

In Dolphin's Flint study (1965) the petitioners were asked to 

state the highest grade attended. Results showed that 45 percent 

had attended the ninth grade or less, 51 percent the tenth through 

twelfth grades and two percent had attended one to four years of 

college. The general educational level of this petitioner sample 

- - 
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appears to be somewhat lower than that of Oregon petitioners under 

consideration. Some difference could be due to differences in 

questions asked the two groups. 

Conclusions regarding educational differences between the 

Oregon sample and United States and Oregon populations cannot be 

made due to different age composition of the groups involved. 

Occupation 

Occupations were classified according to Hollingshead's 

categories (1957). In cases where an exact listing did not appear, 

the occupation was assessed by the researcher as to skills and 

knowledge necessary to carry out the position. The petitioner was 

then classified as to the category which best described his occupa- 

tion. 

Twenty -eight of the 50 petitioners were machine operators, 

semiskilled or unskilled employees. Twenty -two were skilled man- 

ual employees. The remaining 22 petitioners were classified as 

minor professionals or clerical and sales personnel, technicians or 

homemakers (Table 16). Specific occupations of the petitioners are 

listed in Appendix B. 

Occupational classification was made of petitioner employ- 

ment status at the time of the interview. However eight of the 

petitioners had been owners of small businesses during the previous 
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six years. 

Table 16. Distribution by Occupational Groups as Defined by 
Hollingshead of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners 
in Portland, Oregon 

Occupational Classification Number Percent 

1. Executives, major professionals and 
owners of large businesses 0 0 

2. Business managers, lesserprofessionals 
and owners of medium -size businesses 0 0 

3. Administrative personnel, minor pro- 
fessionals and small business owners 2 4 

4. Clerical and sales personnel and 
technicians 9 18 

5. Skilled manual employees 11 22 

6. Machine operators and semiskilled 
employees 19 38 

7. Unskilled employees 9 18 

Total 50 100 

Occupation categories as defined by Dolphin (1965) were white 

collar and blue collar. He found that 94 percent of the petitioners in 

his sample were blue collar workers. If skilled manual employees, 

machine operators, semiskilled and unskilled employees were to be 

generally classified as blue collar workers, 78 percent of the 

Oregon sample would be similarly classified. Community structure 
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could account for this difference in groups. 

Social Class 

Classification of 92 percent of the petitioners in the lowest 

two social classes appears indicative of a basic characteristic of 

the bankruptcy petitioner. 

Social position scores for the 50 petitioners were computed 

(Table 17). The first two classes were not represented in the sam- 

ple. The four petitioners in Class III included a professional 

dancer and a United States Air Force noncommissioned officer who 

had both graduated from high school, an electrician with a college 

degree and a building materials salesman who completed the second 

year in college. Petitioners classified as belonging to Class IV and 

V numbered 46. 

Table 17. Distribution of Social Position Using Hollingshead's Two 
Factor Index for 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Social Class Number Percent 

I 0 0 

II 0 0 

III 4 8 

IV 27 54 

V 19 38 

Total 50 100 
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Previous Bankruptcy 

Forty -four, or 88 percent, of the 50 bankruptcy petitioners had 

never previously filed bankruptcy. The remaining six had each filed 

once before. This suggests that more information regarding bank- 

ruptcy repeaters is needed to determine their motives for using 

bankruptcy. 

Threatened and Actual Garnishment 

During the interview each petitioner was questioned as to 

whether or not there had been threatened or actual garnishment of 

his wages within the six months preceding the filing of the petition 

(since September, 1965). Thirty -one petitioners had had at least 

one garnishment threatened while only 11 had actually had their 

wages garnished (Table 18). 

Table 18. Distribution by Threatened and Actual Garnishment 
Within Six Months Prior to Filing Bankruptcy Petition 
of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, 
Oregon 

Threatened Actual 
Garnishment Garnishment 

Number Percent Number Percent 

Yes 31 62 11 22 

No 19 38 39 78 

Total 50 100 50 100 
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Results of this study do not appear consistent with Brosky's 

findings (1965). He found that 36 percent of 39 petitioners had wages 

garnished within the four months preceding the bankruptcy. This is 

17 percent greater incidence of garnishment than in the Oregon sam- 

ple. 

Twenty petitioners who had garnishment threatened but who 

did not actually have their wages garnished may have filed bankruptcy 

petitions to prevent garnishment and subsequent loss of job. This 

has implications for future interview questions. 

Attempted Solutions to Financial Problems 

Petitioners were asked what solutions, if any, to their finan- 

cial problems had been attempted prior to petitioning for bankruptcy 

release. Four petitioners said they had not attempted any type of 

solution before filing for the following reasons: "It was no use "; 

"I had given my wife money to pay the bills and she didn't "; and 

"I was in the hospital and couldn't." 

The most popular attempted solution was to contact creditors 

regarding debt obligation (Table 19). Of the 50 petitioners, 36 did 

contact one or more creditors. Nineteen of the petitioners attempted 

to refinance contracts and the same number sought debt consolida- 

tion as a solution to financial problems. Selling goods was the least 

popular solution among the fixed responses. "Other" replies were 
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given: taking an extra job; borrowing money from friend or relative; 

trying harder to pay debts; and using the Wage Earner Plan as a 

method of attempting to pay debts. 

Table 19. Distribution by Solutions to Financial Problems Sought 
of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, 
Oregon 

Solution Attempted Number Percent' 

Contact creditors 36 76 

Refinance contracts 19 38 

Debt consolidation 19 38 

Attorney 10 20 

Debt prorater 10 20 

Sell goods 2 4 

Other 11 22 

aPercent total exceeds 100 because petitioner could indicate as 
many solutions as he had attempted 

Most of the petitioners had attempted more than one solution 

to their financial problems. The greatest number of solutions 

attempted was five and the median number of solutions sought was 

two. 

Of the 50 petitioners, 39 tried one to three solutions, and 

seven attempted to solve their financial problems by four or five 

different methods (Table 20). 
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Table 20. Distribution by Number of Solutions to Financial Problems 
Attempted of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Number of Solutions Attempted Number Percent 

0 4 8 

1 14 28 

2 12 24 

3 13 26 

4 5 10 

5 2 4 

Total 50 100 

It was of interest to determine if educational level influenced 

the number of solutions sought to financial problems. There was 

some tendency for the mean number of solutions attempted to 

increase as education level increased (Table 21). However due to 

the small sample size a definite conclusion could not be drawn. 

Debt Level 

The question was asked, When during the past six years did 

your debts become the greatest or reach their highest level ?" The 

range encompassed the entire six year period, with the median 

period being from one to two years prior to the interview. 
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Table 21. Distribution of Mean Number of Solutions Sought to 
Financial Problems by Education of 50 Personal Bank- 
ruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Highest Grade 
Completed 

Number 
Mean Number Solutions 

Attempted 

7 2 2.00 

8 6 2.00 

9 3 2.00 

10 7 1.57 

11 6 1.17 

12 21 2.26 

13 1 1.00 

14 3 3.00 

15 0 0.00 

16 1 3.00 

Total 50 2.01a 

aMean for all educational levels 

Over 50 percent of the petitioners said they reached the 

highest debt level two years or less before filing bankruptcy 

(Table 22) . 

Of the 50 petitioners, 40 percent indicated highest debt had 

been reached during the period 11 months prior to filing. Sixteen 
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percent said highest debt level was reached 12 to 23 months before 

filing and four percent said over two years. Dolphin's study (1965) 

indicated the following results: 50 percent during one to 12 months, 

22 percent between 13 and 24 months and 28 percent over two years. 

Table 22. Distribution by Periods of Highest Debt of 50 Personal 
Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Period When Debt Became Highest Number Percent 

Date of filing to 3 months prior 11 22 

6 months to 1 year before filing 9 18 

1 to 2 years before filing 8 16 

2 to 3 years before filing 12 24 

3 to 4 years before filing 5 10 

4 to 5 years before filing 2 4 

5 to 6 years before filing 3 6 

Total 50 100 

Oregon petitioners appear to have maintained high debt level 

for a longer period of time prior to bankruptcy. However difference 

in structure of questions asked of the petitioners and interpretation 

of results could account for this difference. 

From answers given to an open end question regarding cause 

for highest debt level, six broad categories were indicated. These 

categories, in decreasing order of occurrence, were over -purchasing 



58 

of goods and services, medical expenses, business incurred debt, 

spouse incurred debt, "other" replies, loss of income due to other 

factors and loss of income due to illness or accident (Table 23). 

Table 23. Distribution by Reasons for Highest Debt Level of 50 

Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Reason for Highest Debt Level Number Percent 

Over -purchasing 12 24 

Medical expenses 9 18 

Business incurred debt 8 16 

Spouse incurred debt 6 12 

Loss of income due to illness or 
accident 4 8 

Loss of income due to other 
reasons 5 10 

Other 6 12 

Total 50 100 

The eight petitioners included in the business incurred debt 

category had each been engaged in private business within the past 

six years. For various reasons they had been unable to pay the 

large debts incurred as a result of the business failure. 

Automobile, furniture, appliances and real estate accounted 

for the majority of debt for the 12 petitioners indicating over - 

purchasing as the initial reason for their highest debt level. 

Five of the six petitioners attributing debt level to spouse 
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were divorced. Answers given in this category included "My ex- 

wife borrowed money and I co- signed and she didn't pay up" and 

"I had to pay for the auto accident for my ex-wife." 

Medical expense was the cause for nine petitioners' high debt 

level. This category most often included costs of having a baby and 

illness or accident of a family member. 

Nine petitioners attributed their highest debt level to loss of 

income, due either to illness or accident of the petitioner or to 

other causes such as forced unemployment of petitioner or spouse 

(generally pregnancy). These petitioners indicated they had been 

unable to maintain payments because elimination or reduction of 

family income had occurred sometime during the last six years. 

"Other" replies, as given by six petitioners, included higher 

cost of living in Portland than in previous place of residence, 

attorney fees as a result of divorce proceedings, bills accumulated 

by husband and wife prior to marriage plus additional expenses for 

setting up household and "don't know." 

Reasons for Filing Bankruptcy Petition 

Petitioners were asked to specify the primary factor(s) which 

were direct influences leading to petitioning for bankruptcy release. 

These factors were categorized into eight predetermined areas: 

threatened garnishment, actual garnishment, general overload of 
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debt, specific debt, unemployment, divorce or family trouble, law- 

suit by creditor and "other" (Table 24). 

Table 24. Distribution by Factors Stated as Reasons for Filing 
Bankruptcy Petitions of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Peti- 
tioners in Portland, Oregon 

Factors Number Pe cent' 

General overload of debt 31 62 

Threatened garnishment 21 42 

Unemployment 11 22 

Divorce or family trouble 9 18 

Actual garnishment 6 12 

Lawsuit by one of creditors 6 12 

Specific debt 5 10 

Other 3 6 

aPercent totals more than 100 because petitioners could cite as 
many factors as they felt appropriate 

Of these eight categories, two appeared to be of major impor- 

tance. Thirty -one petitioners indicated general overload of debt and 

21 indicated threatened garnishment as the main factor inducing 

bankruptcy. However since each petitioner could cite as many 

factors as he felt appropriate, the frequency of designating these 

two factors may not be as important as they seem to appear. 
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Brosky (1965), in his Seattle study, asked the question, 

"What was the singularly most important reason for your decision 

to file a petition in bankruptcy ?" The "job was threatened" answer 

was given by 38.4 percent of the bankrupts. Usual reason given for 

this was garnishment or threat of garnishment. Overload of debt 

accounted for 25.6 percent, unemployment for 10.3 percent, divorce 

or family troubles for 7.7 percent and medical and all other stated 

reasons for 12.9 percent of the replies. The single answer nature 

of the question precludes comparison of these results with findings 

of the study under consideration. 

The range for number of factors stated as reasons for filing 

bankruptcy petitions was one to four. The median number of factors 

named was two and the mean number 2.2. Further clarification is 

given in Table 25. 

Table 25. Distribution by Number of Factors Stated as Reasons 
for Filing Bankruptcy Petition by 50 Personal Bank- 
ruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Number of Factors Number Percent 

1 18 36 

2 23 46 

3 8 16 

4 1 2 

Total 50 100 
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In response to the question, "Do you think your financial 

crisis could have been prevented in any way?", 36 of the 50 peti- 

tioners said yes and 14 said no. 

Explanations of affirmative answers included better financial 

management, avoidance of credit and not overbuying. Explanations 

given for "no" answers included insufficient income, business 

slump, accidents and illness. A more complete listing of replies 

can be found in Appendix C. 

The fact that 72 percent of petitioners indicated financial 

crises could have been prevented and that it was generally within 

their power to prevent it may have implications as to personal 

traits of the petitioners. 

Demographic Information 

The only demographic information obtained related to the type 

of area in which the petitioner had lived during the first 14 years of 

his life. No definition of the areas was provided to the petitioners. 

Over 50 percent of the petitioners resided in a city or town 

during the specified period. The smallest proportion had lived in 

the country but were not farming (Table 26). 

No attempt was made to determine petitioner's area of resi- 

dence at time of interview. Future studies might include this 

information. 
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Table 26. Distribution by Area Petitioner Lived During First 14 
Years of his Life of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners 
in Portland, Oregon 

Area Lived Number Percent 

City or town 26 52 

Farm or ranch 17 34 

Country but not farming 7 14 

Total 50 100 

Marital Happiness 

The petitioners were asked, "In regard to the general happi- 

ness of your marriage, would you say you are (have been) generally 

happy or generally unhappy ?" Two petitioners did not reply; of 

these, one had never married and the other was divorced. Forty - 

three petitioners indicated they were generally happy (Table 27). 

Of the five petitioners who stated their marriage was generally 

unhappy, one was divorced, two were separated and two were 

married at the time of the interview. Nine of the other 11 petitioners 

who were either separated or divorced said their marriages had 

been generally happy. 

The limited alternatives available to the petitioner in answering 

this question preclude any generalizing regarding the results. 
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Additional information of a less subjective nature is needed. 

Table 27. Distribution by Degree of Marital Happiness of 50 
Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Marital Happiness Number Percent 

Generally happy 43 86 

Generally unhappy 5 10 

Unknown 1 2 

Not applicable la 2 

Total 50 100 

aPetitioner unmarried 

A second subjective question was asked regarding marital 

happiness: "In general, how much do you think your financial 

problems (have) influenced the happiness of your marriage? Did 

they influence it a great deal, quite a bit, some, hardly at all or 

not at all ?" 

A direction of positive or negative influence was not 

ascertained. In several instances married couples indicated that 

financial problems had tended to strengthen the relationship; how- 

ever the majority of petitioners indicated that financial problems 

were cause of strain in the relationship. 

Fourteen petitioners said financial problems influenced the 
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happiness of their marriage a great deal, 12 said quite a bit and 13 

said some (Table 28). Of the seven who indicated that their marital 

happiness was affected hardly at all by financial problems, three 

were divorced or separated. One petitioner had never married and 

did not answer the question. 

Table 28. Distribution by Degree to Which Financial Problems 
Influenced Marital Happiness of 50 Personal Bankruptcy 
Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Degree of Influence Number Percent 

A great deal 14 28 

Quite a bit 12 24 

Some 13 26 

Hardly at all 7 14 

Not at all 1 2 

Unknown 2 4 

Not applicablea 1 2 

Total 50 100 

aPetitioner unmarried 

Financial Responsibility 

The question "Who in your family is (was) responsible for 

paying the bills or writing the checks and deciding which bills should 
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be paid ?" was asked of all married, separated, divorced or widowed 

petitioners. Twenty -four of the 49 said that both husband and wife 

were responsible for bill payment (Table 29). Of those 11 petitioners 

who were divorced or separated at the time of the interview (all 

were male), two indicated the husband (the petitioner) was respon- 

sible, eight said the wife and one said both husband and wife. 

Table 29. Distribution by Family Bill Payment 
Responsibility of 50 Personal Bankruptcy 
Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Person(s) Responsible Number Percent 

Both husband and wife 24 48 

Wife 16 32 

Husband 9 18 

Not applicablea 1 2 

Total 50 100 

aPetitioner unmarried 

Financial responsibility was shared by husband and wife in 

almost 50 percent of the cases. Because of the nature of the ques- 

tion asked, these results cannot be compared with Huber's findings 

(1965). However further study would be of great value to determine 

the degree of association between explicit financial responsibility 

of a couple and their total debt structure. 

When asked "Do (Did) you and your wife (husband) mostly agree 
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or mostly disagree on the way your money is (was) spent?", 38 said 

they mostly agreed (Table 30). Of the 11 who indicated disagreement 

over expenditures, six were divorced or separated and five were 

married. One petitioner had never married. 

Table 30. Distribution by Degree of Husband -Wife 
Stated Agreement on Expenditures of 50 
Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Degree of Agreement Number Percent 

Mostly agree 38 76 

Mostly disagree 11 22 

Not applicablea 1 2 

Total 50 100 

aPetitioner unmarried 

Petitioners were then asked which items most often caused 

disagreement. Thirty -three could give no spontaneous answer. 

The 17 who replied gave answers including liquor, automobile, 

which bills to pay and everything. See Appendix D for complete 

listing. 

Expressed disagreement on the part of petitioners may have 

been greater in instances where spouses were not present at the 

interview than when they were. 

The general nature of the question prevents generalization for 
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these results. 

Financial Characteristics 

Income 

Most recent annual incomes available for the 50 petitioners 

ranged from $475 to $11,000. The mean income was $4,820. The 

median income was $4, 950 as compared to a median income in 1960 

for all families and individuals in Oregon of $5,892 (U. S. Bur. 

of the Census, 1961). The 1963 median income for all families in 

the United States was $6,249 (U. S. Bur. of the Census, 1965). 

Of the 50 petitioners, six had 1965 family incomes less than 

$3,000, 30 had incomes of $3,000 to $5,999, 11 had $6,000 to 

$9, 999 incomes and three petitioners had family incomes over 

$10,000 (Table 31) . 

In previous bankruptcy studies (Brosky, 1965; Dolphin, 1965; 

and Herrmann, 1965) the median income of petitioners varied from 

about $4, 240 to $5, 637. The median income of the petitioners in 

this study, $4,950, appears to be consistent with previous findings. 

A basic similarity in the studies is noted in the percentage of peti- 

tioners with incomes in the general area of $3,000 to $6,999. The 

Oregon study shows 70.0 percent of the petitioners with incomes in 

this bracket while Brosky, Dolphin and Herrmann show 67.6 to 
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73.0 percent. 

The difference between the sample median income and the 

Oregon and United States population median incomes (U. S. Bur. 

of the Census, 1961, 1965) appears to indicate that the personal 

bankruptcy petitioner is characterized by relatively low income. 

Table 31. Distribution by Total 1965 Family Income of 50 Personal 
Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Total Income Number Percent 

$ 0 999 1 2 

1,000 - 1,999 1 2 

2,000 - 2,999 4 8 

3,000 - 3,999 7 14 

4,000 4,999 12 24 

5,000 5,999 11 22 

6,000 6,999 5 10 

7,000 7,999 3 6 

8,000 - 8,999 2 4 

9,000 9,999 1 2 

10,000 10,999 2 4 

11,000 11,999 1 2 

Total 50 100 

Total Debt 

The amount of debt for the 50 petitioners ranged from $1,119 

to $20,000, with a total debt of $298,430. The mean debt was $5,992 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 
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and the median debt $4,831. 

Sixteen petitioners had less than $3,000 in debts, 20 had debts 

of $3,000 to $5,999, and seven had $6,000 to $9,999 total debt 

(Table 32). Seven of the 50 petitioners had debt totaling more than 

$10,000. 

Median debt figures for previous studies (Brosky, 1965; 

Dolphin, 1965; and Herrmann, 1965) show median debt range of 

$3, 184 (which excludes real estate debt) to $4,514. The median 

debt for the 50 Portland petitioners was $4, 831 which is slightly 

higher than other studies indicate. Difference may be due to type 

and amount of debt information included and interpretation given 

the available data. 

Total debt between $2,000 and $5,999 comprised 66.1 percent 

of total debt in the Seattle study (Brosky, 1965), 70.0 percent in the 

Flint study (Dolphin, 1965) and 60.0 percent in the current study 

of 50 petitioners in Portland. Again differences may be due to 

individual interpretation of debt structure. 

Total Creditors 

The 50 petitioners had a total of 954 creditors, ranging from 

four to 48. The mean number of creditors was 19.1 and the median 

16.5. 

Table 33 shows distribution of total number of creditors. 
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Almost one -half of the petitioners had ten to 19 creditors. 

Table 32. Distribution by Total Amount of Debt for 50 Personal 
Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Amount of Debt Number Percent 

$ 1,000 - 1,999 6 12 

2,000 - 2,999 10 20 

3,000 - 3,999 3 6 

4,000 - 4,999 7 14 

5,000 - 5,999 10 20 

6,000 - 6,999 2 4 

7,000 - 7,999 1 2 

8,000 8,999 1 2 

9,000 - 9,999 3 6 

10,000 - 10,999 0 0 

11,000 - 11,999 2 4 

12,000 - 12,999 0 0 

13,000 - 13,999 0 0 

14,000 - 14,999 0 0 

15,000 - 15,999 1 2 

16,000 - 16,999 0 0 

17,000 - 17,999 2 4 

18,000 - 18,999 1 2 

19,000 - 19,999 0 0 

20,000 - 20,999 1 2 

Total 50 100 

- 
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Table 33. Distribution by Number of Total Creditors 
of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Number of Creditors Number Percent 

0 - 9 7 14 

10 - 19 24 48 

20 - 29 12 24 

30 - 39 5 10 

40 - 49 2 4 

Total 50 100 

The median number of creditors, 16.5 for the 50 petitioners, 

appears consistent with results of two previous bankruptcy studies 

where median number of creditors were 14 (Dolphin, 1965) and 

19 (Herrmann, 1965). 

Secured Debt 

Creditors were designated as secured when they held a security 

agreement. The 50 petitioners owed a total of $172, 173 to secured 

creditors. The range was from no debt to $17,356. Six petitioners 

had no secured debt. The mean amount of secured debt was $3,443 

and the median $1,730. 

Thirteen petitioners having secured debt had less than $1,000 

of this type of debt. Nineteen had secured debt totaling $1,000 to 
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$4,999; secured debts of $5,000 to $9,999 were incurred by seven 

petitioners; and five had secured debt of $10,000 to $19,000 (Table 

34). 

Table 34. Distribution by Amount of Secured Debt of 50 Personal 
Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Amount of Secured Debt Number Percent 

None 6 12 

$ 1 - 999 13 26 

1,000 - 1,999 8 16 

2,000 2,999 5 10 

3,000 3,999 4 8 

4,000 - 4,999 2 4 

5,000 5,999 1 2 

6,000 6,999 3 6 

7,000 - 7,999 1 2 

8,000 - 8,999 2 4 

9,000 - 9,999 0 0 

10,000 14,999 3 6 

15,000 19,999 2 4 

Total 50 100 

Herrmann (1965) found that median secured debt totaled $1, 119, 

exclusive of home mortgage debt. If real estate debt had not been 

included in the Oregon study, median secured debt would have been 

less than the $1,730. 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 



74 

The percentage of each petitioner's total debt which was 

secured ranged from zero to 97.8 percent. The mean percentage 

was 46.5 percent and the median was 41.7 percent. Six petitioners 

had no secured debt. 

The individual percentage of secured debt was quite evenly 

distributed between zero and 99 percent. Twenty -eight petitioners 

had secured debt of less than 50 percent of their total debt and 22 

had 50 percent or more of their debts held by secured creditors 

(Table 35). 

Table 35. Distribution by Amount of Secured Debt as a Percentage 
of Each Petitioner's Total Debt of 50 Personal Bank- 
ruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Percentage of Total Debt 
Which Was Secured Number Percent 

0 - 9 8 16 

10 - 19 5 10 

20 -29 4 8 

30 - 39 5 10 

40 -49 6 12 

50 -59 3 6 

60 - 69 6 12 

70 -79 3 6 

80 -89 5 10 

90 -99 5 10 

Total 50 100 
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Misbach (1964) found that secured creditors held an average 

of 62 percent of the total debt. That is a relatively higher percentage 

than the mean secured debt percentage of 46.5 found in the Oregon 

study. Difference may be due in part to interpretation of debt 

information used. 

The fact that over one -fourth of the 50 petitioners in this 

study had 70 percent or more of their total debts secured indicates 

the importance of this type of debt in the general debt structure. It 

represents in part the value of goods which could be lost to the 

petitioner. For example, furniture which is used as the security 

for a personal loan could be repossessed by the creditor as a result 

of one or more payment defaults. It is also possible that the peti- 

tioner would be liable for a deficiency judgment. If an automobile 

were used as collateral for a loan, repossession could conceivably 

result in job loss due to lack of transportation to and from place of 

employment. 

It was evident during several of the petitioner hearings that 

the same goods were held as collateral for two different loans. The 

first loan would take precedence over the second. Legal action 

against the petitioner could ensue if fraud could be proven. 

Secured Creditors 

The 44 petitioners having secured debts had a total of 137 
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secured creditors. Six petitioners had none. The range was none 

to seven; the mean number of secured creditors was 2.6 and the 

median was two. 

Of the 44 petitioners having secured creditors, 28 had less 

than four such creditors and 16 had four or more secured creditors 

(Table 36). These results are consistent with previous studies 

(Misbach, 1964 and Herrmann, 1965). 

Table 36. Distribution by Number of Secured Creditors of 50 
Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Number of Secured Creditors Number Percent 

0 6 12 

1 10 20 

2 11 22 

3 7 14 

4 8 16 

3 6 

6 4 8 

7 1 2 

Total 50 100 

Sixty -eight percent of the 50 petitioners had three or less 

secured creditors. The small proportion of total creditors which 

held secured debt appears to indicate that large amounts of debts 

were incurred from a small number of creditors. It would be of 
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interest to know the percentage of secured creditors which had 

threatened to garnish wages of the petitioners. 

The percentage of each petitioner's total creditors which held 

secured debt ranged from zero to 62.5 percent. The mean percent- 

age was 18.3 percent and the median was 12.5 percent. Six peti- 

tioners had no secured creditors. 

Thirty -seven of the 50 petitioners had less than 30 percent of 

their creditors holding secured debt (Table 37). 

Table 37. Distribution by Secured Creditors as a Percentage of 
Each Petitioner's Total Creditors of 50 Personal Bank- 
ruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Percentage of Total Creditors 
Which Was Secured Number Percent 

0 - 9 21 42 

10 - 19 9 18 

20 - 29 7 14 

30 - 39 7 14 

40 - 49 3 6 

50 - 59 2 4 

60 - 69 1 2 

70 - 100 0 0 

Total 50 100 

Ten petitioners had 30 to 49 percent secured creditors and 

three had 50 to 69 percent secured creditors. 
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Sixty percent of the 50 petitioners had their secured debt held 

by less than 20 percent of their total creditors. A relatively small 

proportion of total creditors held secured debt. 

Unsecured Debt 

Unsecured debt for 50 petitioners totaled $126,257. All peti- 

tioners had unsecured debt with a range of $258 to $10,788. The 

median amount owed to unsecured creditors was $2,247 and the mean 

amount was $2, 527. 

Unsecured debt of less than $1,000 was incurred by 12 peti- 

tioners. Thirty -three petitioners had unsecured debt totaling 

$1,000 to $4,999 and five had $5,000 to $11,000 in unsecured finan- 

cial obligations (Table 38). 

All petitioners had unsecured debt (Table 39). The percentage 

of each petitioner's debt which was unsecured ranged from 2.2 per- 

cent to 100 percent. The mean percentage was 53.5 and the median 

was 55.9 percent. 

The percentage of unsecured debt approached even distribu- 

tion. Twenty -two petitioners had less than 50 percent and 28 had 

50 percent or more of their total debt unsecured. 

Unsecured Creditors 

There were a total of 817 unsecured creditors for the 50 
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petitioners. The range of unsecured creditors was two to 44. The 

median number was 14 and the mean 16.2. 

Table 38. Distribution by Amount of Unsecured Debt of 50 Personal 
Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Amount of Unsecured Debt Number Percent 

$ 0 999 12 24 

1,000 - 1,999 10 20 

2,000 2,999 16 32 

3,000 3,999 4 8 

4,000 4,999 3 6 

5,000 5,999 2 4 

6,000 - 6,999 0 0 

7,000 7,999 2 4 

8,000 11,000 1 2 

Total 50 100 

Of the 50 petitioners 16 had their unsecured debt held by less 

than ten creditors, 28 had 10 to 29 unsecured creditors and seven 

had 30 to 49 such creditors. 

Table 40 shows the distribution of unsecured creditors. It 

is noted that 85.6 percent of the total creditors held 42.3 percent 

of the 50 petitioners' total debt. It appears that the relatively large 

number of small debts plays an important part in the debt structure 

of the petitioners. It would be of interest to know the relationship 

between secured and unsecured debt for families and individuals 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 
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not involved in bankruptcy proceedings. 

Table 39. Distribution by Unsecured Debt as a Percentage of Each 
Petitioner's Total Debt of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Peti- 
tioners in Portland, Oregon 

Percentage of Total Debt 
Which Was Unsecured Number Percent 

0 - 9 5 10 

10 - 19 5 10 

20 -29 4 8 

30 - 39 6 12 

40 -49 2 4 

50 - 59 6 12 

60 - 69 5 10 

70 -79 4 8 

80 - 89 5 10 

90 - 99 2 4 

100 6 12 

Total 50 100 

The percentage of total creditors which were unsecured for 

each petitioner ranged from 37.5 percent to 100 percent. Six peti- 

tioners had only unsecured creditors. The median percentage of 

unsecured creditors was 87.6 percent and the mean was 81.6 percent. 
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Table 40. Distribution by Number of Unsecured Creditors of 50 
Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Number of Unsecured Creditors Number Percent 

0 - 9 16 32 

10 - 19 18 36 

20 - 29 9 18 

30 - 39 6 12 

40 -49 1 2 

Total 50 100 

Eleven petitioners had 30 to 69 percent unsecured creditors, and 70 

to 99 percent of 33 petitioners' total creditors were unsecured 

(Table 41) . 

Assigned Debt 

The use of a collection agent or agency was not always 

indicated on the petition. Therefore the amount of assigned debt 

and number of assigned creditors may have been larger than is 

indicated by these figures (Table 42). 

Of the 50 petitioners, 36 had assigned debt. For those having 

assigned debt, the range was $70 to $3,890. The mean amount 

was $1,023 and the median amount was $1,255. Of these 36 with 

assigned debts, 20 had debt in the amount of $1,000 to $3,890. 

Assigned debt was 17.1 percent of the total debt. 
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Table 41. Distribution by Unsecured Creditors as a Percentage of 
Each Petitioner's Total Creditors of 50 Personal Bank- 
ruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Percentage of Total Creditors 
Which Was Unsecured Number Percent 

0 -29 0 0 

30 -39 1 2 

40 -49 1 2 

50 -59 3 6 

60 -69 6 12 

70 - 79 9 18 

80 -89 9 18 

90 - 99 15 30 

100 6 12 

Total 50 100 

Of the 36 petitioners having a portion of their total debt 

assigned for collection, 16 had such debt totaling less than $1,000. 

Thirteen petitioners had assigned debt of $1,000 to $2,499 and seven 

had such debt in the amount of $2,500 to $3,999. 

For the 36 petitioners having assigned debt, this debt ranged 

from 3.9 percent to 76.0 percent of the individual petitioner's total 

debt. The mean percentage of total debt which was assigned for 
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collection was 21.6 percent and the median was 23.9 percent. 

Table 42. Distribution by Amount of Assigned Debt of 50 Personal 
Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Amount of Assigned Debt Number Percent 

None 14 28 

$ 1 - 499 6 12 

500 - 999 10 20 

1,000 -1,4994 8 

1,500 - 1,999 7 14 

2,000 - 2,499 2 4 

2,500 - 2,999 3 6 

3,000 - 3,499 3 6 

3,500 - 3,999 1 2 

Total 50 100 

Twenty -five petitioners had assigned debt of one to 39 percent 

of their total debt and 11 had 40 to 79 percent of their debt assigned 

for collection. Table 43 shows further distribution. 

Assigned debt appears to generally comprise a small propor- 

tion of total debt. The significance of this amount is undetermined 

since there are no figures available upon which to base a comparison. 
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Table 43. Distribution by Amount of Assigned Debt as a Percentage 
of Individual Petitioner's Total Debt of 50 Personal Bank- 
ruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Percentage of Total Debt 
Which Was Assigned Number Percent 

0 14 28 

1 - 9 7 14 

10 - 19 8 16 

20 - 29 7 14 

30 - 39 3 6 

40 - 49 3 6 

50 - 59 3 6 

60 - 69 3 6 

70 - 79 2 4 

80 - 100 0 0 

Total 50 100 

Assigned Creditors 

The 36 petitioners having assigned debt had a total of 173 

assigned creditors which is 18.1 percent of all creditors. The 

range was from one to 17 assigned creditors with a mean number of 

2.9 and a median of 4.0. 

Thirty -one of the 36 petitioners had less than ten assigned 
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creditors; five had 10 to 19 debts assigned for collection (Table 44). 

Table 44. Distribution by Number of Assigned Creditors of 50 
Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Number of Assigned Creditors Number Percent 

0 14 28 

1 - 4 23 46 

5 - 9 8 16 

10 - 14 3 6 

15 - 19 2 4 

Total 50 100 

Over 60 percent of all petitioners had one to ten assigned 

creditors. It would be of value to know if primary creditors had 

assigned the debt to a collection agent or agency as a matter of 

normal procedure or because they had been unsuccessful in obtaining 

payment from the petitioners. It would also be of interest to know 

how many of the 31 threatened garnishments in the sample had been 

made by assigned rather than primary creditors. 

The number of assigned creditors as a percentage of individ- 

ual petitioner's total creditors ranged from 3.4 to 58.8 percent for 

the 36 petitioners with assigned creditors. The mean percentage 

was 17 .0 percent and the median was 20.3 percent. 
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One -half of the 36 petitioners had assigned creditors totaling 

one to 19 percent of all their creditors, 12 had 20 to 39 percent 

assigned creditors and six had 40 to 59 percent such creditors 

(Table 45). 

Table 45. Distribution by Number of Assigned Creditors as a 
Percentage of Individual Petitioner's Total Creditors 
of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, 
Oregon 

Percentage of Total Creditors 
Which Was Assigned Number Percent 

0 14 28 

1 9 8 16 

10 19 10 20 

20 - 29 5 10 

30 - 39 7 14 

40 - 49 5 10 

50 - 59 1 2 

60 -100 0 0 

Total 50 100 

Creditor Classifications 

As previously indicated, all debts of the petitioners were 

classified by purpose. Over 75 percent of the petitioners had debt 

in two classifications, automobile and medical (Table 46). Over 

50 percent had debt in five classifications. Ranked in order of 

- 

- 
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Table 46. Distribution by Creditor Classification of Amount of 
Debt and Number of Creditors of 50 Personal Bank- 
ruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregona 

Ú 
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1. Real estate 15 30 $ 80, 560 $5, 400 26.9 17 1 1. 9 

2. Automobile, auto repair 
and garage 41 82 56, 050 1, 340 18.8 81 2 8. 5 

3. Medical 44 88 28, 520 435 9. 6 285 4.5 29. 8 

4. Business 6 12 23, 280 2, 520 7.8 45 5 4. 7 

5. Furniture 24 48 16, 450 530 5.5 31 1 3. 3 

6. Finance company 23 46 13, 410 380 4.5 32 1 3. 3 

7. Notes to individuals 6 12 9, 430 1,100 3. 2 9 1 0. 9 

8. Appliances, hardware, 
plumbing and repair 34 68 9, 390 185 3. 1 55 1 5. 8 

9. Credit bureau 14 28 8, 700 380 2. 9 22 1 2. 3 

10. Credit union 8 16 6, 930 765 2. 3 9 1 0. 9 

11. Department store 19 38 6, 460 210 2. 2 35 1 3. 7 

12. Commercial bank 10 20 5,130 315 1. 7 14 1 1.5 

13. Building construction, 
materials and repair 9 18 4, 290 20 1. 4 19 1 2. 0 

14. Professional services 13 26 3, 720 260 1. 3 24 1 2. 4 

15. Utilities 29 58 3, 690 90 1. 3 80 2 8. 4 

16. Government 12 24 3, 550 135 1. 2 14 1 1. 4 

17. Rent due landlord 12 24 3, 520 200 1. 2 18 1.5 2. 0 

18. Oil company and 
service station 20 40 2, 990 100 1. 0 37 2 3. 9 

19. Food and dairy 18 36 2, 450 50 0.8 32 1 3. 3 

20. Collection service 8 16 1, 870 165 0. 6 11 1 1. 2 

21. Clothing 14 28 1, 860 55 0. 6 20 1 2. 1 

22. Jewelry 3 6 180 70 0.1 3 1 0.3 
23. Other and miscellaneous 29 58 6, 000 130 2.0 61 2 6.4 

Total $298, 430 100.0 954 100.0 

a 
See Appendix E for further creditor classification information. 
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decreasing frequency of occurrence, they are: medical; automobile, 

automobile repair and garage; utilities; appliances, hardware, 

plumbing and repair; and other and miscellaneous. Six percent of 

the petitioners had debt specified for jewelry purchase. Twenty 

percent or less had debt in the following classifications: building 

construction, materials and repair; business; collection service; 

credit union; jewelry; and notes to individuals. 

The classification in which the greatest amount of debt was 

incurred was real estate with a total of $80,560 owed by 15 peti- 

tioners. That was followed by automobile expenses with $56,050 

owed by 41 petitioners and medical expenses with $28,520 owed by 

44 petitioners. 

The least total amount of debt was in the jewelry classifica- 

tion in which three petitioners owed a total of $180. The two 

classifications with the least amount of debt, in ascending order, 

were clothing for which 14 petitioners owed $1,860 and collection 

services for which $1,870 was owed by eight petitioners. 

A total of 954 creditors accounted for $298,430 total debt. 

The classification with the greatest number of creditors represented 

was medical with 285. Automobile with 81 creditors and utilities 

with 80 creditors were classifications with second and third greatest 

number of creditors. Classifications with the least number of 

creditors were jewelry with three and credit unions and notes to 
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individuals, each with nine creditors represented. 

Of the total debt, the real estate classification comprised the 

greatest percentage, 26. 9 percent. The automobile debt was second 

highest with 18.8 percent. Jewelry expenses were the lowest of all 

classifications with 0.1 percent. 

Six petitioners owed business debt to a median of five creditors 

and 44 petitioners owed medical debt to a median of 4.5 creditors. 

All other debt classifications had one to two median creditors. 

The highest median debt was in the real estate classification 

for which 15 petitioners owed 17 creditors a median amount of 

$5,400. The median debt exceeded $1,000 in three other classifica- 

tions: six petitioners owed 45 business creditors a median amount 

of $2,500; 41 petitioners owed a median amount of $1, 340 to 81 

automobile creditors; and a median of $1, 100 was due nine individ- 

ual note holders by six petitioners. 

Median debt of less than $100 was owed to building construc- 

tion, materials and repair, clothing, food and dairy, jewelry and 

utility creditors. 

It is not possible to compare these results directly with 

previous studies because some different creditor classifications have 

been developed and used. Also debt was categorized in this study 

primarily according to purpose of the debt; other studies classified 

debt according to the creditor. Real estate and /or business debt 
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were not included in some of the previous studies. It would have 

been of value to re- evaluate financial characteristics of the 50 peti- 

tioners excluding these two classifications in order to make further 

comparisons. 

Brosky (1965) found that the greatest percentage of total debt, 

excluding real estate, was owed to the live following types of 

creditors. Finance companies comprised 30.1 percent of the total 

debt; all medical, 12.3 percent; notes to individuals, 12.1 percent; 

commercial banks, 10.7 percent; and credit unions 6.7 percent of 

the total debt. 

Dolphin (1965) found that financial lenders held 47 percent of 

all debt. This classification included banks, sales finance compa- 

nies, small loan licensees and other financial lending concerns. 

Medical services accounted for 15 percent of the total debt and 

retailers for 12 percent. Results of the Flint study (Dolphin, 1965) 

showed also that retail creditors comprised 31 percent of all 

creditors. Twenty -eight percent of all creditors were medical. 

If financial lenders were considered to include collection 

services, commercial banks, credit bureaus, credit unions and 

finance companies, a total of 12.0 percent of the total debt for the 

50 petitioners in this study would be due this creditor group. How- 

ever because of differences in initial debt classification a com- 

parison cannot be made. 
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The same is true of number of creditors in the different 

classifications. However it would be of value to note that 29.8 per- 

cent of the total creditors were holding medical debt. This figure 

is very similar to Dolphin's findings (1965). 

Debt information for each of the 50 petitioners was further 

analyzed to determine the overall picture of creditor classifications 

having highest and second highest percentages of total debt for each 

individual. 

Automobile, real estate and medical classifications had the 

greatest number of petitioners with the highest percentage of debts, 

being 16, 11 and 8 respectively. Furniture, automobile and medical 

were classifications which had the largest numbers of second 

highest individual debt percentage. Collection services, depart- 

ment stores, food and dairy, jewelry, oil company and service 

stations, rent and utilities had neither highest nor second highest 

debt percentages (Chart I). 

Personal and Family Characteristics Related 

to Financial Characteristics 

Mean debt and mean income were calculated for each of the 

personal and family characteristic groups. In the following sections, 

tables will include petitioner characteristics, number of petitioners 

in each classification, mean income, mean debt and net difference 



1. Automobile, auto repair & garage 

2. Medical 

3. Furniture 

4. Real estate 
5. Finance company 

6. Credit bureau 
7. Appliance, hardware, plumb. &repair 

8. Business 

9. Notes to individuals 

10. Credit union 
11. Commercial bank 

12. Other & Miscellaneous 

13. Building constructien,material & repair 
14. Clothing 

15. Government 

16. Professional services 

17. Collection services 

18. Department store 

19. Food & dairy 

20. Jewelry 

21. Oil company & service station 

22. Rent due landlord 
23. Utility 

Chart I. 

"``"` 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1 

1S 11 1213 14 15 6 

Number of Petitioners 

Highest percentage of in 
dividual petitioner's debt 

Second highest percent- 
age of individual peti- 
tioner's debt 

Number of Petitioners Claiming Creditor Classifications as First Highest 
and Second Highest Percentage of Debt 

4 
. - 

01 

1 1$ 19 20 21 22 23 24 2.5 26 27 28 211J 

X 

IN 

7',\ \ \N 

L4 



93 

calculated by subtracting mean debt from mean income. The small 

number of petitioners in many of the groups must be considered 

before generalizing from the information. 

A multiple correlation matrix was determined using petitioner 

age class, family size, family life cycle stage, mean income and 

mean debt. 

Results show a significant positive correlation between age 

class and stage in family life cycle; family size and stage in family 

life cycle; and mean income and mean debt (Table 47). 

Table 47. Results of Multiple Correlation Matrix Relating Age 
Class, Family Size, Stage in Family Life Cycle, Mean 
Income and Mean Debt of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Peti- 
tioners in Portland, Oregon 

Age 
Class 

Family 
Size 

Stage in 
Fam. Life 

Cycle 

Mean 
Income 

Mean 
Debt 

Age Class 

Family Size 

Stage in Family 
Life Cycle 

Mean Income 

Mean Debt 

1.00 .03 

1.00 

.43a 

. 67a 

1.00 

.08 

.08 

-.02 
1.00 

.24 

.24 

.26 

.46a 
1.00 

aP = .01 
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Significant positive correlation between stage in family life 

cycle and age class appear logical because of the nature of sequences 

of stages. The definite relationship between mean income and mean 

debt for this sample group helps give an overview of the group. 

Apparently bankruptcy is neither a function of income level nor of 

debt but of the relationship existing between the two. A study is 

needed to determine the point beyond which the debt- income ratio 

is such that financial obligations cannot be met. 

Although correlations of mean debt to age class, family size 

and stage in family life cycles are not significant at P = .01, they 

do approach an r of .27, the correlation necessary for significance 

at P = .05. A larger total sample number might show a different 

significance. 

Age Related to Income and Debt 

Mean income shows no definite pattern when related to age 

class (Table 48). However mean debt does appear to generally 

increase with age until the age of 45, where a decrease is noted. 

Due to the small number of petitioners in some of the age classes, 

generalizations from the results are not possible. If real estate 

and business incurred debt had not been included in the study, the 

results obtained may have indicated a definite pattern. 

A t -test of significance showed that mean income of 15 to 19 
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year old petitioners was significantly lower, P = . 05, than mean 

income for the other age classes. Use of incomes in computing 

the mean for this age class could, however, make a poor estimation 

of the mean. The two age classes which had only one petitioner 

each were not used in the t -test. 

Table 48. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Age 
Class of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Age Class Number Mean 
Income 

Mean 
Debt 

Net 
Difference 

15 - 19 years 2 $2,900 $2,200 $ 700 

20 - 24 years 7 5,757 3,185 2,572 

25 29 years 18 4,888 5,977 -1,089 

30 34 years 9 6,144 6,144 0 

35 - 39 years 5 5, 640 8,120 -2,480 

40 - 44 years 4 4, 625 9,025 -4,400 
45 49 years 1 4,900 5,000 - 100 

50 - 59 years 3 6, 633 8,733 -2,100 
60 years and over 1 3,200 1, 300 1,900 

Marital Status Related to Income and Debt 

Separated and divorced petitioners had higher mean incomes 

than did married, widowed or single petitioners (Table 49). How- 

ever mean debt was greatest for married petitioners. Widowed, 

separated and divorced petitioners appeared to have lower debt in 

- 

- 

- 
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relation to income than did single and married subjects. 

Table 49. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Marital 
Status of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Marital Status Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 
Difference 

Married 

Separated 

Divorced 

Widowed. 

Single 

36 

4 

7 

2 

1 

$5,221 

6,666 

6,028 

4,100 

500 

$6,478 

4,133 

5,328 

3,450 

2,500 

-$1,257 

2,533 

700 

650 

- 2,000 

Implications of these results are of interest. A t -test showed 

that mean debt for married petitioners was significantly higher 

than mean debt for separated petitioners at P = .05. 

It would be of interest to know why separated and divorced 

petitioners have higher incomes than other petitioners. The fact 

that married petitioners have larger mean debt than all other 

categories except the one single petitioner appears to indicate that 

costs related to maintenance of a family are of major importance. 

Length of Time Married Related to Income and Debt 

Mean income appeared to increase generally with length of 

time married (Table 50). However petitioners married 15 to 20 
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years and 20 to 25 years had lower incomes than petitioners 

married fewer number of years or 25 to 30 years. No general pat- 

tern was indicated when comparing mean debt with number of years 

married. 

Table 50. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Length 
of Time Married of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners 
in Portland, Oregon 

Length of Time 
Married Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

Not married 1 $ 500 $ 2,500 -$2,000 

Less than 1 year 6 4,766 2,483 2,283 
1 to 5 years 19 4,984 5,189 - 205 

5 to 10 years 9 5,744 6,488 - 744 

10 to 15 years 6 6,383 9,566 - 3,183 

15 to 20 years 3 6,133 4,266 1,867 

20 to 25 years 2 4,450 11,540 - 6,950 

25 to 30 years 1 10,600 20,000 - 9,400 
Unknown 3 4,133 3,766 367 

Results of a t -test showed that mean debt incurred by peti- 

tioners married less than one year is significantly lower at P = .05 

than mean debt of petitioners married one to 15 years. 

Number of Times Married Related to Income and Debt 

Both mean income and mean debt seemed to generally rise 
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with the number of times married (Table 51). However the small 

number of subjects who had not married or had married three or 

four times precludes a definite pattern. 

The increase in mean debt as petitioners had been married 

more times might be more related to age and family size than to 

number of marriages. 

Table 51. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Number 
of Times Married of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners 
in Portland, Oregon 

Number of Times 
Married Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

None 1 $ 500 $2,500 -$2,000 

1 36 5,313 5,811 - 498 

2 10 5,740 7,650 - 1,910 

3 2 4,150 1,450 2,700 

4 1 6,600 7,700 - 1,100 

Family Size Related to Income and Debt 

Mean income decreased progressively for one to three mem- 

ber families and then increased slightly as families became larger 

in number. A general increase was indicated in mean debt as 

family size increased, the one exception being two member families 

which had lower mean debt than single member households. 
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Households with one, two and eight members appeared to have 

greater incomes than debt. Three to six member families had 

progressively higher debt than income (Table 52). 

Table 52. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Family 
Size of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, 
Oregon 

Family 
Siz e 

Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 
Difference 

1 11 $5,663 $4,636 $1,027 

2 6 5,200 4,483 717 

3 10 4,310 5,450 1,140 

4 12 5,091 6,800 1,709 

5 6 5,833 7,483 1,650 

6 4 6,100 8,600 - 2,500 

7 0 0 0 0 

8 1 7,000 5,500 1,500 

It appears generally that the larger the family becomes, the 

greater its debt in relation to its income. These results could be 

related to previous findings that amount of debt increases with 

petitioner age class. 

Number of Children Related to Income and Debt 

Mean income dropped $1,411 from no children to one child 

families, then increased progressively as the number of children 

- 

- 

- 
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in the household increased (Table 53). An increase in mean debt 

was noted as the number of children in the family increased, 

although the six children family had a relatively lower mean debt 

than the four children families. Households with no children and 

six children had greater incomes than debt. All other families 

had progressively higher negative net differences as family size 

increased. 

Table 53. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Number 
of Children of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Number of 
Children Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

None 15 $5,686 $4,733 $ 953 

1 12 4,275 5,116 - 841 

2 13 5,184 6,800 - 1,616 
3 5 5,740 7,620 - 1,880 

4 4 6,100 8,600 - 2,500 
5 0 0 0 0 

6 1 7,000 5,500 1,500 

These results are consistent with mean debt pattern of peti- 

tioners with different size families. 

Stage in Family Life Cycle Related to Income and Debt 

No definite pattern was established when mean income was 
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related to stage in family life cycle. Mean debt increased as each 

successive stage was reached until the empty nest stage when mean 

debt dropped. The no family and early marriage stages had greater 

incomes than debt. Negative net differences, in order of descending 

amount, were child launching, child rearing, child bearing and 

empty nest stages (Table 54). 

Table 54. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Stage 
in Family Life Cycle of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Peti- 
tioners in Portland, Oregon 

Stage in Family Net 
Life Cycle Number Mean Income Mean Debt Difference 

No family 11 $5,663 $ 4,636 $1,027 

Early marriage 3 6,033 5,000 1,033 

Child bearing 20 4,660 5,015 - 355 

Child rearing 13 5,523 8,169 - 2,646 

Child launching 2 6,900 10,650 - 3,750 

Empty nest 1 4,900 5,000 - 100 

Implications of these results are of interest although the 

small number of petitioners represented in several of the categories 

must be considered. Lack of a definite mean income pattern is 

consistent with findings for the different age classes of the peti- 

tioners. Highest mean debt in child rearing and child launching 

classes appears to imply that highest debt potential is greater for 
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these periods than for the early marriage and child bearing stages. 

Further study is needed regarding income and debt patterns in 

relation to different stages in the family life cycle. 

Employment Status of Spouse Related to Income and Debt 

Petitioners whose spouses were employed part time during 

1965 had a greater mean income than petitioners whose spouses 

were not employed or were employed full time outside the home. 

Mean debt was highest for full time and lowest for petitioners whose 

spouse was not employed outside the home. All three classifica- 

tions had more debt than income, with the greatest negative balance 

for petitioners whose spouses were employed full time (Table 55). 

Table 55. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Employ- 
ment Status of Spouse of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Peti- 
tioners in Portland, Oregon 

Employment Status 
of Spouse Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

Not employed out- 
side home 18 $4,427 $4,477 -$ 50 

Full time employ- 
ment 14a 5,614 7,885 - 2,271 

Part time employ- 
ment 5 5,740 7,000 - 1,260 

Not applicable 13b 5,930 5,600 330 

alncluded one separated petitioner's wife who was employed 

bIncluded single, separated, divorced and widowed petitioners 
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Mean debt is greatest for those petitioners whose spouses 

were employed full time although their mean income was not highest. 

It should be considered that two of the spouses employed full time 

were husbands and that five of the 14 spouses were not employed 

at the time of the interview but had been employed during part of 

1965. 

Further study of these implications might show that two wage 

earners in the family give a feeling of wealth which encourages 

additional expenditures and will exceed their actual ability to pay. 

It would be interesting to know also whether the employed spouses 

began working before or after the financial burden became crucial. 

Occupation Related to Income and Debt 

No definite pattern is characterized when mean income is 

related to occupational status. This is surprising as one would 

suspect that income would increase as occupational level demanded 

more skills. Several factors which may be significant should be 

considered in this respect. First, both of the petitioners in the 

administrative personnel and minor professional classification had 

been unemployed during part of 1965. Second, one homemaker 

listing small 1965 income was included in the clerical and sales 

and technicians classification. This would tend to lower the mean 

somewhat. There was no general increase or decrease in mean 
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debt noted for occupational classification (Table 56). 

Table 56. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Occupa- 
tion of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, 
Oregon 

Occupation Number Mean 
Income 

Mean 
Debt 

Net 
Difference 

Executives, major profes- 
sionals, and owners of 
large businesses 0 0 0 0 

Business managers, owners 
of medium size businesses 
and lesser professionals 0 0 0 0 

Administrative personnel, 
minor professionals and 
small business owners 2 $2,550 $3,400 -$ 850 

Clerical and sales and 
technicians 9 5,544 6, 900 - 1,356 

Skilled manual employees 11 5,918 6,018 - 100 

Machine operators and semi- 
skilled employees 19 5,389 6,268 - 879 

Unskilled employees 9 4,622 4,955 - 333 

The failure of these results to be consistent with national 

trends of income increase with occupational training and skill may 

result from the small sample size. 
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Education Related to Income and Debt 

Mean income appeared to have no relation to educational level 

of the petitioner; neither did mean debt (Table 57). These results 

do not appear consistent with current emphasis on education as a 

means of raising income level. The small number of petitioners in 

some of the classes must be considered. A larger study is needed 

to obtain valid results regarding educational level and petitioner 

debt and income. 

Table 57. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Education 
Level of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, 
Oregon 

Highest Grade 
Completed Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

7 2 $ 4,750 2,200 $2,550 

8 6 4,433 5,950 1,517 

9 3 7,200 4,800 2,400 

10 7 4,942 4,585 357 

11 6 4,750 6,566 - 1,816 
12 21 5,376 6,328 952 

13 - 15 4 4,950 4,975 - 25 

16 1 10,600 20,000 - 9,400 

Results of this study might appear to indicate that factors 

unrelated to educational attainment are more basic to financial 

$ 

- 

- 
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structures of the petitioners. 

Social Class Related to Income and Debt 

As expected, mean income decreased progressively with 

decrease in social class, but mean debt indicated no definite pat- 

tern (Table 58). Petitioners in each of the three social classes 

represented had greater debt than income. 

Table 58. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Social 
Class of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in 
Portland, Oregon 

Social 
Class Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

I 0 0 0 0 

II 0 0 0 0 

III 4 $5,575 $8,625 -$3,050 

IV 27 5,381 5,622 - 241 

V 19 5,078 5,921 843 

One would expect that even in a larger sample classes I and 

II would not be represented in the same proportion as the other 

classes. If in fact this were true, it would be of interest to know 

if members of these two groups exhibit greater sophistication 

regarding their financial obligations and are able to utilize other 

- 
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methods in solving financial problems. It is also possible that they 

do not have as many financial obligations and problems. 

Garnishment Related to Income and Debt 

The 31 petitioners who indicated that garnishment of wages had 

been threatened by one or more creditors had higher mean income 

and debt than did nineteen petitioners who had no such action 

threatened (Table 59). Both groups had about $700 more mean debt 

than income. 

Table 59. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Garnish- 
ment, Actual and Threatened, of 50 Personal Bank- 
ruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Number 
Mean Mean Net 

Income Debt Difference 

Threatened garnish- 
ment 

Yes 31 $5,474 $6,164 -$ 690 

No 19 4,968 5,668 - 700 

Actual garnishment 

Yes 11 $5,400 $5,409 -$ 9 

No 39 5,248 6,135 - 887 

Petitioners whose wages had been garnished had a higher 

mean income and a lower mean debt than those whose wages were 

not garnished. Although both groups had greater debt than income, 
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petitioners who had had wages garnished had a significantly lower 

amount of negative net difference. 

Petitioners who had been threatened with garnishment pro- 

ceedings had 19 median creditors while the entire sample median 

was 16.5. The mean debt of the 31 petitioners who indicated 

threatened garnishment was $172 greater than mean debt of the 50 

petitioners. It appears that petitioners with threatened garnishment 

had a larger number of creditors holding smaller debts. 

Number of Solutions Attempted Related to Income and Debt 

The number of solutions sought to financial problems increased 

progressively with the mean income of the petitioners, with the 

exception of an inconsistency for those petitioners who attempted 

to solve their dilemna in four different ways. There was no general 

pattern indicated for mean debt or net difference (Table 60). 

The small number of petitioners in several of the classes 

invalidates generalizing from the results. 

Cause of Highest Debt Level Related to Income and Debt 

Petitioners attributing cause of highest debt level to business 

incurred debts and debts incurred by spouse had the highest mean 

incomes, As shown in Table 61, lowest mean incomes were held 

by petitioners listing "other" and general over -purchasing. Highest 
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mean debt classifications were business incurred debt and loss of 

income due to accident or illness of petitioner. Petitioners citing 

over -purchasing as the reason for their highest debt level had lowest 

mean debt. Three classifications had positive net differences: 

over -purchasing, spouse incurred debt and medical debt. Peti- 

tioners with business incurred debt had higher negative net differ- 

ence than did other classifications where mean debt was greater 

than mean income. 

Table 60. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Number 
of Solutions to Financial Problems Attempted by 50 
Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Number of 
Solutions 

Attempted 
Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

0 4 $4,325 $5,500 -$1,175 

1 14 4,835 4,621 214 

2 12 5,358 4,208 1,150 

3 13 5,961 9,092 - 3,131 

4 5 4,440 5,320 - 880 

5 2 7,550 8,400 - 850 

Mean debt associated with business incurred expenses as a 

reason for highest debt level was significantly higher at P = .01 

than all other categories. One might question whether petitions 
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including a relatively high proportion of business debt should be 

considered as personal bankruptcy. Perhaps there should be some 

way of classifying these personal bankruptcy cases as business 

bankruptcy. 

Table 61. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Cause 
of Highest Debt Level of 50 Personal Bankruptcy 
Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Cause of Highest 
Debt Level Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

Business incurred 8 $6,075 $12,112 -$6,037 

Loss of income due 
to accident or ill- 
ness 4 5,475 7,150 - 1,675 

Loss of income due 
to other reasons 5 4,820 5,020 - 200 

Medical 9 4,944 4,700 244 

Spouse incurred 6 7,900 4,583 3,317 

Over -purchasing 8 4,741 x.183 - 558 

Other 6 3,450 4,700 - 1,250 

A two fold problem is created for the petitioner when loss of 

income due to accident or illness is the cause of the highest debt 

level, Because of accident or illness he is deprived of income to 

meet current family living expenses which in itself might tend to 

raise the debt level. Also it eliminates any monies which would 
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have been available for payment of previously incurred debt. 

Petitioners naming spouse incurred debt were found to have 

the second lowest mean debt of the seven categories and to be 

$1,409 less than the mean income for the entire sample. Since five 

of the six petitioners in this category were divorced, it would be of 

value to know how important was the factor of not wanting to pay 

bills of an unhappy marriage. 

Reasons for Filing Bankruptcy Petition Related to Income and Debt 

No definite pattern was indicated for mean debt or mean 

income as related to number of reasons given for filing of bank- 

ruptcy petition as a solution to financial problems (Table 62). 

Table 62. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Number 
of Reasons for Filing Bankruptcy as a Solution to 
Financial Problems of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Peti- 
tioners in Portland, Oregon 

Number of Reasons 
for Filing Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

1 18 $ 4,711 $ 5,272 -$ 561 

2 23 5,913 7,443 - 1,530 

3 8 4,400 2,675 1,725 

4 1 11,300 11,300 0 
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Demographic Information Related to Income and Debt 

Mean income was lowest and mean debt and negative net dif- 

ference were highest for those petitioners who had lived in the 

country but were not farming during the first 14 years of their life. 

Those petitioners who had spent their early years in a city or town 

had highest mean income and those living on a farm or ranch 

during that period in their lives had lowest mean debt. Petitioners 

in all three classifications had greater mean debt than income 

(Table 63). 

Table 63. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Area 
Lived During First 14 Years of Life of 50 Personal 
Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Area Lived Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 
Difference 

City or town 26 $5,819 $6,115 -$ 296 

Farm or ranch 17 4,988 5,435 447 

Country but not 
farming 7 4,000 6,771 - 2,771 

Marital Happiness Related to Income and Debt 

Petitioners classifying their marriage as generally happy had 

lower mean incomes and higher mean debts than petitioners who 

- 
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indicated their marriage was generally unhappy (Table 64). Those 

petitioners with generally unhappy marriages had greater income 

than debt while those with happy marriages did not. The small 

sample size prevents generalization from these results. 

Table 64. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Degree 
of Expressed Marital Happiness of 50 Personal Bank- 
ruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Marital Happiness Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 
Difference 

Generally happy 43 $5,341 $6,131 -$ 789 

Generally unhappy 5 6,380 4,600 1,780 

Unknowna 2 1,250 6,100 - 4,850 

aincludes one unmarried petitioner 

An attempt was made to relate mean income and mean debt 

to degree of influence of financial problems on marital happiness. 

No pattern was indicated (Table 65). 

Petitioners indicating that financial problems had influenced 

their marital happiness hardly at all had the highest mean debt. 

The small number of petitioners represented in several of 

the categories precluded generalization. 
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Table 65. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Degree 
to Which Financial Problems Influenced Marital Happi- 
ness of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, 
Oregon 

Degree of 
Influence Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

A great deal 14 $5,485 $5,014 -$ 471 

Quite a bit 12 5,283 7,275 - 1,992 

Some 13 5,546 5,700 - 154 

Hardly at all 7 5,814 8,242 - 2,428 

Not at all 1 1,300 1,300 0 

Unknowna 3 2,633 2,733 100 

aIncludes one unmarried petitioner 

Financial Responsibility Related to Income and Debt 

Petitioners who indicated that husband and wife shared deci- 

sions regarding bill payment had highest mean income and mean 

debt. Petitioners sharing this management aspect with their 

spouses were the only group having greater debts than income; and 

this negative net difference was relatively large (Table 66). Those 

nine petitioners indicating the husband carried bill payment respon- 

sibilities had the lowest mean income and mean debt. 

Huber (1965) hypothesized that couples with a dominant 
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husband were less likely to have financial difficulties than couples 

with a less defined role pattern. Role patterns were not studied in 

the current research but are an area which should be of basic 

interest. 

Table 66. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Family 
Bill Payment Responsibility of 50 Personal Bankruptcy 
Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Person 
Responsible Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

Both husband 
and wife 24 $5,633 $7,266 -$1,633 

Wife 16 5,537 5,437 100 

Husband 9 4,422 3,877 545 

Not applicablea 1 500 2,500 - 2,000 

aPetitioner unmarried 

There was no basic difference in mean incomes between peti- 

tioners who indicated that they mostly agreed with spouse regarding 

the way in which their money was spent and those who mostly 

disagreed (Table 67). Mean debt was slightly higher for petitioners 

expressing general agreement. Debts greater than income were 

characteristic of the petitioners indicating they mostly agreed on 

expenditures. There was no net difference for the "mostly disagree" 

group. 
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Table 67. Distribution of Mean Income and Mean Debt by Degree 
of Expressed Agreement on Expenditures of 50 Personal 
Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

Degree of 
Agreement Number Mean Income Mean Debt Net 

Difference 

Mostly agree 38 $5,373 $6,234 -$ 861 

Mostly disagree 11 5,400 5,400 0 

Not applicablea 1 500 2,500 - 2,000 

aPetitioner unmarried 

These results also might have implications regarding family 

role patterns and further research is needed to study possible 

relationships. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Increases in the number of bankruptcies in the United States and 

in Oregon are of concern. Furthermore Oregon ranks third among 

states in number of personal bankruptcies per 100,000 population. 

Information about the characteristics of the bankruptcy petitioners 

is needed as an initial step in studying the underlying causes of this 

high bankruptcy rate. 

Although studies regarding bankruptcy have been reported, 

none have been conducted in Oregon. Few of the studies have involved 

interviews directly with the petitioners to obtain personal and family 

information not available from official bankruptcy petitions. 

An interview questionnaire was developed for this study. Data 

was collected using the questionnaire and the bankruptcy petition. 

The sample of convenience consisted of 50 personal bankruptcy peti- 

tioners whose cases were heard during six days in February, 1966. 

The subjects were interviewed immediately following initial creditor 

hearings in the federal bankruptcy court in Portland, Oregon. 

Financial information was obtained from the official bankruptcy 

petitions following the interviews. 

Socioeconomic data from the interview questionnaires and 

petitions were categorized to facilitate interpretation. Statistical 

analysis of the data included determination of frequency distributions, 
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ranges, means and medians. A multiple correlation matrix was 

computed using five socioeconomic input variables. A t -test of 

significance was run in an attempt to determine significant character- 

istics of the sample group. However the small number of sample 

means used in some of the calculations made extrapolation of t -test 

data unreliable. 

The study provided descriptive information regarding socio- 

economic characteristics of the 50 petitioners. A composite 

description of the sample was generalized using median or modal 

personal and financial characteristics. Some major deviations from 

generalized median characteristics of the total sample are pointed 

out in the composite. 

Interpretation of the composite description must take into 

consideration the specific nature of each petitioner's personal and 

financial characteristics and the methodology employed in the study. 

Composition of the sample personal and family characteristics 

showed the median petitioner to be male, 28 years old and married 

at the time of the interview. He had married once and had been 

married for four years. His household included four members, two 

of whom were children. His family was in the child bearing stage 

of the family life cycle. 

His spouse had not been employed outside the home during 

1965. However if she had been employed, she worked full time 
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during 1965 for two to six months and contributed approximately 

$665 to family income. 

The median petitioner made no regular support payments to 

persons outside the home. However a petitioner making such pay- 

ments would have made regular child support payments of approxi- 

mately $75 per month. 

The composite description of the 50 petitioners indicated that 

both the petitioner and his spouse had completed the twelfth grade. 

His occupation was machine operator or semiskilled employee. His 

social class was designated as Class IV, next to the lowest according 

to Hollingshead's classification (1957). He had not filed a previous 

bankruptcy petition. One or more creditors had threatened to gar- 

nish his wages during the six months prior to the interview but had 

not actually carried out the garnishment proceedings. 

The composite petitioner had attempted to solve his financial 

problems by two different methods before filing a petition. These 

two ways included contacting creditors, consulting a debt consolida- 

tion agent or agency or attempting to refinance contracts. 

Highest debt level was reached one to two years prior to filing 

personal bankruptcy and the petitioner attributed highest debt level 

to over -purchasing or medical expenses. When asked to specify the 

factors which he felt were direct influences causing him to file 

bankruptcy, he gave two answers which included general overload of 



debt, threatened garnishment or unemployment. 

He lived in a city or a town during the first 14 years of his 

life. 
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The composite petitioner said that he was generally happy in 

his marriage and that financial problems had influenced the happiness 

of his marriage quite a bit. 

The petitioner and his spouse shared financial responsibility 

for bill payment and deciding which bills should be paid. He said 

they mostly agreed on the way in which their money was spent. 

Median composite financial data for the 50 petitioners indicated 

that the petitioner had an income of $4, 950 during the last year for 

which income information was available and that he owed 16.5 

creditors a total of $4,831. 

A closer look at his total debt structure showed that he owed 

$1,730 to two secured creditors, or 41.7 percent of his total debt 

to 12.5 percent of his total creditors. Unsecured debt in the amount 

of $2,247 was due 14 creditors. That was 55.9 percent of his total 

debt owed to 85.6 percent of his creditors. Assigned debt of $1,255 

was owed to four creditors, or 23.9 percent of his total debt due 

20.3 percent of his total creditors. 

The composite petitioner tended to owe debt in several creditor 

classifications: automobile, automobile repair and garage; appliance, 

hardware, plumbing and repair; medical; utilities; and miscellaneous 
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unclassified debt. The highest percentage of his total debt was due 

automobile creditors and the second highest percentage of his total 

debt was owed for medical expenses. 

Information regarding relationships between personal and 

financial characteristics was of a less definite nature. The small 

number of petitioners in personal and family characteristics classi- 

fications was a limiting factor in interpreting results. Therefore 

tendencies rather than definitive relationships were generally 

indicated. 

Mean debt was significantly correlated (P = . 01) with mean 

income and appeared to have some relationship to age class, family 

size and stage in family life cycle. 

Married petitioners had significantly higher (P = . 05) debt 

than separated petitioners. Income level appeared to increase 

with length of time married. Debt tended to increase as family 

size increased and as successive stages in the family life cycle 

were reached up to the empty nest stage. 

Mean family income appeared to be highest when petitioner's 

spouse was employed part time outside the home. Family debt 

tended to be greatest for families in which the petitioner's spouse 

was employed full time. 

When considered separately, education level and occupation 

did not appear to be related to petitioner mean income or mean debt. 
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However when considered together as an indicator of social class, 

mean income increased as social class increased. There was no 

pattern indicated when social class was considered in relation to 

mean debt. 

Petitioners whose wages had been threatened by garnishment 

tended to have higher mean debt and mean income than petitioners 

who had not had garnishment threatened. 

Petitioners listing business and spouse incurred debts as 

reasons for highest debt level tended to have higher mean income 

than petitioners specifying other reasons. Highest mean debt 

appeared to have been incurred by petitioners who had business 

incurred expense and who had reduced income due to accident or ill- 

ness. 

Petitioners who resided in a city or a town during the first 

14 years of their lives tended to have higher mean income than other 

petitioners. Highest mean debt appeared to have been incurred by 

petitioners who lived their first 14 years in the country but not 

farming. 

Petitioners who indicated that their marriage was generally 

happy tended to have lower mean income and higher mean debt than 

petitioners who indicated their marriages had been generally unhappy. 

Highest mean income and mean debt appeared to be character- 

istic of petitioners who shared responsibility for bill payment with 
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spouse. Low mean income and mean debt tended to be character- 

istic of petitioner families where the husband was responsible for 

bill payment. 

Petitioners who mostly agreed with their spouses in regard to 

expenditures appeared to have higher mean debt levels than those 

petitioners who indicated general disagreement. 

Findings and results of the study were limited by sample size, 

by the extent to which accurate financial information was available 

and by the scope of the interview questionnaire and techniques used. 

Care must be taken not to generalize from the results since relia- 

bility and validity have not been established. 

Further studies are needed regarding petitioner socioeconomic 

characteristics. Establishment of questionnaire validity and reli- 

ability is needed to validate results of this study and to provide 

additional information regarding possible underlying causes of 

personal bankruptcy. 

Further information concerning specific financial management 

practices as well as value, attitude and goal orientations of both 

solvent and insolvent families is needed to differentiate character- 

istics of the two groups. 

A study of creditor orientation to bankruptcy would be of 

value to broaden perspective of the entire bankruptcy procedure and 

to help identify the factors which lead individuals and families to 

seek bankruptcy as a solution to financial crises. 

A longitudinal study of family structure and personal 
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characteristics as they relate to the management or mismanagement 

of financial resources is needed to better understand the long term 

implications of decision making concerning these resources. 

A sociologically oriented study regarding concepts of bank- 

ruptcy held by members of different groups in society would be of 

interest. This would be of value in ascertaining stigmatic factors 

which might prevent petitioners from utilizing avenues available to 

more financially knowledgeable individuals. 
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APPENDIX A 

Petitioner Interview Questionnaire 



128 

PETITIONER QUESTIONNAIRE 

1. How old are you? yrs. 

2. What is your occupation? 
Are you now employed? yes no 

(If unemployed): What do you do when you work? 

3. Are you now: married D , separated , divorced , widowed or single D ? 

(If married): How long have you been married? 

4. How many times have you been married (including present, if married)? 

5. What persons, other than yourself, live in your home and are dependent upon you for 

their entire support? 
Wife /husband Age: 
Children: Ages: 
Others: 

6. Do you make child support, alimony or other support payments to anyone not living 

with you? yes no 
(If yes): Please explain, indicating purpose and amount of payment. 

7. Does your wife /husband now work outside the home? yes no 

(If yes): Is it a part -time or fulltime job? 
How long has she /he worked at this job? 
How much does she /he earn at this job? $ 

8. Do any other members of your family receive income other than that you provide? 

yes no 
(If yes): Do they receive: Child support payments? Amt: 

Wages, children? Amt: 
Other, specify: Amt: 

9, Have you ever filed for bankruptcy before? yes no 

(If yes): When: 

10. What was the last grade in school you completed? 

11. What wasthelast grade in school your husband /wife completed? 

12. If you are now unemployed, do you feel that your financial problems have in any way 

prevented you from obtaining a job? yes no not applicable 
(If yes): Please explain: 

13. Has anyone threatened to garnish your wages in the last six months? (since 

September 1965) yes no 

14. Has anyone actually garnished your wages during the last six months? yes 0 no 
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15. Did you try in any way to seek a way out of your financial problems before filing 

bankruptcy? yes ü no 

(If yes): What ways did you try? O Attorney 
ü Debt pro -rater 
C., Debt consolidation 
ü Go to creditors and ask for help 
:i Refinance contracts 
D Other: (specify) 

1b. When during the past six years did your debts reach their highest level? 

17. Why were they greatest at that time? 

18. Which of the following factors do you think were 
to file bankruptcy? 

1_i Threatened garnishment 
Ü Actual garnishment 
! - General overload of debt 
u A specific debt 

direct influences which caused you 

Li Unemployment 
D Divorce or family trouble 
ü lawsuit by one of creditors 
D Other: (specify) 

19. Where did you live during the first 14 years of your lifetime? 
Ina city or town ü on a farm or ranch D , in the country but not farming . 

20. Do you think your financial crisis could have been prevented in any way? 

yes û no C Please explain: 

21. In regard to the general happiness of your marriage, would you say you are: 

generally happy D generally unhappy D 

22. In general, how much do you think your financial problems have influenced the 

happiness of your marriage? 
Did they influence it: A great deal 

D Quite a bit 
Some 
Hardly at all 
Not at all 

23. Who in your family is responsible for paying the bills, or writing the checks, and 

deciding which bills should be paid? husband , wife D both v other . 

24. Do you and your wife /husband mostly agree or mostly disagree on the way 

your money is spent? What items do you most often disagree about? 

LI 

, 

, 
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APPENDIX B 

Table of Occupations of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners 

in Portland, Oregon in February, 1966 as Categorized 

According to Hollingshead Occupational Scale 
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Table of Occupations of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners 
in Portland, Oregon in February, 1966 as Categorized 

According to Hollingshead Occupational Scale 

1. Higher executives, proprietors of large concerns, and major 
professionals. 

None 

2. Business managers, proprietors of medium sized businesses, 
and minor professionals. 

None 

3. Administrative personnel, small independent businesses, and 
minor professionals. 

Professional dancer 
Staff Sergeant, U. S. A. F. 

4. Clerical and sales workers, technicians, and owners of little 
businesses. 

Accounts receivable clerk 
Automobile salesman 
Bookkeeper 
Building materials salesman 
Direct salesman 
Homemaker (2) 
Medical secretary 
Shoe salesman 

5. Skilled manual employees, and small farmers. 

Alloy caster 
Assistant foreman, automotive rebuilding 
Automobile upholsterer 
Boilermaker 
Electrician 



132 

Machinist 
Mechanic 
Painter 
Refrigeration fitter 
Steel tubing specialist 
Welder 

6. Machine operators, semiskilled employees, and smaller farmers. 

Airman Second Class, U. S. A. F. 
Carpenter apprentice 
Cook 
Cushion stuffer 
Food processer 
Furnace helper 
Furniture assembler 
Grocery clerk 
Meat cutter (2) 
Mechanic's helper 
Paint sandblaster 
Railroad worker 
Route driver 
Service station attendant 
Tire repairman 
Truck driver (2) 

Woodworke r 

7. Unskilled employees and share croppers. 

Cannery worker 
Construction laborer (2) 

Fork life operator (2) 
Mill worker 
Parking lot attendant 
Pressman 
Ramp attendant 
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APPENDIX C 

Table of Responses to Question, "Do You Think Your Financial 

Crises Could Have Been Prevented in Any Way? Please 

Explain." of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners 

in Portland, Oregon in February, 1966 
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Table of Responses to Question, "Do You Think Your Financial 
Crises Could Have Been Prevented in Any Way? Please 

Explain." of 50 Personal Bankruptcy Petitioners 
in Portland, Oregon in February, 1966 

Number Negative Replies (14) 

4 Accident 
3 Couldn't avoid business slump 
2 Didn't make enough money to pay bills 
2 Illness 
2 Should have known better but didn't 
1 Signed papers before reading them 

Number Affirmative Replies (36) 

4 Better financial management 
3 Not buying things in first place 
2 Handled money better 
2 If I'd used my head 
2 Not gone overboard 
2 Should have left my wife a long time ago 
2 Would have gotten medical insurance 
1 Avoid going to doctor, not gotten sick 
1 Been more fussy in choosing a wife 
1 Been more mature 
1 Better management in business 
1 Grasping responsibilities and realizing that a person 

must pay his debts off 
1 Hadn't bought anything 
1 Hadn't purchased car 
1 I'd have handled the money instead of my wife 
1 If creditors had accepted what I offered 
1 If I hadn't been such a pushover (for salesmen) 
1 If my wife had paid the bills she said she did 
1 If Uncle Sam had been fair (regarding business failure) 
1 Not buy things unless I had the money to pay for it 
1 Not get credit cards and gone overboard 
1 Not get married 
1 Not gotten a divorce; these things happen when single (sic.) 
1 Not try to keep up with the Joneses 
1 Paid more attention to what I was signing 
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Number Affirmative Replies (Continued) 

1 Realized the high interest and service charges 
1 Too much charging 
1 Wouldn't have used credit; it's a temptation. 
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APPENDIX D 

Table of Areas of Stated Disagreement Regarding Financial 

Expenditures as Given by 17 Personal Bankruptcy 

Petitioners in Portland, Oregon in 

February, 1966 
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Table of Areas of Stated Disagreement Regarding Financial 
Expenditures as Given by 17 Personal Bankruptcy 

Petitioners in Portland, Oregon in 
February, 1966 

Number Reply (17) 

4 Automobile 
2 Everything 
2 Liquor 
1 Entertainment 
1 Groceries 
1 Wife's new clothes 
1 Wife said she had paid bills and actually hadn't 
1 Wife spent all money on family - -not enough on self 
2 Miscellaneous other 
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APPENDIX E 

Creditor Classification Information for 50 Personal 

Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon 

in February, 1966 



Creditor Classification Information for 50 Personal 
Bankruptcy Petitioners in Portland, Oregon in February, 194 

Total Amount of Mean Amount of Median Amount of 
Number Debt in Class Debt in Class Debt in Class Debt Range 

1. Appliance, hardware 
plumbing and repair 34 $ 9, 390 $ 276 $ 185 10 - 148 

2. Automobile, automobile 
repair and garage 41 56, 050 1, 367 1, 340 10 - 4, 070 

3. Building construction 
materials and repair 9 4, 290 477 20 10 - 2, 000 

4. Business 6 23, 280 3, 880 2, 520 100 - 10, 740 

5. Clothing 14 1, 860 133 55 10 650 

6. Collection service 8 1, 870 234 165 10 - 470 

7. Commercial bank 10 5,130 513 315 70 1, 560 

8. Credit bureau 14 8, 700 521 380 10 - 2, 9C0 

9. Credit union 8 6, 930 867 765 80 2,110 

10. Department store 19 6, 460 340 210 30 1, 500 

11. Finance company 23 13, 410 583 380 10 - 2, 0(0 

12. Food and dairy 18 2, 450 136 50 10 740 

13. Furniture 24 16, 450 685 530 60 - 2, 960 

14. Government 12 3, 550 269 135 30 2, 000 

15. Jewelry 3 180 60 70 40 70 

16. Medical 44 28,520 648 435 10 3, 640 

17. Notes to individuals 6 9, 430 1, 572 1,100 30 4, 000 

18. Oil company and 
service station 20 2, 990 150 100 20 - 380 

19. Professional services 13 3, 720 286 260 130 - 530 

20. Rent due landlord 12 3, 520 294 200 60 - 1,180 

21. Utilities 29 3, 690 127 90 10 - 390 

22. Real estate 15 80, 560 5, 371 5, 400 30 - 11, 000 

23. Other and miscellaneous 29 6, 000 207 130 10 - 1, 070 

Total debt 50 298, 430 5, 992 4, 831 1, 119 - 20, 000 

Secured debt 44 172, 173 3, 443 1, 730 0 - 17, 356 

Unsecured debt 50 126, 257 2, 527 2, 247 258 - 10, 788 

Assigned debt 36 51,140 1,023 1,255 70 - 3,890 

Total family income 50 240, 996 4, 820 4, 950 475 - 11, 000 
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