Survey of Financial

Characteristics of Consumers

Homes, automobiles, liquid assets, and
life insurance accounted for a large share
of consumer wealth in late 1962—$46 in
every $100. About $17 in every $100 was
invested in family businesses or professions,
and, of the remainder, $31 was in investment
assets—stocks, marketable bonds, real es-
tate, and mortgages.

The extent of ownership of these assets
among families differed markedly, however,
with some types of assets widely distributed
while other types were highly concentrated.
Six families in 10 owned their homes, 7 in
10 owned automobiles, 8 in 10 had liquid
assets, and 6 in 10 had savings in life in-
surance. On the other hand, fewer than 2
families in 10 owned stocks, fewer than 2 in
10 owned businesses, and only 2 in 100
owned marketable bonds.

These are some of the findings from the
Survey of Financial Characteristics of Con-
sumers conducted for the Board of Gov-
ernors by the Census Bureau in the spring
and summer of 1963. This report presents
highlights on the amount and composition
of consumer wealth. Subsequent reports in
the BULLETIN will present more detailed
findings.

Note.—The Survey of Financial Characteristics of
Consumers was conducted for the Board of Gov-
ernors by the Census Bureau in the spring and sum-
mer of 1963. This report was prepared by Dorothy S.
Projector, under whose direction the work at the
Board was conducted. Erling T. Thoresen and Natalie
C. Strader, in collaboration with the Division of Data
Processing, were responsible for summarizing the data.
Work at the Census Bureau was under the super-
vision of James C. Byrnes and William Seltzer.

Studies of the amount and composition of
consumer wealth pose difficult statistical
problems because a relatively few families
own a large share of such assets as stocks,
marketable bonds, and investment real
estate. Because these assets represent a sub-
stantial portion of consumer net worth, a
special effort was made in this study to in-
clude families that might have these types of
assets. As a result, it is possible to present
data not heretofore available on the wealth
composition of families in upper-income and
upper-wealth classes and on holdings of cer-
tain types of financial assets. The results have
been appropriately weighted so as to be rep-
resentative of all families.

TOTAL NET WORTH

The Survey covered a wide range of assets
that meet family needs in many different
ways. For example, for families investing
in tangible assets—homes and automobiles
—these assets represent not only invest-
ments but also housing and a means of
transportation. Families that earn their liv-
ing from their own businesses or professions
instead of working for others are almost
inevitably required to invest some of their
wealth in the business.

Wealth in the form of tangible assets and
business interest, however, is usually not
readily available to meet emergency needs
of a family. One family in 3 in the Survey
mentioned that one of its objectives in sav-
ing was to have funds to meet such needs.
Assets such as checking and savings accounts
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and U.S. savings bonds serve the obvious
purpose of a readily available reserve for
emergencies, and the two latter types also
provide interest income. The fact that many
families hold large amounts of such liquid
assets suggests that these assets not only
serve as an emergency reserve and provide
cash for current transactions but also serve
as a more permanent form of investment.
The assets that have been grouped as in-
vestment assets—stocks, marketable bonds,
real estate, and mortgages—might be viewed
as the kinds that are added to consumer port-
folios as wealth grows, that is, after families
have satisfied their requirements for housing,
transportation, life insurance, and cash re-
serves. The characteristics of these invest-
ment assets vary widely with respect to such
factors as degree of risk, marketability, and
their ability to produce current income.*

SIZE OF NET WORTH

If all the different forms of wealth are added
together and account is taken of debt, aver-
age net worth for all families amounted to
$22,588 as of December 31, 1962, as may
be seen in Supplementary Table 1.* Families
differed greatly, however, in the amount of
their total net worth. For 25 families in 100
net worth totaled less than $1,000, and for
8 of the 25 the total was actually negative,
that is, their outstanding debts were larger
than their assets. At the other extreme, for
7 families in 100 total net worth was $50,-
000 or more.

The amount of a family’s current net
worth depends on a number of factors, in-

! Differences in marketability of the several types
of assets result in valuation problems that are more
serious for some assets than for others. For valuation
basis used, see definitions of net worth components
in the notes on p. 290.

*Notes to all tables and charts appear on p. 290.

cluding its past rate of saving and its income
history. These factors suggest that net worth
will be larger for older families and for
groups of families whose incomes and saving
rates tend to be higher than average—for ex-
ample, for entrepreneurial families.

The data shown in Supplementary Table
1 bear out this expectation. Among families
with head aged 35 to 44 years, for example,
average net worth was $19,442 in contrast
to $34,781 for families with head aged 55 to
64 years. Families in which the head was
self-employed reported net worth many
times larger than other families. The aver-
age net worth of nonfarm home-owning
families that were self-employed was $96,-
385, compared with $22,026 for such fami-
lies that were employed by others. Invest-
ment in business accounted for part, but by
no means all, of the difference. Average in-
vestment in assets not directly connected
with their businesses was $62,018 for the
self-employed group.

COMPOSITION OF NET WORTH BY SIZE OF
NET WORTH

Ownership of homes, automobiles, life in-
surance, and liquid assets was widespread.
A majority of all families reported owner-
ship of each of these asset types. A far
smaller number, on the other hand, had
businesses, stocks, marketable bonds, and
the other types of investment assets.

Composition of net worth varied, how-
ever, among groups of families. One of the
most important factors influencing composi-
tion of net worth is size of net worth itself.
As suggested earlier, with growth in wealth,
families tend to broaden their investments
to include such assets as stocks, marketable
bonds, real estate, and mortgages.

The contrasts may be illustrated by com-
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paring portfolios of families grouped by
size of net worth. The accompanying table
shows for four broad net worth groups the
proportion of families owning each of the
major types of assets. The charts on the next
page show, for all families and for families
grouped first by size of net worth and then
by income, the share of wealth held in each
of the six major asset types. The table and
the charts also show unsecured personal
debt. i
Large holdings of business and investment
assets were characteristic of the portfolios of
families with very large net worth—$100,-

000 or more. Stock ownership was reported
by 8 in 10 of these families, and ownership
of marketable bonds by 1 in 4. A majority
of families in this wealth group had an
interest in a family business or profession.
Total wealth in the form of business inter-
est and investment assets accounted for 70
per cent of the total net worth of this group.

In contrast, among families with the
smallest amounts of net worth—zero to
$5,000—3 in 100 owned stock, virtually
none owned marketable bonds, and 5 in 100
had a business interest. In fact, as the chart
shows, investment in businesses and invest-

NET WORTH COMPONENTS RELATED TO SizE OF NET WORTH,
DECEMBER 31, 1962

(Percentage of families reporting specified assets or debt)

Component All

Families with net worth of—
(in thousands of dollars)

families!

5-25 25-100

100 and over

Tangible assets
Own home....
Automobiles

Business interest, profession

Life insurance, annuities, retirement

Liquid and investment assets
Liquid assets
Investment assets

Marketable bonds

Miscellaneous assets

95 97
83 86
80 89

19 42

69 74
92 98
91 98
33 68
18 43

1 7
17 39

15 18

Personal debt

52 23

Includes families with negative net worth, not shown separately.

1
2 Less than 14 of 1 per cent.




MISCELLANEOUS MISCELLANEOUS &

INVESTMENT
INVESTMENT
BUSINESS
LIFE INSURANCE
LIQUID ASSETS

BUSINESS

LIFE INSURANCE
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HOMES & AUTOS
HOMES & AUTOS
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