The Fragile Middle Class: Americans in Debt

By Teresa A. Sullivan, Elizabeth Warren, Jay Westbrook

Download now

AMERICANS

Read Online ©

The Fragile Middle Class: Americansin Debt By Teresa A. Sullivan,
Elizabeth Warren, Jay Westbrook

Since 1997, the number of American familiesfiling for federal bankruptcy
annually has exceeded one million. By most measures, those who file are
members of the middle class—a group that has long provided stability and
vitality for the American economic system. This raises the troubling question:
why, during the most remarkable period of prosperity in our history, are
unprecedented numbers of Americans encountering such serious financial
trouble?

The authors of thisimportant book analyze court records and demographic data
on thousands of bankruptcy cases, aswell as debtors' own poignant accounts of
the reasons for their bankruptcies. For many middle-class Americans, the
findings show, financial stability is fragile—amost any setback can be
disastrous. The erosion of job stability, divorce and family instability, the visible
and invisible costs of medical care, the burden of home ownership, and the
staggering weight of consumer debt financed with plastic combine to threaten the
financia security of growing numbers of middle-class families. The authors view
the bankruptcy processin the light of changing cultural and economic factors and
consider what this may signify for the future of alarge, secure, and dynamic
middle class.
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Since 1997, the number of American familiesfiling for federal bankruptcy annually has exceeded one
million. By most measures, those who file are members of the middle class—a group that has long provided
stability and vitality for the American economic system. This raises the troubling question: why, during the
most remarkabl e period of prosperity in our history, are unprecedented numbers of Americans encountering
such serious financial trouble?

The authors of this important book analyze court records and demographic data on thousands of bankruptcy
cases, aswell asdebtors’ own poignant accounts of the reasons for their bankruptcies. For many middle-
class Americans, the findings show, financial stability is fragile—almost any setback can be disastrous. The
erosion of job stability, divorce and family instability, the visible and invisible costs of medical care, the
burden of home ownership, and the staggering weight of consumer debt financed with plastic combine to
threaten the financial security of growing numbers of middle-class families. The authors view the bankruptcy
process in the light of changing cultural and economic factors and consider what this may signify for the
future of alarge, secure, and dynamic middle class.
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Editorial Review

From Publishers Weekly

A sizable portion of the U.S. middle class--far more than pundits acknowledge--teeters on the brink of
economic failure, according to this fascinating, alarming study. Noting that personal bankruptcies have hit
record levels (more than one million American households file for them each year), the authors (As We
Forgive Our Debtors) zero in on middle-class vulnerability through a detailed survey of 2,452 people across
the nation who filed for bankruptcy during the 1990s. Included in their sample are teachers, accountants,
computer engineers, sales clerks, executives, entrepreneurs, doctors and dentists--solidly middle-class folk
who fell into financia disaster. Employment problems (layoffs, "skidding" to alower-paying job, part-time
work) were the biggest factor, as was the overuse of credit cards. Respondents also cited unpayable medical
bills, loss of income from illness or accident, the financial burden on single-adult househol ds that result from
divorce and home buyers purchasing more than they could afford. Illustrated with tables and graphs, this
crisply written report is occasionally dry, but many readers will identify with the down-to-earth case
histories. A good number of the profiled personal-bankruptcy filers are full of regret, self-blame and
humiliation, contradicting the popular perception that filing is an easy way out of one's economic woes.
While the authors offer no comprehensive solutions to this societal malaise, their chilling diagnosis of
middle-class affliction demonstrates that we all may be only ajob loss, medical problem or credit card
indulgence away from the downward spiral leading to bankruptcy. (May)

Copyright 2000 Reed Business Information, Inc.

From Library Journal

Following up the authors' 1989 As We Forgive Our Debtors: Bankruptcy and Consumer Credit in America,
winner of the American Bar Association Silver Gavel Award, this book considers the middle classin terms
of bankruptcy. The authors seek to discover why so many families are in economic trouble. They note that
while Americans during the 1990s lived in atime of prolonged economic prosperity, there was,
paradoxically, a 340 percent increase in the rate of personal economic failure between 1981 and 1999. Using
a 1991 study of 16 federal bankruptcy districtsin five states, the authors find that, like "proverbial canariesin
the mine shaft," the bankruptcies highlight five key stresses that America's middle class experiences today:
unemployment, credit card and personal debt, sickness and injury, family problems, and the high cost of
home ownership. Clear in purpose, thisimportant work is highly recommended for academic and larger
public libraries.

-Norman B. Hutcherson, Kern Cty. Lib., Bakersfield, CA

Copyright 2000 Reed Business Information, Inc.

Review
"A weighty and powerful brief." -- David Frum, Wall Street Journal

"A well-designed and carefully executed study.” -- Andrew Greeley, University of Chicago
"Sober and powerful." -- Robert Nash, Dallas Morning News

Users Review

From reader reviews:



Mary Marshall:

Y our reading sixth sense will not betray you, why because this The Fragile Middle Class: Americansin Debt
publication written by well-known writer who knows well how to make book that may be understand by
anyone who read the book. Written throughout good manner for you, still dripping wet every ideas and
publishing skill only for eliminate your current hunger then you still doubt The Fragile Middle Class:
Americansin Debt as good book not merely by the cover but aso through the content. Thisis one
publication that can break don't evaluate book by its deal with, so do you still needing yet another sixth sense
to pick this particular!? Oh come on your looking at sixth sense aready told you so why you have to
listening to another sixth sense.

Paul Erdmann:

This The Fragile Middle Class: Americans in Debt is great e-book for you because the content that is
certainly full of information for you who all always deal with world and get to make decision every minute.
This specific book revea it details accurately using great manage word or we can point out no rambling
sentencesinit. So if you areread it hurriedly you can have whole factsin it. Doesn't mean it only gives you
straight forward sentences but tricky core information with lovely delivering sentences. Having The Fragile
Middle Class: Americansin Debt in your hand like finding the world in your arm, info in it is not ridiculous
asingle. We can say that no e-book that offer you world inside ten or fifteen small right but this book already
do that. So, thisis certainly good reading book. Heya Mr. and Mrs. busy do you still doubt that?

Robin Almeida:

In this erawhich isthe greater particular person or who has ability to do something more are more valuable
than other. Do you want to become among it? It isjust simple strategy to have that. What you needtodois
just spending your time little but quite enough to enjoy alook at some books. On the list of booksin the top
checklist in your reading list is The Fragile Middle Class: Americansin Debt. This book and that is qualified
as The Hungry Mountains can get you closer in turning out to be precious person. By looking way up and
review this guide you can get many advantages.

Kevin Mabry:

What is your hobby? Have you heard in which question when you got students? We believe that that query
was given by teacher for their students. Many kinds of hobby, Everybody has different hobby. Therefore you
know that little person like reading or as looking at become their hobby. Y ou need to understand that reading
is very important and book as to be the thing. Book isimportant thing to increase you knowledge, except
your own personal teacher or lecturer. Y ou will find good news or update regarding something by book. A
substantial number of sorts of books that can you choose to adopt be your object. One of them are these
claims The Fragile Middle Class: Americans in Debt.
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