
Bankruptcy by the Numbers
By Ed Flynn

It is not exactly news to the bankruptcy com-
munity that filings have fallen sharply in recent 
years. Total bankruptcy filings in the year end-

ing March 31, 2018, were down by 51 percent 
from the post-Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and 
Consumer Protection Act of 2005 (BAPCPA) peak 
of nearly 1.6 million cases, reached in September 
2010. The drop in chapter 7 activity is particularly 
shocking: It is down by 58 percent from the most 
recent peak.
 Exhibit 1 shows the annual chapter 7 filings 
updated each quarter since 2007. Filings rose each 
quarter from 2007 until late 2010 as a result the 
impact of the Great Recession and the rebound in 
filings after hitting post-BAPCPA lows. Since then, 
chapter 7 filings have plummeted, with most of the 
decline occurring between 2011-15.
 This article is an examination of how the pro-
files of chapter 7 debtors have also changed during 
this period of continued filing decreases. It is based 
on review of the more than 650,000 chapter 7 cases 
that were filed in October during 2007-16. The 

records come from the Integrated Data Base (IDB), 
which has been made available by the Federal 
Judicial Center.1 The October cases were selected 
because the IDB shows the status of cases at the end 
of each fiscal year, and October is the first month of 
the government’s fiscal year. Therefore, all cases 
were 11-12 months old at the time of examination. 
By this time, most schedules had been filed, fee-
waiver applications had been considered, and most 
of the cases had already been closed.
 There are a number of items that are not in the 
IDB, so some trends cannot be examined over time. 
The IDB does not provide any information on the 
family size of chapter 7 debtors, so we cannot deter-
mine the total number of debtor-dependents. In addi-
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1 The IDB contains a record for every bankruptcy case filed and closed since 2008. 
The Federal Judicial Center, in partnership with the Administrative Office of the U.S. 
Courts, has recently posted this data on its website. This data allows researchers to 
work with case-level data rather than summary data. The IDB contains a snapshot of 
cases as of Sept. 30 for every year between filing and closing. See “IDB Bankruptcy 
2008-present,” Federal Judicial Center, available at www.fjc.gov/research/idb/
interactive/IDB-bankruptcy (unless otherwise specified, all links in this article were last 
visited on July 23, 2018).
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Exhibit 1: Chapter 7 Filings, 2007-18
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Chart shows 12-month filings, updated each quarter.
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tion, the IDB does not have any information on debtor age, 
gender, ethnicity, education or marital status. It also does not 
have any data on the number of creditors, or the amount of 
medical debt or student loan debt. Exhibit 2 shows the chang-
ing profile over the last decade on certain case characteristics.

Joint Filings
 The percentage of cases that are joint filings (e.g., filed by 
a husband and wife) have been down substantially in recent 
years. About one-third of the chapter 7 cases filed from 2008-
10 were joint filings. Since 2014, less than one-quarter of 
chapter 7 filings have been joint cases. As a result, for this 
sample of cases filed during the month of October, while case 
filings declined about 60 percent between 2010-16, during 
the same period the number of chapter 7 debtors declined by 
about 64 percent.

Pro Se Debtors
 The percentage of chapter 7 cases filed pro se has 
increased in recent years. The pro se rate among joint fil-
ers has stayed fairly constant at around 4 percent each 
year. However, the pro se rate among solo filers has risen 
from about 7 percent to approximately 11 percent. Pro se 
chapter 7 debtors are nearly 10 times as likely to have 
their cases dismissed or their discharges denied than debt-
ors with attorneys.2

Prior Filings
 The percentage of chapter 7 debtors who have filed in 
the past has increased over the last decade. About 5 per-
cent of chapter 7 debtors who filed from 2007-09 reported a 
prior filing. Since 2013, about 9 percent of chapter 7 debtors 
have filed at least once in the past.3 Joint debtors are slightly 
more likely to report a prior filing than solo debtors, but the 
upward trend has been similar for both joint and solo debtors.

Payment of Filing Fees
 The current filing fee for a chapter 7 debtor is $335.4 Not 
every debtor pays this fee at the time of filing; some attempt 
to pay in installments, while others apply for a waiver of the 
fees. Over the last decade, the percentage of chapter 7 debt-
ors who do not pay their filing fees in full at the time they 
file their cases has tripled, now accounting for nearly one in 
five chapter 7 cases. Solo debtors are more likely to be in this 
category, but the upward trend of nonpayers has occurred 
with both solo and joint debtors.

Fee Waivers
 BAPCPA allowed bankruptcy debtors to file in forma 
pauperis with court approval.5 While still relatively infre-
quent, the percentage of cases with fee waivers has doubled 
over the course of the last decade. Solo debtors are grant-
ed a fee waiver nearly four times as often as joint debtors. 
Through a fairly byzantine legislative and administrative 
framework,6 the filing fee is apportioned among four groups 
as follows:

• $60.00 to the case trustee;
• $89.01 to the U.S. Trustee;
• $138.51 to the Judiciary; and
• $47.48 to the Treasury.

In cases where a fee waiver is granted, none of these groups 
gets paid.

Financial Profiles
 The IDB contains a number of items reflecting the finan-
cial condition of the debtors at the time of filing.7 Exhibit 3 
shows the median values (50th percentile) of debtors based 
on assets, liabilities, incomes and expenses. For all of these 
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Exhibit 2: Changing Profiles on Certain Characteristics

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Cases Filed During October 
of Designated Year

50,783 74,300 96,152 92,523 77,334 70,992 62,151 51,983 44,031 38,594

Total Debtors (Joint Filings 
Counted Twice)

65,449 98,216 129,157 123,246 100,961 91,613 78,841 64,705 54,084 46,799

Percent Joint Filings 28.9% 32.2% 34.3% 33.2% 30.6% 29.0% 26.9% 24.5% 22.8% 21.3%

Percent Filed Pro Se 6.1% 6.0% 6.8% 7.8% 8.5% 8.9% 9.2% 9.6% 9.4% 9.2%

Percent with Prior Filing(s) 5.0% 5.1% 5.0% 5.5% 6.7% 8.2% 9.0% 8.8% 8.9% 8.5%

Percent Filing Fee Not Paid at Filing 5.9% 5.9% 6.1% 7.4% 9.2% 12.0% 14.1% 16.7% 17.8% 18.3%

Percent with Fee Waiver Granted 1.9% 2.1% 2.2% 2.7% 3.2% 3.8% 4.2% 4.6% 4.7% 4.7%

2 The overall dismissal rate for pro se cases in the IDB sample was 28.1 percent, compared to a 2.9 per-
cent dismissal rate for represented debtors.

3 The refiling rate is much higher for chapter 13 debtors. About 36 percent of debtors who filed under 
chapter 13 between 2013-16 had one or more prior filings. See Table 7 of the BAPCPA reports published 
by the Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts, available at uscourts.gov/statistics-reports/analysis-
reports/bankruptcy-abuse-prevention-and-consumer-protection-act-report.

4 There are actually three components to this total: the $245 filing fee mandated by 28 U.S.C. § 1930 (a), 
a $75 administrative fee and a $15 trustee surcharge fee (both from the Judicial Conference’s 
Miscellaneous fee Schedule). Prior to June 2014, the administrative fee was $46, and the total due at 
filing was $299.

5 See 28 U.S.C. § 1930(f).
6 See “Bankruptcy Fee Compendium III,” June 1, 2014, available at www.ohnb.uscourts.gov/sites/default/

files/file-list/feecompendium_0.pdf.
7 This information was not provided for some debtors. About 3.7 percent of the sample had missing 

information on assets and/or liabilities. In addition, 15 percent of the cases had missing infor-
mation or reported a $0 value for current monthly income, average monthly income or average 
monthly expenses.
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items, the same basic patterns exist at the 25th, 75th and 
95th percentiles.

Personal Property
 The amount of personal property reported by debtors 
on their Schedule Bs has remained quite stable over the last 
decade. Joint filers generally have about twice as much per-
sonal property as solo debtors. 

Homeownership
 The IDB data does not specifically indicate whether a 
debtor is a homeowner. To estimate the homeownership rate, 
a debtor was considered to be a homeowner if they reported 
owning real property (Schedule A) with a value of at least 
$25,000.8 From 2008-11, the homeownership rate for chap-
ter 7 debtors was above 50 percent each year. By 2016, this 
had dropped to only about one-third of chapter 7 debtors — 
about one-half the homeownership rate of the population at 
large.9 The homeownership rate is nearly twice as high for 
joint debtors compared to solo debtors.
 While the homeownership rate among chapter 7 debtors 
continues to fall, the median value of these homes was fairly 
constant from 2012-16. Nationwide, home values appreci-
ated by about 26 percent during that time.10 

Unsecured Debt
 Unsecured debt levels among chapter 7 debtors are down 
by about nearly 20 percent since peaking in 2010. Some of 
this decrease is a result of the declining percentage of joint 
debtors. (Unsecured debt is about 50-60 percent higher for 
joint debtors than for solo debtors.) 

Secured Debt
 Most secured debt listed by debtors is mortgage and 
automobile debt. Because of the decline in the percentage 
of debtors who are homeowners, it is not surprising to see a 
corresponding increase in the percentage that report having 
no secured debt. Solo debtors are more than twice as likely 
as joint debtors to report having no secured debt.

Debtor Incomes and Expenses
 Debtor median incomes and expenses have both been 
quite steady for the last decade. The median expense and 
income levels for joint filers have remained about 60 percent 
higher than the medians for solo filers.

Estimated Net Worth
 A rough estimate of debtor net worth can be made by sub-
tracting their reported debts from their reported assets. By this 

Exhibit 3: Financial Profiles of Chapter 7 Debtors

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Cases Filed During October 
of Designated Year

50,783 74,300 96,152 92,523 77,334 70,992 62,151 51,983 44,031 38,594

Assets and Liabilities

Percent with Schedules Filed 96.3% 97.7% 97.6% 97.0% 96.6% 95.0% 95.4% 94.8% 95.4% 95.1%

Personal Property (Median) $12,351 $13,370 $14,175 $13,952 $13,251 $12,780 $12,496 $12,421 $12,596 $12,525

Percent with Any Real Property 49.1% 54.1% 57.7% 56.8% 53.3% 50.0% 44.5% 42.5% 39.7% 37.0%

Percent Likely Homeowners (Real 
Property of at least $25,000)

46.1% 51.4% 55.1% 54.1% 50.3% 46.9% 41.3% 39.4% 36.6% 33.3%

Median Home Value $150,000 $163,000 $160,000 $150,000 $142,500 $133,163 $130,744 $130,000 $130,000 $128,100

Median Unsecured Debt Scheduled $42,351 $48,090 $51,315 $49,979 $47,487 $46,801 $44,581 $43,262 $42,189 $41,632

Median Unsecured Debt Discharged $37,923 $42,921 $45,701 $44,034 $41,250 $39,767 $36,834 $35,319 $34,233 $32,855

Percent with No Secured Debt 27.0% 24.1% 22.9% 24.7% 28.0% 29.6% 31.9% 32.0% 32.2% 31.5%

Income and Expenses

Percent with Schedules Filed 85.2% 86.7% 86.7% 85.1% 83.7% 84.1% 84.4% 83.7% 84.2% 84.9%

Current Monthly Income 
(Form 122A-2) (Median)

$2,757 $2,995 $3,074 $3,094 $3,025 $3,000 $3,000 $2,950 $2,962 $2,996

Average Monthly Income 
(Schedule I) (Median)

$2,320 $2,535 $2,682 $2,705 $2,670 $2,665 $2,600 $2,565 $2,579 $2,564

Average Monthly Income 
(Schedule J) (Median)

$2,572 $2,840 $2,970 $2,971 $2,909 $2,899 $2,801 $2,768 $2,750 $2,741

Estimated Debtor Net Worth

Median at Filing -$32,180 -$41,120 -$46,404 -$47,114 -$44,362 -$41,931 -$36,382 -$33,665 -$31,701 -$31,655

Median After Discharge $3,276 $2,200 $1,698 $1,925 $2,162 $2,481 $2,731 $2,785 $2,797 $2,270

continued on page 76

8 Lower amounts might reflect ownership of nonresidential real property such as undeveloped land, 
cemetery plots and timeshares. In addition, some debtors who own mobile homes would not have been 
included as homeowners if they reported this as personal property on Schedule B.

9 The homeownership rate nationwide dropped from about 68 percent in 2007 to about 64 percent in 
2016. See “Quarterly Residential Vacancies and Homeownership, First Quarter 2018,” U.S. Census 
Bureau, April 26, 2018, available at census.gov/housing/hvs/files/currenthvspress.pdf.

10 The Zillow home index increased from $151,000 to $190,000 between October 2012 and October 2016. 
See “United States Home Prices and Values,” Zillow, available at zillow.com/home-values.
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measure, about 87 percent of debtors have a negative net worth 
at the time of filing. After discharge, approximately 41 percent 
of chapter 7 debtors still appear to have a negative net worth. 
Debtors today tend to be in slightly better shape at filing than 
those who filed from 2008-11. However, there has been consider-
ably less movement for median net worth after discharge, which 
has been between $2,000 and $3,000 for six consecutive years.

Case Outcomes
 The vast majority of chapter 7 debtors successfully obtain 
a discharge. In fact, more than 70 percent have been dis-
charged within five months of filing. However, the percent-
age of cases that were dismissed or in which discharge was 
denied has risen slightly in recent years (see Exhibit 4). All of 
this growth has occurred with solo filings. Dismissals of joint 
cases have remained at 3 percent or less for a number of years, 
less than one half the current dismissal rate for solo cases.11

Discussion
 Chapter 7 filing rates have been declining for almost eight 
years, and a few of the financial characteristics of chapter 7 
debtors have remained essentially the same over this period. 
Debtor incomes and expenses have remained stable since 
2008, and unsecured debt levels have declined only slightly. 
Total personal property reported by debtors is also essentially 
unchanged. However, on certain key personal and financial fac-
tors, the profile of chapter 7 debtors has changed considerably:

• Joint filings are increasingly rare;
• The percentage of debtors with a prior filing 
has increased;
• The percentage of debtors that are homeowners is 
declining, and the value of their homes has not increased 
comparable to nondebtor homes in recent years;

• The percentage of debtors who have no secured debt has 
risen in recent years;
• The proportion of debtors who do not pay their filing 
fees in full at filing is increasing rapidly;
• Fee waivers are rising;
• Based on estimated net worth, the financial condition 
of chapter 7 debtors is not quite as bad as it was in earlier 
years; and
• The portion of chapter 7 cases that are dismissed is 
increasing for solo debtors (while it has been fairly stable 
for joint debtors).

 These trends do not bode well for chapter 7 trustees. 
Fewer debtors with less assets means that the number of 
asset cases is likely to continue to decline substantially in 
the coming years, even if filing levels stabilize.12 The grow-
ing proportion of fee-waiver cases will also have a negative 
impact on their compensation. Increases in pro se filings, 
dismissals and cases in which fees are not paid at filing will 
all cause additional work for the bankruptcy judges, clerks, 
U.S. Trustees and bankruptcy administrators.
 Examination of the IDB data makes it clear that the per-
sonal and financial profiles of chapter 7 debtors have been 
undergoing significant changes in recent years. Determining 
why this is happening is beyond the scope of this article.  abi
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Exhibit 4: Percentage of Cases Dismissed or Denied Discharge

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Cases Filed During October 
of Designated Year

50,783 74,300 96,152 92,523 77,334 70,992 62,151 51,983 44,031 38,594

Status as of Sept. 30 the Following Year

Percent Discharged in Chapter 7 79.9% 81.4% 83.6% 83.7% 83.3% 82.5% 83.7% 83.7% 83.6% 84.3%

Percent Discharged Within 
Five Months of Filing

64.6% 63.1% 66.8% 71.1% 72.0% 71.3% 73.1% 71.9% 71.8% 72.7%

Percent Dismissed or 
Discharged Denied

4.9% 4.2% 4.0% 4.3% 5.1% 5.4% 5.5% 5.6% 5.8% 5.7%

— Dismissals of Joint Debtors 3.5% 2.9% 2.7% 2.6% 3.0% 2.9% 2.9% 2.9% 2.7% 2.8%

— Dismissals of Solo Debtors 5.5% 4.8% 4.6% 5.2% 6.1% 6.5% 6.4% 6.5% 6.7% 6.6%

Percent Still Open 14.2% 13.7% 11.7% 11.3% 11.0% 11.4% 10.2% 10.0% 10.0% 9.4%

Other Cases (Transfers, 
Conversions, etc.)

0.9% 0.7% 0.7% 0.6% 0.6% 0.7% 0.6% 0.6% 0.6% 0.6%

11 These figures represent the percentage of cases that were dismissed or where discharge was denied 
during the fiscal year in which they were filed. The final dismissal rate for a cohort of cases would be 
slightly higher, because about 10 percent of dismissals or denials of discharge occur more than one year 
after case filing.

12 Asset-case closings in 2016 had fallen by 43 percent from their most recent peak in 2012. 
Further declines are expected because asset cases are generally one to three years old at clos-
ing, and new filings have continued to decline. See “Chapter 7 Trustee Final Reports,” Executive 
Office for U.S. Trustees, available at justice.gov/ust/bankruptcy-data-statistics/chapter-7-trustee-
final-reports.

Fewer debtors with less assets 
means that the number of asset 
cases is likely to continue to 
decline substantially in the coming 
years, even if filing levels stabilize.
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