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1. Introduction
Housing is an important component of wealth for most American households (Bricker, Moore
and Thompson 2019; Kuhn et al., 2020), so studying trends in homeownership can shed light on
changes in aggregate household wealth and how it is distributed across families. The aggregate
US homeownership rate increased by 20 percentage points from 1940 to 1960, the largest
change in American homeownership in the past 100 years. Prior research has attributed this
rapid increase to several factors, including an expansion of mortgage credit (Fetter 2013;
Chambers, Garriga and Schlagenhauf 2014), increases in household income (Collins and
Niemesh 2025), and changes in the age distribution (Fetter 2014). However, little is known
about how the increase in homeownership rates during this unique period varied for households
with different characteristics.

The types of families that entered homeownership during the 1940s and 1950s may have long-
lasting implications for the distribution of wealth. Prior work has documented that increases in
house prices were a key driver of increases in household wealth from 1971 to 2007 (Kuhn et al.
2020). Yet only homeowners benefited from these rising house prices. Given the strong
intergenerational persistence of housing wealth (Benetton, Kudlyak and Mondragon 2024;
Daysal, Lovenheim and Wasser 2023) and relative stability of homeownership post-1960, it was
the types of families that were homeowners by 1960 who were able to benefit from the
subsequent house price appreciation. In this analysis, we shed light on this important question
by documenting changes in homeownership mid-century by two key family attributes: current
annual family income and an estimate of permanent family income that accounts for family
characteristics such as education and occupation of the head.

Research on changes in homeownership during the 1940s and 1950s has been hampered by a
lack of household-level data. Although the 1940 and 1960 Decennial Census provide some
information about the endpoints of this 20-year period, the 1950 Census of Housing microdata
were never digitized and the paper records no longer exist.  In this analysis, we study annual
changes in homeownership for the later part of this period—from 1947 to 1960—using family-
level data from the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF). In addition to shedding light on
changes in homeownership at a higher frequency than available in the Decennial Census, the
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SCF provides richer information than the Census, allowing us to examine changes in mortgage
use, home equity, and other asset holdings, as well as homeownership.

The SCF was administered annually by the University of Michigan Survey Research Center
from 1947 through 1971 and the data are made publicly available through the University of
Michigan's Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research. The unit of observation
in the SCF is a "spending unit," which is defined as a group of related people living in the same
dwelling unit who pool their incomes for their major items of expense. We only use data for
primary spending units, which are spending units containing the head of the household,
because we want our estimates to be comparable to household-level estimates from the
Decennial Census. We also drop spending units that report living on a farm to abstract from
changes in homeownership resulting from the demographic transition from farms to urban
areas. In what follows, we refer to spending units as families. The resulting SCF sample
contains about 2,000 families per year on average.

We find that increases in homeownership were concentrated among families with higher annual
income and with higher permanent income—i.e., those with heads in white-collar occupations
and with more education. Because these families had higher homeownership rates in 1947, the
homeownership gap between these families and lower-income families widened materially from
1947 to 1960. We also show that this widening in homeownership rates across the income
distribution was partly related to reductions in the affordability of purchasing a home, as house
prices rose at least as much as incomes. Moreover, the amount of liquid savings held by lower-
income families was generally not large enough for a downpayment on a house during this
period, whereas higher-income families tended to have more liquid savings. Changes in
mortgage credit access, particularly for veterans, may also have contributed to the trends in
homeownership inequality over this period. Higher fertility rates during the Baby Boom and an
increase in suburbanization may have also played a role by boosting the demand to live in
larger, single-family, and more expensive homes. We conclude by showing that the changes in
homeownership rates across the distribution of income led to growing differences in housing
wealth across groups during this period.

2. Changes in homeownership over time
Figure 1 shows the aggregate homeownership rate in the SCF and Decennial Census from
1940 to 1960. In the two years when the data sources overlap (1950 and 1960) the
homeownership rates are remarkably similar, which gives us confidence to rely on the SCF to
examine these changes in more detail.  Overall, the homeownership rate increased from 41
percent in 1940 to 61 percent in 1960. About 60 percent of this increase took place from 1940 to
the start of the SCF sample in 1947, when the aggregate homeownership rate was 53 percent.
After 1947, homeownership continued on a general upward trend, with perhaps two periods of
faster increases from 1949 to 1951 and from 1955 to 1957.
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Figure 1. Aggregate Nonfarm Homeownership Rate



Figure 2 takes an initial look at how the rise in homeownership from 1947 to 1960 was
distributed across families by showing the average homeownership rate for each quintile of the
distribution of total family income.  We cannot examine changes in homeownership by total
family income between 1940 and 1947 because the 1940 Census only reported labor income,
not income from other sources.  Figure 2 shows that families in the top three quintiles of the
total income distribution experienced material increases in homeownership, whereas
homeownership was flat for the families in the bottom two quintiles.

Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960, the 1940 and 1960 Censuses
using data from IPUMS (Ruggles et al. 2025), and the 1950 Census of Housing Volume 1, Table 2.
Accessible version
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Figure 2. Homeownership Rate by Quintile of Total Family Income
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Housing decisions are usually made based on a longer-term assessment of a family's income
prospects because moving is costly. Annual income is an imperfect measure of a family's
permanent income for several reasons. One reason is the typical lifecycle trajectory of income—
i.e., young individuals may have low current incomes but might expect to have high incomes
later in life. The housing decisions of people who expect high income growth might be quite
different from those of older people who have similarly low incomes. Second, annual income can
be volatile (Guvenen et al. 2021). For these reasons, we construct a measure of predicted
permanent income of the family by regressing the natural logarithm of total family income on
indicators for the head's education, the head's occupation, the head's age, the number of
earners in the family, and year.  We predict income using the coefficients on education,
occupation and number of earners, but not age or year. Therefore, this measure of predicted
income reflects the likely income of the family given the head's education and occupation and
the number of earners in the family—features that should be relatively invariant to the head's
current point in the lifecycle and to transitory fluctuations in income. Table 1 summarizes the
characteristics of families across the distribution of predicted income. Families in the bottom
tercile of predicted income were more likely to have heads without a high school education and
in service or laborer occupations. In addition, they were less likely to have multiple earners in
the family. Figure 3 shows that families in the top two terciles of predicted income experienced

Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960 and the 1960 Census using data
from IPUMS (Ruggles et al. 2025).
Accessible version
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increases in homeownership, whereas those in the bottom tercile did not. Consequently, these
results show that it was families with higher permanent income that experienced rising
homeownership during this period.

Table 1: Family Characteristics by Tercile of Predicted Income

percent

Note: Veteran status refers to World War II and the Korean War. Income is predicted using the number of earners in
the family and the education and occupation of the head.
Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960.

83.4 26.7 2.7
15.6 64.9 48.4

1 8.4 48.9

0 8.8 27.3

2 9.3 33.6
6.2 24.5 11.3

39.3 56.9 27.8
52.5 0.5 0

82.3 81.6 43.9
15.6 16.6 52.1

2.1 1.8 4

81 68.4 61.3
19 31.6 38.7

80.9 94.6 96.6
19.1 5.4 3.4

18.9 28.4 30.9

Figure 3. Homeownership Rate by Tercile of Predicted Family Income
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3. Explanations for divergence in homeownership by income group
Why did homeownership increase more for higher-income, white-collar, and more-educated
families from 1947 to 1960? Many changes in the US economy during this period likely
contributed to the rise in the aggregate homeownership rate. Real incomes were rising and the
post-war baby boom likely increased demand to live in single-family homes, which tend to be
owner-occupied. In addition, a massive construction boom in the suburbs expanded the supply
of owner-occupied homes. Growing availability of affordable cars and an expansion of the US
highway system also improved access to these suburban homes. Meanwhile, an expansion of
mortgage credit availability may also have improved access to homeownership. In this section,
we address each of these factors in turn, focusing on which types of families were likely
influenced by each one. We highlight that our analysis does not provide causal estimates of the
contributions of any single factor.

A natural place to start is to consider the incomes of the families in each of these groups. Figure
4 shows that the median income in each tercile of predicted income rose by roughly the same
amount during this period. But income gains would not necessarily lead to increases in
homeownership if house prices were rising too. Figure 4 also shows the 25th percentile of the
distribution of house values in the SCF as an estimate of the price of a smaller, lower-quality

Note: Family income is predicted using the number of earners in the family and the education and occupation of
the head.
Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960.
Accessible version
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home that would be the target of a first-time homebuyer. House prices rose by at least as much
as median income in each tercile during this period, showing that homes were getting more
expensive even as family incomes were rising.

Even though incomes were rising for families in all three terciles during this period, one possible
reason for the divergence in homeownership rates is that the level of income for families in the
bottom tercile just wasn't high enough to allow them to transition into homeownership. To assess
the affordability of becoming a homeowner, ideally we would like to compare renter incomes to
the income needed to become a first-time homebuyer. It is difficult to calculate this level of
income because doing so would require detailed information on mortgage underwriting
standards, borrower characteristics and house prices. But we can get a rough sense of this
income target by examining the incomes of first-time homebuyers. In 1955, the only year in our
sample period when the SCF recorded first-time buyer status, about 3/4 of first-time buyers
were age 25-44. As a proxy for the income of first-time homebuyers, Figure 5 shows the
distribution of income among families with a head in this age range that purchased a home
recently (in the current year or previous year). Figure 5 also shows the distributions of income
for renters in the bottom and middle terciles of predicted income. Most of the renters in the

Figure 4. Median Income by Tercile of Predicted Income and 25th Percentile House Value

Note: House value is not reported in 1948, 1949 and 1952.
Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960.
Accessible version
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bottom tercile had incomes substantially lower than the incomes of (likely) first-time
homebuyers, suggesting that their income was too low for them to transition into
homeownership. By contrast, there is much more overlap between the distribution of income of
middle-tercile renters and the incomes of first-time homebuyers.

Another issue related to housing affordability is the need to have enough money to afford a
downpayment. As a gauge of whether renter families had sufficient resources to afford a
downpayment, we examine their liquid assets relative to the amount needed for a downpayment
on an FHA loan. We focus on FHA mortgages because their downpayment requirements tended
to be lower than for conventional loans made by savings and loan institutions (Herzog and
Earley 1970). Specifically, Federal Housing Administration (FHA) mortgages required a
downpayment of at least 20 percent of the value of the home from 1947 to 1954. The Housing
Act of 1954 decreased this requirement to as low as 5 percent or as much as 16 percent,
depending on loan size (Federal Housing Administration, 21st Annual Report). Regarding the
family's financial resources, we use liquid assets, which includes savings accounts, checking

Figure 5. Distribution of Income for Renters in the Bottom and Middle Terciles of Predicted
Income and First-Time Homebuyers

Note: Family income is predicted using the number of earners in the family and the education and occupation of
the head. First-time homebuyers are families with a head age 25 to 44 that bought a home in the current or
previous year.
Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960.
Accessible version
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accounts and bonds. Of course, liquid assets are not the only source of a downpayment for first-
time homebuyers. For example, they might sell illiquid assets like stocks or bonds or receive
gifts from family members. That said, the SCF asked recent homebuyers the source of their
downpayment in 1949, and liquid assets were the reported source for about half of recent
buyers that did not use funds from the sale of a previous home. Figure 6 shows the fraction of
renters with enough liquid assets to cover a downpayment for a home in the 25th percentile of
home values—our estimate of the value of a target home for a first-time homebuyer—using an
FHA mortgage. Only about 10 to 20 percent of renters in the bottom tercile of predicted income
had enough liquid assets to afford a downpayment. By contrast, 30 to 40 percent of renters in
the middle tercile had sufficient liquid assets, and an even larger percent of the top quintile had
sufficient liquid assets. Overall, the evidence suggests that differences in incomes and holdings
of liquid assets may partly explain why homeownership increased more for families with higher
predicted income.

Figure 6. Fraction of Families with More Liquid Assets than Needed for a Downpayment on a
25th Percentile Home

Note: Liquid assets include savings accounts, checking accounts, and bonds. The downpayment is calculated as
the minimum FHA downpayment multiplied by the 25th percentile home value. Family income is predicted using
the number of earners in the family and the education and occupation of the head. Estimates are missing for
1947, 1948 and 1952 because house value is missing for those years.
Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960.
Accessible version
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Next, we turn to the increase in fertility and corresponding increase in demand to live in single-
family homes. This source of homeownership demand was arguably more important for families
where the wife was younger than age 35. Though fertility generally tends to be much lower for
older women, this difference was especially pronounced during the period of our study. Bailey,
Guldi and Hershbein (2014) show that fertility rates increased much more for younger women—
especially those between 20 and 29 years of age—during the "Baby Boom" years, and that
there was essentially no noticeable change for those women in the 35-44 age group. We can
thus assess the relevance of this factor by contrasting homeownership rates by women's age.
Unfortunately, the SCF does not report the age of the spouse, so we use the age of the head as
a proxy. In the 1950 and 1960 Census, 95 percent of husbands younger than 35 had a wife
younger than 35, suggesting that this proxy is reasonable. Table 1 reports the fraction of families
in each tercile where the head is married and younger than 35. About 30 percent of families in
the top two terciles fall into this categorization, whereas only 19 percent of families in the bottom
tercile do. Therefore, it is possible that high fertility rates boosted homeownership demand
somewhat more for families in the upper two terciles relative to the bottom tercile.

Next, we provide some evidence on the role of mortgage credit availability. Prior research has
found that changes in mortgage credit availability—specifically government-sponsored mortgage
programs—facilitated the rise of the aggregate homeownership rate during this period. Fetter
(2013) shows that the availability of Veterans Administration (VA) mortgages, which first became
available in 1944, increased homeownership for veterans, raising the aggregate homeownership
rate by about 7 percent. Dettling and Kearny (2025) show that fertility (and presumably
homeownership) increased more from 1933 to 1957 in areas with better access to FHA and VA
mortgages. One might expect these government mortgage programs to have increased access
to homeownership for lower-income families, as the lower downpayments were likely more
beneficial to these families. On the other hand, if a family's income and assets are too low they
will never qualify for a mortgage, regardless of how generous the terms.

One way to assess which families benefited more from the FHA and VA mortgage programs
would be to look directly at which families used these mortgages. The SCF only reports this
information in 1955, 1956 and 1958. Table 2 shows that families in the bottom tercile were
somewhat less likely to have an FHA or VA mortgage, even conditional on being a homeowner
and having a mortgage. This result could be related to the fact that heads of families in the
bottom tercile tend to be somewhat older and therefore may have purchased their home prior to
the advent of these mortgage programs. However, the table also shows that when limiting the
sample to recent homebuyers with a mortgage, the bottom tercile is still less likely to have an
FHA mortgage. Therefore, it seems that access to FHA mortgages may have benefited families
in the upper two terciles more than the bottom tercile.

Table 2: Distribution of Mortgage Type

percent

All homeowners

Predicted Income Terciles
Bottom Middle Top

 



We can shed more light on the role of access to VA loans because the VA program was
restricted to veterans of World War II or the Korean War and the SCF reports whether the
household head is a veteran of one of these wars from 1948 to 1957. Heads in the top two
income terciles were much more likely to be veterans: while more than 30 percent of heads in
the top and middle terciles were veterans, only 19 percent of heads in the bottom tercile had
served in these conflicts (Table 1). Therefore, it seems plausible that access to VA loans could
have helped families in the top two terciles increase their homeownership by more than the
bottom tercile. Indeed, Table 3 shows that veterans in the top two terciles of predicted income
experienced much larger increases in homeownership than non-veterans with similar predicted
incomes.  That said, veteran status does not seem to be the entire story: if we look only within
households with non-veteran heads, we find the same pattern as before in which higher-income
households saw a larger increase in homeownership than lower-income households.
Specifically, for families with a non-veteran head in the bottom tercile, homeownership rates
increased by only 3.5 percentage points, whereas it increased twice as much (between 7 and 8
percentage points) for those in the top two terciles.

Table 3. Homeownership Rate by Veteran Status and Predicted Income for Families with
Heads Age 35 to 44

Another borrower attribute related to mortgage credit availability is race, as Black families faced
discrimination in the mortgage market.  Black borrowers faced large hurdles to access the

Note: Each column shows the percent of all owners in that income group who have the type of mortgage named in the
row. Recent homebuyers are those who purchased a home in the current year or previous year. Type of mortgage is
available in 1955, 1956 and 1958.
Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960.

13.4 18.2 20.5
13 23.7 22.6

0 1.7 1.2
73.6 56.4 55.7

12.9 21.5 22.4
19.2 23.1 21.9

0 0.8 0.7
67.9 54.6 55
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Note: Veteran status refers to World War II and the Korean War.
Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960.

42.3 45.8
54.5 62.3
59.8 66.5

42.1 49.3
44.7 69.7

57.6 68.4
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government-backed mortgage programs (Collins and Margo 2001; Rothstein, 2017, Fishback,
Rose, Snowden and Storrs, 2024), and they likely faced discrimination from private lenders as
well. For example, the FHA did not insure mortgages in low-income areas, disproportionately
disadvantaging Blacks (Fishback et al. 2024). Home Owners Loan Corporation, a federal
government institution, created maps that followed the FHA patterns, and thus for many cities it
designated neighborhoods with a high fraction of Black residents as too risky for mortgage
lending. Private lenders may have also used these maps or similar maps, although the historical
evidence is unclear (Aaronson, Hartley and Mazumder,2021). Table 1 shows that a larger
fraction of families in the bottom tercile of predicted income were Black relative to the other
terciles, suggesting that discrimination in the mortgage market might be partly responsible for
why homeownership rates did not increase for this group. Of course, it's important to note that
Black families faced discrimination in other parts of the home buying process (Rothstein 2017,
Sood and Ehrman-Solberg 2024), so the patterns we document in Table 1 could reflect these
practices as well. However, even among White families, the homeownership rate of the lowest
income tercile was flat, whereas it increased substantially for the other two terciles (Figure 7),
suggesting that racial differences are not the entire explanation for the differences in
homeownership rates across the income distribution.

Figure 7. Homeownership by Race and Predicted Income

Note: Family income is predicted using the number of earners in the family and the education and occupation of
the head. For Black families, the middle and top terciles are combined due to small sample sizes.
Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960.
Accessible version
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Finally, we turn to the role of suburbanization. Collins and Margo (2001) attribute a growing
black-white homeownership gap from 1940 to 1960 partly to the disproportionate move of white
households to the suburbs. It is thus possible that different rates of suburbanization across the
income distribution may have contributed to the patterns we describe as well. Indeed, it seems
plausible that the expansion in the stock of single-family suburban homes would have benefited
higher-income families to a greater extent if these homes tended to be more expensive.
Unfortunately, we cannot observe shifts in suburbanization directly in the SCF because
suburban status is not measured consistently over time. We can, however, observe whether a
recently purchased home is newly built or previously lived-in. Newly built homes are a
reasonable proxy for suburban status because they were more likely to be in suburban areas.
Specifically, among nonfarm owner-occupied homes built between 1950 and 1960 in the 1960
Census, nearly half were in the suburbs, about one third were in nonmetropolitan areas (which
might easily have become suburban in later decades as metropolitan areas expanded), and only
15 percent were in central cities.  In addition, the median value of new homes in suburban
locations was nearly twice as high as the median value of homes in central cities and nonmetro
areas, illustrating that purchasing a new suburban home was indeed more expensive than
purchasing a home elsewhere.

Table 4 reports the fraction of recent homebuyers in each income group that purchased a newly
built home rather than a previously lived-in home. As expected, families in the bottom income
tercile were 15 to 20 percentage points less likely to have purchased a newly built home that
those in the middle or top tercile. The table also shows that bottom tercile families were a little
less likely to have purchased a home at all. Combining these two sets of results, the third row of
the table shows that on average only 0.8 percent of the bottom tercile families in the SCF
transitioned into a new home in a given year, compared with 2 percent of middle-tercile families
and 3 percent of top tercile families.  Though we lack precise information on the location of
residence for the households in our sample, these results are broadly consistent with the idea
that the expansion of the suburban housing stock may have helped more families in the upper
two terciles transition into homeownership than those in the bottom tercile.

Table 4. Newly-Built Home Purchases by Income Group

In sum, the expanding differential in homeownership between lower-income and higher-income
families seems to have been partly related to the fact that lower-income families did not have
enough income or financial assets to purchase a home. Even though FHA loans had lower
downpayment requirements than conventional loans (especially after 1954), FHA mortgages
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Note: Recent homebuyers are those who purchased a home in the current or previous year.
Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960.
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were more often used by middle- and higher-income families. Access to the VA mortgage
program, and perhaps access to mortgage credit more generally, may also have played a role.
The surge in fertility and the move of middle and higher income households to the suburbs may
have contributed to this differential as well. Although our descriptive analysis cannot establish a
ranking of the economic significance of these factors, it suggests that—similar to the overall rise
in homeownership between 1940 and 1960—the larger increase in homeownership across
higher-income groups may also represent the effects of multiple economic forces.

4. Implications for housing wealth
The implications of differential changes in homeownership for wealth depend on how house
values and mortgage debt evolved for these groups. The SCF began collecting information on
the amount of mortgage debt owed by each family in 1949. Table 5 reports the average house
value and average mortgage debt owed by homeowner families by tercile of predicted income
for the first three and last three available years in nominal dollars. Average house values
increased by the same amount for the top and bottom terciles, and by somewhat more for the
middle tercile. Meanwhile, mortgage debt increased by much more in the top two terciles than in
the bottom tercile. As a result of these changes, average home equity of homeowner families
increased by about the same amount in the bottom two terciles, whereas it increased by less for
the top tercile.

Table 5. Changes in Average Home Equity by Tercile of Predicted Income

Combining this information with the average homeownership rates by group (Figure 3), average
housing equity increased the most for the middle tercile, reflecting a combination of rising
homeownership and rising house values. Meanwhile housing equity increased the least for the
lowest income tercile, as homeownership was flat for this group. If we deflate these nominal

Dollars

Note: Changes in Average Home Equity by Tercile of Predicted Income
Source: Author calculations from the Survey of Consumer Finances 1947-1960.
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$8,783 $12,715 45
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$5,493 $6,770 23
$6,736 $8,359 24
$9,315 $10,289 10

$2,664 $3,280 23
$3,551 $5,090 43
$5,233 $6,789 30

Average House Value
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Average Equity of All

Bottom Tercile
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Bottom Tercile
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Top Tercile

Bottom Tercile
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Top Tercile

Bottom Tercile
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dollars by the Consumer Price Index, we find that average equity in the bottom tercile increased
by only about 4 percent in real terms whereas it increased by a staggering 24 percent for the
middle tercile and by about 11 percent in the top tercile. Therefore, gains in real housing wealth
were fairly modest at the bottom of the distribution of predicted income, but sizable for the other
two groups.

5. Conclusion
The mid-twentieth century was a unique period of rapid expansion in homeownership in
America. This analysis documents that the steep rise in homeownership rates was not spread
evenly across all types of households but was instead concentrated among those with higher
incomes, white collar jobs, and more education. Even though mortgage debt increased
substantially over this period, the increases in homeownership combined with increases in
house values were enough to lead to notable increases in net housing wealth for these higher-
income families—especially for those in the middle part of the income distribution. By contrast,
the average net housing wealth of lower-income families increased little during this period in real
terms.

Given the significance of owning a home as a source of wealth accumulation for most
households (Kuhn et al., 2020), our findings suggest that the rapid yet unequal transformation in
homeownership from 1940 to 1960 may have contributed to the rise of the middle class in this
period. Future work should consider the significance of these changes for the broader patterns
in homeownership, income and wealth inequality over the past 100 years, as well as disentangle
the relative importance of the various factors that may have shaped the distribution of housing
wealth in America.
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