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Are crypto asset gains leading to households taking on more leverage? This brief 

provides an overview of the potential for systemic financial risks to arise from 

changes in household balance sheets due to crypto exposure. Using Internal 

Revenue Service data on households reporting crypto assets when filing annual 

taxes, the authors document that crypto exposure increased almost three times 

from 2020 to 2021, the most recent years of publicly available tax data. Zip codes 

with the highest crypto exposure, as measured in 2021, saw the largest increase 

in mortgage and auto loan originations and balances over subsequent years. The 

increase in borrowing is especially striking among low-income households in high-

crypto exposure areas, where the share of consumers with mortgages increased 

by over 250%, and average mortgage balances increased by over 150% between 

2020 and 2024. However, as of Q1 2024, increased use of leverage among these 

groups has not resulted in higher delinquency rates.

by Samuel Hughes, Francisco Ilabaca, Jacob Lockwood, and Kevin Zhao1

Crypto Exposure and Household Financial Conditions

1. INTRODUCTION

As the digital asset market has grown from a total 
market capitalization of $10 billion in 2014 to $2.66 
trillion as of Q1 2024, household exposure has 
increased in concert.2 The increasing activity among 
retail investors has generated concerns among policy-
makers and regulators because of the extreme volatility 
of crypto asset prices, extensive use of leverage, and 
minimal legal recourse or consumer protections asso-
ciated with crypto assets.3 Recent research has found 
that crypto investors resemble the general population 
and has documented increased discretionary consump-
tion and housing expenditure patterns following 
digital asset sales.4 However, little is known about how 

crypto asset markets affect household debt balances 
and delinquencies.

This brief analyzes the relationship between house-
holds’ crypto asset market activity and household debt 
in the form of mortgages, auto loans, and credit card 
balances to shed light on potential financial stability 
risks. The connections between crypto-asset markets 
and household financial conditions may be important 
if gains in crypto lead to increases in leverage in the 
household sector. This can create financial vulner-
abilities if crypto prices crash. Studying mortgage 
debt is important because outstanding balances are 
large at $17.69 trillion.5 An economic or asset market 
downturn could have worrying spillovers through the 
mortgage market via rising defaults or foreclosures.6 

The views and opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent 
official positions or policy of the OFR or the U.S. Department of the Treasury
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Auto and credit card debt are also of interest as these 
debt segments are large and relatively risky, with $1.6 
and $1.1 trillion in outstanding debt and 4.41% and 
10.69% delinquency rates, respectively. Banks and 
nonbank financial institutions have large exposures to 
these consumer debt segments.7 They have consumer 
debt on their balance sheets and are indirectly exposed 
through loans to entities that originate consumer debt 
or investments in asset-backed securities collateral-
ized by consumer debt.8 Additionally, delinquencies in 
these consumer debt segments are potential early indi-
cators of distress, particularly for young low-income 
households.9

The first part of the brief documents the distribu-
tion of crypto exposures across geographic regions 
and income levels using the latest publicly available 
Internal Revenue Service (IRS) data. The adoption of 
crypto assets increased sharply during the COVID-19 
pandemic, with 4.1% of tax filers reporting a cryp-
to-taxable event in 2021 compared to just 1.4% in 2020. 
The data on tax filers are consistent with estimates 
from prior research, which found that more than 3% 
of individuals in the United States held crypto assets in 
2021.4 This growth highlights that crypto assets have 
become a substantial component of household wealth, 
presenting new risks and vulnerabilities for the finan-
cial system.
The second part of the brief looks at how debt levels 
and delinquency rates have changed for locations 
based on their exposure to crypto assets. We generate 
a definition of crypto exposure based on the most 
recent 2021 IRS Tax Filing data using taxable events 
as an indicator and hold this measure fixed for house-
holds. The main analysis then tracks the change from 
2020 to 2024 in household financial conditions using 
credit data and compares households in areas with 
high versus low crypto exposure. This analysis shows 
that household debt growth is positively correlated 
with crypto exposure, with the highest mortgage debt 
growth concentrated among low-income households. 
So far, delinquencies have not increased in areas with 
higher crypto exposure.

2. MEASURING CRYPTO 
EXPOSURE FOR HOUSEHOLDS

This brief uses two primary sources of data. The first 
dataset is publicly available zip code-level summaries 
of tax returns from the IRS, using the most recent 
release on 2021 tax returns. This dataset is released 
annually and provides total counts of tax filers, dollar 
amounts of reported income, tax credits, and deduc-
tions for each zip code. Importantly, the number of 
tax filers reporting a taxable event involving crypto 
assets is separately reported. Selling crypto assets or 
making a purchase with crypto assets triggers a taxable 
event, requiring individuals to report capital gains or 
losses. Crypto assets received as mining rewards or 
as payment to a business are taxed as income. This 
dataset provides the near-universe of tax filers that 
report crypto asset tax events.10 The data are further 
broken down within zip code by the tax filers’ gross 
income: low-income (less than $50 thousand per year), 
middle-income (between $50-$100 thousand per year), 
and high-income (greater than $100 thousand per year).

The main analysis merges the 2021 IRS data with 
Equifax’s consumer credit panel, which includes 
mortgage and consumer finance accounts for a repre-
sentative sample of U.S. consumers. We focus on the 
period from January 2020 to January 2024. To ensure 
that the pre-period does not coincide with the period 
where we measure crypto exposure, the analysis uses 
2020 as the baseline year for households in the Equifax 
data. This is crucial because household debt take-up 
may happen concurrently with crypto tax events. 
Comparisons are fixed to the month of January to avoid 
seasonality in household debt. In addition, January 
2020 has the added benefit of being slightly before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, allowing us to comment on the 
run-up in household debt during COVID-19 and how 
that correlates with crypto exposure.

We group consumer accounts based on their zip code 
and reported income at the beginning of the tax year 
to match the IRS income categories. We then track 
those same accounts over the next several years.  
Merging the credit panel with the IRS data on crypto 
tax events allows us to examine behavior over time 
for a constant set of zip code-by-income group cate-
gories.11 We focus on three types of household debt: 



OFR Brief Series | 24-08 November 26, 2024 | Page 3

mortgage-related debt, auto debt, and bank card debt. 
The latter is primarily credit card debt. The outcomes 
we study are changes in average mortgage, auto, and 
card debt balances; changes in the share of consumers 
with active mortgages and auto loans; and changes in 
30+ day delinquency rates on each type of debt.

2.1 Crypto Exposure in the IRS Data

Before turning to the main analysis, we present several 
facts about crypto exposure. Figure 1a shows that, on 
average, reported tax events involving cryptocurren-
cies are strongly positively related to household income. 
This relationship is consistent with similar relation-
ships between income and other investment activity. 
For example, high-income households are three times 
more likely to participate in the stock market.12

Figure 1b shows that households reporting crypto tax 
events are also more likely to report capital gains to 
the IRS. This is natural because a portion of crypto 
tax events are capital gains. Although the data do not 
provide information about the level of capital gains, 
we note that the crypto asset market had a return of 
over 300% in 2020, compared to a 16% increase in the 
S&P 500 index in the same year. Therefore, house-
holds selling crypto in 2020-2021 may have received a 
significant windfall that could allow or motivate them 
to take on more debt.13  
Figure 1c shows the relationship between age and 
propensity to report crypto tax events. Crypto expo-
sure declines with the share of filers that are at least 
60 years old, consistent with the common perception 
that the crypto market is more popular among younger 
investors. Monitoring younger demographics may be 
particularly important given that serious delinquencies 
have recently ticked up disproportionately for this age 
group, and financial distress is extremely persistent 
over the life cycle for consumers.9

2.2 Distribution of  Crypto Taxable Events

Throughout the analysis, we define “high-crypto” 
zip codes as those with greater than 6% of house-
holds reporting a crypto tax event, “mid-crypto” zip 
codes as those with between 2% and 6% of house-
holds reporting a crypto tax event, and “low-crypto” 
zip codes as those with less than 2% of households 
reporting a crypto tax event.

Figure 1. Relationship for Crypto Tax Events with (a) 
Income, (b) All Capital Gains Reporting, and (c) Age, 
2020 and 2021

Note: Binned scatter plots split all U.S. zip codes into 20 groups 
across the distribution of the variable on the x-axis. Panel (a) 
shows the relationship between wage and salary income with 
the percentage of tax filers reporting a crypto tax event. Panel 
(b) shows the relationship between the percentage of tax filers
reporting any capital gains and the percentage reporting a crypto
tax event. Crypto tax events are a subset of all filers reporting
capital gains. Panel (c) shows the relationship between the
percentage of tax filers that are 60+ years old with the percentage
reporting a crypto tax event.

Sources: Internal Revenue Service (IRS), SOI Tax Stats - Individual Income 
Tax Statistics - ZIP Code Data (SOI), Authors’ Analysis
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Figure 2. Map of Low, Medium, and High-Crypto Tax Event Zip Codes in 2020 and 2021

Note: Maps plot all U.S. zip codes based on the percentage of tax filers reporting a crypto tax event. Zip codes with no reported IRS data 
are in dark gray. Zip codes with few or no crypto events are in light gray. Zip codes in light green are those where 2 to 6 percent of tax 
filers report a crypto event, and zip codes in dark green are those where more than 6 percent of tax filers report a crypto event. 

Sources: Internal Revenue Service (IRS), SOI Tax Stats - Individual Income Tax Statistics - ZIP Code Data (SOI), Authors’ Analysis
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Crypto exposure among medium-income households ($50-100k) in 2020

Crypto exposure among medium-income households ($50-100k) in 2021
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Low crypto (<2%)
NA
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Figure 2 shows the geographic distribution of crypto 
exposures in 2020 and 2021 across income groups. 
The figures illustrate the sharp growth in exposure to 
crypto assets. In 2020, only 0.08% of U.S. zip codes 
had over 6% of households reporting crypto expo-
sures, and by 2021, that number increased to 6.3%. The 
share of urban zip codes, and over 6% of households 
reporting crypto exposures, rose from 0.14% in 2020 
to 12.7% in 2021, while the share remained near zero 
among rural zip codes in 2020 and 2021. In rural areas, 
low-income filers had higher exposure to crypto than 
high-income filers, while middle-income filers had the 
highest share.
Exposure to crypto assets increased across the income 
distribution, but the biggest increases occurred among 
high-income earners. While the percentage of low-in-
come households reporting crypto exposures increased 
from 1.1% in 2020 to 2.9% in 2021, high-income 
households reporting crypto exposures increased from 
1.9% in 2020 to 6.4% in 2021. This is consistent with 
the correlations shown in Figure 1a. Crypto exposures 
are generally clustered in urban, tech-centric cities 
on both coasts. These findings are consistent with 
existing literature that uses bank transaction data and 
finds transaction volumes are concentrated in popu-
lous states such as New York and California.4

3. CRYPTO SALES AND
HOUSEHOLD DEBT

In this section, we link reported crypto tax events 
in 2021 at the zip code level with average household 
debt balances in the credit panel data separately for 
the low, mid, and high-income groups. Although the 
most recent iteration of the IRS data only covers up 
until 2021, Equifax’s consumer credit panel allows for 
tracking of households’ mortgage debt, auto debt, and 
credit card debt between 2020 and 2024. 

Figure 3 shows the percentage of tax filers in 2021 that 
fall into each income and crypto category, along with 
the percentage of tax filers reporting a crypto expo-
sure in each category and the average income in each 
category of the credit data. Most tax filers reside in zip 
codes reporting crypto exposures between 2% and 6% 
and are either low- or middle-income. Consistent with 
prior work indicating that early crypto adoption was 
more prevalent among highly educated individuals, the 
analysis shows that high crypto exposure in 2021 is 
associated with higher income growth over the 2020-
2024 period.4

Income 
Category

Crypto 
Category

Percent of 
Tax Filers

Percent of 
Filers with 

Crypto Sales

Average 
Income 

(Jan 2020)

Average 
Income 

(Jan 2024)

Change in 
Average Income 

(percent)

Low-Income Low-Crypto 12.0 1.3 $32,174 $35,950 11.7

Low-Income Mid-Crypto 40.2 3.4 $32,411 $37,886 16.9

Low-Income High-Crypto 1.1 7.1 $31,597 $40,644 28.6

Mid-Income Low-Crypto 1.9 0.3 $61,796 $65,134 5.4

Mid-Income Mid-Crypto 17.1 4.3 $64,567 $70,000 8.4

Mid-Income High-Crypto 5.0 7.5 $67,185 $74,865 11.4

High-Income Low-Crypto 1.5 0.1 $112,724 $113,305 0.5

High-Income Mid-Crypto 8.9 4.9 $113,429 $116,027 2.3

High-Income High-Crypto 12.3 8.6 $115,859 $120,922 4.4

Figure 3. Summary Statistics on Tax Filers Across Different Income (low: <$50k, mid: $50k-$100k, high: 
>$100k) and Crypto (low: <2%, mid: 2%-6%, high: >6%) Categories

Sources: Internal Revenue Service (IRS), SOI Tax Stats - Individual Income Tax Statistics - ZIP Code Data (SOI), Equifax Information Services LLC, Authors’ 
Analysis
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3.1 Crypto Sales and Mortgage Debt

In this section, we document that mortgage origination 
increased in regions with higher crypto exposure, espe-
cially among low- and middle-income households14. As 
of Q1 2024, U.S. households owed almost $13 trillion 
in mortgage and housing debt, making up over 75% 
of total consumer debt.15 Aggregate mortgage debt 
increased by more than 25% relative to Q1 2020.16 
From a financial stability standpoint, it is important to 
understand whether that surge in debt levels is concen-
trated among groups that have higher propensities to 
default during crisis periods.17 Accumulation of debt 
among households with high leverage or elevated debt 
service payments relative to income could present 
a financial system vulnerability—a weakness in the 
financial system that could make the stability of the 
system more susceptible to adverse events.
For low-income households, average mortgage debt 
balances and mortgage-holding rates sharply increased 
in zip codes with high crypto exposure. This indi-
cates that low-income households may be using crypto 
gains to take out new mortgages and to take out larger 
mortgages. Figure 4a shows that for low-income 
households in high-crypto exposure zip codes, the 

mortgage holder rate nearly quadrupled from 4.1% in 
January 2020 to 15.4% in January 2024. The average 
balance per mortgage increased by over 150% from 
$171,773 in 2020 to $443,123 in 2024, suggesting that 
crypto sales may have supported access to larger mort-
gages through bigger down payments. Low-income, 
mid-crypto access areas also saw significant, albeit 
less sizeable, increases in both mortgage holder rates 
(57.9% increase) and average mortgage balances 
(82.9% increase).
The average income of the low-income group in high-
crypto exposure areas is $40,664, implying a mortgage 
debt-to-income ratio of 0.53 for mortgage holders in 
this group under even the most generous assumptions.18 
This debt-to-income ratio is well above the generally 
recommended benchmark of 0.36, and even exceeds 
the 0.43 necessary to qualify for certain conventional 
loans. It is particularly concerning because higher debt-
to-income ratios are positively correlated with future 
default rates, especially during periods of turmoil such 
as the 2008 financial crisis.17 In contrast to high-crypto 
exposure areas, as of 2024, low-income households in 
low-crypto exposure zip codes had an average balance 
per mortgage of $136,481 and an average income of 

Income 
Category

Crypto 
Category

Mortgage 
Holder 

Rate  
(Jan 2020, 

percent)

Mortgage 
Holder 

Rate  
(Jan 2024, 

percent)

Change in 
Mortgage 

Holder 
Rate 

(percent)

Average 
Mortgage 
Balance 

(Jan 2020)

Average 
Mortgage 
Balance 

(Jan 2024)

Change in 
Average 

Mortgage 
Balance 

(percent)

Mortgage 
Delinquency 
(Jan 2020, 

percent)

Mortgage 
Delinquency 
(Jan 2024, 

percent)

Change in 
Mortgage 

Delinquency  
(percent)

Low Low 14.6 18.5 26.6 $86,011 $136,481 58.7 10.6 6.8 -35.9

Low Mid 11.4 18.0 57.9 $132,853 $242,936 82.9 8.4 4.3 -48.4

Low High 4.1 15.4 273.8 $171,773 $443,123 158.0 5.8 1.6 -71.7

Mid Low 54.9 49.3 -10.2 $137,472 $155,442 13.1 2.0 1.6 -22.9

Mid Mid 62.2 58.3 -6.2 $185,776 $213,644 15.0 2.1 1.5 -30.2

Mid High 60.2 59.0 -2.0 $237,548 $299,237 26.0 1.7 1.1 -33.2

High Low 78.5 63.4 -19.2 $323,681 $352,862 9.0 0.7 0.6 -6.2

High Mid 81.3 68.8 -15.5 $381,451 $419,583 10.0 0.6 0.5 -11.3

High High 83.2 74.3 -10.7 $515,802 $589,546 14.3 0.5 0.4 -11.3

Figure 4a. Mortgage Holder Rates, Mortgage Balances, and Mortgage Delinquencies in January 2020 and 
January 2024 Split by income (low: <$50k, mid: $50k-$100k, high: >$100k) and Crypto (low: <2%, mid: 
2%-6%, high: >6%) Categories

Sources: Internal Revenue Service (IRS), SOI Tax Stats - Individual Income Tax Statistics - ZIP Code Data (SOI), Equifax Information Services LLC, Authors’ 
Analysis
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$35,950, implying a debt-to-income ratio of 0.19 for that 
group, which is well below the recommended debt-to-
income ratio for conventional loans.19 This is evidence 
that a significant portion of the post-2021 rebound 
in households’ mortgage debt-to-income ratios may 
be attributable to areas with higher crypto exposure 
and that high crypto exposure may be associated with 
behavior that may contribute to financial instability.20

Because crypto capital gains events are a subset of 
capital gains events reported to the IRS, it is possible 
that the observed increase in household debt among 
the high-crypto exposure group is driven by the group 
with high capital gains. To test this, we further divide 
the low-income group by capital gains in addition to 
crypto tax events. Figure 4b shows summary statistics 
based on this additional cut of the data. Note that only 
two crypto exposure categories (low: less than 4%, 
high: greater than or equal to 4%) and capital gains 
categories (low: less than 15%, high: greater than or 
equal to 15%) are considered due to data limitations. 
Unsurprisingly, the group with high crypto expo-
sure and high capital gains saw the biggest increases 
in mortgage holder rates and changes in mortgage 
balances. Interestingly, though, the high-crypto, low 
capital gains group saw larger mortgage take-up and 
debt increases than the low-crypto, high capital gains 
group. Crypto exposure is correlated with higher debt, 
even conditional on the rate of overall capital gains 
reported to the IRS.
Middle-income households in high-crypto expo-
sure areas also saw an increase in average mortgage 

balance, while mortgage holder rates remained rela-
tively similar. Figure 4a shows that when comparing 
among middle-income households, those residing in 
high-crypto exposure areas saw the largest relative 
increase in average mortgage balances. High-income 
households show relatively less heterogeneity in 
mortgage balance changes across crypto exposure 
categories, although the largest change in balances was 
still among the high-crypto exposure group. Among 
these households, crypto exposures may make up a 
small percentage of income and wealth, and thus, such 
exposures may have less impact on their ability to 
access mortgage financing.
Figure 4a shows that delinquency for mortgage holders 
dropped across the board between 2020 and 2024, with 
most of the decrease occurring among low-income 
households.21 Within income groups, there is little 
difference in absolute changes in mortgage delinquency 
rates across crypto categories. For example, mortgage 
delinquency dropped by 4.2% among low-income 
households in high-crypto exposure areas compared 
to 3.8% in low-crypto areas. However, baseline delin-
quency rates in 2020 are lower for high-crypto access 
groups, leading to a larger percentage drop for these 
groups. Among high-income households, delinquency 
rates barely changed between 2020 and 2024, regard-
less of crypto access. As of Q1 2024, delinquency rates 
on single-family residential mortgages are near 15-year 
lows, around 1.7%.22 It is possible that the groupings 
of individuals imposed by the data mask some hetero-
geneity that could lead to higher distress in the event 

Income 
Category

Crypto 
Category

Capital 
Gains 

Category

Percent 
of Tax 
Filers

Average 
Income  

(Jan 2020)

Mortgage 
Holder Rate 
(Jan 2020, 

percent)

Mortgage 
Holder Rate 
(Jan 2024, 

percent)

Change in 
Mortgage 

Holder Rate 
(percent)

Average 
Mortgage 
Balance  

(Jan 2020)

Average 
Mortgage 
Balance  

(Jan 2024)

Change in 
Average 

Mortgage 
Balance 

(percent)

Low Low Low 40.4 $32,182 13.6 19.0 39.8 $101,180 $170,442 68.5

Low Low High 3.5 $34,366 9.2 16.0 74.0 $118,200 $223.808 89.3

Low High Low 5.9 $31,735 8.6 17.1 98.4 $134,633 $271,371 101.6

Low High High 3.5 $32,742 4.2 13.6 227.2 $159,548 $421,521 164.2

Figure 4b. Mortgage Holder Rates, Mortgage Balances, and Mortgage Delinquencies in January 2020 and 
January 2024 Among the Low-income (<50k) Group, Split by Crypto (low: <4%, high: >4%) and Capital Gains 
(low:<15%, high:>15%) Categories

Sources: Internal Revenue Service (IRS), SOI Tax Stats - Individual Income Tax Statistics - ZIP Code Data (SOI), Equifax Information Services LLC, Authors’ 
Analysis
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that aggregate delinquency rates rise. Still, there is little 
evidence of distress in areas with higher crypto expo-
sure as of early 2024.

3.2 Crypto Sales and Auto Debt

Total auto loan debt has increased significantly in 
recent years, over $1.6 trillion as of Q1 2024. More 
worryingly, delinquencies on auto loans ticked up in 
2023, with 2.7% of auto loans flowing into serious 
delinquency in Q4 2023.23 In this section, we study 
how crypto exposure correlates with increases in auto 
debt since 2020 and examine how it interacts with 
recent increases in auto delinquency rates.

A large portion of the variation in changes in auto debt 
between 2020 and 2024 was related to income, with 
auto debt increasing more for low-income households 
than middle- and high-income households. However, 
within income groups, changes in auto debt also line 
up with crypto exposure. Among low-income house-
holds, average auto debt balances increased by the 
largest percentage in areas with high-crypto exposure, 
though growth in dollar amounts was similar. Figure 
5 shows that average auto debt balances increased by 

52% between 2020 and 2024 for low-income house-
holds in high-crypto exposure areas, compared to 
38% for low-income households in low-crypto expo-
sure areas. Among low-income households, auto loan 
holder rates also showed a slightly higher percentage 
increase for the high-crypto exposure group compared 
to the low-crypto group. This could suggest that crypto 
income or windfall gains allowed some low-income 
consumers to finance auto purchases.

For the sample of middle-income and high-income 
households, average auto loan balances decreased 
between 2020 and 2024. Further splitting by crypto 
exposure areas reveals a similar pattern to the low-in-
come group whereby the higher crypto exposure 
zip codes saw less shrinkage of auto loan balances 
in percentage terms. For example, Figure 5 shows 
that among middle-income households, those in the 
high-crypto exposure category saw average auto loan 
balances increase by 3.1%, compared to an 8.5% 
decrease for the low-crypto category.

Figure 5 shows that delinquency rates on auto loans 
were little changed (in absolute terms) for the middle- 
and high-income groups across all crypto exposure 

Income 
Category

Crypto 
Category

Auto Loan 
Holder 

Rate  
(Jan 2020, 

percent)

Auto Loan 
Holder 

Rate  
(Jan 2024, 

percent)

Change in 
Auto Loan 

Holder 
Rate 

(percent)

Average 
Auto Loan 

Balance 
(Jan 2020)

Average 
Auto Loan 

Balance 
(Jan 2024)

Change in 
Average 

Auto Loan 
Balance 

(percent)

Auto Loan 
Delinquency 
(Jan 2020, 

percent)

Auto Loan 
Delinquency 
(Jan 2024, 

percent)

Change in 
Auto Loan 

Delinquency 
(percent)

Low Low 38.4 39.4 2.5 $6,417 $8,859 38.1 3.8 4.1 8.7

Low Mid 35.8 36.5 1.8 $5,547 $7,782 40.3 2.5 2.6 2.4

Low High 29.6 31.0 5.0 $4,325 $6,576 52.0 1.4 1.3 -6.4

Mid Low 55.2 45.6 -17.5 $14,114 $12,912 -8.5 0.9 0.8 -12.3

Mid Mid 49.6 40.5 -18.3 $10,874 $10,515 -3.3 0.8 0.7 -15.2

Mid High 43.8 35.9 -18.1 $9,305 $9,591 3.1 0.6 0.5 -18.7

High Low 56.7 44.2 -21.9 $19,597 $15,900 -18.9 0.3 0.3 -9.4

High Mid 55.3 42.5 -23.2 $16,941 $14,243 -15.9 0.3 0.2 -18.3

High High 50.6 38.7 -23.4 $14,493 $12,957 -10.6 0.2 0.2 -22.0

Figure 5. Auto Loan Holder Rates, Auto Loan Balances, and Auto Loan Delinquencies in January 2020 and 
January 2024 Split by Income (low: <$50k, mid: $50k-$100k, high: >$100k) and Crypto (low: <2%, mid: 
2%-6%, high: >6%) Categories

Sources: Internal Revenue Service (IRS), SOI Tax Stats - Individual Income Tax Statistics - ZIP Code Data (SOI), Equifax Information Services LLC, Authors’ 
Analysis
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categories. Interestingly, among low-income house-
holds, auto loan delinquency increased in the low- and 
mid-crypto exposure zip codes, while they decreased 
in the high-crypto exposure zip codes. This suggests 
that this group could potentially use crypto sales or 
income to fund auto payments. Overall, there is little 
evidence in early 2024 that crypto activity is system-
atically correlated with higher risks in the auto loan 
segment.

3.3 Crypto Sales and Credit Card Debt

Credit card debt has swelled to an all-time high 
in 2024, topping $1 trillion for the first time in 
mid-2023.24 Credit card delinquency rates have also 
ticked above pre-pandemic levels and sit at just over 
3% as of Q1 2024.25 It is an open question if crypto 
exposure is correlated with increases in credit card 
debt and whether it has contributed to the recent rise 
in delinquencies.

Figure 6 shows that the majority of card balance 
increases originate from the low-income group, where 
card balances increased 45-50%. In contrast, average 
card balances in the mid- and high-income groups 
were relatively stable. Further segmenting by crypto 

Income 
Category

Crypto 
Category

Avg. Card 
Balance  

(Jan 2020)

Avg. Card 
Balance  

(Jan 2024)

Change in 
Avg. Card 
Balance 

(percent)

Card 
Delinquency 
(Jan 2020, 

percent)

Card 
Delinquency 
(Jan 2024, 

percent)

Change 
in Card 

Delinquency 
(percent)

Low Low $2,067 $3,014 45.8 5.4 6.7 23.7%

Low Mid $2,682 $3,981 48.4 4.8 5.8 19.6%

Low High $3,343 $4,900 46.6 3.5 3.8 7.5%

Mid Low $5,627 $5,553 -1.3 1.4 1.7 17.4%

Mid Mid $6,211 $6,506 4.8 1.5 1.8 17.4%

Mid High $6,804 $7,354 8.1 1.4 1.6 13.0%

High Low $7,630 $7,154 -6.2 0.5 0.7 22.5%

High Mid $8,711 $8,613 -1.1 0.6 0.7 31.1%

High High $8,993 $9,433 4.9 0.5 0.7 30.2%

Figure 6. Credit Card Balances and Delinquencies in January 2020 and January 2024 Split by Income (low: 
<$50k, mid: $50k-$100k, high: >$100k) and Crypto (low: <2%, mid: 2%-6%, high: >6%) Categories

Sources: Internal Revenue Service (IRS), SOI Tax Stats - Individual Income Tax Statistics - ZIP Code Data (SOI), Equifax Information Services LLC, Authors’ 
Analysis

exposure categories reveals little difference between 
changes in card balances across crypto exposure cate-
gories for low-income households. This is notably 
different from the correlations documented for mort-
gage and auto loans, where debt sharply increased with 
crypto exposure. Crypto sales or income may allow 
access to larger mortgage and auto loans through bigger 
down payments. Still, down payments are not relevant 
for credit card lending. For middle- and high-income 
households, consumers in high-crypto exposure zip 
codes saw an increase in average card balances. In 
contrast, those in low-crypto exposure zip codes saw a 
decline in average card balances.

While credit card delinquencies rose between 2020 
and 2024, differences across crypto exposure catego-
ries were relatively small. The most notable difference 
is among the low-income group, where card delinquen-
cies increased by less for those living in high-crypto 
exposure zip codes than those living in low-crypto 
exposure zip codes. This suggests that households 
with crypto exposure may have used crypto gains as 
a buffer to mitigate credit card distress. Overall, little 
evidence exists that exposure to crypto-asset markets 
has contributed to the recent surge in delinquency rates 
among low-income consumers.
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4. CONCLUSION

The considerable increase in usage of crypto assets, 
the values of which are substantially more volatile 
than other asset classes, could present a financial 
stability risk if there are spillovers onto household 
balance sheets or sectors in the real economy. This 
brief analyzes one of those channels: the connection 
between crypto activity and household debt positions. 
Specifically, it links household credit panel data with 
reporting of crypto exposures to the IRS based on zip 
codes and income groupings.

This brief documents that over the 2020 to 2024 
period, low-income consumers have significantly 
increased their debt usage and debt balances. That 
increase has been particularly large in areas with higher 
crypto exposure. The magnitude of debt increases has 
been especially large for mortgage debt. Low-income 
consumers in high-crypto exposure areas are dispro-
portionately more likely to take out a mortgage, and 
the average mortgage size is large relative to pre-2020 
average income. 

With the caveat that this brief presents correlational 
evidence on crypto exposures, the results show there 
is little or no evidence of higher levels of distress in 
mortgage, auto, or credit card debt among consumers 
in high-crypto exposure neighborhoods. If anything, 
delinquency rates remain relatively low in high-crypto 
exposure areas. This is particularly true of mort-
gage debt, where low-income, high-crypto exposure 
consumers’ mortgage delinquency rates are 1.6%. In 
contrast, the largest portion of low-income households 
in mid-crypto exposure neighborhoods have mortgage 
delinquency rates of 4.3%.

While there is little evidence of current distress among 
households with crypto exposure, the results in this 
brief suggest that consumers’ debt and consumption 
are correlated with their crypto exposure. An important 
takeaway for future monitoring is the increased debt 
balances and leverage among low-income house-
holds with crypto exposure. Rising distress in this 
group could cause future financial stress, especially 
if exposure to these types of high-leverage, high-risk 
consumers is concentrated in systemically important 
institutions.
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