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assetfunders.org
arkansascomm.org

hopepolicy.org

We’re Still Hurting! 
From the ER to the Courtroom 



assetfunders.org

As the leading national grantmaker membership organization 
focused on advancing economic security, 

the Asset Funders Network engages philanthropy to confront inequities 
and advance equitable wealth building and economic mobility. 

INFORM | CONNECT | INFLUENCE | BUILD



DELETING DEBT TO CHANGE TOMORROW

HEATHER LARKIN
Arkansas Community Foundation 
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Arkansans Receive Debt Relief- But More is Needed
● More than $35 Million in medical debt was paid off through a collection of 

donors –including HOPE Credit Union, the Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation, 
and Arkansas Community Foundation

● This impacted nearly 24,000 Arkansans in all 75 counties, with an average 
debt per person or family eliminated of approximately $1,500

● Without systems change, debt will continue to burden Arkansans- 
it’s time to act!
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Test Your Debt Knowledge
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Tony: Little Rock, AR
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https://docs.google.com/file/d/19Yt3FmtbbUUN_PYDvZARhoKwRT-MheC5/preview


UNDERSTANDING MEDICAL DEBT & COURT COSTS

SIGNE-MARY MCKERNAN
Urban Institute

JOANNA SMITH-RAMANI
The Aspen Institute Financial Security Program
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Chronic debt is a rapidly growing problem among 
households across the US 

Prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic, 77% of 
households in America 
had debt, with a median 
amount of $65,000

Many people have 
turned to credit cards, 
personal loans, and 
payday loans to meet 
the demand of rapidly 
increasing costs of 
living  

Credit card debt is the 
most common type of 
debt (held by 45% of 
households), followed 
by mortgages (held by 
40% of households)
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Macro-Economic Trends Show How We Got Here

Source: Cost of Thriving Index, Oren Cass, Manhattan Institute

Years
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Most Americans do not have positive cash flow, 
and debt has grown accordingly
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Burdensome fines 
and fees exist from 
coast to coast.
The types of fines and 
fees may vary by state, 
but the subsequent harm 
remains the same. 
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Fines and Fees are Not Limited to Traffic Tickets

● Fines and fees for traffic tickets

● Library late fees

● Miscellaneous court costs

● Staggering fines often imposed on top of jail or prison sentences 
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29% (~64 million) Americans Have Debt in Collections

Note: Data are at county-level and for 2020.
Source: “Debt in America: An Interactive Map (any debt in collections).” Breno Braga, Alexander Carther, Kassandra Martinchek, 
Signe-Mary McKernan, and Caleb Quakenbush, (Urban Institute web feature, March 2021).

https://apps.urban.org/features/debt-interactive-map/?type=overall&variable=pct_debt_collections
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15% of Americans Have Medical Debt in Collections

Note: Data are at county-level and for 2020.
Source: “Debt in America: An Interactive Map (medical debt in collections).” Breno Braga, Alexander Carther, Kassandra Martinchek, 
Signe-Mary McKernan, and Caleb Quakenbush, (Urban Institute web feature, March 2021).

https://apps.urban.org/features/debt-interactive-map/?type=medical&variable=perc_debt_med
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Medical Debt in Collections in Arkansas

Source: Debt in America Interactive Map: Credit Bureau data and ACS, 2018-2020
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Share of Adults with Medical Debt in Collections
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White families are 5x more likely to receive 
a large gift or inheritance than Black or 
Latinx families

Sources: McKernan, Signe-Mary, Caroline Ratcliffe, Margaret Simms, and Sisi Zhang. 2014. Do Racial Disparities in Private Transfers Help Explain the Racial Wealth Gap? New Evidence from 
Longitudinal Data.
McKernan, Signe-Mary, Caroline Ratcliffe, Margaret Simms, and Sisi Zhang. 2012. Do Financial Support and Inheritance Contribute to the Racial Wealth Gap? 

https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-racial-disparities-private-transfers-help-explain-racial-wealth-gap
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-racial-disparities-private-transfers-help-explain-racial-wealth-gap
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-financial-support-and-inheritance-contribute-racial-wealth-gap
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Millennials and Generation X are more likely to have 
past-due medical debt

Source: Mckernan, Signe-Mary, Genevieve M. Kenny, and Robert Abare. 2017. Why do a larger share of Millenials and Gen X have past-due medical debt than older Americans? 
Graph data is from 2015 National Financial Capability Study, adults age 18 and over.
Additional Resource: Butrica, Barbara A. and Stipica Mudrazija. 2020. Financial Security at Older Ages

https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/why-do-larger-share-millennials-and-gen-x-have-past-due-medical-debt-older-americans
https://crr.bc.edu/working-papers/financial-security-at-older-ages/
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Credit Health Affects Residents’ Costs of Living
Having a subprime credit score increases the costs of common 
consumer purchases
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How Household Financial Insecurity Affects Cities

Half of all households do not have $2,000 in nonretirement savings, making them 
financially insecure and at higher risk for evictions and missed payments. 

Source: Elliott, Diana and Kassandra Martinchek. 2019. The Cost of Eviction and Unpaid Bills of Financially Insecure Families for City 
Budgets. Washington, DC: Urban Institute. 

https://www.urban.org/research/publication/houston-cost-eviction-and-unpaid-bills-financially-insecure-families-city-budgets-2019
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/houston-cost-eviction-and-unpaid-bills-financially-insecure-families-city-budgets-2019
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Toll on the Individual: Mental Health

Source: Associated Press-AOL Health Poll, Debt Stress: The Toll Owing Money Takes on the Body, April 2008



assetfunders.org 23.

Opportunities to Solve Medical Debt 

Prevent Medical Debt

•Adoption or scale programs 
that connect consumers to 
public health insurance or 
charity care

•Adoption of financial 
assistance standards at city, 
county, state, or hospital level

• Increase grant aid

Support Individuals in Managing 
Medical Debt

•Adoption, expansion, and 
hospital system integration of 
financial coaching programs 

•Pilot and expansion of 
employee benefit models for 
medical debt management

•Pilot and expansion of tools 
that help consumers negotiate 
down and manage medical debt 
payments 

Mitigate Effects of Medical Debt 

•Adoption or scale of programs 
that cancel medical debt 

•Expansion of community 
access to legal aid 
representation 

•Support and expansion of legal 
technology solutions for debt 
litigation 

•Pilot and evaluation of 
programs to signal reforms in 
debt litigation 

Source: Aspen Institute Financial Security Program publication Medical Debt and Its Impact on Health
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Promising Practices for Mitigating the Impact of 
Fines & Fees 
● Conduct research and gather data on the impact fines and fees have on 

individuals, households, and communities. 

● Assess the effectiveness of current systems. 

● Eliminate punishments that impede livelihood. 

● Where fines and fees exist, implement flexible and equitable collection 
practices. 

● Pursue widespread reform and eliminate fines and fees where they no longer 
make fiscal sense. 



DISCUSSING DEBT IN ARKANSAS

ROBY BROCK
Talk Business 

& Politics
Moderator

THE HONORABLE 
RITA F. BAILEY

Maumelle/Jacksonville 
District Court

NEIL SEALY
Arkansas 

Community 
Institute

CECILLE DOAN
Center for 

Arkansas Legal 
Services

KEVIN RYAN
Fay W. Boozman 
College of Public 
Health, University 
of Arkansas for 

Medical Sciences



A CALL FOR BALANCE & REFORM

BILL BYNUM
HOPE 
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PLEASE FILL OUT OUR SURVEY
``

The survey will pop up on your screen momentarily

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS ARE LINKED IN THE CHAT


