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Housing Studies

Acquisition capital: using a new concept to explore 
housing outcomes among millennials in the United 
States

Lindsay B. Flynn  and Sarah Kostecki 

Department of Social Sciences, University of Luxembourg, Esch-sur-Alzette, Luxembourg

ABSTRACT
What resources help young people secure homeownership and 
housing wealth? We combine findings from two literatures, one 
which emphasizes the role of income, education, and inheritances 
and one which emphasizes the role of financial strategies, to eval-
uate whether a more comprehensive set of resources help young 
people aged 18–45 navigate the housing market in the United 
States. Using the 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and 
through logistic and Heckman regressions, we identify three main 
findings. First, financial strategies such as financial knowledge, 
credit card access, and financial risk-taking help explain homeown-
ership and housing wealth for young people, over and above tra-
ditionally studied household and family resources. These are 
especially important for middle-income households. Second, differ-
ent financial strategies matter for homeownership versus housing 
wealth. Third, ‘optimal’ financial strategies like good savings habits 
may not always be associated with success in the housing market. 
Combined, these findings imply that while in theory young people 
can leverage resources beyond their own income or the ‘Bank of 
Mum and Dad’, in practice the ideal combination is complex. To 
capture this complexity, we introduce the term ‘acquisition capital’ 
to represent the multiple sets of resources that young people 
leverage to secure homeownership and housing wealth.

1.  Introduction

How do financial strategies in the United States (US) operate in tandem with, or 
in addition to, own and parental economic resources to help or hinder young people 
secure homeownership and the housing wealth that comes with it? It is well estab-
lished that young people in high-income countries are increasingly shut out of 
homeownership, with pejorative media portrayals of millennials spending their 
earnings on avocado toast. Most research explaining homeownership among young 
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people focuses on economic resources like income or inheritances. In this article, 
we confirm that these resources are important, but additionally find that financial 
strategies can help or hurt chances for homeownership and its resulting housing 
wealth. Combining research from welfare state and inequality studies with research 
emphasizing the financialization of everyday life, we estimate the effect of 13 poten-
tial determinants of homeownership and housing wealth for young people aged 
18–45 (an extended version of millennials that includes the youngest of Gen X and 
the oldest of Gen Z) using the 2019 Survey of Consumer Finance (SCF). We find 
that dimensions such as financial knowledge, as well as credit card access and payoff 
habits, improve the likelihood of homeownership, while financial risk-taking worsens 
it. In fact, homeownership likelihood for median income households that adopt 
certain financial strategies increases by 29 percentage points, even after controlling 
for income effects. In addition, we find financial strategies matter in different ways 
for homeownership and housing wealth. For instance, financial risk-taking is asso-
ciated with increased housing wealth for homeowners but a lower likelihood to own. 
Moreover, those strategies associated with ‘good’ personal finance are not always 
optimal for securing homeownership or housing wealth.

This article contributes to the field in three ways. First, much of what we know 
about young people’s homeownership and housing wealth opportunities is based 
on qualitative analyses or quantitative descriptive analyses (e.g. descriptive statistics). 
These studies highlight the increased difficulty younger generations face in the 
housing market, but it is hard to discern the relative impact of different factors. 
We build on these studies by estimating the effect of specific variables through 
logistic and Heckman regression analyses. While we make no claims about causality, 
these models do enable a more precise comparison of potential contributing factors. 
Second, we combine relevant resources identified in different literatures – household 
resources, family resources, and financial strategies. To our knowledge this is the 
first paper to combine these resource ‘sets’. As we describe later, we term the 
combination ‘acquisition capital’ to reflect the sets of resources young people can 
leverage to acquire homeownership and its associated housing wealth. Third, we 
engage with the popular narrative that good personal finance is necessary in con-
temporary financialized housing markets by problematizing what is meant by ‘good’. 
Indeed, some socially defined ‘optimal’ behaviours such as ‘good’ savings habits 
seem to matter less than might be expected, and other behaviours like financial 
risk-taking matter in different ways for homeownership and housing wealth. Our 
findings point to a more complicated story and show that accessing homeownership 
is just the first step in securing housing wealth.

Homeownership and housing wealth help young people reach important life 
milestones and mitigate financial risk through securing assets. This article provides 
a fuller picture of the first stages of that process. In what follows we assess the 
different strands of literature, linking the resources above to housing outcomes, 
identify the debates and gaps across these literatures, and describe why it is 
important to combine these literatures to extend the research on housing outcomes 
for young people. We then introduce our data, methods, and analytic framework 
followed by findings from logistic and Heckman regression analyses. We conclude 
with a discussion of the theoretical and practical implications of our findings, 
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their potential generalizability to other countries, and suggestions for future 
research.

2.  Contemporary trends in housing

Well-established in the social science literature is that young people in high-income 
countries are increasingly shut out from housing access at a time when welfare state 
retrenchment (Hacker, 2004; Pierson, 2001) and the shift to asset-based welfare and 
privatized Keynesianism (Crouch, 2009; Doling & Ronald, 2010; Köppe & Searle, 
2017; Ronald et  al., 2017) require individuals and households to manage their 
financial security with less collective risk-sharing. They often do so through home-
ownership, which young people continue to desire and believe an economically 
sound decision, despite often feeling it is out of reach (McKee, 2012; Bogardus 
Drew, 2014; Ratiu, 2021). Barriers to homeownership and its wealth-generating 
potential are a general feature faced by ‘generation rent’, but are nonetheless felt 
unevenly within the younger cohort because of the inter and intragenerational het-
erogeneity that exists in an era of increasing income and wealth inequality (Flynn 
& Schwartz, 2017). This unevenness – locking some out and creating extra security 
for others – also adds more precarity around the ‘edges’ of homeownership, where 
younger generations have a more difficult time sustaining ownership and accumu-
lating wealth (Haffner et  al., 2017).

To explain both the overall and uneven declines in homeownership in the younger 
generation, the literature has generally focused on the importance of household and 
family resources such as income, education, intergenerational transfers, and occa-
sionally parental class status (Bond & Eriksen, 2021; Cook, 2021; Guiso & Jappelli, 
2002; Lux et  al., 2018; Mulder & Smits, 2013; Ronald & Lennartz, 2018). A second, 
smaller strand suggests that housing outcomes may also be linked to financial strat-
egies (Artle & Varaiya, 1978; Barakova et  al., 2003, 2014; Lee & Kim, 2022; Li et  al., 
2017; Shapiro, 2021), and aligns with the broader financialization of everyday life 
literature (Langley, 2008; van der Zwan, 2014). While most findings are not specific 
to young people, financial strategies should be particularly relevant to them given 
that stricter mortgage regulations in the wake of the 2007/2008 housing crisis and 
continued increases in housing prices since that time will disproportionately affect 
those earlier in their housing career. This section describes these two sets of liter-
atures, one focusing on economic resources (household and family) and the other 
focusing on financial strategies, in turn.

2.1.  Economic resources (household and family)

Among young people, resources such as income, education, intergenerational trans-
fers, and occasionally parental class status have been linked to homeownership. 
Unsurprisingly, income seems to be among the most important resources enabling 
young people to attain homeownership. In a comprehensive review of the literature 
on homeownership among millennials, Xu et  al. (2015) find the transition from 
renter to homeowner is often determined by changes in family composition (moving 
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from a single to dual-income household) which improves levels of household income 
(Fisher & Gervais, 2011) and makes homeownership more affordable and accessible 
(Hendershott et  al., 2009).

Increasingly, younger generations rely on parental support to help them navigate 
the housing market. This support takes different forms. Intergenerational transfers 
influence young adult’s homeownership experiences and preferences (Adkins et  al., 
2020; Lux et  al., 2018; Ronald & Lennartz, 2018). In the US, Lee et  al. (2020) find 
a 5000 dollar transfer to adult children increased homeownership entry from 1998 
to 2004. Bond & Eriksen (2021) found similar results for the 2000–2012 period. 
To date, these analyses have not considered whether expecting an inheritance – but 
not yet receiving it – operates in the same way. Beyond concrete transfers, cores-
idence with parents serves as an increasingly common form of in-kind transfer as 
adult children save up for a down payment while living rent free (Köppe, 2018).

Less fungible types of resources seem to matter too. For instance, parental class 
status correlates with homeownership in the subsequent generation, at least in the 
UK. There, children of parents with lucrative occupations are more likely to be 
homeowners (Coulter, 2018). In the Czech Republic, socialized attitudes towards 
homeownership are higher where parents have high incomes and intergenerational 
transfers are large (Lux et  al., 2018). The link between a young person’s educational 
attainment and homeownership is less clear. Drawing on Bourdieu’s concepts of 
cultural, social, and economic capital (1986), sociologists suggest that while young 
people have higher levels of educational attainment than past generations, home-
ownership may be depressed or delayed if high education is coupled with low 
incomes (Crawford & McKee, 2018). As applied to the US, higher education should 
lead to greater income potential for young people, but high student loan debt may 
serve to delay homeownership (Bricker & Thomson, 2016; Mezza et  al., 2020). 
Relatedly, higher education financial support from parents (Williams, 2017) may 
help the future housing careers of their children. Young people without student loan 
debt may be able to better save for a down payment and enter homeownership.

Homeownership is important for many reasons, but particularly for its 
wealth-generating potential. Housing wealth may serve as a resource-replacement 
in later life (Kemeny, 1980), but even earlier in the life course it enables equity 
borrowing to fund current consumption, which is especially important for younger 
and lower income households (Ong et  al., 2013; Smith et  al., 2022; Wood et  al., 
2013). The small body of literature that focuses on the housing wealth of young 
people has continued to grow over time (Arundel, 2017; Dewilde & Flynn, 2021; 
Squires et  al., 2022). These studies operationalize housing wealth using measures 
of home equity (a typical measure of net housing wealth) or home values (a 
typical measure of gross housing wealth) and consistently find housing wealth 
concentrated among young people with high household incomes. In a UK study, 
Arundel (2017) finds a decline of housing equity among young homeowners aged 
20–39 compared to older generations, but that within this generation most housing 
wealth is concentrated in the top 20 and top 40 per cent of homeowners. In a 
comparative study of the US and Europe, Dewilde & Flynn (2021) similarly find 
that the accumulation of housing assets is concentrated among high-income 
homeowners aged 22–44. Further, what counts as ‘young’ is often extending into 
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middle age precisely because milestones like buying a home are increasingly 
delayed.

Overall, an evaluation of the links between economic resources and homeown-
ership and housing wealth suggests several important explanatory factors, but debates 
and gaps in the literature persist. These include to what extent education correlates 
with homeownership, if expecting to receive an inheritance matters for housing 
outcomes, and whether and to what extent the factors contributing to homeowner-
ship similarly contribute to housing wealth.

2.2.  Financial strategies

The growing importance of household and parental resources in the bid to become 
a homeowner has coincided with the financialization of everyday life. This literature 
suggests the financialization of the everyday occurred through a combination of the 
shift towards financial markets for everyday needs (‘the democratization of finance’), 
technological advances in investing and banking, and cultural representations and 
narratives of ‘good’ personal finance. The democratization of finance has been 
channelled through mediums such as financial education programs as well as finan-
cial advertisements and literacy campaigns promoting the importance of financial 
literacy, risk-taking, and credit worthiness (Campbell, 2006; Davidson, 2012; Langley, 
2008; Maman & Roshenek, 2020; Martin, 2002; van der Zwan, 2014). Of course, 
what constitutes as ‘good’ personal finance is socially constructed and up for debate. 
Nonetheless, personal finance is an important factor for housing access among young 
people (Hackel & Shan, 2014), especially in the US where credit rating systems 
require individuals to micromanage and often manipulate their spending and credit 
behaviour in the lead-up to homeownership to secure favourable mortgage terms 
(Kear, 2017). Therefore, we suggest personal financial strategies are an important 
missing dimension to the literature on housing access for young people, leading to 
a potential overestimation of the degree to which household or parental resources 
affect homeownership.

To be sure, scholars have operationalized financial strategies and relationships 
with housing outcomes, though this literature is sparse with only few pieces that 
focus on the housing outcomes of young people. Perhaps most prevalent in this 
literature strand is how credit access, quality, and worthiness are linked to 
homeownership (Barakova et  al., 2003, 2014; Brown & Caldwell, 2013; Hackel 
& Shan, 2014). For instance, in a study of homeownership among households 
with a head between 21 and 50  years of age in the US who had moved within 
the last 2  years, Barakova et  al. (2003) summarize that homeownership is directly 
linked to mortgage credit accessibility and credit quality (measured by credit 
score and number and type of accounts). Other studies find that higher levels 
of financial literacy are associated with homeownership (Shapiro, 2021) and that 
these relationships vary by race and ethnicity (Lee & Kim, 2022). Incorporating 
the use of a self-reported risk assessment, in a Chinese study, Li et  al. (2017) 
find that more conservative attitudes towards financial risk-taking are associated 
with lower housing value appreciation that can negatively impact households’ 
overall wealth.
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Savings behaviours, though important in the financialization of the everyday, are 
barely studied in relation to housing outcomes, and especially housing outcomes of 
young people. Summarizing Artle & Varaiya (1978), Xu et  al. (2015, p. 203) suggest 
a life cycle model might explain millennials decisions to either own or rent, empha-
sizing the shift into homeownership as soon as a household has the down payment 
to do so. In the sample of US households with heads aged 21–50, Barakova et  al. 
(2003) also find that wealth constraints (inclusive of household savings) were the 
largest factor hindering homeownership. Bhutta et  al. (2020a, 2020b) find that 
households have a higher propensity to save in 2019 compared to earlier years, and 
note a shift towards the internet, personal connections, and business professionals 
for securing financial advice.

A large part of the way people navigate money (financial attitudes and behaviours) 
is learned during childhood and adolescence. The literature on consumer and finan-
cial socialization has a long history (Hira, 1997; Ward, 1974) and aligns with the 
more general field of behavioural science that emphasizes the importance of learned 
attitudes and behaviours rooted in early life-course socialization processes. A 
sub-section of research in this area (Ammerman & Stueve, 2019; Bendall, 2022; 
Shim et  al., 2010; Robertson-Rose, 2020; Ullah & Yusheng, 2020; Webley & Nyhus, 
2006) contends that financial attitudes around such topics such as savings, borrowing, 
and financial literacy are learned directly from parents and that this learning takes 
place during childhood, adolescence, and sometimes into young adulthood (notably 
with regard to retirement savings behaviour). While financial strategies can be a 
distinct potential contributor to the acquisition of homeownership and housing 
wealth, they also point to yet another way in which resources transfer from one 
generation to the next. It also points to the likelihood that such habits develop 
before homeownership, not the other way around.

We contend this literature provides a good starting point for assessing how the 
financial strategies millennial households adopt are associated with housing outcomes. 
To that end, we combine the different strands of literature explained above to eval-
uate the links between a more comprehensive set of resources and the housing 
outcomes among young people in the US. While the US is a good test case, liber-
alizing financial markets (Aalbers, 2008) and the growing reliance on credit histories 
in Europe (Whitehead and Williams, 2017) may mean that dynamics in the US 
could be a bellwether for trends more broadly across high-income countries.

In this article, our more comprehensive set of resources include both household 
and parental resources, the focus of most previous research in this area, but also 
include personal finance strategies. Specifically, we construct 13 variables that may 
affect how young people navigate the housing market to secure homeownership and 
its associated housing wealth. These resources are: household income, household 
educational attainment, student loans, receipt of inheritance, the expectation to 
receive an inheritance, parental educational attainment1, household spending/savings 
behaviour, credit card payoff habits, information sources for saving and investing, 
information sources for credit and borrowing, financial knowledge, financial 
risk-taking, and seeking the best credit terms.

We expect four household and family resources (household income, household 
educational attainment, receipt of an inheritance, and parents’ educational attainment) 
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to be associated with homeownership and gross housing wealth (Hypothesis 1a) 
among millennials. However, the cross-cutting dynamics of educational attainment 
and student debt, plus the introduction of the expectation to receive an inheritance 
in addition to already receiving one, may attenuate the relationship for these two 
variables (Hypothesis 1b). Adapting the literature on the financialization of the 
everyday, we expect six of the seven financial strategies (household spending/savings 
behaviour, credit card payoff habits, information sources for saving and investing, 
information sources for credit and borrowing, financial knowledge, and seeking the 
best credit terms) to also predict homeownership and gross housing wealth (Hypothesis 
2). However, we expect financial risk-taking to operate in opposite ways for each 
outcome of interest. Specifically, we expect the odds of homeownership to be lower 
among financial risk-takers (Hypothesis 3a) but that gross housing wealth will be 
higher among those households that take financial risks (Hypothesis 3b).

3.  Data, empirical design, and limitations

3.1.  Data, ‘acquisition capital’ conceptualization, and sample

We use the 2019 SCF data to carry out this study. The SCF is a triennial cross-sectional 
survey of the financial situation of US Households conducted by the US Federal 
Reserve Bank. Due to the high rate of survey non-response, the SCF uses a multiple 
imputation method and creates five imputed datasets that, when combined and 
weighted, provide plausible scenarios of household financial situations and are nation-
ally representative of US households (US Federal Reserve, n.d.). The 2019 SCF data 
is the best choice because the breadth of information collected in this data year 
allows us to operationalize and measure the three resource sets of interest. Moreover, 
to our knowledge, no other dataset exists that includes all variables of interest.

We identified relevant SCF variables to measure three sets of resources – house-
hold and family resources along with household financial strategies (see Table 1). 
We used theoretical, empirical, and logical justifications based on the literature 
strands identified earlier to determine how to operationalize and, when relevant, 
order the original SCF variables that had no previous or obvious hierarchy. 
Throughout, we refer to these three sets of resources as ‘acquisition capital’ – a 
collective body of resources that young people hold through various means, that 
when combined, lead them to navigate the housing market in a particular way. 
Others (e.g. Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 1993; Savage, 2015) have broadened the way 
we think of capital beyond economic resources. We follow that same logic here but 
depart slightly by focusing less on the ‘form’ that capital takes and more on the 
way it is used to secure homeownership and housing wealth. We allow for the 
possibility that young people can and do draw on different resources to successfully 
enter homeownership and build housing wealth. In this way we can ask whether 
and to what extent non-economic resources can make up for having less income.

The analytic sample size is 1520 households for homeownership and 723 house-
holds for gross housing wealth. The sample includes independent households (only 
one economic unit, with no additional adults in the household) where both the 
reference person and the spouse/partner are between 18 and 45  years of age and 
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Table 1. D ependent and independent variables.
Independent variables

Variable name
Original question (abbreviated or 

summarized) Variable rescaling/definition

Tenure Homeownership class 1= Own; 0= Do not own
Gross housing wealth Value of the primary home + other 

residential real estate
Logged for regressions to account for positive 

skew
Commonly used resources in housing studies (household and family resources)
  Household income Household income in the previous 

calendar year.
Top-coded at 10x the median and then 

converted to 1000s of dollars
  Household educational 

attainment
What is the highest education level 

of the respondent and spouse 
(where applicable)?

1 = Less than a high school diploma; 2= High 
school diploma; 3 = Associates degree or 
some college; 4 = 4-year bachelor’s degree 
(or equivalent) or higher

 S tudent loans Do you (and your family here) owe 
any money or have any student 
loans for educational expenses?

0 = Yes; 1 = No

  Received inheritance Did you receive an inheritance? 1 = Yes, received an inheritance; 0 = No, did not 
receive an inheritance

 E xpect inheritance Do you expect to receive an 
inheritance?

1 = Yes, expect to receive an inheritance; 0 = No, 
do not expect to receive an inheritance

  Parents’ educational 
attainment

What is the highest education level 
of you/your spouse/partner’s 
mother? Father?

1 = Less than a high school diploma; 2= High 
school diploma; 3 = Associates degree or 
some college; 4 = 4-year bachelor’s degree 
(or equivalent) or higher

Additional resources (financial strategies)
 S pending/savings 

habits
Do you spend less, the same, or 

more than you earn?
1 = Spend more than income; 2 = Spend the 

same as income; 3 = Spend less than income
  Credit card payoff 

habits
Do you pay off your credit cards 

every month in full?
1 = No credit card (cc) to pay off; 2 = Hardly 

ever pay off cc; 3 = Sometimes pay off cc; 
4= Always or almost always pay off cc

 I nformation - 
borrowing/credit

Where do you get your information 
about borrowing or credit? 

(multiple options can be selected)

A combination of the first two behaviours 
selected: 1 = Never borrow or never save/
invest + all other choices; 2 = Indirect or 
passive resources (advertisements) + all 
other choices except professional advice; 
3 = Direct network or yourself + all other 
choices except professional advice; 4= 
Indirect or passive resources or direct 
network/yourself + professional advice; 
5 = professional advice + all other choices

 I nformation - saving/
investing

Where do you get your information 
about saving and investing?

(multiple options can be selected)

  Financial knowledge On a scale from zero to ten where 
zero is not at all knowledgeable 
about personal finances and ten 
is very knowledgeable about 
personal finances, what number 
would you (and your (husband/
wife/partner) be on the scale?

For all three measures, a −1 (zero value in 
SCF) was combined with a score of 1 to 
create a scale from 1–10; scale was then 
collapsed from 1–5 when used as a factor 
variable in regressions

  Financial risk taking On a scale from zero to ten, where 
zero is not at all willing to take 
risks and ten is very willing to 
take risks, what number would 
you (and your husband/wife/
partner) be on the scale?

 S earching for credit 
terms

On a scale from zero to ten, where 
zero is no searching and ten is 
a great deal of searching, what 
number would you (and your 
husband/wife/partner) be on 
the scale?

Source: Authors’ definitions based on original variables derived from the 2019 SCF data.
Note: See the online supplemental appendix for more information about question wording, original data categories, 

and data transformation details.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2023.2241841
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not in full-time education. We followed Dewilde & Flynn (2021) who selected a 
similar age range because it is well-documented that first-time homeownership is 
increasingly delayed. In the US the median age of first-time homebuyers increased 
from 30 in 2010 (Wong & Herman, 2020) to 33 in 2019 (National Association of 
Realtors, 2021).2 For context, a 45-year-old in 2019 was 34 at the beginning of the 
2008 housing crash. Our definition is therefore inclusive of young homeowners 
navigating the housing market in the post-recession era. For practical purposes, this 
also ensures a sufficient sample for the housing wealth regressions.

3.2.  Empirical design

The two dependent variables of interest are homeownership for the full sample and 
gross housing wealth (logged) for the sub-sample of homeowners. Logistic and 
Heckman regressions are used to determine the relationship among acquisition 
capital and the two housing outcomes. The Inverse Mills ratios (IMRs) that account 
for selection into homeownership are included in the Heckman regressions of logged 
gross housing wealth (see online supplemental appendix Table A1 for the probit 
models from which the IMRs are estimated). Appropriate socio-demographic controls 
are included in all regressions.3 We then plot predicted odds of homeownership and 
predicted gross housing wealth for households at two points on the income spectrum 
(fiftieth and ninetieth percentiles) combined with selected financial strategy types, 
holding other variables constant at their means. For all analyses, mi svy set with 
bootstrapping (PSU is the case ID yy1) for multiply imputed data with a complex 
survey design was used. We applied replicate weights (999) over the five implicate 
to obtain bootstrapped standard errors.4

Further details on conceptual and methodological design considerations are avail-
able in the online supplemental appendix.

3.3.  Limitations

We note two data-driven caveats. First, no geographic variables exist in the SCF data 
out of privacy concerns. All results should be interpreted at the national level only, 
and the weighting of the variables enables this. Given the spatial variation in housing 
prices (and thus housing wealth), households in more expensive regions may have 
higher housing wealth than those that live in less expensive regions.5 However, while 
there are cities with very high and low house prices values, the majority of cities 
(72%) hover around a similar price-to-income ratio, meaning that most people, in 
most places, experience similar affordability constraints.6 Further, we expect few 
theoretical reasons that financial strategies would vary by geographic areas, meaning 
that it is unlikely that geography would be a confounding variable.

Second, our data and methods allow us to undertake an exploratory correlational 
study, and our findings should not be considered causal. Our literature review 
indicates that financial strategies develop before entry into homeownership, meaning 
such variables can plausibly be treated as independent variables. This is not to say 
that such habits never change over time. Assessing that possibility is outside the 
scope of this paper.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2023.2241841
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2023.2241841
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4.  Findings

4.1.  Housing outcomes and ‘acquisition capital’: regression results

Results from our regression models are shown in Table 2. In support of Hypothesis 
1a, standard household and family resources significantly shape homeownership and 
logged gross housing wealth (hereafter, ‘housing wealth’) among young people in 
the US. However, the resources that matter differ across the two outcomes. First, 
the likelihood of homeownership is 8% and 5% higher (moving from M1 to M2) 
for every 10,000 dollar increase to household income; while housing wealth is 3% 
higher for every 10,000 dollar increase to household income (M1 and M2). Households 
with a bachelor’s degree are more likely to own a home and have higher housing 
wealth than those with some college/associates degree. Along with income, the 
magnitude of the association between educational attainment and homeownership 
declines when moving from M1 to M2. Homeownership odds for households with 
at least a bachelor’s degree is 60% higher than the reference group (M1) and falls 
to 42% higher than the reference group (M2) when financial strategies are included. 
These results begin to show that financial strategies matter to housing outcomes 
among young people in the US and provide evidence of omitted variable bias in 
previous studies.

Partially confirming Hypothesis 1a, receipt of an inheritance significantly predicts 
homeownership among millennials but is not associated with higher housing wealth. 
Refuting Hypothesis 1a, parental educational attainment is not significantly associated 
with homeownership odds or housing wealth.

As expected, in support of Hypothesis 1b, the absence of student loans significantly 
predicts entry into homeownership and higher housing wealth when compared to 
households that report having student loans. Therefore, having student loans may 
potentially attenuate the effects of higher education. The expectation to receive an 
inheritance is significantly associated with housing wealth, but not the odds of 
homeownership – showing the possible interplay of already receiving, and the future 
expectation to receive an inheritance.

The inclusion of financial strategies in M2 for both housing outcomes show these 
acquisition capital resources significantly shape homeownership odds and housing wealth 
among millennials in the US. These results further solidify past studies may be suffering 
from omitted variable bias, though more so for homeownership than for housing wealth. 
In support of Hypothesis 2, the likelihood of homeownership is higher for households 
that spend less than their income, receive savings and investing advice from different 
sources (including personal networks, advertisements, and professional advice), and have 
medium-high to high financial knowledge, compared to the respective reference groups.

However, refuting Hypothesis 2, the results also show that for some financial 
strategies the most ‘optimal’ strategy types are not necessarily those associated with 
homeownership or housing wealth. Having access to credit cards but carrying revolv-
ing credit is significantly associated with homeownership compared to those that 
report more consistent payoff habits, while spending more than income is significantly 
associated with higher housing wealth. Households that report regularly spending 
more than their income have housing wealth that is 16% higher than those who 
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report spending the same as their income. Both high and low financial risk-taking 
predicts lower homeownership odds than households that report sometimes taking 
financial risks, at best a partial confirmation of Hypothesis 3a. Households often 
willing to take financial risks have housing wealth that is 14% higher than house-
holds that report sometimes taking financial risks, a confirmation of Hypothesis 3b.

The regression results indicate that household resources, family resources, and 
financial strategies all have an impact on homeownership and housing wealth among 
millennials. This joint set of resources, which we term ‘acquisition capital,’ seems 
to hold promise as a heuristic and empirical construct for understanding the col-
lective body of resources that shape the ways in which young people navigate the 
housing market.

For the more traditionally used economic resources, the regression results support 
past literature that homeownership odds increase with household income and receipt 
of an inheritance (Bond & Eriksen, 2021; Flynn & Schwartz, 2017; Lux et  al., 2018; 
Ronald & Lennartz, 2018). We contribute to the field by also showing how these 
variables correlate with housing wealth. Our findings refine past research about the 
link among household and parental educational attainment and the two housing 
outcomes (Crawford & McKee, 2018). The models suggest household educational 
attainment correlates with homeownership odds and housing wealth among millen-
nials, in addition to not holding student loan debt. These findings continue to fuel 
the debate about how higher education coupled with familial financial educational 
support influences housing outcomes, which is especially important in the US given 
the prevalence of student loans. Our findings regarding parental educational attain-
ment suggest this proxy of family class status is surprisingly not important for either 
homeownership or housing wealth.

Our finding that expecting an inheritance predicts higher housing wealth but is 
not related to homeownership suggests different strategies may be at work. Some 
young people may intentionally time housing purchases with an infusion of cash, 
thereby delaying homeownership. However, those that do nonetheless become home-
owners may anticipate an easier ability to service their mortgage down the road, 
and in a sense, borrow against the expected inheritance when buying a house. These 
results, coupled with the results for receipt of an inheritance, show the links between 
inheritances and housing market outcomes among millennials is more complicated 
than the ‘Bank of Mum and Dad’ moniker would suggest.

As for the financial strategy variables, the regression results indicate that several 
financial strategy types relate to millennials’ success in the housing market. That 
homeownership odds are linked to higher levels of financial knowledge among 
millennials extends past research in this area (Lee & Kim, 2022; Shapiro, 2021) and, 
new to the literature, suggests financial knowledge may not be linked to housing 
wealth. The findings on credit and borrowing information support what we know 
from descriptive findings of household finance and the financialization of everyday 
life (Bhutta et  al., 2020a, 2020b; van der Zwan, 2014). However, new to the litera-
ture, we showed empirically that specific habits and behaviours are more likely to 
correspond with millennials’ success in the housing market. For instance, credit card 
access is more important than whether credit cards are paid in full every month, 
which supports the literature that credit access is a good proxy for mortgage access 
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(Barakova et  al., 2003, 2014). The positive relationship between housing wealth and 
regularly spending more than income is compatible with the literature indicating 
that equity borrowing might be used to fund current consumption (Ong et  al., 2013; 
Wood et  al., 2013). In general, our findings suggest that popular narratives about 
the necessity for millennials to save and ‘quit buying the avocado toast’ to be able 
to purchase a home or build housing wealth are not rooted in empirical findings.

The results for financial risk-taking additionally suggest ambiguities around both 
popular financialization narratives of risk taking and measures of risk. Popular 
financial narratives suggest that financial risk-taking is good for economic security 
(Martin, 2002). However, current definitions of risk-taking lack clarity, and more 
work needs to be done to better understand what households have in mind when 
they answer such survey questions. That the results show both too little or too 
much risk is linked to lower homeownership odds among millennials suggests we 
need to better understand what it specifically means for households to be ‘sometimes 
risk-takers’ and why the ‘sometimes risk-takers’ are rewarded with homeownership, 
but only ‘often-willing’ risk-takers are rewarded with slightly higher housing wealth.

Beyond the concept of acquisition capital, our findings about socio-demographic 
characteristics are in line with past research about how such characteristics are 
linked to winners and losers in the housing market (Coulter, 2018; Hackel & Shan, 
2014; Lee et  al., 2020; Lux et  al., 2018). Namely, the likelihood of homeownership 
increases if the respondent is male (M1 only), older, and white, and at the household 
level if at least the reference person or spouse is employed (M1 only), the household 
is coupled, or if children are present. Far fewer socio-demographic factors matter 
for housing wealth compared to homeownership – only partner status and age 
significantly correlate with higher housing wealth.

Our results also hold new and unexpected findings when it comes to housing 
wealth and race. While all three racial groups have significantly lower homeowner-
ship odds compared to white households, the results show that all three groups 
have higher housing wealth than white homeowners. Contrary to the well-established 
descriptive findings that illustrate a Black-white racial wealth gap, Black homeowners 
have housing wealth 16% higher than white homeowners (M2, weak association). 
Our results likely differ in part because log-transforming the gross housing wealth 
variable de-emphasizes gross housing wealth outliers, which are almost exclusively 
white households, in addition to controlling for other characteristics in the model 
that are not controlled for in descriptive statistics, illustrating a gap.7

Our housing-related outcome controls (not included in our concept of acquisition 
capital but potentially important for homeowners) indicate that among homeowning 
households, those that reside in at least their second primary home or own other 
residential real estate have higher housing wealth than the respective reference 
groups. Being a second-time owner or owing other real estate may be prime ways 
for homeowners to build on and consolidate housing wealth over time.

4.2.  Financial strategies across the income distribution: predicted probabilities

To enhance our understanding of how financial strategies shape housing outcomes 
for millennials in the US, Figures 1 and 2 show how select financial strategies shape 
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homeownership odds and levels of housing wealth for households at the fiftieth and 
ninetieth percentiles of the income distribution. The first scenario at each income 
percentile is for household income only (the ‘base category’). The subsequent sce-
narios combine household income with various financial strategies, chosen for their 
statistical significance in each model, to show how the likelihood of homeownership 
and levels of gross housing wealth increase with certain combinations of income 
and financial strategies.8 For all scenarios, all other variables are held constant at 
their means.

First, homeownership odds increase if households take moderate financial risks, 
use their personal network for savings and investing advice, and have some revolving 
credit, especially for households with median incomes (Figure 1). Significant differ-
ences exist for households at the median when compared to households at the 
ninetieth percentile. When the financial strategy types are combined in scenario 
five, the likelihood for households with median incomes to own a home is 29 per-
centage points higher than the base category (compared to 22 percentage points 
higher at the ninetieth percentile). Not only are these strategies substantively import-
ant for median households, but the predicted probabilities imply there is a set of 
financial strategies that put some median earners at the same likelihood of ownership 
as some earners at the ninetieth percentile. Figure 2 illustrates households at both 
the fiftieth and ninetieth percentiles of income that are often willing to take financial 
risks and spend more than their income (scenario four) have predicted housing 
wealth that significantly differs from the base category.9

Figure 1.  Predicted values of homeownership likelihood for households at two income percentiles. 
Notes: *Comparison scenario is scenario 1. For households at the median, significant differences 
are shown comparing scenarios 2–5 to scenario 1. For households at ninetieth percentile, signficant 
differences are shown comparing scenario 5 to scenario 1.
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We draw two conclusions from the figures. First, financial strategies are important 
for households at the median compared to households at the top, especially for 
homeownership odds. In some ways, this is good news for those concerned about 
growing inequality: there are at least some strategies that help make up for having 
less income. The second is that young people seemingly face trade-offs when it 
comes to choosing the ‘right’ financial strategies to both enter homeownership and 
grow housing wealth. This is because the financial strategy types that correlate with 
homeownership differ than those that correlate with housing wealth. Extending the 
findings in the regression results, in several cases the financial strategy types that 
are not the most ‘optimal’ may better predict housing outcomes than those strategies 
that are widely promoted by narratives around the financial strategies young people 
should acquire to successfully navigate the housing market.

5.  Conclusions

Overall, our results show that all three sets of acquisition capital resources – house-
hold, family, and financial strategies – matter for housing outcomes among millen-
nials in the US, suggesting a complex path to homeownership for this group. The 
financial strategies households adopt matter for housing outcomes, over and above 
traditionally studied economic resources. Certain financial strategies can partially 
substitute (at least statistically) for household and family resources, indicating that 
growing income and wealth inequality may not completely block some middle-income 

Figure 2.  Predicted gross housing wealth for households at two income percentiles. Notes: 
*Comparison scenario is scenario 1. For households at the median and ninetieth percentiles, 
significant differences are shown comparing scenario 4 to scenario 1.
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households from securing homeownership and its associated housing wealth. However, 
the types of strategies that matter may not always be the most ‘optimal’ strategy 
type and different types of strategies may matter for homeownership (especially for 
households at the median), versus building housing wealth.

Ours is the first study to combine these sets of resources in empirical models 
and should be considered exploratory. Future work should extend in several areas. 
First, the lack of data in some areas point to a need for future data collection. For 
instance, while ‘sets’ of resources are analytically useful, we are bounded by data 
availability of variables that capture acquisition capital. This necessitates deeper 
discussions about the potential mechanisms leading to homeownership, as well as 
more detailed definitional considerations, for instance, in defining what too much 
or too little financial risk-taking looks like. Current data also cannot address whether 
resources shift, and financial strategies change once homeownership is achieved. 
Further, the SCF, like most household surveys, often limits detailed data collection 
to the reference person or the spouse. In the US, nearly 20% of households include 
millennials living with their parents, relatives, or in other co-housing situations 
(authors’ own calculations using the SCF data). Future data collection efforts should 
address the housing aspirations and outcomes of this ‘hidden group’ both in the 
US and in other high-income countries, including the design of studies that can 
more precisely determine how financial strategies interact with geography.

Future research should also examine the generalizability of these findings to other 
high-income OECD countries. For instance, while we do not expect European 
mortgage markets to converge into an American-style market, recent initiatives like 
the Capital Markets Union agenda and the FinTech action plan show how the EU 
is moving towards deeper financial integration driven in part by FinTech solutions 
like big data and artificial intelligence. This makes Europe look more like the US, 
where sophisticated and algorithmic mortgage lending and credit rating systems 
have been present for decades. The enhanced technical ability to combine different 
forms of personal data to determine creditworthiness will likely strengthen the link 
between personal finance and creditworthiness in Europe and the US alike.

Generalizability to all high-income countries should not be assumed, however. 
To take two non-European examples, we might expect the relationships to be more 
apparent in a country such as Australia, where housing wealth drives economic 
decisions and trends such as equity borrowing are common. Cases such as that of 
Japan would be more complicated. There, the younger generation is experiencing 
fractured housing pathways and a greater need for financial literacy because of 
changing mortgage conditions. Yet, differences in land use and the subdued role of 
housing wealth point to clear differences in homeownership between Japan and the 
United States.10 A comparative study may be well-placed to assess the extent to 
which acquisition capital matters across different countries and housing systems.

In the US, millennials still believe in the American dream. However, political and 
media narratives that push the suggestion of just working hard and saving ignore how 
difficult these strategies may be to take up in the first place. These findings are policy 
relevant. Those seeking to extend the homeownership ladder further into the younger 
cohort can look beyond policies that redistribute income or offer housing-related 
grants and subsidies to include other proposals that might affect financial decisions. 
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For instance, our results suggest student debt relief may positively impact housing 
outcomes by allowing young people to save for a down payment and enter into 
homeownership earlier in adulthood. While we are not advocating for financial mar-
keting campaigns (and caution against adopting Horatio Alger style rags-to-riches 
narratives that moralize perseverance and hard work), we do recognize the possibility 
that young people have been justifiably scarred by multiple ‘once in a lifetime’ crises, 
including the Great Financial Crisis. In this context, public discussions around the 
financial soundness of homeownership may be warranted, especially given the pre-
carious ‘edges’ of homeownership may be sharper and wider than in previous gener-
ations. Identifying the various sets of resources, which we include under the umbrella 
term acquisition capital, moves us towards that discussion.

Notes

	 1.	 Parental occupational status, a more traditional measure of parental class (e.g., Köppe, 
2018), is not available in the SCF data. Parental educational attainment is a close proxy.

	 2.	 In 2018, the median age of Black first time homebuyers was 37 years. Therefore, this 
extended age range is also more likely to include larger samples of non-white house-
holds (Wong & Herman, 2020, 10).

	 3.	 The variance inflation factor for all variables and categories is around the optimal cut-off 
of 2.5 based on statistician recommendations (Allison, 2012) that help ensure low 
multicollinearity.

	 4.	 See (Van Kerm, 2017) for more information on mi svy set commands that correct for 
both imputation and sample variability error.

	 5.	 A subsample analysis that proxies whether a household lives in an expensive area (mea-
sured as reference persons with earnings more than 50 percent greater than the earn-
ings predicted based on occupational and socio-demographic characteristics (educa-
tional attainment, age, and gender, see also Bricker & Thompson, 2016)), confirms this 
point. Results can be obtained from the authors.

	 6.	 Authors’ calculations based on data from the Brookings Institute, available at: https://www.
brookings.edu/research/housing-in-the-u-s-is-too-expensive-too-cheap-and-just-right
-it-depends-on-where-you-live/.

	 7.	 Box plots of logged gross housing wealth and housing wealth on its original scale for 
each racial group visually display this possibility.

	 8.	 The gsem option for linear regressions is used to obtain the variance of errors and the 
standard error of variance to convert logged gross housing wealth back to real values 
(Huber, n.d).

	 9.	 The wider confidence intervals for households at the ninetieth percentile compared to the 
fiftieth percentile suggests that housing wealth for households at the top of the income 
spectrum is more variable than for households at the median.

	10.	 For further details on these trends, see Adkins et al. (2020), Horioka & Niimi (2020), 
Ronald et al. (2018), and Sorensen (2002).
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