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G O A L :



Research Design

U N D E R S T A N D  H O W  H O U S E H O L D S  E X P E R I E N C E  T O T A L  L O S S  E V E N T S ,
C A P T U R I N G  D E C I S I O N - M A K I N G  P R O C E S S E S ,  A D A P T A T I O N S ,  A N D
I N S T I T U T I O N A L  I N T E R A C T I O N S  T H A T  A R E  N O T  E A S I L Y  O B S E R V E D
T H R O U G H  S U R V E Y  D A T A  A L O N E .

© 2026 Automotive Body Parts Association. All rights reserved.

A  Q UA L I TAT I V E  S T U DY  B A S E D  O N  3 0  I N - D E P T H  I N T E R V I E W S  W I T H
C O N S U M E R S  W H O  H A D  E X P E R I E N C E D  A  V E H I C L E  B E I N G  D E C L A R E D  A
TOTA L  LO S S  F O L LO W I N G  A  C O L L I S I O N  W I T H I N  T H E  PA S T  F O U R  Y E A R S .

G O A L :



Sample Characteristics

P A R T I C I P A N T  L O C A T I O N S

Note: Geographic clustering reflects recruitment
patterns rather than targeted regional sampling.
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Consumer Harm Pathways
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Households that had achieved a debt-free ownership position were pushed back into
financing to restore transportation. 
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ASSET-TO-DEBT TRANSITION



Patrick G. 
Greenville, South Carolina
Annual HHI: $60,000-79,OOO

Key Transition

Paid-off vehicle (no existing debt)

D E B T  T R A N S I T I O N  A N D  A M P L I F I C A T I O N

ASSET-TO-DEBT TRANSITION

Starting Position

Total Loss Outcome

Recovery Mechanism

Insurance payout insufficient for replacement

New auto loan: ~$290/month | 60 mo. | ~19% APR
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Key Transition

Paid-off vehicle (no existing debt)

Patrick’s experience illustrates how
total loss determinations can convert a
previously debt-free mobility asset into
a long-term financial obligation.
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NEGATIVE EQUITY 

For those still making payments at the time of the collision, insurance payouts sometimes
fell short of the remaining loan balance, leaving households with negative equity that
required additional borrowing to resolve. 

Households that had achieved a debt-free ownership position were pushed back into
financing to restore transportation. 
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Matt H. 
Arlington, Texas
Annual HHI: $100,000-149,000

Key Transition

Financed vehicle with ~$40,000 outstanding loan
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NEGATIVE EQUITY

Starting Position

Total Loss Outcome

Recovery Mechanism

Insurance payout: ~$30,000 | ~$10,000 shortfall

Retirement withdrawal
New auto loan: $677 monthly payment | 72 mo. | ~16% APR
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Arlington, Texas
Annual HHI: $100,000-149,000

Key Transition

Financed vehicle with ~$40,000 outstanding loan

Matt’s experience illustrates how total
loss determinations can convert an
existing vehicle loan into a
compounded financial obligation,
requiring households to both absorb
prior debt and take on new financing in
order to restore mobility.

Starting Position

Total Loss Outcome

Recovery Mechanism

Insurance payout: ~$30,000 | ~$10,000 shortfall

Retirement withdrawal
New auto loan: $677 monthly payment | 72 mo. | ~16% APR

© 2026 Automotive Body Parts Association. All rights reserved.

Matt H. 

D E B T  T R A N S I T I O N  A N D  A M P L I F I C A T I O N

NEGATIVE EQUITY



© 2026 Automotive Body Parts Association. All rights reserved.

NEGATIVE EQUITY 

For those still making payments at the time of the collision, insurance payouts sometimes
fell short of the remaining loan balance, leaving households with negative equity that
required additional borrowing to resolve. 

Households that had achieved a debt-free ownership position were pushed back into
financing to restore transportation. 

D E B T  T R A N S I T I O N  A N D  A M P L I F I C A T I O N

ASSET-TO-DEBT TRANSITION



© 2026 Automotive Body Parts Association. All rights reserved.

LOAN PAYOFF WITHOUT EQUITY RECOVERY

In other cases, mechanisms such as gap insurance eliminated the participant’s existing
loan, but the remaining settlement left insufficient funds to purchase a comparable
replacement vehicle. 
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financing to restore transportation. 
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SAVINGS DEPLETION

Some households addressed the replacement gap by drawing directly from savings that
had been set aside for future goals, such as education or major planned expenses. 
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SAVINGS DEPLETION

RETIREMENT ASSET WITHDRAWAL

Some households addressed the replacement gap by drawing directly from savings that
had been set aside for future goals, such as education or major planned expenses. 

In other cases, participants drew on retirement savings to cover the replacement gap,
diminishing intended for long-term financial security.



Jody W. 

Oconomowoc, Wisconsin
Annual HHI: $60,000-79,000

Key Transition

Financed vehicle with ~$12,000 remaining balance

W E A L T H  D E P L E T I O N  A N D  A S S E T  L I Q U I D A T I O N

RETIREMENT ASSET WITHDRAWAL

Starting Position

Total Loss Outcome

Recovery Mechanism

Insurance payout: ~$16,000
Residual funds after loan payoff: ~$4,000

~$5,000 retirement withdrawal to complete replacement vehicle down payment
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Oconomowoc, Wisconsin
Annual HHI: $60,000-79,000

Key Transition

Financed vehicle with ~$12,000 remaining balance

Jody’s experience illustrates how total
loss events can convert long-term
retirement savings into immediate
transportation financing, reducing
future financial security in order to
restore mobility.
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W E A L T H  D E P L E T I O N  A N D  A S S E T  L I Q U I D A T I O N

CROSS-ASSET SPILLOVER

In some instances, households leveraged housing-related assets to close the replacement
gap, refinancing their homes or drawing on home equity to fund vehicle replacement.

SAVINGS DEPLETION

RETIREMENT ASSET WITHDRAWAL

Some households addressed the replacement gap by drawing directly from savings that
had been set aside for future goals, such as education or major planned expenses. 

In other cases, participants drew on retirement savings to cover the replacement gap,
diminishing intended for long-term financial security.
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R E P L A C E M E N T  G A P  A N D  A S S E T  Q U A L I T Y  D E G R A D A T I O N

Kelly L. 2014 Chevrolet Malibu $2,800 2012 Ford Focus
Older vehicle, lower market
segment

Katrice S. 2023 Mercedes SUV $8,800 2018 Dodge Challenger
Major downgrade in age and
luxury class

Michael H. 2016 Ford F-150 -$10,000 2008 Cadillac Escalade
Substantially older
replacement vehicle

Rick B.
2020 Chevrolet
Equinox

$1,000
2017 Subaru Forester
Premium

Older replacement vehicle

Rabia S. 2013 Toyota Sienna $10,000 2012 Toyota Sienna
Same model, older vehicle,
repair needed

Participant Previous Vehicle Payout* New Vehicle Outcome

*Payout reflects the insurance settlement remaining after any amount applied to the outstanding loan balance.



© 2026 Automotive Body Parts Association. All rights reserved.

M O B I L I T Y  I N S T A B I L I T Y  A N D  D I S R U P T I O N

BORROWING VEHICLES AND INFORMAL NETWORKS

One of the most common responses to vehicle loss involved reliance on informal
transportation networks, particularly borrowing vehicles from family members or friends. 



Michelle R.
Evans, Georgia

Annual HHI: $60,000-79,000

Key Transition

Independent vehicle access; primary reliance on
personal vehicle for daily mobility

M O B I L I T Y  I N S T A B I L I T Y  A N D  D I S R U P T I O N

Starting Position

Total Loss Outcome

Recovery Mechanism
~$5,000 retirement withdrawal to complete replacement vehicle down payment
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Michelle R.
Evans, Georgia

Annual HHI: $60,000-79,000

Key Transition

Independent vehicle access; primary reliance on
personal vehicle for daily mobility

Michelle’s experience illustrates how
total loss events can shift households
into informal transportation networks,
where mobility is maintained through
dependence on others rather than
independent vehicle access.
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M O B I L I T Y  I N S T A B I L I T Y  A N D  D I S R U P T I O N

BORROWING VEHICLES AND INFORMAL NETWORKS

FRAGMENTED AND UNRELIABLE TRANSPORTATION ACCESS

One of the most common responses to vehicle loss involved reliance on informal
transportation networks, particularly borrowing vehicles from family members or friends. 

 Others pieced together mobility through a combination of public transit, ride-share
services, and borrowing. 
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ALTERNATIVE TRANSPORTATION SUBSTITUTION

Some participants' households made the decision to not return to vehicle ownership but
instead adopted alternative transportation arrangements. 
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services, and borrowing. 
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L A B O R  I N T E N S I F I C A T I O N  A N D  I N C O M E  L O S S

INCREASED WORK HOURS AND SECONDARY EMPLOYMENT

One of the most common responses involved increasing work hours or taking on
additional employment to manage the financial pressures associated with vehicle
replacement, new loan payments, or depleted savings.
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L A B O R  I N T E N S I F I C A T I O N  A N D  I N C O M E  L O S S

INCREASED WORK HOURS AND SECONDARY EMPLOYMENT

JOINING THE GIG ECONOMY

One of the most common responses involved increasing work hours or taking on
additional employment to manage the financial pressures associated with vehicle
replacement, new loan payments, or depleted savings.

Other participants looked to the gig economy as a flexible strategy for generating
additional income following financial disruption. 



Collin V.

Mount Pleasant, Michigan
Annual HHI: $60,000-79,000

Key Transition

Full-time employment; financed vehicle with
remaining loan balance

L A B O R  I N T E N S I F I C A T I O N  A N D  I N C O M E  L O S S
GIG ECONOMY EXPANSION

Starting Position

Total Loss Outcome

Recovery Mechanism
Expansion into gig economy work (ride-share and delivery) to generate supplemental income and rebuild savings
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Negative equity (~$5,000) requiring personal loan; delayed vehicle replacement; increased insurance costs



Collin V.

Mount Pleasant, Michigan
Annual HHI: $60,000-79,000

Key Transition

Full-time employment; financed vehicle with
remaining loan balance

Colin’s experience illustrates how total
loss events can prompt households to
expand into gig economy work as a
flexible, rapid-response strategy to
manage financial disruption and restore
mobility.
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Negative equity (~$5,000) requiring personal loan; delayed vehicle replacement; increased insurance costs
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L A B O R  I N T E N S I F I C A T I O N  A N D  I N C O M E  L O S S

INCREASED WORK HOURS AND SECONDARY EMPLOYMENT

JOINING THE GIG ECONOMY

 EMPLOYMENT DISRUPTION AND JOB LOSS

One of the most common responses involved increasing work hours or taking on
additional employment to manage the financial pressures associated with vehicle
replacement, new loan payments, or depleted savings.

Other participants looked to the gig economy as a flexible strategy for generating
additional income following financial disruption. 

In severe cases, transportation instability directly interfered with participants’ ability to
maintain employment, particularly when jobs required commuting to locations not easily
accessible by alternative transportation. 
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I N S T I T U T I O N A L  T R U S T  A N D  P E R C E I V E D  F A I R N E S S
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I N S T I T U T I O N A L  T R U S T  A N D  P E R C E I V E D  F A I R N E S S

INCREASED WORK HOURS AND SECONDARY EMPLOYMENT

Many participants expressed a decline in confidence in the fairness and transparency of
the total loss process stemming primarily from confusion about how settlement values
were determined and frustration when payouts did not allow them to obtain a comparable
replacement vehicle.



“We are paying a premium for full coverage. We had the gap insurance, so we did everything
right on our part as the consumers, and yet we got the F-word.”  - Danielle P.
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“We are paying a premium for full coverage. We had the gap insurance, so we did everything
right on our part as the consumers, and yet we got the F-word.”  - Danielle P. 

“To me, everybody in the equation was just out for themselves. Nobody really cared about my
well-being... everybody had their own vested interest And It had nothing to do with me..”  -
Xaveria T. 
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INCREASED WORK HOURS AND SECONDARY EMPLOYMENT

Many participants expressed a decline in confidence in the fairness and transparency of
the total loss process stemming primarily from confusion about how settlement values
were determined and frustration when payouts did not allow them to obtain a comparable
replacement vehicle.
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A framework for illustrating how a collision event moves through the institutional
architecture of the repair and insurance systems and into the financial and
mobility realities of American households.

The Total Loss Cascade
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USE THIS CONVENIENT FORM TO TELL YOUR CONGRESS MEMBER
THAT YOUR SUPPORT THE REPAIR ACT AND SMART ACT. 

S H A R E  A N  A U T O  R E P A I R  S T O R Y
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Steps Consumers Can Take Today! 

E M A I L  Y O U R  C O N G R E S S  M E M B E R

CLICK THE ‘SHARE YOUR STORY’ BUTTON ON THIS PAGE TO TELL YOUR REPAIR
STORY. MAKE AN EVEN BIGGER DIFFERENCE BY SHARING WITH FRIENDS, FAMILY,
AND ACQUAINTANCES WILLING TO TELL THEIR STORY!
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	Key Transition
	Starting Position
	Full-time employment; financed vehicle with remaining loan balance

	Colin’s experience illustrates how total loss events can prompt households to expand into gig economy work as a flexible, rapid-response strategy to manage financial disruption and restore mobility.
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	JOINING THE GIG ECONOMY
	Other participants looked to the gig economy as a flexible strategy for generating additional income following financial disruption.

	EMPLOYMENT DISRUPTION AND JOB LOSS
	In severe cases, transportation instability directly interfered with participants’ ability to maintain employment, particularly when jobs required commuting to locations not easily accessible by alternative transportation.
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	“We are paying a premium for full coverage. We had the gap insurance, so we did everything right on our part as the consumers, and yet we got the F-word.”  - Danielle P.
	“To me, everybody in the equation was just out for themselves. Nobody really cared about my well-being... everybody had their own vested interest And It had nothing to do with me..”  - Xaveria T.
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	A framework for illustrating how a collision event moves through the institutional architecture of the repair and insurance systems and into the financial and mobility realities of American households.
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