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Top 1% Wealth Shares in International Comparison

15 %

20 %

25 %

30 %

35 %

40 %

45 %

50 %

55 %

60 %

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Switzerland France
USA

1 / 51



Top 0.01% Wealth Shares in International Comparison
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Top 0.01% Wealth Shares in International Comparison
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Research Questions

What is the importance of different wealth components?

What is the joint distribution of income and wealth?

What is the ratio of wealth (debt) to income?

How large is wealth mobility?

Who gets inheritances and inter-vivos-gifts?
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Motivation

Distribution of wealth understudied compared to income

Wealth highly concentrated

Wealth at the focus of tax policy:

US: wealth tax proposals (Warren, Sanders)
US: lower estate tax exemptions (Sanders)
CH: 99% initiative
CH: national inheritance tax initiative (2015)
OECD (2018): The Role and Design of Net Wealth Taxes

Sensitivity of wealth to taxation

Wealth and pension policy:

How rich are the elderly?
Who saves voluntarily for retirement?
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Data: Cantonal Income and Wealth Tax Data

Institutional background:

Federal country with strong tax autonomy at cantonal level

Federal income tax

Cantonal income and wealth tax
(and some inheritance taxes for non-family heirs)

Cantons administer cantonal + federal tax collection

For this project:

Individual tax register data from currently 5 German-speaking
Swiss cantons:
AG, OW, BE, SG, ZH (LU, BS, JU to be added)

Varying years over the period 2001-2016
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Data: Regional Coverage

Data Coverage
data avaialable
data ready
no data

. 
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Data: Population Coverage

Population Shares in %
.46
.87
2.52
4.75
5.97
7.86
12.29
18.1
No data

Total Coverage: 52.8%
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Data: Time Periods Covered

BE

SG
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OW

ZH

LU

JU

BS

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014
Solid lines: panel data
Dashed lines: cross-section data
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Data: Variables I
Total income sum from different sources:

employment

self-employment

financial assets

real estate (incl. imputed rent)

public pension (pillar 1)

occupational pension (pillar 2) + private pensions (pillar 3)

UI benefits, DI benefits

family and child allowances

alimony and transfers from other households

Deductions

retirement savings plans

political party donations / memberships

charity donations
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Data: Variables II

Sum of different wealth components:

financial assets

business assets

movable assets (cars, art, ...)

real estate

debt

in Bern (BE): inheritances and inter vivos gifts

Demographics:

Gender, age, single/married, # of children

Income attributable to main taxpayer or spouse

Wealth held in common
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Wealth Composition
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Wealth Composition: Retirees vs. Non-Retirees
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Income Composition: Retirees vs. Non-Retirees
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Rates of Return to Financial Wealth by Wealth Ventile
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Rates of Return to Financial Wealth by Income Ventile
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Rates of Return to Total Wealth by Wealth Ventile
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Rates of Return to Total Wealth by Income Ventile
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Gender Differences in Return to Financial Wealth
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Gender Differences in Return to Total Wealth
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Joint Distribution: Bottom 10%
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Joint Distribution: Middle 20%
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Joint Distribution: Top 10%
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Joint Distribution: Top 10% Wealthiest
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Joint Distribution: Top 10%
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Joint Distribution: Top 10% Wealthiest

0%

2.5%

5%

7.5%

10%

12.5%

15%

17.5%

20%

D
is

tri
bu

tio
n 

of
 1

0t
h 

ne
t w

ea
lth

 d
ec

ile
...

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 9599
... over gross income deciles

AG

2001

0%

2.5%

5%

7.5%

10%

12.5%

15%

17.5%

20%

D
is

tri
bu

tio
n 

of
 1

0t
h 

ne
t w

ea
lth

 d
ec

ile
...

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 9599
... over gross income deciles

AG

2011

AG

29 / 51



Joint Distribution Matrix
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Wealth-Income Ratio - Mean

-2

-1

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8
To

ta
l n

et
 w

ea
lth

 to
 in

co
m

e 
ra

tio

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
ventiles of total income distribution

2001 2005 2010
AG

31 / 51



Wealth-Income Ratio - Median
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Wealth-Income Ratio - Median OW
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Wealth-Income Ratio - Median by Age Group
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Real Estate-Income Ratio - Mean
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Real Estate-Income Ratio - Median
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Debt-Income Ratio - Mean
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Debt-Income Ratio - Median
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Wealth Mobility
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Income Mobility
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Wealth Mobility

41 / 51



Income Mobility
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Responses to Taxation: The Inheritance Tax Threat

In June 2011, the Social Democratic Party (SP) formally
decided to launch a popular initiative to introduce a national
inheritance tax on family heirs and spouses

Only 4 cantons still had inheritance tax (AI, SO, NE, VD)

Proposed exemption level: 2 mio CHF

Proposed tax rate: 20%

Affected inheritances each year (estimate): 2%

Would affect inheritances and inter-vivos gifts
from January 1 2011 onward if accepted

March 2013: Required signatures deposed

June 2015: Proposal rejected by 71% in popular vote
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Huge Increase in Average Inter-Vivos Gifts
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DiD: Average Amount Transmitted
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Huge Increase in Wealth Transmitted as Gifts
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DiD: Wealth Share Transmitted
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Increase in Number of Gift Recipients
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DiD: Number of Recipients
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Conclusion

Substantial differences in wealth and income composition by
income and age groups

Heterogeneous rates of return to wealth

Strong associations between income and wealth

Wealth-income ratios high for elderly, low for everyone else

Wealth mobility (s)low

Strong responses to a possible threat to tax large inheritances
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Outlook

Further analysis

Saving behavior: contributions toward tax-exempt retirement
accounts (pillar 2 and 3a)

Annual saving rate

Heterogeneity analysis

age
gender
large cities / urban / rural areas

Data:

Create data sets at individual level instead of tax units

Analysis for all cantons together, 2010
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Thank you.

Comments and questions welcome:
isabel.martinez@unisg.ch
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Appendix
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Gini Index
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Gini Index OW
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Gini Index SG
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Gini Index BE

0

.1

.2

.3

.4

.5

.6

.7

.8

.9

1
G
in
i

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010

income wealth
AG

back

57 / 51



Joint Distribution: Bottom 10%
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Joint Distribution: Middle 20%
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Wealth-Income Ratio - Mean OW
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