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the regression analysis based on HFCS 2014 data is more or less the same compared to the one based 

on HFCS 2010. 

The main result however, that inheritance is the most important driver of wealth inequality, remains 

unchanged compared to Leitner (2016). In the case of Austria, the variable describing the household 

income level becomes as important as inheritance. On average over all countries the second most 

important explanatory variable after inheritance and gifts remains the average age of adult household 

members. The third most important variable is household income followed by average education level 

of adult household members. In the analysis based on HFCS 2010 the ranking of the latter two variables 

concerning explanatory power is vice versa. The ranking of the variables household structure and 

marital status remain the same. 

 

Summary and conclusions 
 

In this paper I have analysed inequality in wealth of households in selected European countries (Austria, 

Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal and Spain) in comparison. The analysis is 

based on micro data from the Household Finance and Consumption Survey 2014 (HFCS 2014 - UDB 2.0). 

Other countries also covered in the HFCS 2014 unfortunately had to be skipped mostly due to incomplete 

coverage of data on inheritance or a lack of long CPI time series like in the case of most new EU member 

States. In order to detect the sources and drivers of wealth inequality I apply the Shapley value approach 

to decomposition analysis. 

Wealth inequality measured by the Gini coefficient is much higher compared to inequality in income. The 

comparison of the European countries shows that inequality levels of wealth are highest in Germany and 

Austria, whilst relatively low in the South European countries Spain and Italy but also in Belgium and as 

expected in Poland. The accumulation of household wealth takes place via saving and investment out of 

two sources in particular. First, households save out of their current income from paid and self-employment 

as well as from financial income. Second, bequests and inter vivos gifts are important transfers of assets 

that are likely to be used for wealth accumulation particularly by those households that are in no need to 

use those funds for consumptive purposes. 

The decomposition analysis focuses on the extent to which those two types of sources of wealth 

accumulation shape the levels of wealth inequality in the European countries in comparison and in addition 

to what extent the inequality can be attributed to differences in household characteristics. First, I regress 

wealth holdings of households on the values of different types of assets acquired by households as 

substantial bequests or gifts and on current gross household incomes. In addition I apply variables 

describing socioeconomic characteristics averaged over household members, that is to say the average age 

of adult household members, the average of highest education level attained by those household members 

being potentially available for the labour market, and the number of adults and children in the household. 

I also use dummy variables for the marital status of the reference person of the household. In order to make 

bequests and gifts acquired at different points in time comparable with each other and between 

households, I make the conservative assumption that the real values of the items do not change over time. 

Thus I inflate the nominal values of bequests and gifts at time of acquisition with the national consumer 

price indices. For the analysis of how much the income of a household has influenced the wealth stock built 

up, it would be preferable to have information on the previous flow of income over the whole life cycle for 


