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index of net wealth, while in the case of education level it is with 16 per cent a bit less. Differences in the 

size of households make a contribution of 9 per cent to net wealth inequality. The fact that the reference 

person of a household is not married or living in a consensual union has an effect that contributes, on 

average over countries, 7 per cent to the inequality of net wealth stocks. 

The analysis in this paper reveals that differences in the amount of bequests and inter vivos gifts received 

by households strongly drive the observed wealth inequality in a number of European countries. In Austria, 

Germany, France, Portugal, Poland and Spain those differences contribute about a third or more to the 

explained inequality of net wealth. On average across the countries analysed, differences in household 

characteristics, that is, age, number of adults and children, marital status and education level, account for 

slightly more than half of wealth inequality. However, in the case of education we have to take into account 

that the literature points to a strong correlation between attainment levels acquired by ancestors and their 

offspring, thus part of the inequality is the outcome of an inter vivos transfer in kind. The result of the 

analysis is that only a part of wealth inequality can be explained by the life cycle hypothesis (which argues 

that a major source of wealth inequality is to be found in age variations between households), differences 

in the abilities of households to accrue and accumulate out of income, and further variations in household 

characteristics. Whether or not a person is born into a wealthy and educated family and thus inherits assets 

determines to a considerable extent whether he or she will make a fortune. The research presented 

emphasizes this obvious fact.  


