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The global wealth boom

Source: Own computations from national balance sheets.
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Motivation

What we know:

• Outward shift in global saving schedule in the past decades ("savings glut").
• Sharp fall in real interest rates.
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The global decline in real interest rates

Source: Own computations from the Jordà-Schularick-Taylor Macrohistory Database.
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Motivation

What we know:

• Outward shift in global saving schedule in the past decades ("savings glut").

• Sharp fall in real interest rates.

What we don’t know:

• Which households, which assets?

• What role for savings flows, what role for capital gains?
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This paper

Combines household-level micro data to deconstruct the surge in global wealth
since 1980 for the G3: US, Europe (DE, FR, UK, ES) and China.

• To quantify the contribution of savings flows and capital gains for individual
asset classes: housing, equity, and fixed-income assets

• Across the household wealth distribution

→ Household-level perspective on the drivers of the global “wealth glut”
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What we find

• Global savings flows and capital gains
• Equal contributions of saving and capital gains to W/Y growth, but dominant

roles of savings flows for top-10% and of (housing) capital gains for 50-90%.
• Overall, capital gains were an equalizing force while savings flows have

polarized the wealth distribution.

• Deconstructing the global savings glut
• Globally, savings of the top-10% have risen by 4pp of GDP and fallen by the

same amount for the bottom-90%.
• This global savings glut of the rich was to a large extent the product of the

secular rise of savings by corporations whose ultimate owners are rich
households .

• The “savings glut of the rich” and the corporate savings glut are two sides of
the same coin.
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Related literature

International finance: Bernanke, 2005; Caballero, Farhi, Gourinchas, AER 2008; Mian, Sufi,
Straub, QJE 2021.

• Outward shift in global savings supply schedule and effect on equilibrium interest
rates.

Household finance: Bach, Calvet, Sodini AER 2020; Fagereng, Guiso, Malacrino, Pistaferri,
ECMA 2020; Kuhn, Schularick, Steins, JPE 2020.

• Portfolio heterogeneity, asset prices and consequences for wealth dynamics.

Wealth distribution: Piketty and Zucman, QJE 2014; Saez & Zucman, QJE 2016; Benhabib
and Bisin, JEL 2018; Garbinti, Goupille and Piketty, JEEA 2020.

• Long-run dynamics and drivers of wealth and its distribution.

8 / 36



Data
1. Data on aggregate wealth and saving:

• Source: official balance sheets, financial accounts and capital accounts.

• Construct asset-specific saving and capital gains.

2. Household distributional series:
• USA: Saez & Zucman (2016), Piketty et al. (2018)

• China: uprated survey data (CHIP and CFPS)

• France: Garbinti, Goupille & Piketty (2020)

• UK: estate tax and survey data

• Germany: Albers, Bartels & Schularick (2020)

• Spain: Martinez-Toledano (2020)
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The distribution of the W/Y rise
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Distribution of the rise in W/Y ratios

• We start by tracking the W/Y increase across the wealth distribution.

• Look at three broad wealth groups: top-10%, 50-90%, bottom-50%.

• Group stability in the wealth distribution reasonably high (cf. Kuhn,
Schularick, Steins 2020)
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Change in W/Y ratios across the distribution, 1980-2020

Note: Europe is the weighted average of FR, DE, UK, ES.
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Wealth boom post-1980

• Top-10% and 50-90% account for the entire increase in W/Y ratio: wealth of
bottom 50% stagnated (or fell).

• Not much attention: standard inequality measures (Gini, top shares) do not
capture polarization between upper and lower half.

• A need for more nuanced look: P75/25 ratios increased strongly in all
countries.
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Change in interquartile ratio, 1995=100

Note: Europe is the weighted average of FR, DE, UK, ES.
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Savings flows vs. capital gains
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Increase in W/Y ratios since 1980 by asset class after unveiling

Note: Europe is the weighted average of FR, DE, UK, ES.
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Asset-specific saving vs. capital gains

Start with law of motion to separate aggregate wealth growth into savings and
capital gains: At+1 = (1+ qt+1,A)At + St+1,A

Synthetic saving method to break down savings and capital gains across the
distribution (Saez and Zucman 2016; Mian, Straub, Sufi 2020).

• Apply accumulation equation for the aggregate wealth dynamics to specific
wealth groups.

Ait+1 = Ait(1+ qt+1,A) + Sit+1,A

• We observe asset values of class A of group i and HHs capital gains, synthetic
saving is obtained as a residual. comp SZ-MSS
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Aggregate household wealth, 1980-2018: savings and capital gains

Note: Europe = France, Germany, Spain and the UK
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Savings and capital gains by asset class and across the distribution

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] [9]

Share
in total
wealth
growth

Wealth
increase
due to
saving

Net
housing

Net fixed-
income

Equity
and

busi-
ness

Wealth
increase
due to

cap.
gains

Net
housing

Net
fixed-

income

Equity and
business

U.S. 100% 57% -12% 42% 27% 43% 35% -10% 19%
Top 10% 72% 75% -1% 47% 29% 25% 19% -12% 18%

Middle 40% 28% 37% -26% 44% 20% 63% 57% -13% 18%

Europe 100% 52% -6% 44% 14% 48% 52% -12% 7%
Top 10% 56% 59% 3% 39% 16% 41% 32% -7% 17%

Middle 40% 39% 35% -8% 39% 4% 65% 64% -7% 8%

China 100% 45% -3% 28% 20% 55% 48% -5% 11%
Top 10% 67% 64% 6% 31% 38% 36% 29% -2% 9%

Middle 40% 29% 31% -4% 26% 9% 69% 67% -5% 7%

19 / 36



Savings distribution

Note: US and Europe: 1980-2018; China 1995-2018. Europe: France, Germany, Spain and the U.K
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Capital gains distribution

Note: US and Europe: 1980-2018; China 1995-2018. Europe: France, Germany, Spain and the U.K
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Distributional dynamics, 1980-2018

Quantify the contribution of saving and capital gains for the wealth distribution.

Start from the law of motion of the share of wealth owned by a group i in total
household wealth:

shiW,t+1 =
Wi
t+1

Wt+1
=
Wi
t(1+ qit+1) + Sit+1

Wt(1+ qt+1) + St+1

Dynamics of the wealth share of group i as a function of differential saving (S
i
t+1
St+1 )

and relative capital gains ( 1+q
i
t+1

1+qt+1 ) Equations
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Unequalizing savings, equalizing capital gains

Note: Europe = France, Germany, Spain and the UK 23 / 36



Deconstructing the global savings glut
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A household-level perspective on the global savings glut

• Follow the evolution of global savings across the distribution.
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Distribution of savings flows over time

Note: 5-year moving averages.
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Distribution of savings flows over time

Note: 5-year moving averages. Europe is the combination of FR, DE, UK, ES.
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Distribution of savings flows over time

Note: 5-year moving averages.
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A household-level perspective on the global savings glut

• Follow the evolution of global savings across the distribution.

• Treat G3 as one economy (G3 = 50-60% world GDP; we are adding Japan,
Italy)

• G3 “national” saving = Top 10 saving + Bottom 90 saving + Public saving

• G3 top 10 = US top 10 + China top 10 + EU top 10

• Same for bottom 90%
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The global savings glut of the rich

Note: G3 = China, US, and 4 European countries: UK, France, Germany, and Spain.
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The savings glut of the rich and the corporate savings glut
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Composition of the global top-10% savings glut

Note: 5-year moving averages. G3 = China, US, and 4 European countries: UK, France, Germany, and Spain.
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Main features of the global savings glut

− Stark divide between top 10 and bottom 90 saving since 1980

− Rise of top 10 happened through retained corporate saving

Global savings glut of the rich = Global corporate savings glut
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Drivers of the global savings glut

Consistent with rising income inequality as the main driver of saving glut:

− Rising income inequality (Mian, Straub and Sufi 2021, Klein and Pettis 2020,
etc.) – rich have higher marginal propensity to save

− Corporate saving itself important source of a rise in income inequality (rise in
capital share, Karabarbounis and Neiman 2014; Piketty and Zucman 2014)
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Conclusions

• Divergence: global wealth boom by-passed the bottom half of the
distribution.

• Global savings flows were concentrated at the top, while capital gains
equalized.

• Since the 1980s global savings flows of the top-10% have risen by 4pp and
fallen by the same magnitude for the bottom-90%.

• The “global savings glut of the rich” is to a large extent the flip side of the
“global corporate savings glut” (cf. Chen, Karabarbounis, Neiman 2017)

35 / 36



THANK YOU!
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Appendix
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Unveiled household portfolio: UK (2018)

Interpretation: In 2018, 20% of HH portfolio is in equity, 8% directly held.
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Method comparison of capital gains in JST
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Global wealth boom: savings vs. capital gains

Table: Decomposition of aggregate household wealth accumulation in the U.S. (1980-2018),
Europe (1980-2018) and China (1995-2018)

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] [9]

Real
wealth
growth

% due
to

saving

Net
hous-

ing

Net
fixed-

income
assets

Equity
and

busi-
ness

% due
to cap.
gains

Net
hous-

ing

Net
fixed-

income
assets

Equity
and

busi-
ness

U.S. 4.0% 57% -12% 42% 27% 43% 35% -10% 19%
Europe 3.9% 53% -7% 45% 15% 47% 53% -13% 7%
China 12.5% 48% 4% 28% 16% 52% 44% -8% 16%

Note: This table shows annual real household wealth growth (column 1) and decomposes the accumulation of
household wealth into saving-induced and capital-gains-induced wealth growth (columns 2 to 9), since 1980.
Household wealth is decomposed into housing (net mortgage debt), fixed-income assets (net of non-mortgage
debt), and equity (including unincorporated business assets). The table shows that, e.g., saving in net-fixed
income assets accounts for 42% of household wealth accumulation in the U.S. since 1980. Europe is the un-
weighted average of France, Germany, Spain and the U.K.
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Synthetic savings rates for the U.S., 1980-2012
back

Note: Total accumulated saving, in billions of current USD.
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Savings by asset: US
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Unequalizing savings, equalizing capital gains

Note: Europe = France, Germany, Spain and the UK 7 / 14



Capital gains rate
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G3 and world gross saving

Note: G3 = China, US, and 4 European countries: UK, France, Germany, and Spain.
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Composition of the global bottom-90% saving

Note: 5-year moving averages. G3 = China, US, and 4 European countries: UK, France, Germany, and Spain.
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US Top 10%

Total Retained
earnings

Other
financial

asset
Housing Debt

Levels
1980-1993 8.1% 1.1% 6.7% 1.5% -1.2%
1994-2007 7.6% 3.3% 4.9% 1.1% -1.7%
2008-2018 9.8% 4.1% 5.2% 1.0% -0.5%

∆ to 1980-93
1980-1993 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
1994-2007 -0.6% 2.2% -1.8% -0.4% -0.6%
2008-2018 1.7% 3.0% -1.5% -0.5% 0.6%

US Bottom 90%

Total Retained
earnings

Other
financial

asset
Housing Debt

Levels
1.7% 0.5% 4.4% 1.1% -4.3%
-1.5% 1.4% 1.5% 1.9% -6.3%
1.1% 1.7% 0.7% -0.3% -1.0%

∆ to 1980-93
0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
-3.2% 0.9% -2.9% 0.8% -1.9%
-0.6% 1.2% -3.7% -1.4% 3.4%
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EUROPE Top 10%

Total Retained
earnings

Other
financial

asset
Housing Debt

Levels
1980-1993 6.4% 1.1% 6.0% 1.2% -1.9%
1994-2007 7.6% 2.1% 5.8% 1.3% -1.6%
2008-2018 7.5% 2.6% 3.6% 1.4% -0.2%

∆ to 1980-93
1980-1993 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
1994-2007 1.2% 1.0% -0.2% 0.1% 0.3%
2008-2018 1.1% 1.5% -2.3% 0.2% 1.8%

EUROPE Bottom 90%

Total Retained
earnings

Other
financial

asset
Housing Debt

Levels
3.4% 0.3% 4.7% 2.0% -3.6%
1.5% 0.4% 3.6% 1.6% -4.2%
1.5% 0.4% 1.6% 0.8% -1.2%

∆ to 1980-93
0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
-1.9% 0.1% -1.2% -0.3% -0.5%
-1.9% 0.0% -3.1% -1.2% 2.4%
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CHINA Top 10%

Total Retained
earnings

Other
financial

asset
Housing Debt

Levels
1995-2007 16.0% 2.2% 11.4% 3.2% -0.8%
2008-2018 23.0% 5.5% 15.3% 4.1% -1.9%

∆ to 1995-2007
1995-2007 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
2008-2018 7.0% 3.3% 3.9% 0.9% -1.1%

CHINA Bottom 90%

Total Retained
earnings

Other
financial

asset
Housing Debt

Levels
7.0% 0.6% 6.1% 2.5% -2.1%
0.4% 0.3% 3.7% 2.0% -5.5%

∆ to 1995-2007
0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
-6.6% -0.3% -2.4% -0.5% -3.4%
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