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$13,000 in debt. 

There are significant differences in wealth among 
different age and education groups. In 2013, the 
median family wealth of families headed by some-
one who was age 65 or older—$211,000—was 
more than 3½ times the median wealth of families 
headed by someone between the ages of 35 and 49. 
Similarly, median wealth of families headed by 
someone with a college degree—$202,000—was 
almost four times the median wealth of families 
headed by someone with a high school diploma. 

How Did the Distribution of Wealth Change 
From 1989 to 2013?
Over the period from 1989 through 2013, family 
wealth grew at significantly different rates for dif-
ferent segments of the U.S. population. In 2013, 
for example:
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about $4 million for families in the top 10 percent 
of the wealth distribution, $316,000 for families 
in the 51st to 90th percentiles, and $36,000 for 
families in the 26th to 50th percentiles. On aver-
age, families at or below the 25th percentile were 
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In contrast, average wealth for families in the 
 half of the distribution was less in 2013 
 1989. (Examining average wealth for vari-

oups below the 90th percentile allowed CBO 
ss the relative contributions of changes in 
and debt to the changes in those averages 
me. Because those averages exclude the top 
cent of the distribution, they are not influ-
by the wealth at the top of the distribution.)

gh average wealth had increased for families 
51st to 90th percentiles and for those in the 
o 50th percentiles between 1989 and 2007, 
cline in wealth associated with the recession 
han offset earlier increases for the latter group. 
ose families, increases in home equity and in 
ial and other assets contributed to rising 
 between 1989 and 2007, and conversely, 
in home equity and in financial and other 
fter 2007 contributed to the decline in aver-
alth over the period. Average wealth of fami-
the bottom 25 percent changed little between 
nd 2007 but declined after 2007. Declines 
e equity and increases in nonmortgage debt 

mong the factors contributing to the decline 
age wealth for those families. 

ose at the bottom of the distribution of 
 between 1989 and 2013, but especially after 
the share of families that had more debt than 
increased, as did their average indebtedness. 
stance, 8 percent of families had more debt 
ssets in 2007, and they were, on average, 
0 in debt. By 2013, 12 percent of families 

ore debt than assets, and they were, on 
e, $32,000 in debt.

1.
In 2013, average wealth for families in the 51st to 
90th percentiles was greater than it had been in 

had m
averagof Economics, vol. 131, no. 2 (May 2016), pp. 519–578, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjw004.
89 and 2013. By contrast, estimates based on 
er data and methodologies suggest that the 

are of wealth held by the top 1 percent increased 
 14 percentage points—from 28 percent to 
percent—between 1989 and 2012.1 

O’s analyses in this report—including that of 
nds in the share of wealth held by the top 10 per-
t of the distribution—are not very sensitive to 

e differences in estimates of wealth in the top 
ercent of the distribution. A detailed investiga-
n of the sources of the differences in estimates 
wealth held at the very top of the distribution 

changes in wealth at the top of the distribution.)

How Did Changes in Families’ Assets and Debt 
Contribute to Changes in the Wealth 
Distribution From 1989 to 2013?
To explore changes in assets and debt, this report 
focuses on wealth held by those in the bottom 
90 percent of the wealth distribution. A detailed 
analysis of the categories of assets and debt held 
by families above the 90th percentile of the wealth 
distribution is not possible because information 
about the composition of wealth for the nation’s 
400 wealthiest families is incomplete. Also, esti-
mates of the share of total wealth held by families 
in the bottom 90 percent and its change over time 
are generally consistent, regardless of data or 
methodology. (See the appendix for additional 
discussion.)
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See Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel Zucman, “Wealth 
Inequality in the United States Since 1913: Evidence 
From Capitalized Income Tax Data,” Quarterly Journal 
MARY AND INTRODUCTION

o developments contributed to the change in 
e distribution of wealth: Compared with families 
the top half of the distribution, families in the 
ttom half experienced disproportionately slower 
wth in wealth between 1989 and 2007, and 

ey had a disproportionately larger decline in 
alth after the recession of 2007 to 2009.

timates of the trends in wealth dispersion at the 
y top of the distribution differ depending on data 
 and methodology. Estimates based on data from 
 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), supple-
nted with data on the nation’s 400 wealthiest 
ilies, suggest that the share of wealth held by 
se in the top 1 percent increased by 6 percentage 

ints—from 31 percent to 37 percent—between 

would have been a significant undertaking that 
was outside the scope of this analysis.

Changes in wealth over the period were not the 
same for families headed by people of different ages 
or with different amounts of education. Families 
headed by someone who was age 65 or older held 
greater median wealth in 2013 than their counter-
parts did in 1989, but the same was not true for 
families headed by a person younger than 65. 
Median wealth was greater in 2013 than it had 
been in 1989 for families headed by someone with 
at least a bachelor’s degree; the opposite was true 
for their less educated counterparts. (Examining 
median wealth for those groups over time allowed 
CBO to avoid placing disproportionate weight on 

1989. 
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changes in the wealth of particular families over 
time. Because the SCF samples different families in 
each year of the survey, families in a particular 
group in one year will be different from their 
counterparts in an earlier or later survey. 

The information presented in this report focuses 
on measures of family wealth—the stock of eco-
nomic resources that a family holds at a point in 
time. In contrast, family (or household) income 
measures the economic resources that a family 
gains or loses during a particular period.2 For a 
discussion of changes in the distribution of income 
and how they might relate to changes in the 

distribution of wealth, see the appendix. Other 
factors also influence the distribution of wealth over 
time, including differences among families in inheri-
tances and plans to leave bequests, propensities to 
save and rates of return on savings, investment skills 
and strategies, and composition of assets. 

2. In the past, CBO has examined trends in the distribution 
of income. See for example, Congressional Budget Office, 
The Distribution of Household Income and Federal Taxes, 
2013 (June 2016), pp. 21–24, www.cbo.gov/publication/
51361.
MARY AND INTRODUCTION

at Sources of Data Did CBO Use?
r this analysis, CBO examined the distributio
wealth chiefly using data from the Survey of 
nsumer Finances, supplemented with data fro

e Forbes 400 list, where necessary. That choice
ta allowed CBO to examine trends in wealth fo
 families. The supplemented SCF covers the 
tire wealth distribution. The appendix present
ger discussion of the data and methods used f

is analysis. A list of definitions appears at the en
the publication.

is report provides a series of snapshots of fami
alth; it does not provide information about 

http://www.cbo.gov/publication/51361


CBO

AUG TRENDS IN FAMILY WEALTH, 1989 TO 2013 4

Exh

Ho
Tril

Sou  from Forbes magazine’s 
list

The

1 013
0

15

30

45

60

75

ercent

51st to 90th
Percentiles

Bottom 50 Percent

In 2013, total family wealth in the United 
States—that is, families’ total assets minus 
their total debt—was nearly $67 trillion, or 
about four times the size of the nation’s gross 
domestic product, CBO estimates. After an 
adjustment for price changes over the period, 
that is more than double the amount of family 
wealth in 1989. The overall increase in wealth 
was different for families in different segments 
of the population, however. For instance, 
between 1989 and 2013, wealth held by fami-
lies in the top 10 percent of the distribution 
increased by 153 percent, whereas wealth held 
by families in the bottom half of the distribu-
tion declined by 19 percent. (Families in the 
top 10 percent of the wealth distribution in 
2013 were not necessarily the same as those 
in the top 10 percent in earlier years.)

The distribution of wealth was more unequal 
in 2013 than it had been in 1989. In 2013, 
families in the top 10 percent held more than 
three-quarters of all family wealth, whereas in 
1989, their counterparts had held two-thirds of 
all family wealth. Over the period, the share 
of wealth held by families in the 51st to the 
90th percentiles declined from 30 percent to 
23 percent, and the share of wealth held by 
families in the bottom half of the distribution 
declined from 3 percent to 1 percent. 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, supplemented with data
 of the nation's 400 wealthiest people. 

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 
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een 1989 and 2013, family wealth (total 
ts minus total debt) grew at different rates 
amilies at different points on the wealth 

ribution. In 2013, families at the 90th and 
 percentiles had significantly more wealth 
 their counterparts did in 1989: 54 per-
 and 29 percent more, respectively. Fami-
at the median had 4 percent more in 2013 
 in 1989, but families at the 25th percen-

had 6 percent less than their counterparts 
in 1989. 

 changes from 1989 to 2013 generally 
ct increases in wealth from 1989 to 2007 
ore the start of the recession of 2007 to 
9) and decreases in more recent years. 

From 1989 through 2007, wealth grew simi-
larly in percentage terms for families at the 
25th, 50th, 75th, and 90th percentiles of 
the wealth distribution. During and after the 
recession, wealth declined for all groups, and 
by 2013 no group had regained its prerecession 
level. The decline was larger between 2007 
and 2013 for families at the 25th, 50th, and 
75th percentiles (44 percent, 39 percent, 
and 23 percent, respectively) than for families 
at the 90th percentile, whose wealth declined 
by 7 percent during that time. 

Some of the growth in family wealth, particu-
larly before the recession, can be attributed 
to the aging of the population and to rising 
educational attainment among all age groups: 
Older or more educated people tend to have 
more wealth than their younger or less 
educated counterparts (see Exhibit 10 and 
Exhibit 11). 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, supplemented with data fr
 of the nation's 400 wealthiest people. 

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 
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For the group between the median and the top 
10 percent of the nation’s wealth distribution, 
average family wealth (measured as a family’s 
total assets minus its total debt) was 35 percent 
higher in 2013 than it had been for their 
counterparts in 1989. The group’s average 
wealth in 2007 was significantly above what it 
had been in 1989 but declined by about one-
fifth between 2007 and 2013. The overall 
increase between 1989 and 2013 was the result 
of rising wealth before the recession of 2007 to 
2009 but with partially offsetting decreases 
during the recession and its aftermath. 

Increases in the value of home equity, financial 
assets, and other assets (such as other real estate 
and business assets) all contributed to the 
increase in wealth between 1989 and 2007 
for families in this group. Those increases, 
however, were offset somewhat by rising non-
mortgage debt over that period. The recession 
and its aftermath were marked by declines in 
all asset categories (see Exhibit 4). 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances.

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 
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From 1989 until the recession of 2007 to 
2009, increases in home equity and in the 
value of financial assets (such as retirement 
accounts and financial securities) and other 
assets (such as business assets and real estate 
other than a family’s primary residence) all 
contributed to rising wealth for families that 
were above the median but at or below the 
90th percentile in the nation’s distribution of 
wealth. Those increases, however, were offset 
somewhat by rising nonmortgage debt over 
that time.

The recession and its aftermath were marked 
by declines in all asset categories for families in 
the 51st to 90th percentiles of the distribution. 
In particular, between 2007 and 2013, steep 
declines in home equity and losses in the value 
of financial assets precipitated notable declines 
in total family wealth. Additionally, a 14 per-
cent drop in business equity (a subcategory of 
other assets consisting of holdings of privately 
owned businesses that is not shown in the 
exhibit) diminished the wealth of the roughly 
15 percent of families that owned such assets. 

The declines in assets were moderated by 
reductions in the number of families with 
nonmortgage debt in 2013 relative to their 
counterparts in 2007: The share of families 
holding nonmortgage debt declined from 
72 percent to 62 percent between 2007 and 
2013. For the families that held such debt, the 
amount of debt remained about the same, on 
average. 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances.

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 

itive percentages indicate an increase in assets or a decrease in debt; negative percentages indicate a decrease in assets
rease in debt. Dollar amounts are average values for families that hold each category of asset or debt.
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Average family wealth (total assets minus 
total debt) for families in the 26th through 
50th percentiles of the wealth distribution 
increased between 1989 and 2007, but 
declines in wealth for that group during and 
after the recession of 2007 to 2009 more than 
offset those gains. In 2013, average wealth 
held by those families was $36,000, or 6 per-
cent less than that of their counterparts in 
1989, whereas in 2007, that group’s wealth 
was about 68 percent greater than that of 
their counterparts in 1989. Increases in home 
equity and in the value of financial assets (such 
as retirement accounts and bank deposits), and 
other assets (such as vehicles and real estate other 
than a primary residence) all contributed to 
rising wealth, although a rise in the average 
amount of debt for those families between 
1989 and 2007 somewhat offset those gains 
(see Exhibit 6). 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances.

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 

989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007
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Over the period from 1989 to 2007, increases 
in home equity and in the value of financial 
assets (such as financial securities and retirement 
accounts) and other assets (such as vehicles and 
real estate other than a family’s primary resi-
dence) contributed to rising wealth for families 
in the 26th to 50th percentiles of the wealth 
distribution. The share of families that owned 
a primary residence increased by 11 percentage 
points, to 72 percent, and their home equity 
increased by 51 percent, on average, over the 
period. An increase between 1989 and 2007 in 
the average amount of nonmortgage debt 
(such as credit card balances, lines of credit, 
and student loans) somewhat offset the 
increases in the value of their assets. 

In the aftermath of the recession of 2007 to 
2009, declining home equity contributed sig-
nificantly to the loss of wealth for that group. 
The share of families that owned their primary 
residence fell (from 72 percent to 58 percent) 
and so did their average home equity (by 
44 percent). The share of homeowners whose 
mortgage debt exceeded their homes’ value 
rose from 1 percent to 8 percent, and losses in 
the value of financial and other assets also con-
tributed to declining wealth. Those losses were 
offset somewhat by declines in the share of 
families in the group with nonmortgage debt 
and in the average amount of that debt. 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances.

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 

itive percentages indicate an increase in assets or a decrease in debt; negative percentages indicate a decrease in assets
rease in debt. Dollar amounts are average values for families that hold each category of asset or debt.
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Unlike families in other parts of the wealth 
distribution, those at or below the 25th per-
centile in the years between 1989 and 2013 
held more in debt than they had in assets, on 
average. In 1989, families in that group were 
about $1,000 in debt. By 2007, on average, 
that group was about $2,000 in debt, but by 
2013, they were about $13,000 in debt, on 
average.

Between 1989 and 2007, financial assets (such 
as bank deposits) and other assets (such as vehi-
cles) were generally the largest components of 
those families’ asset holdings. But the amount 
of nonmortgage debt they held (in credit card 
balances, consumer loans, and student loans, 
for example), on average, exceeded the value 
of their assets. After the recession of 2007 to 
2009, the decline in average wealth for those 
families was mainly attributable to declines in 
home equity and to rising nonmortgage debt 
(see Exhibit 8). 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances.

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 
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Although, on average, the value of assets 
increased for families in the bottom 25 percent 
of the wealth distribution between 1989 and 
2007, that rise was offset by the group’s bur-
geoning nonmortgage debt over the same 
period. During the recession of 2007 to 2009, 
average wealth for families in that group 
declined precipitously (see Exhibit 7) for two 
main reasons: the loss in home equity experi-
enced by the group’s homeowners and the con-
tinued growth of their nonmortgage debt. 
Average home equity for primary residences 
was about 250 percent lower in 2013 than in 
2007. In 2007, 10 percent of the group’s 
homeowners had negative home equity; by 
2013, that share had reached 57 percent. 

Although the percentage of the group’s families 
holding nonmortgage debt remained unchanged 
between 2007 and 2013, the average debt 
increased from $23,000 to $33,000, much of 
it in student loans. Over that period, the share 
of families with student debt increased from 
25 percent to 36 percent, and the average 
amount increased from $24,000 to $36,000. 
In contrast, the share of families with credit 
card debt declined from 41 percent to 33 per-
cent, and the average amount of that debt 
remained relatively constant at $6,000. 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances.

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 

itive percentages indicate an increase in assets or a decrease in debt; negative percentages indicate a decrease in ass
rease in debt. Dollar amounts are average values for families that hold each category of asset or debt.
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The share of families in debt (those whose 
total debt exceeded their total assets) remained 
almost unchanged between 1989 and 2007 
and then increased by 50 percent between 
2007 and 2013. In 2013, those families were 
more in debt than their counterparts had been 
either in 1989 or in 2007. For instance, 8 per-
cent of families were in debt in 2007 and, on 
average, their debt exceeded their assets by 
$20,000. By 2013, in the aftermath of the 
recession of 2007 to 2009, 12 percent of fami-
lies were in debt and, on average, their debt 
exceeded their assets by $32,000.

The increase in average indebtedness between 
2007 and 2013 for families in debt was mainly 
the result of falling home equity and rising 
student loan balances. In 2007, 3 percent of 
families in debt had negative home equity: They 
owed, on average, $16,000 more than their 
homes were worth. In 2013, that share was 
19 percent of families in debt, and they owed, 
on average, $45,000 more than their homes 
were worth. The share of families in debt that 
had outstanding student debt rose from 56 per-
cent in 2007 to 64 percent in 2013, and the 
average amount of their loan balances increased 
from $29,000 to $41,000. 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances.

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 

1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2
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The median wealth of families other than those 
headed by someone who was 65 or older was 
lower in 2013 than it had been for their 
counterpart families in 1989. From 1989 until 
2007, median wealth increased for families 
headed by someone over age 50, rose some-
what for families headed by someone between 
35 and 49, and stayed much the same for 
younger families. After 2007, median wealth 
declined for all groups. 

Marketable wealth—the measure used in this 
analysis—significantly understates the resources 
of a family that expects much of its retirement 
income to come from Social Security or defined 
benefit pension plans. (Defined benefit plans 
and Social Security are excluded from market-
able wealth, but defined contribution plans are 
included. See the appendix.)

The aging of the population contributed to an 
increase in overall family wealth between 1989 
and 2013 (see Exhibit 2). The older the family 
head, the more wealth the family tends to hold, 
and the average age of the population increased 
over the period. In 1989, 21 percent of fami-
lies were headed by someone over the age of 
65; in 2013, 24 percent were. Had the popula-
tion not aged that way, median family wealth 
would have been 19 percent lower in 2013 
than in 1989, CBO estimates. 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances.

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 
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Families headed by someone with a bachelor’s 
or graduate degree had higher median wealth 
in 2013 than their counterparts did in 1989; 
that was not true for families headed by some-
one with less education. Between 1989 and 
2007, median wealth increased substantially 
for families headed by someone with at least a 
bachelor’s degree, increased moderately for 
families headed by someone with a high school 
diploma or some college, and remained rela-
tively unchanged for families headed by some-
one with less than a high school diploma. 
During the recession of 2007 to 2009, median 
wealth declined for all groups. 

Increases in the share of people with at least a 
college degree helped boost overall family 
wealth between 1989 and 2013 (see Exhibit 2). 
Historically, families headed by more educated 
people have held more wealth than those 
headed by less educated people, and the aver-
age educational attainment of the population 
increased during the period. (One exception 
was for families headed by someone with some 
college education: In some years, their wealth 
was on par with or slightly below that of fami-
lies headed by a high school graduate, in part 
because the some-college group was more likely 
to have student debt.) In 1989, 23 percent of 
families were headed by someone with at least 
a bachelor’s degree; by 2013, 32 percent were. 
Had the average educational attainment of 
families in 1989 not changed, median family 
wealth would have been 16 percent lower in 
2013 than in 1989, CBO estimates. 
rce: Congressional Budget Office, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances.

 Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years. 
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1. For more information on the SCF, see Board of Governors 
of the Federal Reserve System, “Research Resources: 
Survey of Consumer Finances,” (September 2014) 
http://go.usa.gov/xx7x4.
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tion of the analysis that examined overall wealth, 
those data were augmented with information on 
the nation’s 400 wealthiest people as listed by 
Forbes magazine (see Exhibit 1 and Exhibit 2). 

Survey of Consumer Finances and 
Data on the Forbes 400
Every three years, the SCF gathers information—
including demographic data—on a sample of U.S. 
families that makes it possible to identify the distri-
bution of wealth on the basis of age and education. 
The SCF data also include information on family 
balance sheets, income, and pensions.1 Data for the 
1989 SCF were collected between October 1989 
and March 1990. For subsequent surveys, the data 
were collected between May and December of the 
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The analysis for this report primarily used SCF 
data spanning the surveys from 1989 to 2013, the 
first and last years for which those data are consis-
tently available (2013 is the most recent year for 
which those survey data are available). For the por-
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 using information from the SCF, some 
s turn to data from income and estate tax 
en they are examining the distribution 

 To do so, however, analysts must impute 
t of wealth held by a family on the basis 
unt it pays in estate or income taxes.6 

not use estate tax data for this analysis 
ose data capture only the top 1 percent 
nt of the wealth distribution. The estate 
ing limits are quite high, and because 
eople inherit enough to be affected by 
tax laws, the resulting tax data do not 
r most inherited wealth. Also, estate tax 
est virtually no demographic informa-
 kind useful for this analysis, so CBO 
examine wealth by age or education 
g data from that source.

CBO did not use income tax data for 
is because those data include only lim-
graphic information. The agency there-
 not examine wealth by age or education 
the basis of income tax data.7

2.

3.

e information on the use of estate tax data to 
 wealth, see, for example, Thomas Piketty, Capital in 
ty-First Century (Harvard University Press, 2014); 

jciech Kopczuk and Emmanuel Saez, “Top Wealth 
 the United States, 1916–2000: Evidence From 
ax Returns,” National Tax Journal, vol. 57, no. 2 
04), pp 445–487, http://tinyurl.com/j9a4u83. 

s used income tax data in reports that examine 
ibution of household income and taxes. See for 
, Congressional Budget Office, The Distribution of 
ld Income and Federal Taxes, 2013 (June 2016), 
o.gov/publication/51361.
the Forbes 400 data in their analysis. For calculating 
percentiles and shares of wealth, CBO judged that the 
Forbes 400 families were at the top of the wealth 
distribution.

5. Because CBO did not have information on the age and 
education of families on the Forbes 400 list, those data 
were excluded from the calculation of the counterfactual 
outcomes.

the distr
example
Househo
www.cb
ch demographic information for the people in 
e Forbes data would not have materially affected 
e results. In 2013, that group of 400 people con-
tuted a share that was smaller than 0.001 percent 
the nation’s 123 million families. Adding them 

wealth between 1989 and 2013, CBO applied a 
reweighting technique developed by John DiNardo 
and colleagues.4 CBO used that approach to calcu-
late a counterfactual outcome (median family 
wealth) in 2013 as though the age distribution of 
the population in 2013 was the same as the age dis-
tribution in 1989 (see the discussion of Exhibit 10). 
CBO applied the same method to calculate the 
degree to which an increase in educational attain-
ment contributed to the change in median family 
wealth over the period (see the discussion of 
Exhibit 11).5

tion of the
could not 
group usin

Similarly, 
this analys
ited demo
fore could
group on 

One study placed the sum of the wealth of the Forbes 400 
families at about 3 percent of total family wealth in 2013. 
See Jesse Bricker and others, “Measuring Income and 
Wealth at the Top Using Administrative and Survey Data,” 
Brookings Papers on Economic Activity (March 2016), 
http://tinyurl.com/zqyw46m. For the 2015 Forbes list, 
see Kerry A. Dolan and Luisa Kroll, “Inside the 2015 
Forbes 400,” Forbes (September 29, 2015). 

See Jesse Bricker and others, “Measuring Income and 
Wealth at the Top Using Administrative and Survey 
Data,” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity (March 
2016), http://tinyurl.com/zqyw46m. Those authors also 
used the SCF and performed a similar adjustment with 

4. See John DiNardo, Nicole M. Fortin, and Thomas 
Lemieux, “Labor Market Institutions and the Distribution 
of Wages, 1973–1992: A Semiparametric Approach,” 
Econometrica, vol. 64, no. 5 (September 1996), pp. 1001–
1044, http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2171954. 
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ENDIX

though the SCF covers nearly the full distribu-
n of family wealth, by design it does not include 
ormation on the nation’s wealthiest people, as 
ted by Forbes magazine.2 CBO supplemented the 
F data with the Forbes data to identify the shares 
wealth held by different groups (Exhibit 1) and 
calculate the various percentiles of family wealth 
xhibit 2).3 

e Forbes data were not used for the analysis 
derlying the other exhibits in this report, except 
 defining family groups on the basis of wealth 
rcentiles, because those data did not provide 
ormation on the various asset and debt categories 
xhibits 4, 6, and 8) or data on age (Exhibit 10) or 
ucation (Exhibit 11). Nonetheless, incorporating 

to the analysis would have made no discernible dif-
ference in the median wealth by age and education 
or for assets and debt held by those below the 
90th percentile of the wealth distribution. 

CBO also did not examine how the assets and debt 
of families in the top 10 percent of the wealth dis-
tribution changed over time because of the lack of 
information on the assets and debt among families 
on the Forbes 400 list. The supplemental data to 
this report contain information about average 
wealth over time for families in the top 10 percent 
of the distribution. 

To calculate how much the aging of the population 
contributed to the change in median family 
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owner. Nonmarketable assets, such 
efit pension plans and future Social 
it payments, were not included. 
use nonmarketable wealth show 
concentration at the top end of the 
an those that do not include such 

ealth
family wealth as the difference 
ily’s assets and its debt. The former 
inancial assets: bank deposits, 
ities, the cash value of life insurance 
unds, defined contribution retire-
 (including individual retirement 
h plans, and 401(k)-type plans from 
st jobs), home equity and other real 
eal estate loans), vehicles, and busi-
ebt is nonmortgage debt, which con-
er debt (including credit card debt 
) and other debt (including student 
 from defined contribution plans is 
e reported account balances of sur-
ts. CBO made no adjustments for 
withdrawal fees or for future income 
 when funds are withdrawn. Because 
alth is based on categories of assets 
re readily available in the SCF data, 
ard to calculate such a measure from 

8.
on of wealth categories that are not included 
ch as human capital or income streams from 

rusts, see Arthur B. Kennickell, Ponds and 
th and Income in the U.S. 1989 to 2007, 
conomics Discussion Series Paper 2009-13 

vernors of the Federal Reserve System, 
, http://go.usa.gov/x22rP.
For an analysis using income tax data and the 
capitalization method, see Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel 
Zucman, “Wealth Inequality in the United States Since 
1913: Evidence From Capitalized Income Tax Data” 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, vol. 131, no. 2 (May 2016) 
pp. 519–578, http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjw004.

zqyw46m. 

11. See Wojciech Kopczuk, “What Do We Know About the 
Evolution of Top Wealth Shares in the United States?” 
Journal of Economic Perspectives, vol. 29, no. 1 (Winter 
2015), pp. 47–66, http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/jep.29.1.47. 

in the SCF, su
annuities or t
Streams: Weal
Finance and E
(Board of Go
March 2009)
tes consistently skew toward the top. Both the 
F and the tax data identify similar shares of 
alth in the top 10 percent of the distribution. 
O estimates that families in the top 10 percent 

the wealth distribution held 76 percent of 
alth in 2013. Other researchers, using tax data, 
imate that families in the top 10 percent of the 
alth distribution in 2012—one year prior—held 
 percent of wealth. But estimates of the share of 
alth held by those at the very top—families in 
e top 1 percent or the top 0.1 percent—differ 
pending on the data set and the method used, 
rticularly after 1980. For example, estimates 
sed on income tax data after 1980 show a steep 
rease in the share of wealth held by the top 
ercent. (For instance, one report shows an 

estate tax data examine the wealth of individual 
people, those that use income tax data examine the 
wealth of tax units, and those that use data from 
the SCF examine the wealth of families. The second 
difference concerns underlying computational 
assumptions, including those about rates of return 
that are used to convert income amounts into 
wealth stocks under the capitalization method. 

Ways to Define Wealth
For this analysis, family wealth includes only 
marketable assets, which can be bought or sold and 

current and pa
estate (net of r
ness equity. D
sists of consum
and auto loans
loans). Wealth
measured as th
vey responden
potential early 
taxes to be paid
marketable we
and debt that a
it is straightforw
those data.12

9. Ibid.

10. For a discussion of such discrepancies, see Jesse Bricker and 
others, “Measuring Income and Wealth at the Top Using 
Administrative and Survey Data,” Brookings Papers on 
Economic Activity (March 2016), http://tinyurl.com/

12. For a discussi
ENDIX

e use of income tax data also requires analysts to 
imate total wealth on the basis of annual 
ome, an exercise known as the capitalization 
thod. That method requires researchers to 
pute wealth arising from the asset categories 
at do not generate taxable income and to make 
umptions concerning rates of return on capital.8 
oreover, income tax data cannot account for peo-
 who do not file tax returns, and there would 
ed to be a mechanism for including those people 
the analysis of the distribution of wealth. 

mparing Wealth Estimates Derived From 
fferent Sources of Data 
gardless of the type of data used to identify the 
tribution of wealth in the United States, esti-

increase from 28 percent in 1989 to 42 percent in 
2012.)9 Conversely, estimates based on estate tax 
data and the SCF show a smaller increase for that 
group over the same period. (For instance, data 
from the SCF show an increase in the share of 
wealth held by the top 1 percent from 31 percent 
in 1989 to 37 percent in 2013.)10 Because of the 
strong assumptions and imputations needed for 
applying the capitalization method, some research-
ers have pointed to the SCF and the estate tax 
approach as more reliable for measuring trends.11 
That is an area of active research.

Differences in measurement among the three 
methods can arise for at least two reasons. One 
concerns the unit of analysis. Estimates that use 
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BO’s Income Analyses
BO has in the past examined the differential 

rowth in income among various groups.16 Changes 
n economic conditions, government transfer 
rograms, and federal tax laws have resulted in 
ifferences in the growth rate of after-tax income 
cross the income spectrum and over time. For 
ouseholds in the lowest quintile of before-tax 

ncome, inflation-adjusted after-tax income was 
6 percent higher in 2013 than it was in 1979, 
BO estimates, which is slightly greater than the 
1 percent increase for households in the 21st to 
0th percentiles for the same period. Cumulative 
rowth in the inflation-adjusted after-tax income 
f households in the 81st to 99th percentiles and 
n the top percent of the before-tax income distri-
ution was substantially greater—an estimated 
0 percent and 192 percent, respectively (see 
igure A-1).17

he unequal distribution of family wealth across 
he U.S. population is the result of several factors. 
ifferences in family income, savings, rates of return 

n savings, inheritances, plans to leave bequests, and 
omposition of assets all contribute. And at least 
ome of the increases in the dispersion of wealth over 
ime are the result of the dispersion of income. 

13

6. For more on CBO’s income analyses, see Congressional 
Budget Office, “Income Distribution,” www.cbo.gov/
topics/income-distribution. 

7. See Congressional Budget Office, The Distribution of 
Household Income and Federal Taxes, 2013 (June 2016), 
pp. 21–24, www.cbo.gov/publication/51361.
rease the share of total family wealth identified 
 families at the bottom and middle of the distri-
tion and decrease that held by families at the top. 

e group of researchers has estimated the share of 
alth in the top 10 percent of the distribution 

the two sources of wealth would change the trends 
in family wealth at various points of the distribu-
tion, or how it would change the trends in median 
family wealth by age and education.15
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. For an example of research that incorporates 
nonmarketable wealth with the SCF data and examines 
trends in wealth in the 1990s, see William G. Gale and 
Karen M. Pence, “Are Successive Generations Getting 
Wealthier, and If So, Why? Evidence From the 1990s,” 
Brookings Papers on Economic Activity (Spring 2006), 
pp. 155–234, http://tinyurl.com/zuus4v6. For an example 
of research that incorporates expected streams of income 
from defined benefit plans and Social Security to study 
changes in wealth over time, see Edward N. Wolff, 
“U.S. Pensions in the 2000s: The Lost Decade?” Review of 
Income and Wealth, vol. 61, no. 4 (December 2015), 
pp. 599–629, http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/roiw.12123.

14. Sebastian Devlin-Foltz, Alice Henriques, and John 
Sabelhaus, “Is the U.S. Retirement System Contributing 
to Rising Wealth Inequality?” Russell Sage Journal of the 
Social Sciences (forthcoming). The authors impute defined 
benefit pension wealth in SCF data to examine the effect 
of retirement assets on the share of wealth held by families 
at the top of the wealth distribution. 

15. Defined benefit pension coverage has decreased and 
defined contribution coverage has increased over the 
examined period. Because defined contribution wealth is 
included in marketable wealth but defined benefit wealth 
is not, the measure of wealth used in this report understates 
the available resources of families in or near retirement, 
particularly for the earlier years of the SCF survey, and 
likely overstates the growth in family resources over time. 

1

1

ENDIX

nmarketable Wealth
 alternative definition of wealth also could 
ount for sources of future income that would 
t retain value after their owner’s death. In partic-
r, that measure could include expected future 
ome from defined benefit pension plans and 
cial Security.13 Such a measure of wealth would 
 more difficult to construct and is beyond the 
pe of this report, but it could offer a more accu-
e representation of a person’s expected resources 
ring his or her lifetime. 

cause pension benefits and Social Security pay-
nts are more equally distributed than is market-

le wealth, CBO expects that an analysis that used 
ch a measure would, at any point in time, 

from its examinations both of marketable wealth 
and of expected income streams from defined bene-
fit pensions (but not Social Security).14 Their results 
indicate that, in 2013, the share of wealth held by 
families in the top 10 percent of the distribution 
was about 70 percent when expected income from 
defined benefit pensions was added to marketable 
wealth and about 76 percent when defined benefit 
pensions were excluded. 

Projecting income streams from defined benefit 
pensions or Social Security is beyond the scope of 
this report. And because of changes in coverage 
under defined benefit plans and changes in Social 
Security benefits during the period examined here, 
it is difficult to predict the extent to which adding 
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Figure A-1.

Cumulative Growth in Average Inflation-Adjusted After-Tax Income, by Before-Tax Income 
Group, 1979 to 2013
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Definitions

Age groups and education groups were established 
for this report on the basis of the age or education 
of the head of the family, respectively.

Assets consist of financial assets, home equity, and 
other assets. 

Business equity, a component of other assets, 
includes net worth in sole proprietorships, limited 
partnerships, other types of partnerships, S corpo-
rations and other types of corporations that are not 
publicly traded, limited liability companies, and 
other types of private businesses, including certain 
family farms and ranches. 

Family is defined by the Survey of Consumer 
Finances as the primary economic unit in a house-
hold. A family, in this context, consists of a single 
person or a couple and all other people in the 
household who are financially interdependent with 
that person or couple. 

Family wealth is a family’s assets minus its debt; 
often referred to as net worth. The measure of 
wealth examined in this report is marketable wealth. 

Financial assets include bank deposits, financial 
securities, the cash value of life insurance policies, 
and trust funds. Also included are defined 

contribution retirement accounts, including indi-
vidual retirement accounts, Keogh plans, 401(k) 
plans, and similar tax-deferred retirement accounts 
from current and past jobs. Excluded from financial 
assets in this report are defined benefit pensions 
and expected income from Social Security; both 
are forms of nonmarketable wealth.

Head of a family is defined by the Survey of 
Consumer Finances as the male in a mixed-sex 
couple or the older person in a same-sex couple. 
A single person is considered a family head.

Home equity is the value of the primary residence 
(if owned by the family) minus the amount owed 
on mortgages or home equity loans. 

Indebtedness is the amount by which a family’s 
debt exceeds its assets. In this report, a family is 
considered to be in debt if it has more debt than 
assets. 

Marketable wealth consists of the difference between 
a family’s assets that are easily tradable and that 
retain value after the death of the owner and 
that family’s debt; in this report, usually called 
family wealth.

Median wealth is the wealth of a family at the 
midpoint of a distribution; half of all families have 
more and half have less wealth than does the family 
at the median. 

Mortgage debt is subtracted from the value of the 
primary residence in the calculation of home equity.

Nonmarketable wealth consists of sources of 
future income that would not retain value after 
their owner’s death, such as that from defined 
benefit pension plans and Social Security.

Nonmortgage debt consists of a family’s consumer 
debt (including credit card debt and auto loans) 
and other debt (including student loans). 

Other assets include real estate (net of real estate 
loans and excluding a family’s primary residence), 
vehicles, and business equity. 

Wealth groups were created for this report by 
ranking families by wealth (unadjusted for family 
size) from data taken from each year of the Survey 
of Consumer Finances, supplemented with data 
from Forbes magazine’s list of the nation’s 
400 wealthiest people. 
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