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Preliminary estimates of the personal wealth of
individuals in 1981 show that there were approximately
4.5 million people with gross assets of $300,000 or
more. These "wealthy individuals", who comprised only
2.0 percent of the nation's population, had net worth
(total assets less liabilities) of nearly $2.4
trillion. In contrast, during 1976, fewer than 2
million people had a similar level of gross assets.
The net worth of these 1976 top wealthholders was in
excess of $1.0 trillion, which was nearly 23 percent
of the net.worth of all individuals in the country [1].

Wealthholders with Gross Assets
of $300,000 or More

Wealthholders Total Assets Net Worth
Year (thousands) (billions) (billions)

1976 1,938 1,238 1,G43
1981 4,522 2,804 2,389

The number of top wealthholders with net worth of $1
million or more showed a substantial increase from 1976
to 1981, in contrast to the lack of growth in the
number of millionaires between 1972 and 1976. While
there were approximately 180,000 individuals with net
worth of $1,000,000 or more in both 1972 and 1976,
estimates show between 350,000 and 500,000 individuals
with this same level of net worth in 1981. The
leveling off of the number of millionaires between 1972
and 1976 is likely a result of the decline in the value
of corporate stock over that period [2]. As shown
below, corporate stock declined both in value and as a
relative share of the total assets of individuals with
net worth $1,000,000 or more between 1972 and 1976.

Corporate Stock Held by Top Wealthholders
With Net Worth $1,000,000 or More, 1972 and 1976

Corporate Total Corporate Stock
Stock Assets As Percentage of

(billions) (billions) Total Assets

1972 215.1 448.9 47.9
1976 181.5 432.1 42.0

The sharp increase in the number of millionaires
between 1976 and 1981 may in part be attributed to
inflation. Using the Personal Consumption Expenditures
Implicit Price Deflator [3], $1,000,000 in 1981 had
the equivalent value of $677,121 in 1976. Addition-
ally, the rapid increase in the value of real estate
may also, in part, be responsible for the growth in
the number of millionaires.

ESTIMATING PERSONAL WEALTH FROM ESTATE TAX RETURNS

While there is great interest in measuring the
personal wealth of individuals in the United States,
the opportunities for such are limited since this

information is not required to be reported regularly
on any tax return or other public document. Though
the ideal alternative for measuring wealth would be a
comprehensive survey of a representative sample of the
population, the reluctance of individuals to willingly
reveal personal financial information diminishes the
reliability of the estimates that could be generated.
The "estate multiplier technique" [4] (see "Data
Sources and Limitations" for a discussion of this
technique), however, enables one to utilize admini-
strative records, e.g., estate tax returns, for the
purpose of estimating the personal wealth of that
segment of the population which holds a substantial
portion of the total wealth of all individuals. The
estimates of the wealth for 1976 and 1981 of these
individuals are derived from the application of this
estimating technique to data extracted from samples of
Federal estate tax returns filed during 1977 and 1982,
respectively. The estimates of wealth included
herein, therefore, are limited to those living indi-
viduals for whom an estate tax return would have been
required had they died during a one year period
extending from early 1976 to early 1977 or from early
1981 to early 1982. These individuals are hereafter
referred to as "top wealthholders".

As the level of gross estate or gross assets required
for the filing of an estate tax return has increased,
the concept of top wealthholders has likewise changed.
The levels of wealth to which the estimates are limited
have risen from the $60,000 which defined top wealth-
holders in 1972, to $120,000 for returns filed in 1977,
and subsequently to the $300,000 level for returns
f iled in 1982. Additionally, as a result of a change
in the reporting requirements for estates of decedents
who died in 1982, asset detail for 1981 is presented
only for those individuals with gross assets in excess
of $500,000.

The wealth included on the returns selected during
each of the sample years is centered around mid-year
of 1976 and 1981 and therefore reflects the wealth of
the living population at that point in time. (A
further discussion of the estimating technique is
included under "Data Sources and Limitations".)

The gross estate criterion is a Federal estate tax
concept of wealth that does not conform to the usual
definitions of wealth primarily because the face value
of life insurance is included in the wealth of the
decedent. Therefore, three measures of wealth have
been used in this article: gross estate (or gross
assets), total assets, and net worth.

Gross estate or gross assets reflects the gross
value of all assets, including the full face value of
life insurance reduced by policy loans, but before any
reduction for indebtedness. This measure defines
those included in the top wealthholder group. Total
assets, a lower wealth value, is still essentially a
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gross measure. This is obtained by using the cash
value of the life insurance asset; that is, the value
the insurance had immediately prior to death. Net
worth is the level of wealth after all debts have been
removed and includes the cash value of life insurance.

PERSONAL WEALTH IN 1976

If the typical top wealthholder was encountered in
1976, we would have found a married male under 50
years of age whose net worth was less than $250,000.
A significant share of his assets would have been in
real estate, likely the family home. The typical
female top wealthholder would also have been married,
but would likely have been older and wealthier.
Likewise, the primary asset in her portfolio, would
have been real estate. However, it would not have
constituted as significant a share of her assets as
for her male counterpart.

Male wealthholders. represented approximately 66.5
percent, or 5.8 million of the 8.7 million top wealth-
holders (defined as individuals with gross assets
greater than $120,000) in 1976. The average net worth
of these men was $192,000. Though far fewer in number,
the 2.9 million female top wealthholders were generally
wealthier with average net worth of $261,000.

Over 83 percent of the male top wealthholders were
married,,while less than 5 percent were widowed. This
compares with 47 percent of the females who were
married and 33 percent who were widowed. These
percentages-are-probably-reflective-of-the-age-
composition of the top wealthholders with nearly 33
percent of the female top wealthholders and only 17
percent of the male top wealthholders 65 years of age
or older.

As shown in Figure A, real estate valued at $771
billion was the largest single. asset item held by the
top wealthholders. However, corporate stock valued
for all wealthholders at $531 billion, still comprised
the greatest share of the assets of those wealthholders
with net worth of $500,000 or more. These ran~ings
reflect- the relative importance of real property to
that of 'stock in the asset portfolio of many indivi-
duals. In addition, they also reflect the effect of.
inflated housing values which were enough to cause many
individuals to be classified as top wealthholders in
1976.

The concentration of wealth among the very top
wealthholders was almost as skewed as that for the
general population. As shown in Figure B, nearly 23
percent of the total assets of all top wealthholders
was held by individuals with total assets of $1 million
or more. These 227,000 individuals represented less
than 3 percent of the top wealthholders.

Wealth and Asset Composition

As wealth increased (see Figure C), the relative
importance of real estate for both male and female top
wealthholders declined sharply. Conversely, corporate
stock and certain types of bonds became increasingly
significant as the amount of wealth increased. In
light of the special tax treatment afforded the income
from State and local bonds, these assets were espe-
cially attractive to those "well off" individuals
seeking to lessen their income tax burden.

Types of Wealth Held by Men and Women.

The summary of the composition of wealth shown in
Figure D indicates the differences between the holdings
of men and women. Proportionally more men than women

ure A
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owned real estate, noncorporate business assets, and
life insurance; however, more women owned bonds and
corporate stock. The overall differences in holdings
were large for only a few items. In their traditional
role as the head of the household, about 89 percent of
the men had life insurance.to protect their families,
~hereas only about 53.percent of the women held life
insurance. Noncorporate business assets were held by
27 percent of the men, but only 14 percent of the
women. This may be reflective of a female spouse's
tendency to dispose of the family business upon the
death of her husband, combined with the shorter life
expectancy of males.

Men had a relatively heavier debt burden than women
with 19 percent of their total assets owed as debts
and mortgages compared with nearly 10 percent for
women. The large difference in debts was related to
the fact that proportionally more men owned assets
which are typically mortgaged or debt-financed, such
as real estate and business assets.

Age and Wealth

The average net worth of male top wealthholders
appeared to be closely correlated with age. As age
increased (see Figure E), the average net worth
increasedfrom $119,000 for men under 50 years of age
to $395,000 for men 85 years or older. On the other
hand, women under age 50 were 43 percent wealthier in
terms of total assets than their male counterparts,
but showed a less rapid increase than males in their
average net worth until their early 601s.

Nearly 48 percent of the male top wealthholders were
under 50 years of age, while only 29 percent of the
female too wealthholders were in that age group. This
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Figure B
Percent of Top Wealthholders and Total Assets of Top Wealthholders,
By Size of Total Assets, 1976
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relatively low proportion of female top wealthholders
under 50 years of age is an indication of the fact
that many wealthy women may acquire their wealth upon
the death of their spouse.

Predictably, younger top wealthholders had a debt
burden considerably heavier than that of their elders,
declining as age increased. The amount of indebted-
ness of males under 50 years of age was equal to 33
percent of their total assets. However, for females
in this same age group, the debt burden was only 21
percent. As with the younger individuals, the debts
of females of each age group was significantly lower
than that of males in the same age group. This may be
a reflection of the insurance protection provided more
often by males that is used to pay off debts.

PERSONAL WEALTH IN 1981

Of the 4.5 million top wealthholders in 1981,
redefined to include only those individuals with gross
assets of $300,000 or more, 65 percent were men.
However, as in 1976, the average net worth of female
top wealthholders was considerably higher than that of
their male counterparts, $637,000 compared to $471,000.

Figure F shows that, again, a relatively high portion
of the female top wealthholders, 28 percent, were
widowed. This compared to the mere 4 percent of the
males who were widowers. Likewise, 83 percent of the
men and 52 percent of the women were married. As in
1976, this piobably mainly reflected the age
composition of the male and female top wealthholders

0
Percent of Total Assets
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and the difference in their life expectancies. In
1981, 48 percent of all male wealthholders were under
50 years of age as opposed to just 29 percent of
female top wealthholders.

With the continued increase in its value, real
estate, as shown in Figure G, valued at $593 billion,
was the largest single asset item held by top
wealthholders in 1981 with gross assets in excess of
$500,000 [5]. Corporate stock valued at $484 billion.
was the next most commonly held asset. Together these
two asset items accounted for 55 percent of the total
assets held by those top wealthholders.

DATA SOURCES AND LIMITATIONS

The estimates of personal wealth contained herein
are based on information reported on Federal estate
tax returns filed during 1977 and 1982. The sampled
returns primarily reflect deaths that occurred during
a one year period extending from early 1976 to early
1977 or from early 1981 to early 1982. However,
because an extension,of time for filing the estate tax
return can be obtained, the estimates of personal
wealth for 1976 and 1981 are also based on a limited
number of returns for decedents who died before 1976
or bz-.fore 1981, respectively.

As indicated previously, the wealth included on the
sampled returns is centered around mid-year of 1976
and 1981 and represents the wealth of the living popu-
lation at that time. While the Federal estate tax
return is an exceptional source of economic infor-
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Figure D.--Composition of Wealth for Male and Female Top Wealthholders, 1976

(3)

[All figures are estimates based on estate tax return samples--numbers of top wealthholders are in thousands; all
money amounts are in billions of dollars]

Item

Total assets.....................

Debts..........................

Net worth ........................

Types of assets:
Cash ...........................
Corporate stock................

Bonds, total ...................

Corporate and foreign ........
Federal savings ..............
Other Federal ................
State and local ..............

Life insurance equity ..........
Notes and mortgages ............
Real estate....................
Noncorporate business ..........
Other assets ...................

NOTE: Detail may not add to total

Male top wealthholders

Number
Percent
of total
males

Amount

(1)
5,782

5,324

5,782

5,537
3,883

2,012
817

1,227
279
294

5,150
1,511
5,137
1,569
5,539

(2)

100.0

92.1

100.0

95.8
67.2

34.8
14.1
21.2
4.8
5.1

89.1
26.1
88.9
27.1
95.8

because of rounding.

mation, the accuracy of the estimates of personal
wealth for a particular point in time is limited
somewhat by the time span during which the sampled
estates are valued. For assets such as corporate
stock, the timing of the valuation can be quite
significant. However, nearly 78 percent of the estate
returns sampled during 1982 were for decedents who died
in 1981 and 81 percent of the estate returns sampled
during 1977 were for decedents who died during 1976.

The "estate multiplier technique," which has been
used since the beginning of the twentieth century
(financial records were used as early as 1864 to
estimate total personal wealth by a related technique)
[6,7,81 enables conclusions to be drawn about the
wealth of the living population through the knowledge
of the wealth of the deceased. The underlying assump-
tion in making these estimates from estate tax returns
is that death draws a random sample of the living
population. However, in actuality, death is not a
random event and therefore not necessarily represent-
ative of the living population under consideration.

The probability of "death's selection" of an individual
depends on the particulars of one's life. Age and sex
are usually taken as gross indicators of these condi-
tions. By knowing the mortality rate and the number
of deaths for each age and sex group, the population
of wealthholders can be derived, by multiplying the
inverse of the mortality rate by the number of deaths
in each group.

However, vital to the estimates of personal wealth
is the use of a mortality rate appropriate to the top
wealthholder population. This is essential to the
estimates in that there is much evidence that the
mortality rate of the wealthy is more favorable than
that of the population as a whole [9], that is, social
class also is a determinant in the "selection of the
sample". Therefore, an adjustment to the general
mortality rate is necessary. The basic assumption
made to prepare the estimates was that the probability

1,368

260

1,108

159
324

64
14
9

17
23

38
56

503
83

141

Percent

of total
assets

1 (4) -

100.0

19.0

81.0

11.6
23.7

4.7
1.0
0.7
1.3
1.7

2.8
4.1

36.8
6.1

10.3

Number

(5)

Female top wealthholde

Percent
of total
females

2,913

2,569

2,913

2,746
2,014

1,314
643
651
286
254

1,558
894

2,394
400

2,676

(6)

100.0

88.2

100.0

94.3
69.2

45.1
22.1
22.3
9.8
8.7

53.5
30.7
82.2
13.7
91.9

Amount

(7)

845

84

761

122
207

66
14

8
21
23

4
31

268
16

131

rs

Percent
of total
assets

(8)

100.0

9.9

90.1

14.4
24.5

7.8
1.6
1.0
2.5
2.8

0.5
3.7

31.7
1.9

15.5

of death for those at or above the minimum level of
gross assets or gross estate included in the estimates
for 1976 and 1981 is approximately constant for each
age and sex.

The mortality rates assumed to approximate that of
the wealthy are generated utilizing data prepared by
the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company [101. Three
sets of age-specific multipliers for male and female
decedents for 1976 were produced utilizing the insur-
ance experience between 1973 and 1976. The same
multipliers were used to generate the estimates for
1981.

While the estimates of wealth for 1976 and 1981 are
based on estate tax returns sampled during a specific
filing year, the returns selected during 1982 were
selected as the first part of a new sample design.
Returns selected during 1977 primarily reflected deaths
that occurred during 1976, but also deaths from 1977
and 1975 and several preceding years. Therefore, the
estimates were arrived at utilizing values determined
over an extended period of time. In order to more
accurately reflect the wealth at a particular point in
time, a "year of death" basis for the selection of the
sample was utilized in 1982. Returns selected for the
sample are based on decedents dying in 1982. These are
augmented by a sample of all other returns, as well as
the selection of all returns, regardless of the year
of death of the decedent, for wealthy and young dece-
dents. This sample will be selected for a three year
period through December 1984 to estimate personal
wealth in 1982. Since the estate tax return is not due
until nine months after the death of the decedent, a
limited number of returns for decedents dying in 1982
were filed. Therefore, the preliminary nature of the
estimates which primarily reflect the wealth of dece-
dents dying in 1981.

Because the data presented in this article are
estimates based on a sample of Estate tax returns
filed with the Internal Revenue Service, they are
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Figure E
Average, Net Worth and'Debt; Burden,
By Age and Sex, 1976
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.
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The table below, presents rough preliminary estimates
of the coefficients of variation (CV's), for frequency
estimates. The approximate CV's showh' here, are
int.e.nded only as a general indication of the relia-
bility of the data. For a. number ~other* than those
shown below, the correspondi-hg CV's can be estimated
by i

,
nterpolation.

I Approximated
Number of Coefficient of Variation

Wealthholders 1976 1981

6,600,000 .01 N/A*

4,500,000 ..012 .02
3,000,000 .015 .025
1,500,000 .02 .035

800,000- .03 .05
300,000 .05 .08
200,000 .06 .10
65,000 ..10. .17
45,000 .12 .20
21,000 .18 '. 30
9,000 .27 .45

*N/A Not Applicable

The reliability of estimates based on samples, and
,the use of coefficients of variation for evaluating
the :precision of sample estimates, are discussed in
the Appendix.

Nonsampling error of the estate tax return data was
controlled during statistical processing by a variety
of methods. Among them was a systematic verification
at the field

'
processing locations of the manual data

editing. As a further check on the quality of the
editing small subsamples selected after field verifi-
cation -were reprocessed in the National Office. Key
entry of the data at the processing locations was also
subjected to 100 percent verification.

Prior to tabulation, numerous computer tests were ap-
plied to each return record to check for inconsisten-
cies. Lastly, prior to publication, all statistics and
tables were reviewed.for accuracy and reasonableness.
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Figure F.--All Top Wealthholders With Gross Assets $300,000 or More, by Marital Status, Age, and Sex, 1981

[All figures are estimates based on estate tax return samples--numbers of top wealthholders are in thousands; all
money amounts are in millions of dollars]

Number of
Total Debts and mortgages Net Estate tax return statistics

Item top wealth-
assets worth Number of Gross Net

holders Number Amount
returns estate worth

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

All top wealthholders,
total..................... 4,521.7 2,803,800 4,058.9 415,022 2,388,778 60,342 45,894 41,889

Married.................. 3,278.7 1,955,121 2,961.5 324,695 1,630,426 35,623 27,349 24,183
Single ................... 408.1 245,481 323.2 25,276 220,205 4,180 3,127 2,965
Widowed.................. 555.4 384,909 498.8 24,623 360,286 18,897 13,892 13,410
Other .................... 279.5 218,288 275.3 40,427 177,861 1,643 1,527 1,331

Under 50 ................. 1,869.7 953,053 1,740.8 281,030 672,023 3,163 2,059 1,169
50 under 65 .............. 1,608.9 1,065,351 1,453.9 102,300 963,051 11,830 8,647 7,128
65 and over .............. 955.9 740,575 796.9 31,027 709,549 44,273 34,623 33,045

Male....................... 2,950.5 1,707,993 2,709.7 319,310 1,388,683 39,105 30,623 27,175
Married .................. 2.462.4 1,375,840 2,246.8 255,923 1,119,917 30,050 23,515 20,580
Single ................... 190.4 115,239 182.7 19,762 95,477 2,564 2,072 1,945
Widowed.................. 121.5 73,053 106.4 10,616 62,437 5,418 3,931 3,724
Other .................... 176.3 143,862 173.9 33,010 110,851 1,074 1,106 925

Under 50 ................. 1,417.8 679,001 1,386.9 224,415 454,585 2,773 1,836 997

50 under 65 .............. 968.2 604,199 856.8 74,382 529,817 9,023 6,596 5,212
65 and over .............. 517.2 403,644 437.3 20.233 383,410 26,733 21,924 20,713

Female..................... 1,571.2 1,095,806 1,349.2 95,711 1,000,095 21,237 15,271 14,714

Married .................. 816.3 579,281 714.7 68,772 510,509 5,573 3,834 3,~603
Single ................... 217.7 130,243 140.5 5,515 124,728 1,616 1,055 1,019

Widowed .................. 433.9 311,856 392.5 14,007 297,849 13,479 9,961 9,686
Other .................... 103.3 74,426 101.5 7,417 67,010 569 421 406

Under 50 ................. 451.9 274,053 353.9 56,614 217,438 390 223 172

50 under 65 .............. 640.7 461,153 597.1 27,917 433,236 2,807 2,051 1,917

65 and over .............. 438.7 336,932 359.7 10,792 326,139 17,540 12,700 12,333

NOTE: Detail may not add to total because of rounding. Age unknown are not shown separately above. However,
-they are included in the appropriate total.

Figure G.--All Top Wealthholders With Gross Assets Greater Than $500,000, Assets by Sex, 1981

[All figures are estimates based on estate tax return samples--numbers of top wealthholders are in thousands; all
money amounts are in billions of dollars]

Total

Item

Total assets ...........................

Debts ................................

Net worth ..............................

Types of assets:
Cash.................................

Corporate stock ......................

Bonds, total .........................
Corporate and foreign..............
Federal savings ....................
Other Federal ......................
State and local ....................

Life insurance equity................

Notes and mortgages ..................
Real estate ..........................
Noncorporate business................
Other assets .........................

Number of
top wealth-
holders

(1)

1,838.6

1,770.2

1,838.6

1,776.6
1,477.2

736.5
294.3
218.7
278.0
461.6

1,412.6
876.9

1,643.1
827.6

1,780.7

Amount

(2)

1,954.5

293.9

1,660.6

167.4
483.7

117.7
9.0
2.2

33.6
72.9

23.4
74.5

592.7
122.1
372.9

Men

Number of
top wealth-
holders

(3)

1,237.7

1,211.6

1,237.7

1,217.4
1,022.0

444.3
180.6
136.0
183.6
244.8

1,131.5
638.7

1,166.6
611.4

1,205.7

Amount

(4)

1,216.9

235.2

981.7

89.7
309.4

60.1
4.6
1.6

22.6
31.3

21.6
55.1

397.4
85.6

198.0

. Women

Number of
top wealth-
holders

Amount

(5)

600.9

558.7

600.9

559.2
455.2

292.3
113.7
82.6
94.4

216.7

281.1
238.2
476.5
216.2
575.0

(6)

737.6

58.7

678.9

77'. 7
174.3

57.6
4.5
0.6

11.0
41.6

1.8
19.4

:195.3
36.5

174.9

NOTE: Detail may not add to total because of rounding.
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