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Wealth accumulation by euro area households is often 
perceived as a risky and suboptimal process, leading to 
inefficiencies at both the household and macroeconomic 
levels. Four key problem areas are frequently cited.

First, since its inception, the euro area has faced major fi-
nancial and real-sector shocks – including the New Econ-
omy bubble burst, the Global Financial Crisis, the euro ar-
ea crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic and the post-pandemic 
inflation period – causing significant volatility and losses 
in financial and real estate markets. The Eurosystem’s 
responses, notably ultra-low interest rates, quantitative 
easing and the subsequent tightening cycle, further in-
creased return uncertainty. This sequence of crises and 
policy shifts has fuelled persistent debates about risks to 
household wealth and unstable return prospects (Fischer 
et al., 2013; Heise, 2016; Schickentanz, 2022). In some 
countries, this was framed as “expropriation of the saver”. 
In Germany and Austria, it referred to prolonged low or 

negative interest rates, which at times produced negative 
real returns on bank deposits (Cowen, 2019; Die Presse, 
2013). In Cyprus, Greece, Italy and Spain, by contrast, 
“expropriation” referred to bail-ins during the euro crisis 
that imposed losses on households to stabilise banking 
systems and reduce public debt (European Commission, 
2013, 2016; International Monetary Fund, 2012, 2016).

Second, euro area households are often considered in-
efficient financial managers, as they overweight liquid, 
low-risk and low-yielding assets such as deposits, cur-
rency and insurance or pension products, resulting in 
suboptimal risk–return profiles (Deutsche Bundesbank, 
2020; European Central Bank, 2020; European Fund and 
Asset Management Association, 2024; Rupprecht, 2020). 
This allocation behaviour, however, varies systematically 
across the wealth distribution: poorer households hold 
mainly safe financial assets, while wealthier ones allocate 
more to riskier, higher-yielding instruments like equities 
and mutual funds (European Central Bank, 2020). These 
differences are frequently linked to financial literacy, 
which tends to increase with income and wealth, though 
the causal nature of this relationship remains debated 
(Behrman et al., 2012; Lusardi & Mitchell, 2007; van Rooij 
et al., 2011, 2012).

Third, given the differences in financial wealth portfolios, 
poorer households are generally assumed to earn lower 
real returns on total assets (sum of financial and non-fi-
nancial assets) than richer ones – a pattern not unique 
to the euro area (Piketty, 2014, 2015). Data limitations 
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long hindered research, but recent studies for Norway 
(Fagereng et al., 2020), Sweden (Bach et al., 2020) and 
Germany (Radke, 2025) reveal strong return heterogene-
ity across wealth groups. All three studies find a positive 
correlation between real asset returns and household net 
wealth or equity (gross wealth minus liabilities). Moreo-
ver, in Norway and Germany, real equity returns follow a 
U-shaped pattern: poorer and very wealthy households 
achieve higher returns than the middle class. This reflects 
positive leverage effects among lower-wealth house-
holds and the richer households’ higher shares of high-
yielding assets.

Finally, heterogeneity in households’ real returns may cre-
ate two major socio-economic challenges in the euro ar-
ea. First, with the old-age dependency ratio rising sharply 
(European Commission, 2024), private pension provision 
becomes increasingly important as benefits from pay-
as-you-go public systems are expected to decline. This 
need is particularly acute for poorer households, which 
tend to earn lower gross returns and face higher risks 
from indebtedness – leaving them especially vulnerable 
to income shortfalls in retirement. Second, persistent re-
turn heterogeneity may accelerate long-term wealth and 
income inequality (Piketty, 2014, 2015), as higher returns 
for richer households increase their capital income and, if 
largely saved, their wealth share, amplified by compound-
ing over time.1

Research issue, data and computation method

But are the claimed impairments in euro area household 
wealth accumulation and return performance – caused by 
negative return shocks, wealth-reducing policy respons-
es, and suboptimal investment and borrowing behav-
iour – truly justified, especially for households with lower 
wealth?

To address this question, using a new Eurosystem data-
set on Distributional Wealth Accounts (DWA; European 
Central Bank, 2024a, n.d.), this study calculates, for the 
first time by wealth group, households’ real returns on 
assets (gross wealth) and real returns on equity (net 
wealth = gross wealth less liabilities) in the “big four” 
euro area countries (Germany,2 France, Spain, Italy) 
and for the euro area as a whole, now on a quarterly ba-

1	 Piketty (2014, 2015) argues that, besides the “r – g gap” – the excess 
of real after-tax returns on capital (r) over real income growth (g) – het-
erogeneity in returns further amplifies wealth inequality. Historically, 
r > g has prevailed since antiquity, except between World War I and 
the early 1980s, implying rising inequality unless mitigated by shocks 
or redistributive taxation.

2	 Data for Germany has already been published in Radke (2025) and is 
presented here again to compare it, inter alia, in a broader context.

sis.3 The DWA data cover the following assets: housing 
wealth (residential buildings and underlying land), non-
financial business wealth (buildings, land and machinery 
of sole proprietors, independent professionals and self-
employed farmers), financial business wealth (non-listed 
shares of public limited companies and equity holdings 
in private limited companies, cooperative societies and 
partnerships), bank deposits, securities (bonds, listed 
shares, investment funds) and life insurance entitle-
ments. The liability side includes mortgage loans and 
other loans (including consumer credit) as well as net 
worth (equity).

Regarding the breakdown by wealth groups, the DWA 
do not always distinguish all wealth deciles. Therefore, 
for the calculations presented here, and following other 
analyses on wealth inequality (World Inequality Lab, n.d.; 
European Central Bank, 2024c; Deutsche Bundesbank, 
2024), the following wealth groups were distinguished 
based on their net wealth: the bottom 50% (deciles 1 to 
5, 0%–50% group), the next 40% or middle class (deciles 
6 to 9, 50%–90% group) and the top 10% (decile 10, 
90%–100% group). In addition, figures were also reported 
for the aggregate of all households (deciles 1 to 10, 0%–
100% group).

To calculate the real returns on assets (gross wealth), 
country-specific rolling annual nominal returns were 
first computed on a quarterly basis for all of the afore-
mentioned asset classes, using multiple sources and 
taking account of differences in maturities, risk catego-
ries and issuer sectors. Nominal returns were comput-
ed as the sum of cumulative cash flows (e.g. interest, 
rent and dividend payments) and market price changes 
(valuation changes) over the preceding four quarters, 
relative to the asset’s market price four quarters earlier. 
This procedure yields a continuous series of overlap-
ping annual returns at quarterly frequency and cap-
tures the average one-year asset returns a household 
would have earned at any point in time. The nominal 
return series were then converted into real returns by 
deflating them with country-specific year-on-year infla-
tion rates on a quarterly basis. In a final step, the coun-

3	 The calculation of euro area households’ portfolio returns has evolved 
over the past ten years. Deutsche Bundesbank (2015) first computed 
real returns on German households’ financial assets. Radke and Rup-
precht (2018, 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022) later extended this approach to 
non-financial assets, the entire liability side and additional countries 
(Spain, Italy, France and the euro area). However, due to limited dis-
tributional data, these studies could not differentiate between wealth 
groups. The only exception is Andreasch et al. (2020), who analysed 
financial asset returns by wealth deciles for Germany and Austria us-
ing household finance and consumption survey data (European Cen-
tral Bank, 2024b), which were, however, only available for the years 
2010, 2014 and 2017.
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try- and asset-specific real returns were weighted by 
the portfolio shares of the respective assets for each 
wealth group according to DWA data and aggregated 
to obtain the real asset returns for each wealth group in 
each jurisdiction.

The country-specific real returns on equity (net wealth) 
were subsequently derived using the weighted average 
cost of capital (WACC) framework, incorporating wealth 
group-specific asset returns, interest rates on debt instru-
ments and leverage ratios. Formally,

		​​  r​ E​​​  = ​​r​ A​​​ + ( ​​r​ A​​​ - ​​r​ D​​​ ) * ​​ 
D _ E ​​ 		     (1)

where r E denotes the real return on equity, r A the real re-
turn on assets, r D the real cost of debt, D the market value 
of debt, E the market value of equity, and D/E the lever-
age ratio. The term (r A - r D ) ∙ (D/E) captures the magnitude 
and direction of the leverage effect: if r A > r D , the leverage 
effect is positive and boosts equity returns, resulting in 
r E  > r A; if r A < r D, the effect is negative and leads to r E < r A. 
A higher leverage ratio amplifies either outcome (Radke & 
Rupprecht, 2022).

For consistency and temporal comparability, the entire 
observation period spans from 2011 Q1 to 2024 Q24, 
and is divided into three phases5: the “euro area crisis 
phase”  from 2011 Q1 (beginning of the time series) to 
2014 Q2;  the “low interest rate phase” from 2014 Q3 
(marked by the initial reduction of the deposit facility 
rate into negative territory and the introduction of the 
Eurosystem’s Asset Purchase Programme, APP) to 
2021 Q2; the “inflation phase” from 2021 Q3 (character-
ised by the first pronounced increase in inflation rates in 
the major euro area countries above the 2% target) to 
2024 Q2 (end of the available time series at the time of 
writing). Real asset and equity returns are reported for 
each country and wealth group across all subperiods 

4	 The time series start in 2011 Q1, based on the availability of German 
data. Although data for France and the euro area begin in 2009 Q1, 
and for Italy in 2010 Q4, earlier periods were excluded to avoid omit-
ting Germany, the largest euro area economy. To avoid further short-
ening of the observation period, Spanish data – available only from 
2011 Q4 – were estimated for the first three quarters of 2011 by as-
suming portfolio shares matched those in 2011 Q4. This is justified 
by the short estimation horizon and Spain’s relatively small asset vol-
umes among the “big four” countries.

5	 The division into these sub-periods is based on the premise that, from 
a macroeconomic perspective, real returns across asset classes are 
mainly driven by growth, inflation, risk premia, and central bank-de-
termined risk-free rates. Monetary policy both shapes and responds 
to these variables, so the monetary stance (tight, neutral, loose, crisis) 
and the corresponding macroeconomic environment are reflected in 
distinct “return regimes” with characteristic asset-class return pat-
terns.

and the entire observation period, expressed as arith-
metic means.6

Return dynamics across asset and liability classes

The evolution of households’ real asset and equity returns 
is shaped by two factors: changes in the real returns of 
individual assets and liabilities, and shifts in their portfo-
lio shares. Since households adjust their portfolios only 
slowly and marginally, return dynamics are primarily driv-
en by fluctuations in real returns on individual assets and 
liabilities.

During the euro area crisis, business wealth, listed shares 
and investment fund shares were generally the best-per-
forming assets across countries, though returns in Spain 
and Italy were lower (Figure 1). Life insurance products 
and debt securities delivered slightly weaker returns but 
were particularly strong in Spain. Real deposit rates were 
negative everywhere except France, where they reached 
zero. Housing yields were highly heterogeneous, partly 
reflecting the origins of the euro area crisis: positive in 
Germany and France, but negative in Italy and Spain. 
Housing loan rates were exceptionally low in Spain and 
Italy, while the opposite was true for other loans.

During the low interest rate phase, most of the return pat-
terns largely mirrored those of the euro area crisis peri-
od. Business wealth, listed shares and investment fund 
shares again yielded the highest returns, followed by life 
insurance products and debt securities. Real deposit 
rates became less negative in Germany, the euro area 
and Spain, and hovered around zero in Italy and France. 
Loan rates declined slightly in Germany and France, but 
rose somewhat in Italy and Spain. Housing yields, how-
ever, diverged sharply from the previous phase: returns 
were positive and rose, for the most part, markedly in all 
countries. Spain and Italy saw the strongest gains, shift-
ing from negative to clearly positive yields. Overall, hous-
ing yields recorded the largest increase across all asset 
classes.

At the onset of the inflation phase, returns on all as-
set classes fell sharply across all jurisdictions, except 
for listed shares in Italy and Spain. Losses were largest 
in business wealth, debt securities and investment fund 
shares, followed by smaller declines in housing wealth, 
life insurance products and deposits. Apart from listed 

6	 Arithmetic averages are used instead of the commonly applied geo-
metric averages due to missing information on investment horizons 
and reinvestment behaviour, which affects compounding. Hence, 
the data reflect the average one-year real asset and equity returns a 
household would have earned at any point during the respective pe-
riod.
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shares, business wealth in Italy, Spain and the euro area, 
and housing wealth in all countries except Germany, real 
asset returns were negative. Real loan rates also turned 
negative, and the ECB’s key interest rate became even 
more negative than during the euro area crisis and the low 
interest rate period.

Over the entire reporting period, business wealth, listed 
shares, housing wealth and investment fund shares gen-
erated the highest positive yields, followed by life insur-
ance products and debt securities, with some country-
specific exceptions. Real deposit rates were negative in 
all countries, real loan rates slightly positive, while the 

ECB’s key interest rate remained negative throughout all 
sub-periods.7

Asset allocation and liability structure

Across all households, asset-side portfolio compositions 
remained relatively stable over the reporting period, with 

7	 Based on Sharpe ratios (excess return over the risk-free rate per unit 
of return volatility), housing wealth and life insurance entitlements de-
livered by far the highest risk-adjusted real returns over the entire ob-
servation period, followed at a considerable distance by listed shares, 
investment funds, business wealth, bonds and deposits (not shown in 
the graph).

Figure 1
Real returns on individual asset classes and debt instruments
Unweighted yields, arithmetic means in percent per year; broken down by time periods and countries

Note: Country codes: DE: Germany; ES: Spain; FR: France; IT: Italy; EA: euro area.

Source: Author’s calculations based on European Central Bank (n.d.), Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (n.d.), LSEG (n.d.).
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most variations driven by price changes in real estate, 
business wealth and securities (Figure 2). Persistent dif-
ferences, however, existed across wealth groups. The bot-
tom 50% held on average about 95% of their wealth in real 
estate, deposits and insurance entitlements, with hous-
ing dominating but varying across countries: highest in 
Spain (78%) and Italy (73%), followed by France (66%) and 
Germany (46%). Investments in securities and business 
wealth were marginal, ranging from 4% to 7% on average.

The middle class’s asset portfolio closely resembled that 
of the bottom 50%, with slightly higher shares in real es-
tate, business wealth and securities, and slightly lower 
shares in deposits and insurance. In contrast, the top 10% 
held markedly lower shares in real estate (36% in Italy, 
around 50% in other countries), deposits and insurance 
products, while their holdings of securities (7%–16%) and 
business wealth (21%–25%) were substantially higher.

On the liability side, persistent differences across wealth 
groups were evident, with only modest changes over 

time. Indebtedness was highest among the bottom 50%, 
particularly in Germany. Measured by the debt–equity 
ratio, Germany ranked highest (1.9), followed by France 
(0.8), Spain (0.7) and Italy (0.3). The middle class was far 
less indebted, with ratios from 0.17 in Germany to 0.06 in 
Italy, while the top 10% had very low ratios, ranging from 
0.05 in Spain to 0.07 in Germany. Most minor variations 
occurred within the bottom 50%, with German and Span-
ish households deleveraging significantly over time.

Real return on assets – drivers and developments

Households’ real asset returns showed considerable het-
erogeneity across wealth groups and countries (Figure 3). 
Considering the entire observation period, four main dif-
ferences emerge. First, while average real asset returns 
were positive in all countries and wealth groups, their cor-
relation with household net wealth differed fundamentally 
across countries. In Germany, Italy, France and the euro 
area, returns were positively correlated with household 
net wealth, whereas in Spain the correlation was negative, 

Figure 2
Households’ asset allocation and liability structure
Shares in percent; arithmetic means; broken down by wealth groups, countries and time periods

Notes: 1 Country codes: DE: Germany; ES: Spain; FR: France; IT: Italy; EA: euro area. 2 Time period breakdown and codes: EC: euro area crisis (2011Q1-
2014Q2); LI: Low interest rate phase (2014Q3-2021Q2); IP: Inflation phase (2021Q3-2024Q2); EP: Entire observation period (2011Q1-2024Q2). 3 The portfo-
lio shares on the liability side were multiplied by (–1) and are therefore shown in the negative range. 4 The asset class “securities” comprises listed shares, 
debt securities and investment fund shares.

Source: Author’s calculations based on European Central Bank (n.d.).
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with the top 10% earning slightly lower returns than the 
bottom 50% and the middle class.

Second, both between-country and within-country re-
turn differences were substantial. In Italy, returns were the 
lowest within each wealth group category, ranging from 
1.8% for the bottom 50% to 3.8% for the top 10%, fol-
lowed by France (2.3%-4.1%), Germany (2.6%-4.7%) and 
the euro area (3.2%-5.3%). In Spain, returns were highest 
across all groups but reversed in order, at around 6% for 
the bottom 50% and middle class, and 5.7% for the top 
10%. Consequently, the return gap between the top 10% 
and bottom 50% was smallest in Spain (-0.2 percentage 
points), followed by the euro area (1.5 percentage points), 

France (1.8 percentage points), Italy (2.0 percentage 
points) and Germany (2.7 percentage points).

Third, housing wealth was the main return driver for the 
bottom 50% and the middle class across all countries, 
with contributions varying by portfolio share and housing 
yields. In Spain, its impact was strongest – both abso-
lutely and relatively – due to the highest portfolio shares 
and yields. For the top 10%, returns were largely driven by 
business wealth and securities, reflecting higher portfolio 
shares and yields, while real estate played a minor role. 
Safe, low-yield assets, in particular, deposits contributed 
marginally negatively, ranging from -0.6 to -0.2 percent-
age points for the bottom 50%, -0.3 to -0.2 percentage 

Figure 3
Real return contributions to the total real return on assets and the total real return on liabilities
Arithmetic means in percent per year and in percentage points; broken down by countries, time periods and wealth groups

Notes: 1 Total real return on assets and total real return on liabilities in percent per year (arithmetic means); contributions of individual assets and liabilities 
in percentage points. 2 The return contribution of each asset represents the return weighted by its portfolio share in the total sum of all assets. The sum of 
these contributions equals the total real return on assets. The return contribution of each liability item represents the return weighted by its portfolio share 
in the total sum of all liabilities. The sum of these contributions equals the total real return on liabilities, which by definition equals the total real return on 
assets. 3 Due to the multiplication of the return contributions of all liabilities as well as the total real return on liabilities by (–1), negative values in the figure 
represent positive returns/contributions, while positive values represent negative returns/contributions (as, for instance, during the inflation phase). 4 The 
asset class “securities” comprises listed shares, debt securities and investment fund shares. 5 Wealth group codes: All: All domestic households (D1-D10); 
B50: Bottom 50% (D1-D5); N40: Next 40% (D6-D9); T10: Top 10% (D10). 6 Time period breakdown and codes: EC: euro area crisis (2011Q1-2014Q2); LI: 
Low interest rate phase (2014Q3-2021Q2); IP: Inflation phase (2021Q3-2024Q2); EP: Entire observation period (2011Q1-2024Q2). 7 Country codes: DE: 
Germany; ES: Spain; FR: France; IT: Italy; EA: euro area.

Source: Author’s calculations based on European Central Bank (n.d.); Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (n.d.); LSEG (n.d.).
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points for the middle class, and -0.2 to -0.1 percentage 
points for the top 10%.

Fourth, on the liability side, the contribution of net wealth 
to the overall return on liabilities – identical by definition 
to the overall return on assets – was considerably lower 
for the bottom 50% and the middle class than for the top 
10%, reflecting their much higher leverage.

Turning to variations across different time periods, asset 
returns, for the most part, rose markedly across wealth 
groups and countries from the euro area crisis to the low 
interest rate phase. In Germany and the euro area, they 
remained strongly positive and kept increasing. In France, 
the bottom 50% and middle class followed a similar pat-
tern, while returns for the top 10% declined slightly. In 
Italy and Spain, returns for the bottom 50% and middle 
class shifted from negative during the euro area crisis 
to strongly positive in the low interest rate phase. With 
the onset of the inflation phase, returns turned negative 
in Germany and France across all wealth groups – more 
sharply in Germany due to a housing price correction – 
while in Italy and Spain they fell but stayed positive, sup-
ported by housing and business wealth.

Real return on equity – trends and the role of lever-
age

Similar to real asset returns, real equity returns showed 
substantial differences across wealth groups and coun-
tries (Figure 4). Considering the entire observation peri-
od, four key findings emerge. First, although average real 
equity returns were positive across all groups and coun-
tries, a U-shaped relationship between equity returns and 
household net wealth – previously documented only for 
Germany (Radke, 2025) within the euro area – was also 
found in France and for the euro area as a whole. In all 
three jurisdictions, the middle class earned lower equity 
returns than both the bottom 50% and the top 10%. In 
Germany and the euro area, the bottom 50% even out-
performed the top 10%, while in France the reverse ap-
plied. In Italy and Spain, equity return patterns closely 
mirrored asset returns, showing a positive correlation 
with net wealth in Italy and a negative correlation in Spain.

Second, there were substantial differences in the abso-
lute level of real equity returns. The highest average re-
turns among the top five wealth groups were earned by 
the Spanish bottom 50% (8.9%), the Spanish middle 

Figure 4
Real returns on assets and real returns on equity
Arithmetic means in percent per year and in percentage points; broken down by countries, time periods and wealth groups

Notes: 1 Real return on assets in percent per year and in percentage points; real return on equity in percent per year; leverage effect contributions in 
percentage points; all returns and contributions are reported as arithmetic means. 2 The relationship between the real return on assets, the real return 
on equity, and the leverage effect is given by equation (1) in the text. 3 Wealth group codes: All: All domestic households (D1-D10); B50: Bottom 50% (D1-
D5); N40: Next 40% (D6-D9); T10: Top 10% (D10). ⁴ Time period breakdown: EC: euro area crisis (2011Q1-2014Q2); LI: Low interest rate phase (2014Q3-
2021Q2); IP: Inflation phase (2021Q3-2024Q2); EP: Entire observation period (2011Q1-2024Q2). 5 Country codes: DE: Germany; ES: Spain; FR: France; IT: 
Italy; EA: euro area.

Source: Author’s calculations based on European Central Bank (n.d.); Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (n.d.); LSEG (n.d.).
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class (6.6%), the German bottom 50% (6.1%), the Span-
ish top 10% (6.0%) and the German top 10% (5.6%). The 
lowest returns among the bottom five wealth groups were 
recorded for the Italian top 10% (4.0%), the French bot-
tom 50% (3.5%), the French middle class (3.1%), the Ital-
ian middle class (2.1%) and the Italian bottom 50% (2.0%). 
Ignoring wealth-group breakdowns, Spain showed the 
highest national average (6.4%), followed by Germany 
(5.1%), the euro area (4.7%), France (3.7%) and Italy 
(3.2%).

Third, the average impact of leverage – measured as the 
gap between real equity and asset returns (r E - r A = (r A - r D ) 
(D/E), see Equation (1)) – was strongest among the bottom 
50% in all jurisdictions except Italy: 3.5 percentage points 
in Germany, 3.0 percentage points in Spain, 2.1 percentage 
points in the euro area and 1.2 percentage point in France. 
For the middle class and top 10%, it was much smaller, 
ranging from 0.1 to 0.6 percentage points and from 0.1 to 
0.3 percentage points, respectively. The effect was most 
pronounced in groups with the highest leverage ratios, 
while the interest rate differential played a minor role. This 
differential was highest in Spain for all wealth groups (ap-
proximately 5.0 percentage points), followed by the German 
top 10% (4.4 percentage points), the euro area top 10% (3.9 
percentage points), and the French top 10% (3.3 percent-
age points), and lowest for the Italian middle class (0.7 per-
centage points) and bottom 50% (0.5 percentage points).

Turning to variations across different time periods, the pat-
tern of real equity returns closely mirrored that of real as-
set returns. During the transition from the euro area crisis 
to the low-interest rate phase, equity returns rose across 
most wealth groups and countries. In Germany and the 
euro area, they were strongly positive and increased for all 
groups. In France, returns for the bottom 50% and middle 
class were as well positive and rose, while those of the top 
10% fell. In Italy and Spain, returns were initially negative for 
the bottom 50% and middle class but turned positive dur-
ing the low interest rate phase. During the inflation phase, 
returns declined across all groups and countries, turning 
negative for the French top 10% and all German groups, 
which were hit hardest – mainly due to a negative interest 
rate differential observed only in Germany. In Spain, Italy 
and the euro area, returns fell but remained positive overall.

Conclusions and qualifications

Is euro area household wealth accumulation truly as im-
paired as often claimed? The present analysis of real as-
set and equity returns suggests otherwise. First, over the 
entire observation period, there is no evidence of adverse 
changes in household wealth, despite pronounced mac-
roeconomic shocks. On average, all wealth groups in all 

countries achieved positive real asset returns and even 
higher equity returns, however, with notable cross-coun-
try and cross-group variation. Nor was there an “expro-
priation of savers”: despite persistently negative real de-
posit rates, their impact on total returns was marginal and 
outweighed by positive returns from other asset classes.

Second, turning to variations across different time peri-
ods, all wealth groups – except the bottom 50% and mid-
dle class in Spain and Italy – recorded positive real re-
turns during the euro area crisis. Returns then increased 
substantially across most groups and countries during 
the low interest rate phase, remaining positive through-
out, suggesting that the Eurosystem’s stabilisation meas-
ures, among other factors, may have supported house-
hold wealth accumulation. By contrast, during the infla-
tion phase, real returns fell sharply and turned negative 
in Germany and France, where monetary tightening likely 
also played a key role.

Third, substantial return heterogeneity exists across 
wealth groups. Real asset returns are positively corre-
lated with net wealth in Germany, Italy, France and the 
euro area, but slightly negative in Spain, suggesting that 
financial literacy may play a role, though unevenly across 
countries. A U-shaped relationship between real equity 
returns and net wealth appears in Germany, France and 
the euro area, while the correlation is positive in Italy and 
negative in Spain. These divergences reflect both hetero-
geneous asset return developments and differing lever-
age effects.

Fourth, the presumed socio-economic challenges from 
return heterogeneity, particularly for the bottom 50%, 
appear less clear-cut. Based on the correlation between 
real equity returns and household net wealth, ceteris 
paribus, the middle class’s relative position seems most 
at risk in all jurisdictions, while return developments cur-
rently favour the bottom 50% in Germany, Spain and the 
euro area, and the top 10% in Italy and France. Howev-
er, whether these return advantages and disadvantages 
translate into lasting shifts in wealth distribution depends 
largely on the strength of compounding, which in turn re-
flects how much income is saved and reinvested versus 
consumed. Since richer households tend to save more, 
current advantages of the bottom 50% may have limited 
impact on their wealth share. Moreover, their equity re-
turns are more vulnerable to interest rate reversals due to 
higher leverage. Besides, return heterogeneity is only one 
of many factors shaping wealth distribution and can be 
outweighed easily by other forces such as technological 
change, globalisation, fiscal and social policy, wars and 
economic crises (Acemoglu, 2002; Bourguignon, 2015; 
Chancel, 2019; Piketty, 2014, 2015).
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Although household wealth accumulation may appear less 
bleak than expected, particularly for the bottom 50%, a 
simple comparison of absolute real returns overlooks their 
differing economic implications depending on initial wealth 
levels. For instance, a 3% return on a small portfolio adds 
little, while the same rate on a large portfolio generates 
substantial additional wealth. Given the high inequality of 
household wealth within and across euro area countries, 
a closer look at current distribution trends is warranted to 
place return developments in a broader context.

When examining the individual wealth groups’ share in 
national net wealth, over the entire observation period, 
the top 10% held on average 53% of net national wealth 
in France and Spain, 56% in Italy and the euro area, and 
60% in Germany (Figure 5). The middle class accounted 
for 35% in Italy, 38% in Germany, Spain and the euro ar-
ea, and 42% in France. The bottom 50% held 8% in Italy 
and Spain, 5% in France and the euro area, and only 2% 
in Germany. Over time, in all jurisdictions, the top 10% 
share rose slightly, the middle class’s share declined, and 
the share of the bottom 50% remained largely stable. In 
absolute terms, average household net wealth over the 
entire period ranged from €1.7 million (Spain, euro area) 
to €2.1 million (Italy) for the top 10%, from €280,000 (Ger-
many) to €400,000 (France) for the middle class, and from 
€13,000 (Germany) to €55,000 (Italy, Spain) for the bot-
tom 50% (Figure 6). The top 10% steadily increased their 
absolute net wealth. The middle class also gained in all 
countries except Italy, where wealth has remained lower 

Figure 5
Wealth groups’ shares in total national household net 
wealth

Notes: 1 Country codes: DE: Germany; ES: Spain; FR: France; IT: Italy; EA: 
euro area. 2 Wealth group codes: B50: Bottom 50% (D1-D5); N40: Next 
40% (D6-D9); T10: Top 10% (D10). 3 Interpretation: The time series T10 for 
Italy, for example, denotes the share of the richest 10% of households in 
Italy in total Italian household net wealth, where net wealth is defined as 
the sum of non-financial and financial assets minus debt.

Source: European Central Bank (n.d.).
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Figure 6
Mean net wealth per household across different wealth groups
Arithmetic means in thousand euros; broken down by countries, wealth groups and time periods

Notes: 1 Country codes: DE: Germany; ES: Spain; FR: France; IT: Italy; EA: euro area. 2 Wealth group codes: All: All domestic households (D1-D10); B50: 
Bottom 50% (D1-D5); N40: Next 40% (D6-D9); T10: Top 10% (D10).

Source: Author’s calcuations based on European Central Bank (n.d.).
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distribution – by strengthening the bottom 50%, stabilis-
ing the middle class and limiting further concentration at 
the top – it is advisable to reassess, and if necessary re-
verse, policies introduced since the early 1980s that likely 
fuelled rising inequality, including privatisations, deregu-
lations and cuts in progressive taxation (Chancel et al., 
2022; Piketty, 2014; Piketty & Saez, 2014; Saez & Zucman, 
2016).
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since the onset of the low interest rate phase. The bot-
tom 50% saw rising absolute wealth in Germany, France 
and the euro area; in Spain and Italy it initially declined but 
later recovered.

Gini coefficient analysis shows that wealth inequality has 
generally been below the euro area average in Spain, Italy 
and France, but above it in Germany (Figure 7). Germany 
had the second-highest inequality in the euro area, just 
behind Austria, while all other countries ranked above 
Malta, which recorded the lowest levels. Across the euro 
area, inequality has gradually increased, except in Ger-
many and Austria, where it slightly declined. Since 1995, 
wealth inequality in Europe has risen, despite a global de-
cline driven mainly by reductions in wealth concentration 
in East Asia, the Middle East, and North and Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Nevertheless, European wealth inequality remains 
the lowest compared to other world regions (World Ine-
quality Lab, n.d.).

In sum, from a policy perspective, measures aimed at 
boosting real investment returns for poorer households – 
such as improving financial literacy or promoting housing 
and securities accumulation through subsidies and tax 
incentives – may modestly raise asset and equity returns 
but are unlikely to substantially alter wealth distribution 
trends in the near term, given large differences in abso-
lute household net wealth and uncertainties surrounding 
the compounding effect. To achieve a less unequal wealth 

Figure 7
Cross-country wealth inequality in the euro area
Gini coefficients

Notes: 1 Country codes: DE: Germany; ES: Spain; FR: France; IT: Italy; 
EA: Euro area; MT: Malta; AT: Austria. 2 The Gini coefficient ranges from 
0 (equal distribution) to 1 (maximum inequality); the Gini coefficients’ un-
derlying wealth series are measured as net wealth per household (sum of 
non-financial and financial assets minus debt per household). 3 Maltese 
and Austrian data represent the lower and upper bounds of wealth in-
equality in the euro area (based on the average Gini coefficient calculated 
over the entire observation period).

Source: European Central Bank (n.d.).

0.5

0.55

0.6

0.65

0.7

0.75

0.8

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

20
22

20
23

20
24

DE ES FR IT EA MT AT

https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257%2F0022051026976
https://www.wirtschaftsdienst.eu/inhalt/jahr/2020/heft/6/beitrag/renditen-privater-haushalte-nach-vermoegensgruppen-deutschland-versus-oesterreich.html
https://www.wirtschaftsdienst.eu/inhalt/jahr/2020/heft/6/beitrag/renditen-privater-haushalte-nach-vermoegensgruppen-deutschland-versus-oesterreich.html
https://www.wirtschaftsdienst.eu/inhalt/jahr/2020/heft/6/beitrag/renditen-privater-haushalte-nach-vermoegensgruppen-deutschland-versus-oesterreich.html
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257%2Faer.20170666
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257%2Faer.20170666
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257%2Faer.102.3.300
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257%2Faer.102.3.300
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvc77hcm
https://wid.world/document/ten-facts-about-inequality-in-advanced-economies-wid-world-working-paper-2019-15/
https://wir2022.wid.world
https://wir2022.wid.world
https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2019-08-06/how-the-ecb-s-negative-interest-rates-hurt-german-savers
https://www.bundesbank.de/resource/blob/707510/a560a27fe5f5ca3efa359595756950f2/472B63F073F071307366337C94F8C870/2015-10-monatsbericht-data.pdf
https://www.bundesbank.de/resource/blob/707510/a560a27fe5f5ca3efa359595756950f2/472B63F073F071307366337C94F8C870/2015-10-monatsbericht-data.pdf
https://www.bundesbank.de/en/publications/reports/monthly-reports/monthly-report-april-2020-831050
https://www.bundesbank.de/en/publications/reports/monthly-reports/monthly-report-april-2020-831050
https://publikationen.bundesbank.de/publikationen-en/reports-studies/monthly-reports/monthly-report-april-2024-929362
https://publikationen.bundesbank.de/publikationen-en/reports-studies/monthly-reports/monthly-report-april-2024-929362
https://www.diepresse.com/1465163/kalte-enteignung-kostet-oesterreicher-35-mrd-euro
https://www.diepresse.com/1465163/kalte-enteignung-kostet-oesterreicher-35-mrd-euro
https://data.ecb.europa.eu/
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/economic-bulletin/html/eb202001.en.html
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/economic-bulletin/html/eb202001.en.html
https://data.ecb.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2024-01/DWA%20Methodological%20note.pdf
https://data.ecb.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2024-01/DWA%20Methodological%20note.pdf
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/stats/ecb_surveys/hfcs/html/index.en.html
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/stats/ecb_surveys/hfcs/html/index.en.html
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/economic-bulletin/html/eb202405.en.html
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/economic-bulletin/html/eb202405.en.html
https://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/occasional_paper/2013/pdf/ocp149_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/occasional_paper/2013/pdf/ocp149_en.pdf
https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/document/download/10fdf6de-bf1f-4fa6-b0e3-57d463936922_en?filename=ip019_en.pdf
https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/document/download/10fdf6de-bf1f-4fa6-b0e3-57d463936922_en?filename=ip019_en.pdf
https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/publications/2024-ageing-report-economic-and-budgetary-projections-eu-member-states-2022-2070_en

https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/publications/2024-ageing-report-economic-and-budgetary-projections-eu-member-states-2022-2070_en

https://www.efama.org/data-research/research/household-participation-capital-markets
https://doi.org/10.3982/ecta14835
https://doi.org/10.3982/ecta14835
https://www.wiwo.de/politik/europa/finanzielle-repression-angriff-auf-ihr-geld/9178850.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-the-ecb-hurts-europes-savers-1454445450
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2016/12/31/Greece-Request-for-Extended-Arrangement-Under-the-Extended-Fund-Facility-Staff-Report-Staff-25781
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2016/12/31/Greece-Request-for-Extended-Arrangement-Under-the-Extended-Fund-Facility-Staff-Report-Staff-25781


Intereconomics 2026 | 2
122

Wealth Distribution

ment; press release on the executive board discussion; and statement 
by the executive director for Greece.

International Monetary Fund. (2016). Italy: 2016 Article IV consultation. 
IMF Country Report, No. 16/222.

LSEG. (n.d.). Refinitiv [Database].
Lusardi, A., & Mitchell, O. S. (2007). Baby boomer retirement security: 

The roles of planning, financial literacy, and housing wealth. Journal of 
Monetary Economics, 54(1), 205–224.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (n.d.). OECD 
data explorer.

Piketty, T. (2014). Capital in the twenty-first century. Harvard University 
Press.

Piketty, T. (2015). Putting distribution back at the center of economics: 
Reflections on Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Journal of Econom-
ic Perspectives, 29(1), 67–88.

Piketty, T., & Saez, E. (2014). Inequality in the long run. Science, 344(6186), 
838–843.

Radke, M. P. (2025). Geldanlage in turbulenten Zeiten: Wer erzielt die 
besseren Renditen – „Arm“ oder „Reich“? Wirtschaftsdienst, 105(6), 
456–461.

Radke, M. P., & Rupprecht, M. (2018, October 24). Was zehn Jahre Niedri-
gzinsen für die Sparer in Europa bedeuten. Börsenzeitung.

Radke, M. P., & Rupprecht, M. (2019). The bill, please! Households’ real 
returns on financial assets since the introduction of the euro. Intereco-
nomics, 54(2), 106–113.

Radke, M. P., & Rupprecht, M. (2020). Droht das Ende der Rendite? En-
twicklung der realen Gesamtvermögensrenditen. Zeitschrift für das 
gesamte Kreditwesen, 73(5), 244–248.

Radke, M. P., & Rupprecht, M. (2021). Household wealth: Low-yielding 
and poorly structured? Journal of Risk and Financial Management, 
14(3), 1–40.

Radke, M. P., & Rupprecht, M. (2022). Inflation: Auswirkungen auf die re-
ale Vermögens- und Eigenkapitalrendite. Zeitschrift für das gesamte 
Kreditwesen, 75(11), 560–565.

Rupprecht, M. (2020). Income and wealth of euro area households in 
times of ultra-loose monetary policy: Stylised facts from new national 
and financial accounts data. Empirica, 47(2), 281–302.

Saez, E., & Zucman, G. (2016). Wealth inequality in the United States 
since 1913: Evidence from capitalized income tax data. Quarterly 
Journal of Economics, 131(2), 519–578.

Schickentanz, C.-O. (2022, February 25). 100 Milliarden Euro! Was die 
schleichende Enteignung Sparer jährlich kostet. Focus Online.

van Rooij, M., Lusardi, A., & Alessie, R. (2011). Financial literacy and stock 
market participation. Journal of Financial Economics, 101(2), 449–472.

van Rooij, M. C., Lusardi, A., & Alessie, R. J. (2012). Financial literacy, re-
tirement planning and household wealth. Economic Journal, 122(560), 
449–478.

World Inequality Lab. (n.d.). WID – World Inequality Database: Data.

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2016/12/31/Greece-Request-for-Extended-Arrangement-Under-the-Extended-Fund-Facility-Staff-Report-Staff-25781
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2016/12/31/Greece-Request-for-Extended-Arrangement-Under-the-Extended-Fund-Facility-Staff-Report-Staff-25781
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/scr/2016/cr16222.pdf
https://www.lseg.com/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmoneco.2006.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmoneco.2006.12.001
https://data-explorer.oecd.org/
https://data-explorer.oecd.org/
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.29.1.67
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.29.1.67
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1251936
https://doi.org/10.2478/wd-2025-0115
https://doi.org/10.2478/wd-2025-0115
https://www.boersen-zeitung.de/konjunktur-politik/was-zehn-jahre-niedrigzinsen-fur-die-sparer-in-europa-bedeuten
https://www.boersen-zeitung.de/konjunktur-politik/was-zehn-jahre-niedrigzinsen-fur-die-sparer-in-europa-bedeuten
https://www.intereconomics.eu/pdf-download/year/2019/number/2/article/the-bill-please-households-real-returns-on-financial-assets-since-the-introduction-of-the-euro.html
https://www.intereconomics.eu/pdf-download/year/2019/number/2/article/the-bill-please-households-real-returns-on-financial-assets-since-the-introduction-of-the-euro.html
https://www.gi-research.de/publication/zeitschrift-fuer-das-gesamte-kreditwesen
https://www.gi-research.de/publication/zeitschrift-fuer-das-gesamte-kreditwesen
https://www.mdpi.com/1911-8074/14/3/99
https://www.mdpi.com/1911-8074/14/3/99
https://www.gi-research.de/publication/zeitschrift-fuer-das-gesamte-kreditwesen
https://www.gi-research.de/publication/zeitschrift-fuer-das-gesamte-kreditwesen
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10663-018-9416-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10663-018-9416-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10663-018-9416-8
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjw004
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjw004
https://www.focus.de/finanzen/boerse/geldanlage/warum-uns-die-inflation-mehr-als-100-milliarden-euro-kostet-und-was-man-dagegen-tun-kann_id_54946068.html
https://www.focus.de/finanzen/boerse/geldanlage/warum-uns-die-inflation-mehr-als-100-milliarden-euro-kostet-und-was-man-dagegen-tun-kann_id_54946068.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfineco.2011.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfineco.2011.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0297.2012.02501.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0297.2012.02501.x
https://wid.world/data/

