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Foreword

When Adam Smith wrote about the wealth of nations he was concerned with
the flows of production and resources that distinguish the living standards of
rich and poor countries. Nowadays economists tend to use terms like ‘income’
and ‘consumption’ to refer to such flows, reserving ‘wealth’ for the stock of
assets owned, for example, individually by persons or collectively by countries.
This volume deals with wealth in this modern sense, focusing specifically on
the net worth of households as measured by the market value of physical
property plus financial assets less debts.

Judging by the popular media, there is an insatiable appetite for news about
the activities of the super rich. But personal wealth is also important for those
lower down the economic hierarchy. It provides a stock of consumption power
for retirement years and a cushion against unanticipated adverse events such
as crop failure, unemployment, and medical emergencies. In addition, it
provides a source of finance for entrepreneurial pursuits, and collateral for
loans for business purposes or house purchase. These benefits of wealth are
particularly compelling in poor countries that tend to lack well-functioning
capital markets or any form of social insurance protection. Yet on the global
scale in comparison with income, wealth is more skewed towards rich coun-
tries, and more skewed towards rich households within countries.

Data on the level and distribution of household wealth is much less com-
mon than information on income or consumption. A few countries have
wealth series dating back for a century or more. A number of other coun-
tries—in the main OECD members—have recent wealth data. This volume
reviews the available evidence on time trends and compares the figures across
countries, as others have done before. However, unlike earlier works, this book
goes much further; looking at personal wealth from a global perspective.
Individual chapters document what is known about asset holdings in devel-
oping and transition countries. Others focus on specific aspects such as finan-
cial assets, housing, and the gender dimension. The volume also contains the
first attempt to estimate how world household wealth is distributed across
countries and across the global population.

The material in this book will appeal to members of the general public
interested in global economic issues as well as social scientists in universities
and business schools. It contains powerful ammunition for those who see



Foreword

increasing inequality as an inevitable consequence of globalization. But at the

same time, the growing prosperity of China, India, and other emerging market

economies suggests that the pattern of wealth ownership observed in the past
is unlikely to be replicated in the future.

Anthony Shorrocks

Director, UNU-WIDER
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