






























































































Since asset data was sought on an individual basis in the ESRI 
survey, it may however be possible to use that data to say 
something, however tentative, about the wealth holdings of the 
majority of adults. If we make the crucial assumption that the house 
(for owner-occupiers) and farm (for farm households) are wholly 
owned by the household head in all cases, then it is indeed found 
that a significant proportion of all adults have little or no net wealth. 
In the sample, about 35-40 per cent of adults are not household 
heads, or the heads of households with no house or farm wealth, 
and report no holdings of financial assets, unincorporated 
businesses or other property.1 About half of all adults in the 
sample are not heads of households with house/farm wealth and 
report assets of less than £500 (in 1987 terms). While some assets, 
particularly savings, may be underrepresented in the sample, this 
may be offset by the fact that borrowings (other than house or farm-
related) are not taken into account. In terms of net wealth, then, 
the overall impression conveyed by the sample may not be 
misleading. Of course, the crucial assumption about house property 
and land may not be satisfactory. The survey did not attempt to 
obtain data on the legal ownership of these assets within the 
household, and for some purposes even where the property is not 
held jointly it may be appropriate to take the legal entitlements 
of the spouse of the owner (in terms of inheritance) into account. 
Since the focus in the present study has been on the household 
rather than the individual, these issues will not be pursued; it is 
useful, though, to be able to throw some light on a much debated 
aspect of Lyon's study. 

It is also interesting to compare the — highly speculative — 
household-based estimates for Ireland with those for other countries 
constructed on a similar basis. 

Recent estimates for the USA show the top 10 per cent of 
households holding 65 per cent of total household wealth, and the 
top 1 per cent holding about 30 per cent. The Irish survey-based 
estimates, with assumptions about the wealth missed by the survey, 
do not appear implausible in broad order of magnitude when set 
against these figures, though no stronger conclusion than that could 
be justified. 
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10.4 Implications and Pr ior i t ies 
This study has been primarily concerned to describe and assess 
the value of the data on wealth holdings obtained in the ESRI 
survey. Given the paucity of the information available on this topic 
for Ireland, the survey represents a significant advance. The 
variation in wealth and its composition by age, social class and 
current income, analysed here, reveal many interesting patterns. 
The potential of the survey for further analysis in this area is 
considerable, and in conclusion it is worth highlighting some 
priorities. 

The important role of farm land in the distribution of wealth 
in the Irish context is clear from the study. It is necessary, though, 
to further explore the nature of the asset and its valuation. The 
role of land as a means of wealth holding is secondary, for most 
holders, to its function as a factor of production. Many small-to-
medium farm holdings, while representing a substantial asset, may 
not be particularly profitable; if the farm were sold, though, there 
might not be alternative employment available. Thus farm land 
may often not be an asset which is readily convertible into 
command over resources. The implications of the importance of 
land in the Irish context, therefore, need to be teased out and data 
available from the National Farm Surveys could be employed in 
doing so. 

In analysing the distribution of wealth, alternative sources on 
the distribution of financial assets and business wealth, which could 
be used to complement the survey data, may merit investigation. 
The scope for relating data collected in the course of the 
administration of income and capital transfer taxes to the survey 
data, the former being more satisfactory for the top ol the 
distribution and the survey for the remainder, could be examined. 

Finally, the survey data on asset holdings itself offers great 
potential for research in a number of areas. This could aim to 
exploit the wide range of data in the survey on the characteristics 
of sample households, which could be related to their reported 
wealth holdings. One area worth investigation » how d.nerent 

households hold their wealth. j;«r«.«.nt 
It will be possible to analyse the choices which different 

households make about the form of financial asset ,n wh.ch they 
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save, and the relationship between holdings of financial assets and 
other forms of wealth, and relate these to the characteristics of the 
household. 

Another particularly important issue is the relationship between 
wealth holdings, current income, command over resources and 
living standards. A significant number of households with low 
current incomes hold assets. In many cases these are in the form 
of housing or land, but some also have savings or other assets. 
The implications of household wealth levels for the impact of 
current income on living standards can be explored, using the 
information on style of living and indicators of deprivation available 
in the survey, and research on this topic is currently under way. 

A final issue which may be mentioned is the importance of 
accrued pension entitlements. Research elsewhere has shown that 
these pension rights represent a significant asset, and taking them 
into account can significantly alter the pattern and degree of 
concentration of the wealth distribution (Dunn and Hoffman, 
1983). The ESRI Survey obtained a good deal of information on 
respondents' pension arrangements, and the use of mis information 
and valuation of these entitlements will repay analysis. 

F O O T N O T E S 

I. This is based on the reported asset holdings of these who completed full individual 
quesuonnaires in the survey, together with an estimate of the probable position of the 
minority who completed abbreviated questionnaires without such data, based on the age, 
occupation and so on of the latter. 
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Little is known about wealth in Ireland and the 
form in which it is held. This study presents, for 
the first time, data on the wealth of Irish 
households drawn from a large-scale sample 
survey. It provides a detailed breakdown of 
household assets and examines the relationship 
between wealth and other household 
characteristics such as age, social class and 
current income. 

This study demonstrates the usefulness of a 
general household survey as a source of 
information on wealth in Ireland. The limits of 
the survey approach are also examined and 
areas for future work identified. 

The Wealth of Irish Households will be of 
interest to all those concerned with the 
distribution of resources in Irish society, 
including economic and social researchers, 
politicians and voluntary and community 
organisations. 


