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The richest 1 percent now owns more of the country’s wealth than at any time in the past 

50 years 

Christopher Ingraham 
 
The wealthiest 1 percent of American households own 40 percent of the country's wealth, according to a 
new paper by economist Edward N. Wolff. That share is higher than it has been at any point since at least 
1962, according to Wolff's data, which comes from the federal Survey of Consumer Finances. 
 
From 2013, the share of wealth owned by the 1 percent shot up by nearly three percentage points. Wealth 
owned by the bottom 90 percent, meanwhile, fell over the same period. Today, the top 1 percent of 
households own more wealth than the bottom 90 percent combined. That gap, between the ultrawealthy 
and everyone else, has only become wider in the past several decades. 
 
Let's talk a bit about that wealth gap. Wealth, often described as net worth, describes how much stuff you 
actually have: It's the value of your assets minus the value of your debts. If you have a $250,000 house but 
you still owe $200,000 to the bank on it, and you have no other debts or financial assets, that means your 
net worth is $50,000. 
 
In the United States, the distribution of that wealth is even more skewed toward the top than the distribution 
of income. For the sake of illustration, let's say that America is a country of 100 people, and all of the wealth 
in the country — the homes and land and financial assets — is represented by 100 slices of pie. 
 
That works out to an average of one slice of pie per person, which is exactly what everyone would get if we 
lived in a society where wealth was equally distributed. 
 
But that's not the society we live in, and indeed that's not the society that most of us want to live in either. 
People generally agree that if you work harder you're entitled to more of the pie, and that if you don't work at 
all, well, barring certain circumstances, no pie for you. 
 
In 2010, Michael Norton and Dan Ariely surveyed more than 5,500 people to find out how they thought 
wealth should be distributed in this country: How much of the pie should go to the top 20 percent of 
Americans, and to the next 20 percent, and so on, all the way down to the bottom of the distribution? 
 
On average, respondents said that in an ideal world the top 20 percent of Americans would get nearly 
one-third of the pie, the second and middle quintiles would get about 20 percent each, and the bottom two 
quintiles would get 13 and 11 slices, respectively. 
 
In an ideal world, in other words, the most productive quintile of society would amass roughly three times 
the wealth of the least productive. 
 
Now, let's take a look at how the pie is actually distributed. These figures come from Wolff's working paper, 
and he expands on them further in his new book, "A Century of Wealth in America." 
 
The top 20 percent of households actually own a whopping 90 percent of the stuff in America — 90 slices 
of pie! That's exactly 4½ slices per person, nearly triple their “ideal” share according to Norton and Ariely's 
survey respondents. Their average net worth? $3 million. 
 

 
Minnesota House DFL |  State Office Building, 100 Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd., Saint Paul, MN 55155 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/christopher-ingraham/
http://papers.nber.org/tmp/7707-w24085.pdf
http://papers.nber.org/tmp/7707-w24085.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scfindex.htm
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjssi2dHWvytT1pYj3zYgCBUqWYofOdTA0poZsJVPcVMaIfJs_DwvIkeF4eSidPJjthO0VgGSjLhvNb_Q8-eJlW-3pI5MX1h_w0glRs-Hv9JCwa1GbKSyDLE5_ljtUWcM5KD2HWxIUZH9RJhpQEm3XvaegsTP2FCMK7r7aofM2saTXtpPBaCXcWL7WqWbH3vKqlQSht1nfz9sUvG6opAtafXF4PUIAgjlA2G_paZrI6ys_4PsVQ49IXQt_iRlMF4x5u-vPxmwcTeaEAW0VYM4Rg&sai=AMfl-YTdoMdWdmQicZ38uxe3TuSQ4UIuc2vmGP3X1BeePe70Vi1UPgNKwL-qYmjQP3tmGu4hJnkYYPpwEULbDLqaoSsPfsVhKy8DqXhU7yjH&sig=Cg0ArKJSzDAdpUhw81LjEAE&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.washingtonpost.com/brand-studio/api-can-natural-gas-be-the-key-to-lowering-emissions/?tid=bc_api_rm_incon
http://www.people.hbs.edu/mnorton/norton%20ariely%20in%20press.pdf
http://papers.nber.org/tmp/7707-w24085.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Century-Wealth-America-Professor-Edward/dp/0674495144


 
The Economics of the Case for Tax Fairness 

 
That leaves just 10 percent of the pie for the remaining 80 percent of the populace. The next 

20 percent of households (average net worth: $273,600) help themselves to eight slices, while the middle 
20 percent ($81,700 net worth, on average) split a measly two slices. 
 
Don't go feeling too sorry for that middle quintile, though — at least they get somepie. The fourth quintile of 
households gets literally nothing: no pie. But they're still doing better than the bottom 20 percent of 
households, who are actually in a state of pie debt: Their net worth is underwater, meaning they owe more 
than they have. Combined, the average net worth of the bottom 40 percent of households is -$8,900. 
 
These figures, staggering as they are, mask a lot of the variation in the top 20 percent. Let's run those 
numbers again, breaking out some of the richest households separately. 
 
There's the top 1 percent, gobbling up an astonishing 40 slices of American pie. The next 4 percent split 27 
slices between them, while the next 5 percent take another 12 slices (a little over two slices per person). 
The bottom 10 percent of the top 20 percent get, on average, one slice of pie each. But don't feel too bad 
for them: Their net worth is, on average, about $740,800. 
 
Among rich nations, the United States stands out for the extent of its wealth inequality. The top 1 percent in 
the U.S. own a much larger share of the country's wealth than the 1 percent elsewhere. The American 1 
percent gobble up twice as much pie (40 percent) as the 1 percent in France, the U.K., or Canada, and more 
than three times as much as the 1 percent in Finland. 
 
This kind of extreme inequality is bad for the economy. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, which represents a number of the world's richest countries including the United States, 
estimates that inequality has knocked nearly five percentage points off the economic growth in those 
countries between 2000 and 2015. 
 
In high-inequality countries, people from poor households typically have less access to quality education. 
This leads to “large amounts of wasted potential and lower social mobility,” which directly harms economic 
growth, according to the OECD. 
 
If you were designing a tax plan to reduce the extreme inequality in the United States, you'd probably try to 
find ways to redistribute some of the wealth from the richest households to the poorest ones. But the 
Senate GOP tax plan does precisely the opposite of that, according to the CBO: In the short term the richest 
households get the biggest tax cuts, while longer term the taxes of the poorest households actually 
increase. 
 
Estate tax? Cut. Income tax rate for millionaires? Cut (at least in the Senate bill). Corporate tax rate? Biggest 
rate cut ever. 
 
In the long term that probably means more of the pie for the super-rich, and less of it for everyone else. 
 

Source: 
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Minnesota House DFL |  State Office Building, 100 Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd., Saint Paul, MN 55155 

http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/employment/in-it-together-why-less-inequality-benefits-all_9789264235120-en#page17
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/115th-congress-2017-2018/reports/53349-distributionalanalysisletter.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/11/30/what-is-in-the-senates-massive-tax-bill-and-what-could-change/?utm_term=.e8de99488d20
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/11/30/what-is-in-the-senates-massive-tax-bill-and-what-could-change/?utm_term=.e8de99488d20
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/11/30/what-is-in-the-senates-massive-tax-bill-and-what-could-change/?utm_term=.e8de99488d20
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/11/30/what-is-in-the-senates-massive-tax-bill-and-what-could-change/?utm_term=.e8de99488d20
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/12/06/the-richest-1-percent-now-owns-more-of-the-countrys-wealth-than-at-any-time-in-the-past-50-years/?utm_term=.c8124d74fd39
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/12/06/the-richest-1-percent-now-owns-more-of-the-countrys-wealth-than-at-any-time-in-the-past-50-years/?utm_term=.c8124d74fd39


 
The Economics of the Case for Tax Fairness 

 
 

 
Number of top income tax filers continues to rise in Minnesota 
New revenue data fuel the tax debate at Capitol.  
By J. Patrick Coolican Star Tribune  MARCH 21, 2019 — 9:43PM 
 
The number of Minnesotans in the highest state income tax bracket rose dramatically between 2016 and 
2017, a trend that is expected to fuel a growing tax debate in the State Capitol. 
 
Nearly 73,000 Minnesota tax filers qualified for the top bracket in 2017, up from about 66,600 in 2016 — an 
almost 10 percent jump, according to data provided to the Star Tribune by the Minnesota Department of 
Revenue. 
 
The increase in people in the top bracket sparked fresh sparring Thursday about how taxes affect 
economic activity and people’s decisions to move to Minnesota, stay or flee to states with lower taxes. A 
similar debate is happening in other states as well as among 2020 presidential candidates; several 
Democrats have proposed raising taxes on the wealthy. President Donald Trump and his Republican allies 
in Congress passed major tax cut legislation in 2017, arguing that it would encourage business growth and 
job creation. 
 
In Minnesota, Republicans have long argued that the state’s high taxes relative to neighboring and Sun Belt 
states — especially on high earners — contribute to a flight of wealth out of the state. 
 
Democrats say the most recent state data don’t support that view. 
 
“The bottom line is this huge hysteria that all of these wealthy people are leaving the state simply is not 
true,” said Rep. Paul Marquart, D-Dilworth, the chair of the House Taxes Committee. 
 
But some Republicans say the new revenue figures don’t settle the issue. 
 
“When the stock market is booming and the economy is growing, it’s going to mask some of these effects 
of wealth migration,” said Rep. Pat Garofalo, R-Farmington, who sits on the committee. He said IRS data 
show that between 2015 and 2016, Minnesota lost a net of more than 900 tax filers who earn more than 
$200,000 per year — a group that collectively earned $444 million of income. 
 
Currently a married couple would have to earn about $262,000 to be in Minnesota’s top income tax tier; all 
income above that level is taxed at 9.85 percent. 
 
Republicans argue that the new federal tax legislation could have prompted some affluent Minnesotans to 
leave the state in the past year. That’s because the federal tax cut passed by the Republican Congress 
limited the amount state residents can deduct on their federal returns for state and local taxes. That could 
mean a big federal tax hike for top earners in states like Minnesota with relatively high state and local taxes. 
 
“This was designed by Congress to force states like Minnesota to change our tax code or lose money,” 
Garofalo said. “That was the intent, and it’s working.” 
 
Cynthia Bauerly, the commissioner of the Minnesota Department of Revenue, said she is not convinced the 
new federal cap on the state and local tax deduction will push Minnesotans to leave. “People made this 
argument about the fourth tier,” she said, referring to the top marginal income tax bracket of 9.85 percent 
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signed by former Gov. Mark Dayton in 2013. “The data doesn’t show that it happened at all.” 

 
Republicans frequently cite anecdotes about Minnesotans leaving for states with lower taxes. Rep. Kurt 
Daudt, R-Crown, recently said on the floor of the House that the man who was formerly Minnesota’s richest 
has moved to Florida. 
 
He was referring to Whitney MacMillan, the heir and former chief executive of agribusiness giant Cargill. 
Best Buy founder Richard Schulze is also now a Florida resident, according to the Forbes 400 list of the 
richest Americans. 
 
Garofalo acknowledged that people are not necessarily fleeing Minnesota because of taxes. But, he added, 
some wealthy Minnesotans are leaving. 
 
Bauerly said there are reasons to leave, but more reasons to stay. “I don’t discount that for some individuals 
taxes are important. But for many Minnesotans, they’ve built a life here, they’ve raised children and now 
grandchildren, they’ve built businesses, they’re invested in their communities through churches and 
nonprofits, and they’re committed to Minnesota.” 
 
Meanwhile, taxes are once again at the top of the legislative agenda. 
 
Gov. Tim Walz has proposed a 20-cent-per-gallon increase in the gas tax. 
 
The money would go to improving roads and bridges and would free up some infrastructure funds for 
schools, parks and other services. 
 
Walz also is proposing to keep a tax on health care providers used for health programs that would 
otherwise expire. Finally, another Walz proposal would lower taxes on some families but raise taxes on 
some businesses. 
 
Each measure faces stiff opposition in the Republican-controlled state Senate. 
 
Source: 
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