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Preface

ReLATIVELY little inquiry has been made into the size distribution of
wealth in the United States. Hence, this study becomes part of a scant
literature on the subject of personal wealth-holding.*

It is based largely upon data derived from federal estate tax re-
turns and is intended to be an exhaustive treatment of those data by
use of what is known as the ‘“estate-multiplier” method. This method
has been applied to American data only once before, in the work of
Mendershausen and Goldsmith. This study is unique in that for the
first time estate tax wealth estimates are integrated with Goldsmith’s
national balance sheet estimates.

I hope that others will be able to work from the findings and
speculations presented here to make further contributions to a full-
fledged analysis of wealth distribution as related to income distribution.
Further research is needed on many topics before the analytical and
descriptive work in this field may be said to be complete. For instance,
better data are needed on savings and transfers of wealth, better in-
formation is needed on the use of personal trust funds and on capital
gains and losses. Study of the relation between income and wealth-
holding in a given year and the gathering of life histories in order to
account for changes over time are among the methods which hold the
greatest promise for future research. It is also urged that federal estate
tax data be tabulated in full detail at regular intervals, say every five
years, to enable follow-up studies of American top wealth-holders.

* Chapter 6 appeared in an earlier version in The Review of Economics and

Statistics, November 1959, and was reprinted as National Bureau Occasional Paper
71, 1960.

xxvil






The Share of Top Wealth-Holders
in National Wealth
1922-56






