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Wealth-Income Ratios in a Small,  
Developing Economy:  
Sweden, 1810–2014

DANIEL WALDENSTRÖM

This study uses new data on Swedish national wealth over the last two hundred 
years to examine whether the patterns in wealth-income ratios found by Piketty 

capital imports became important. Twentieth-century trends and levels are more 

conditions and economic and political institutions matter for the structure and 
evolution of national wealth.

The historical evolution of national wealth addresses aspects central to 

A recent study by Thomas Piketty and Gabriel Zucman (2014) presented 

1

The Journal of Economic History

1 See also Piketty and Zucman (2015) and Piketty (2014). These studies continue the research on 
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which affects both the level and structure of national wealth.

recent evidence of Piketty and Zucman with data on national wealth-

-

era.2

patterns observed in the historical data. 
The foundation of the analysis is a new historical database on Swedish 

2

described in the main text.
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-
-

mated pension assets in funded and unfunded private and public pension 

and debts within the (unconsolidated) private sector. 

turned abroad; the study documents substantial capital imports from the 
middle of the nineteenth century. 

-

-

assets to back its promises about future pension payments. Sweden thus 

unable to save because of low incomes and therefore unable to accumu-

expansion of political institutions linked to the universalistic welfare-state  
system.

-
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the exports of raw materials such as timber and iron-ore exports and later 

demand for domestically produced industrial products.
-

-

-

decades. 

-

-

-
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-
-

cies intact.4

5

-

Swedish database is structured in a fashion similar to their cross-country 

the database uses previous estimates of national wealth by scholars and 
-

rians to build consistent historical national accounts for Sweden.
WPt

WHt

4

5

how countries implement these systems in their own practices. An important new feature of the 

2014).
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WCt.
8 WGt -

WNt,
that national wealth in an open economy encompasses not only domestic 

Kt
NFAt

wealth as WNt = Kt + NFAt.
 wealth-

income ratio t = W Yt
Yt

K
NFI. There are different 

with Pt Gt Nt -

as several robustness checks. 

-

publications and modern economic history research. 

-

-

main approach is to simply report used book values in relation to the 

8

wealth.
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-

sg
t and sn

calculated for each year since 1810.
sPt = sHt + s ) and the national 

sNt = sPt + 
sGt

10

11 

Wt+1 = Wt + snYt + KGt

12

sg
t = Sg Yt sn

t = (Sg
t tKt Yt.

10

these have not been published and are not available at the sectoral level.
11

12 V K = qV
t+1 = t [(1 + 

gWst)(1 + qt gt qt
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trends and levels of -
tion of the Swedish wealth-income ratios with those of other industrial-

-

P
around approximately 200 percent (or two years of national income) 

countries that appear to resemble Sweden the most in both cases are 

P from 

then slowly increases to between 400 and 500 percent over the course of 
the century.

N
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note that low Swedish national wealth-income ratio discussed in relation 

 

The analysis by Piketty and Zucman (2014) showed that almost all 

matter primarily over shorter time periods (when capital stocks are more 
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FIGURE 1
 

Sources
Appendix Tables A1 (national wealth-income ratios) and A5 (private wealth-income ratios). 
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Sources
Appendix Table A1. 

FIGURE 2

Sources
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border capital imports. 
-

the wealth model discussed earlier. The table presents results for both 

-

14

The main result from the table is that Sweden is different from the 

 
differs. 

14

 
low P.
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TABLE 1

Sweden

 
Growth  

(Percent)

 
Growth  

(Percent)

 
Growth  

(Percent)

 
  

(Percent)

 
Gains  

(Percent)
 

(Percent)

 
Gains  

(Percent)
 

(Percent)

 
Gains  

(Percent)

Private

2.0

1.1 0.5

Personal 0.2 1.8 1.4

Private 0.8 1.8 1.4 1.5 4.1 1.1

Personal 2.4

Private 0.0 2.8 0.1

Personal

Private 4.4 5.5 1.1

Personal 0.0 4.5 2.0

Private

4.2

4.4 0.8

Personal 1.2 2.4

Private

2.8

0.2 1.4 1.5 0.5

Personal 1.1

Note gWs q) are based on the two-sector model described in 
sn

p sH
n). 

Sources
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and twentieth centuries.15

between the measurement of corporate values in either book or market 
terms.

 

Was Sweden “the U.S. of Europe”?

 

15
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land prices (a relative price effect) or small areas of cultivated land (a 
volume effect) or a combination of the two. Piketty and Zucman (2014) 

-
nation is a low land price per acre.18

 There are two 

20

TABLE 2

 
Gains

gW 
private

gW 
personal

(a) (b) (c) (d)

+1.5 +2.1
+1.8 +0.1

+0.1 +0.5
+2.0
+1.4 +2.1

Sources

the private sector as a whole (s n
p) or households only (sH

n) (see Table 1).

18

labor 

20

century Sweden.
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national income? The standard wealth accumulation model would point 

FIGURE 4

Note

equals the sum of farmland values and 50 percent of the total value of forestry and timber tracts. 
Sources
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-

in order to be able to save out of their income. Sweden was therefore not 

-

TABLE 3

 
(in Percent)Sweden

Year (1) (2)
1800 10
1850 54

88 48 228 125
54

1880 42 220
1885

45 52
45
48 54 124 88

82 85
54 40

54 104 52
58 85 84

Sources
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TABLE 4

Sweden

s g s g s g s g

1.2  2.8 1.5

1.1 2.4 1.1 11.4 4.0

 8.2 1.4 1.4 10.4

14.0 4.5 2.1 10.2

10.5 1.8 5.8 11.1 2.5 2.8 2.8 2.5

Sources (sn
p)

s
g

s
g

s
g

s
g

The Role of Foreign Capital

taxation era in the late twentieth century. 

21 

21
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prices) to national income since 1810. Sweden was evidently a net capital 

on international capital markets.22
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FIGURE 5

Notes

Sources

22
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24

of this potential illicit offshore wealth stored in tax havens by cumu-
25 

 As 

drawn in previous sections of Sweden today as a relatively capital-scarce 

The Role of Government Wealth

concerns the public sector balance sheet. There are reasons why Sweden 

deliver public services. Despite the vast previous research on the role of 

24

25

Affärsvärlden Månadens Affärer, and 
Veckans Affärer
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quite little is known about the impact on national balance sheets.  This 

unfunded public pension system.

G

sector in terms of net assets over almost all time periods.28 -
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FIGURE 6

Notes
that are cumulated over time. “Super fortunes abroad” denotes the estimated wealth of named 

Sources

28
G

onwards in Piketty and Zucman (2014).
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-
sion of the public pension system that caused a peak in the G at 120 
percent. Also noteworthy is that there are no periods when the Swedish 

-
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Sources
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wealth is that it only represents a claim on future incomes and is not a 

liability held by the policyholder (the state or a private employer). Some 

-

-

 P
= W Y β =− ( )W A− / ,YP

DC
P PW AW DC

β =+ ( )W A+ / ,YP
DC DB

P PW A+ DB

β =+ + ( )+W A+ A / ,YP
DC DB AP

P PW A+ DB
G
AP  which also adds the total value of 

Allmänna Pension 
(AP) funds

sum of private wealth and total pension wealth in the public and private 

-
tive to other private net assets. Particularly notable is the quantitative 

folkpen-
sioner

white-collar workers were elevated. These two events lifted the value of 
pension wealth from a tiny fraction of private wealth to 100 percent of 
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-

-

FIGURE 8

Note P = W ) is the Swedish private 

DC β W A− Y( (β =− ) / )P
DC

P PW AW DC  
β +( P
DC DB  

= (WP + A Y) / )P
DB  sums private wealth (which includes the DC pension wealth) and the net 

DB
β ++ + W A+ A Y( (β =+ + ) / )P
DC DB AP

P PW A+ DB
G
AP

AP-funds

Source
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FIGURE 9
 

Note

Sources
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it increases the pension asset amount by at least half in the recent period.
The international comparison of the importance of unfunded pension 

wealth in total private wealth over the period (or at least until the late 

the countries expanded their social security systems and amounted to 

became worth as much as all private wealth while they still only amount 

Another difference is that almost all this unfunded pension wealth in 

countries it is more of a mixture between private and public schemes.

-

economies with new evidence on a small and relatively backwards 
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the ability to make a full account. Yet the addition of Sweden increases 

structure and therefore opens up for some tentative conclusions to be 

but to some extent also in the twentieth century. Swedish households 

-

-
-

markets. 
A third main result is that political and economic institutions seem 

countries offer a unique opportunity to examine this issue. The evidence 

democratic welfare state. A particularly important component appears to 

also in this respect.

-

these important matters.
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