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The data presented in this paper are the
first results obtained from an Internal Revenue
Service (IRS) effort which examine changes in
the concentration of wealth, the intergenera-
tional transfer of wealth, and the history of
the estate tax system. U.S. Federal estate tax
returns are the principal source of data for
this study. By reprocessing old estate tax
returns, an enormous body of new wealth infor-
mation will be preserved and made accessible.
In particular, this will allow researchers to
learn more about historical wealth accumulation
and its transfer from one generation to another,
It was for these reasons that the IRS Statis-
tics of Income (SOI) Divison has undertaken the
Intergenerational Wealth Study.

The present paper provides a status report on
that effort and contains some of the early
results. First some historical background is
presented. Then, with this context in mind,
basic return data for those decedents who died
from 1916 through 1931 are described. Next
this information will be compared to the most
recent year for which we have published infor-
mation--1982. The paper concludes with a dis-
cussion of future plans, For two brief
appendices on some of the Jlimitations and
definitions of the data, see [1].

HISTORICAL HIGHLIGHTS

For the United States, 1916 through 1931 was
a period marked by dramatic changes in the
economy, as prosperity gave way to the greatest
economic collapse in U.S. history, the Great
Depression. This section will highlight some
of the major economic influences of that time
and their effect on estate tax data.

In 1917, the United States declared war on
Germany, resulting in its rapid conversion from
a peacetime to a wartime economy and subse-
quently fostering the expansion of foreign
trade and major increases in the money supply.
For year of death 1917, there were 8,275 estate
tax decedents with a total of $1.8 billjon in
gross assets [2]. By 1919, the number of
returns had increased by over 34 percent, while
gross estate rose by 45 percent. (See Table 1.)

After World War I, the Federal Government
drastically curtailed spending, thereby con-
tributing to a severe depression in 1921,
During 1921 consumer prices dropped nearly 11
percent, while wholesale prices dropped by more
than a third. In addition, Gross National
Product and National Income also decreased sub-
stantially, by 24 percent and 19 percent,
respectively [3]. Estate tax returns for those
decedents who died in 1921 also reflect the
impact of the depression on the economy; re-
ported gross estate decreased from $2.7 billion
for 1920 decedents to $2.3 billion for 1921.

For the 1916-31 period, all assets reported
on estate tax returns were valued as of the
date of death. It was not until 1935 that an
alternate valuation method was permitted,
whereby total gross estate could be valued up
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to one year after the date of death.

With the exception of late 1929, the
remainder of the 1920's was a prosperous
period. In 1926, the Government increased the

estate tax filing requirement (from $50,000 to
$100,000 of gross estate) to ensure that estate
tax returns were required to be filed for only
the wealthiest segment of the population.
Despite this increase, gross estate continued

to escalate, increasing from $2.6 billion in
1922 to over $4 billion in 1929, a reflection
of the strong economy at that time. The

steadily climbing percentage of gross estate
held by decedents with $1 million or more gross
estate provides further evidence of the
strength of the economy in this period. (See
Figure A [4].) By 1929, nearly half of the
gross assets on estate returns were held by the
8.6 percent of the decedents who had wealth of

$1 million or more. The United States had
entered an era of apparent never-ending
prosperity.

Figure A.--Estate Tax Returns With Gross Estate
$1 Million or More: Number of Returns and Gross
Estate as a Percentage of Totals
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This illusion was shattered on October 29,
1929, with the collapse of the stock market

and, Tlater, the banking system. The effects of
the Depression on the estate tax were first
felt mainly in 1930, with reported gross estate
decreasing by about 5 percent. By 1931, gross
estate had significantly decreased, declining
from $4.1 billion in 1929 to $2.9 billion in
1931. Thus, it s clear that estate tax
returns reflect the economic times in which
they were filed. The remainder of the paper

will Took at some data results for this
volatile period in our nation's history.



PRELIMINARY RESULTS

Numerous studies by both the Internal Revenue
Service and outside researchers have noted that
the asset composition of estates varies consid-
erably with the size of the estate [e.g., 5-7].
Included here, for the first time, is confir-
mation of this phenomenon for the very earliest
period of the estate tax. In what follows,
attention is confined to estate tax decedents
with $1 million or more (current dollars) in
gross assets [8].

Portfolio Composition

For 1917 through 1931, corporate stock was
consistently the dominant asset among mil-
Tionaire estate tax decedents. (See Figure
B.) The percentage of gross estate repre-

Figure B.--Estate Tax Returns with Gross Estate
$1 Million or More: Holdings by Type as a % of
(ross Estate
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* The estate tax was not instituted until
September 1916. The first year is not
shown here because of the small number of
estate tax decedents with gross estate of
$1 million or more (71 returns).

sented by corporate stock reached a high of 63
percent for 1928 decedents. This may be largely
attributable to the 379 percent rise in stock
prices generated by soaring corporate profits

between 1921 and 1929. (See Figure C.) By
1931, though, with the crash of the stock
market, holdings in corporate stock had

declined to 51 percent of gross assets for
millicnaire decedents.

For estate tax millionaires, bonds were the
second most favored investment. However, as
the portion of assets held as corporate stock
increased, bonds generally showed a corres-
ponding decline. This is most notable in 1928,

when bonds comprised only 14 percent of all
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Figure C.--Estate Tax Returns with Gross Estate
$1 Million or More: Corporate Stock as a*Z of
Total Gross Estate & Stock Price Indexes
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* Source: Stock price indexes were obtained

from Standard and Poor's Security Price
Index Record, 1986.

assets for millionaire decedents.
The proportion of assets held as real estate
varied between 16 percent, for 1921 millionaire

decedents, to 9 percent, for 1929 and 1930
decedents. lLent studied the decline in real
estate over this period and attributed it to

"the collapse in land values after the boom of
the early 1920's and, possibly in part, to
jncreased incorporation of such holdings. It
may also reflect the breakup of large estates
upon which so many early fortunes were
founded." [9]

A1l  other assets (dincluding cash, Tife
insurance, and noncorporate business assets)
were considerably less important in the port-
folios of the millionaire decedents, totaling
between 13 and 17 percent of total assets for

each year from 1917 through 1931.

Demographic Information

In addition to information about the compo-
sition of asset holdings, estate tax returns
also provide selected demographic information.
A number of important trends in the sex and age
of early estate tax decedents are revealed in
Table 2.

For years of death 1916 through 1931, male
decedents greatly outnumbered female decedents
(by about 3 to 1). However, the number of
female decedents increased relative to males
during this period, from a low of 23 percent in
1919 to 30 percent in 1931.

The average age of estate tax decedents from
1919 (the first year that age was required to
be reported) through 1931 was 68 years. (See
Figure D.) Female decedents were an average
age of 70, 3 years older than the average age
of the male decedents. However, there appears
to be a trend toward the widening of the
male-female gap in the average age of death
over the period, from about 2 years to about 4
years. For all decedents, average age declined
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Figure D.—Average Age of Estate Tax Decedents by Sex
and Year of Death, 1919-1931

All estate tax Age difference
!
Year of death Male Female male vs.
decedents erale
(1) 2) (3 @
67.0 66.7 68.3 16
67.1 66.5 69.2 27
67.6 66.9 69.8 2.9
67.7 67.0 69.6 26
68.0 67.3 69.8 2.5
67.9 67.2 69.9 27
8.1 67.2 70.5 33
68.3 67.3 70.8 35
68.2 67.2 70.6 3.4
68.2 67.2 70.8 37
67.6 66.7 70.0 3.3
67.8 66.6 70.8 4.2
68.6 67.4 71.3 39

NOTE: Age was not required to be reported on the return untit 1919

by 0.6 in 1929 and then began rising again
thereafter [10].

COMPARISONS WITH 1982 DATA

Although the estate tax has undergone many
changes since its inception in 1916, its
structure has remained essentially intact. The
amount of gross estate and the demographic
characteristics of that period may, however, be
meaningfully compared to those of 1982, because
%he]definition of gross estate has not changed

111].

Because the most recent published estate tax
data are from 1982, they will be used in making
comparisons, To eliminate the effects of
changes in the filing threshold and of
inflation, only those decedents with $1 million
or more (1982 dollars) gross estate are
included.

The gross estate of these decedents reached a
peak of $25.9 billion in 1929. This compares
to $24 billion in 1982, Average gross estate
for millionaires reached its peak of over §$4
million in the 1929-30 period, as compared to
$2.6 million for 1982, (See Table 3.)

The percentage of male millionaire estate tax
decedents was about 70 percent in 1931, con-
trasting with 61 percent in 1982. For all
years, men were wealthier than women; indeed,
the difference remained fairly constant, at
about 14 percent for the 1916-31 period, as
well as for 1982.

The average age of estate tax decedents was

68.6 for 1931, as compared to 74.1 for 1982.
The difference 1in age between males and
females--3.9 years in 1931--was even more

pronounced in 1982, Female decedents averaged
78.1 years of age, as compared to 71.6 for male

decedents--a difference of 6.5 years. As seen
in Figure E, among males, the percentage of
estate tax decedents age 70 or older was

Figure E.—Percentage of Estate Tax Decedents by Age
and Sex, Years of Death 1931 and 1982

1931 1982
Age Group
Males Females Males Females
M 2 3 (4
Under60years ........ 24.4% 15.6% 17.5% 8.8%
80-69years ... ... ..... 29.1 228 221 12.4
70 yearsormore ...... 46.5 61.6 60.4 78.9
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greater in 1982--60.4 percent as compared to
46.5 percent in 1931, This pattern was
observable for both sexes. The rise in the
average age of estate tax decedents is a
reflection of the increases in life expectancy
in virtually all socio-economic groups since
the 1920's.

PROJECT STATUS AND FUTURE PLANS

Wealth
a great deal of work has been
yet much still remains to be
done. This section outlines the work completed
thus far and describes our future plans,
including processing and research goals.,

Since we began the Intergenerational
Study in 1985,
accomplished;

Immediate Goals

Work on the Intergenerational
has progressed rapidly [12]. MWe have created a
machine-readable tape of  information for
virtually all returns for decedents who died
between 1916 and 1935, We are currently
involved in capturing the data for returns
between 1936 and 1945 and should finish this
portion of the Study later this year. The
present paper is basically the first attempt to
highlight Study results.

For the estates of decedents who died after
1945, we plan to obtain asset information only
for those with gross estates in excess of an
annually increasing amount (subject to avail-
able resources). While we would like to obtain
information for all decedents subject to the
estate tax since its inception in 1916, the
realities of a limited budget require reshaping
the database.

Detailed asset information has been obtained
for a sample of decedents who died during the
periods 1916 to 1920 and 1928 to 1930. Asset
information will also be captured for decedents
who died in the following years: 1938 to 1940,
1944, 1948 to 1950, 1953, 1958 to 1960, 1968 to
1970, and 1978 to 1980. In most decades, groups
of three years have been selected to center
around years ending with a 9 (i.e., 1928 to
1930), in order to coincide with the decennial
census [12]. Wealth estimates will also be
obtained for the single years 1944 and 1953 so
that a comparison can be made to wealth
estimates produced by Horst Mendershausen in
1944 [5] and Robert Lampman in 1953 [6].

Wealth Study

Long-Range Goals

Perhaps the most unusual contribution of the
database to wealth research will be the inclu-
sion of identifying information on heirs and
bequests [12]. This will permit the linkage of
individuals in successive generations related
by family and/or economic ties. The informa-

tion will be used to trace the transfer of
wealth from decedents to beneficiaries over
several generations. The linked intergenera-

tional database will provide opportunitites for
studying the role of inheritance in wealth
accumulation and the pattern of wealth trans-
fers, Of particular analytical interest will
be the information gathered on the role of



trusts in the
wealth.

The proposed archive, alone, offers a great
deal of information that could be useful to
researchers in such disciplines as economics,
demography, law, epidemiology, and sociology.
Information on ethnic origins, length of last
illness, cause of death, and nationality are
all reported on the death certificate, which
oftentimes accompanies the return.

The estate tax data, to be assembled by the
SOI Division, will be archived and, to the
extent possible, public-use files will be
created. Our plans are to maintain and augment
the completed file for our own research, as
well as to provide other researchers with files
which have been masked or blurred to ensure
confidentially [13]. Additionally, once the
estate archive is established, it will be
possible to add data from other files to the
estate records.

intergenerational transfer of
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Table 1.—Number of Returns and Gross Estate by Size of Gross Estate and by Year of Death, 1916-31

[Money amounts are in (housands of dollars]

Size of gross estate

$100,000
under
$150,000

$150,000
under
$250,000

Number $250,000
of under

$500,000

$500,000 $1,000,000
under or
$1,000,000 more

Under
$100,000°

Year Gross estate
returns
desth

Number of
returns
()
1,128
4,205
5,099

Number of
returns

Number of
returns

Number of
returnsg
©
270
811
958
963
1077

Number of
returns
o

12

Gross estate Number of

returng.
(12) 13
76.769 71
255,689 231
276,919 254
329,876 314
320748 328

Gross estate

)
52.957
185,766
221,143
246.777
272,701

Gross estate Gross estate Gross estate Gross estate

Q)
2365
8275
9,775

11,119
12,483

@
570,714
1.831,044
2,206,941
2,657,620
2,696,684

“
78.722
291,995
351,237
399,318
460.285

(O]
435
1,539
1.820
2,027
2244

[t4]
349
1117
1.241
1,482
1,598

8

66.349
213.885
237131
282332
304,385

(19
93315
279.391
328.701
333,308
370.900

14
202.60%
604,318
791,810

1.066.008
867.665

1916"
1917 372
1918 403
482

468

1919
1920

6,851
8770

1921
1922
1923
1924
1625

11,665
12.414
12,830

2,287,420
2,636,791
2,645 542

6,287
6,560
6,787
6,830
6,902

423,273
440,079
458.343
464,453
473547

2,028
2,186
2,238

246,051
266,057
272,189

1,545
1.625
1716
1772
1931

295,286
300,688
329,606
339.261
371868

1,085
1179
1.231
1,363
1415

361.046
408.703
424,945
471.372
487,637

488
548
583
570
611

333.348
379,120
401,702
386,421
423,837

27
316
335
343
419

628.415
833,144
768,757
846,568
1.138.246

13,282
13,746

2,789,001
3,194,920

2,308
2.468

290.928
299,786

1926
1927
1928
1929
1930

9,024
7.640
8,272
8774
8,139

3123881
3,283,053
3639779
4,078,632
3,891,032

1775
446
414
404
412

124,000
34,038
32,770

2420
2,272
2,339
2,438
2318

296514
278,507
288,678

2,083
2.057
2258

399,354
393,277
433,353

1570
1627
1.805
1,927
1,740

538,770
562,638
630523
664.686
607.283

722
719
869
931
793

502.873
490,459
603,423
649,575
551174

454
519
587
716
654

1.262.369
1,624,135
1.651.033
1.980.697
1.989,920

29888
30,085

301.594
285,741

2358
2222

452,193
426,829

1931 7,122 2.864.471 483 34,733 2,038 250,667 1.986 379.781 1,471 508,865 693 472143 451 1,218,281

" The estate lax was not instituted until September 9, 1916,
20n February 26, 1326, the estate tax fiing requirement was raised from $50.000 to $100.000.
Note: Detal may rot add to total because of rounding
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Table 2.—Number of Returns and Gross Estate, by Age and Sex of Decedent and Year of Death, 1919-31

[Money amounts are in thousands of dolfars]

Male decedents

Female decedents

Age and year Number of Gross estate
of death returns Number Gross estate Number Gross estate
(1) ] ® @ (8} ©)
nts:
1919 .A..I.I deceae 11,119 2,657,620 8,338 2,132,920 2,601 497,829
1920 12,483 2,696,684 9,316 2,132,657 2,995 537,565
1921, 11,665 2,287,420 8,681 1,708,985 2,842 557,942
1992 12,414 2,636,791 9,069 2,004,570 3,203 613,190
1923 12,890 2,645,543 9,267 1,944,026 3,496 681,539
1924 13,282 2,799,001 9,604 1,975,356 3,572 809,069
1925 . 13,746 3,194,920 9,824 2,404,123 3,839 777,438
1926 9,024 3,123,881 6,551 2,360,773 2,457 760,123
1927 7,640 3,283,053 5,451 2,506,600 2,180 775,328
1928 8,272 3,639,779 5,944 2,805,044 2,321 833,499
1929 8,774 4,078,632 6,273 3,056,855 2,495 1,020,788
1930 8,139 3,891,032 5,831 2,933,418 2,303 956,609
1931 7,122 2,864,471 4,992 2,042,292 2,122 820,435
1919 258 61,560 185 43,583 69 17,126
1920 316 54,211 221 38,875 91 15,024
19214 230 31,892 176 21,869 54 10,023
1922 226 36,076 164 24,750 59 10,980
1923 . 233 49,962 160 38,995 71 10,862
1924 230 54,584 167 36,773 62 17,748
1925 237 38,348 175 26,093 61 12,199
1926 150 34,112 113 25,579 37 8,533
1927 128 44,953 85 28,426 41 16,236
1928 141 46,225 107 37,403 34 8,822
1929 177 88,241 124 69,124 53 19,117
1930 150 49,658 105 36,368 45 13,290
1931 103 31,075 75 24,014 28 7.061
40 to 49 years:
1919 o JOT STV PPTON 569 102,371 454 81,828 112 20,150
JRUTTN 757 126,552 626 102,466 126 23,548
632 110,930 513 88,354 118 22,308
717 130,266 560 105,808 154 24,301
718 133,605 548 96,426 165 36,297
724 152,246 570 97,113 152 54,973
710 137,346 550 107,244 157 29,623
456 114,364 369 94,240 87 20124
399 173,056 308 144,214 91 28,842
437 173,601 361 150,081 76 23,520
473 159,085 372 121,856 101 37,228
463 165,356 370 130,088 93 35,268
362 114,827 284 90,064 77 24,483
50 to 54 years:
1919 . . . 580 120,115 461 102,577 113 16,340
762 222,523 635 195,698 122 25,866
891 113,800 576 95,554 12 17,663
753 167,249 609 143,375 142 23,456
789 162,683 609 122,894 174 39,198
807 143,022 627 110,962 176 31,802
810 190,520 647 164,197 158 35,835
534 168,852 410 135,237 123 33,413
443 326,000 352 296,517 91 29,483
474 190,533 378 168,799 95 31,610
505 218,497 400 182,129 105 36,368
436 189,219 348 146,444 88 42,775
405 166,553 323 144,718 82 21,836
55 to 59 years:
. 854 180,604 698 156,045 148 23,731
1,013 230,107 833 200,928 171 27,937
936 181,855 756 150,777 167 29,324
1,001 192,387 790 157,319 201 34,190
1,080 237,141 839 196,262 223 36,938
1,204 226,155 955 186,780 241 38,718
1,178 270,380 922 228,036 249 41,587
747 256,806 590 214,486 155 42,080
628 208,711 518 172,792 110 35,918
702 283,004 544 231,277 158 51,726
797 381,979 603 301,822 194 80,157
698 427,845 574 364,222 122 63,272
561 231.277 446 184 437 115 46,840
60 to 64 years:
1,140 294,306 891 239,314 232 53,204
1,425 271,629 1,147 229,797 268 40,289
1,351 231,363 1,073 181,647 271 48,908
1,448 305,632 1,132 244,757 305 59,407
1673 298,854 1,242 237,873 323 60,135
1,633 323,644 1,263 253,471 358 68,185
1,566 370,034 1,206 301,145 353 67,686
989 331,473 784 279,063 205 52,410
891 368,373 697 311,247 194 57,126
989 407,328 771 342,240 217 64,976
1,076 551,100 839 421,515 237 129,586
1,007 440,380 816 371,638 191 68,742
817 267,326 633 213,577 184 53,749
65 to 69 years:
1,233 466,694 960 417,551 259 47,481
1,488 318,730 1,132 253,122 337 61,526
1,432 315,872 1,119 249,813 297 62,289
1,639 309,107 1,239 248,751 380 58,434
1,780 365,720 1,330 281,882 442 81,490
1,836 394,354 1,356 302,968 464 89,769
1,939 491,210 1,450 399,581 480 89,507
1,378 488,508 1,068 406,998 308 82,183
1,164 447,378 876 339,930 287 107,342
1,135 465,981 840 346,461 295 119,620
1,201 569,055 918 456,566 283 102,488
1,133 560,060 845 464,442 287 95,208
966 369,064 709 283,141 256 85,736
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Table 2.—Number of Returns and Gross Estate, by Age and Sex of Decedent and Year of Death, 1919-31—Continued

{Money amounts are in thousands of dollars}

Age and year Number of Gross estate Male decedents Femais decedents
of death returns Number Gross estate Number Gross estate
n ®) © (10) (1) (12)
70 to 74 yeal
1,350 301,851 1,019 241,861 316 56,518
1.694 -444,056 1,217 364,764 457 75,770
1,663 354,447 1,219 266,507 424 86,264
1,811 372,175 1,297 277123 482 90,127
1,876 411,452 1,337 315,879 518 91,847
1,863 471,784 1,326 291,243 523 176,863
1,938 433,758 1,355 322,492 573 109,511
1,271 456,793 914 348,155 353 107,922
1,084 449,084 770 334,769 312 114,048
1,196 580,914 843 444,123 352 136,659
1,312 685,815 931 513,850 379 171,713
1,282 617,028 907 474,544 375 142,484
1,108 459,068 749 313,742 356 145,326
75 years or more:
2,638 656,759 1,895 498,031 694 149,916
3,434 763,236 2,384 563,034 979 180,849
3,285 671,423 2,234 478,885 943 184,301
3,561 895,082 2,410 642,983 1.101 245,524
3,892 826,024 2,558 544,469 1,287 275,476
3,998 858,348 2,665 582,818 1,296 270,486
4,173 1,032,896 2,694 702,508 1,455 326,651
2,755 1,084,326 1,792 726,770 958 356,478
2,285 1,067,433 1,441 743,556 841 323,417
2,522 1,163,641 1,618 826,248 903 336,908
2,481 1,198,826 1,565 828,385 915 370,308
2,315 1,069,020 1,417 659,349 897 409,526
2,231 1,054,091 1,397 686,523 832 366,864
2,497 473,362 1,775 352,131 658 113,274
1,594 265,641 1,121 183,873 444 76,755
1,495 275,839 1,015 175,579 456 96,861
1.258 228,817 868 159,706 379 66,772
949 160,102 644 109,247 293 48,297
987 174,865 675 113,226 300 60,525
1,195 230,431 825 162,827 353 64,899
744 187,645 511 130,246 231 56,981
618 198,066 404 135,150 213 62,915
676 328,553 482 268,412 191 59,758
752 236,034 521 161,608 228 73,822
655 372,465 449 286,322 205 86,043
572 171,190 376 102,077 192 68,541

Note: Detail may not add to total because the sex could not be determined for certain decedents.

Table 3.——Decedents With Gross Estate $1 Million or More: Number of Returns and Gross Estate in 1982 Dollars, by Size of
Gross Estate and Year of Death, 1916~31 and 1982

[Money amounts are in thousands of dollars]

Year Gross estate $1 million or more Gross estate $5 million or more
of Number of Average gross Number of Average
death returns Gross estate estate returns Gross estate gross estats
) 2 [©) 4 5} 6)
1916 1,194 4,734,288 3,965 174 2,688,104 15,449
1917 e 3,078 11,340,192 3,684 447 6,134,667 13,724
1918 3,243 12,517,778 3,860 447 7,015,593 15,695
1819 ... 3,010 12,356,676 4,105 426 7,280,614 17,080
1920 ... 2,599 9,625,714 3,704 358 5,263,622 14,827
1921 3218 10,311,007 3,204 393 4,753,383 12,085
1822 oo s 3,317 13,694,738 4,099 533 7,044,156 13,216
1823 3.894 12,883,363 3,309 521 6,162,136 11,828
1924 4,164 14,123,348 3,392 532 6,916,153 13,000
1926 ... 4,380 16,183,181 3,695 623 8,788,096 14,106
1926 4,904 18,362,127 3,744 m 10,024,811 14,100
1927 5,096 20,792,808 4,080 780 12,160,870 15,591
58671 22,928,157 4,043 M 13,222,067 14,514
6,118 25,938,920 4,240 1,093 15,807,346 14,462
5,742 25,831,985 4,498 981 16,232,803 16,547
................ 5313 20,636,913 3,884 797 11,508,255 14,438
198827 8,241 24,004,055 2,598 672 8,280,810 12,323

1Preliminary figure.
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