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Executive summary

Our study has shown that the distribution of disposable income is volatile and there 
is no clear trend relative to the general population. However, in the older age groups 
inequality decreases.

The analysis shows that wealth is distributed more equally among older Australians 
than the population as a whole. 

Superannuation holdings, as an asset class, are distributed more unequally than 
total wealth among older age groups, however the inequality of superannuation 
holdings is reducing over time, a finding that is consistent with the maturing of the 
superannuation system.

The home is a significant repository of wealth for many older Australians. The value 
of the home has consistently grown as a proportion of wealth as well as in net value 
over the period between 2002 and 2014. Older Australians are more likely to own 
their home, either with or without a mortgage. This is reflected in the inequality 
measures for housing which show that wealth in the home is more equally distributed 
than total wealth.

The distribution of housing among younger age groups in this study is less equal than 
among older age groups, which could lead to higher levels of inequality in the future. 
That will be offset to some extent by more equal distribution of superannuation.

The findings around the importance of the home as a stabiliser against inequality, 
and the changes in home ownership and superannuation holdings noted in 
the younger cohorts examined highlight the relationship between housing and 
superannuation as assets to support older Australians.
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Background and aims

This research note examines the extent of economic inequality among Australians 
over 55 years of age, and seeks to identify the effect, if any, that the current 
superannuation system has on economic inequality in later life. This paper examines 
inequality by reference to wealth, which includes the balance of a superannuation 
accumulation account, and by reference to income, which includes private pension 
income. The research reviewed income and wealth data from the Household Income 
and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, collected between 2002 and 2014.

The superannuation system in Australia is still maturing. Superannuation has been 
a feature of the Australian retirement income system for many years, but it was 
not until the introduction of the superannuation guarantee in 1993 that it became 
mandatory for employers to contribute to superannuation coverage for employees. 
In 1986, prior to the introduction of award based superannuation, only 46.5 per cent 
of full time employees had superannuation coverage (Treasury, 2001). The aim of the 
scheme was to provide ‘an equitable and attractive retirement income arrangement 
for ordinary Australians’ (Keating, 1991). In this research note we analyse the equity 
dimension of the scheme in later life.

Superannuation assets grew substantially over this period. Superannuation coverage 
grew significantly, so that by 2014 73.1 per cent of males and 66.1 per cent of 
females 15 years of age and over held superannuation (Clare, 2015). A person retiring 
in 2002 would have had mandatory superannuation contributions for nine years, 
compared to 21 years of mandatory superannuation coverage for a person retiring in 
2014. Further, in 2007 there were significant reforms to the superannuation system 
that increased the tax incentives for individuals to contribute to superannuation 
accounts.
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Methodology

The paper identifies and examines trends in inequality from 2002 to 2014 amongst 
Australians over the age of 55, using the Gini index and the P75:P25 ratio. The Gini 
index or Gini coefficient is an index of the inequality among values of a frequency 
distribution. A Gini coefficient of zero represents perfect equality, while a Gini 
coefficient of one represents perfect inequality. The P75:P25 ratio compares wealth 
or income at the 75th percentile with wealth or income at the 25th percentile of the 
population (with the 75th being the wealthier/richer). Both the Gini coefficient and the 
P75:P25 ratio give an indication of the distribution of wealth or income.

The wealth module of the HILDA survey is released every four years, with the relevant 
data in waves 2, 6, 10 and 14, collected in 2002, 2006, 2010 and 2014. The sample 
size was 36,848 observations over the four waves. For this analysis older Australians 
were grouped by age in five age bands: 55 to 59, 60 to 64, 65 to 69, 70 to 74, 75 to 79 
and 80 and over. The resulting sample sizes are again considered to be adequate for 
the level of analysis undertaken.

All monetary data used in the analysis are adjusted to CPI in 2014 dollars. Where the 
data is household data it has been equivalised for household size using the modified 
OECD equivalence scales, which assigns a value of 1 to the household head, of 0.5 to 
each additional adult member of the household and of 0.3 to each child (aged under 15).

This analysis uses both cross-sectional analysis and panel data to examine trends. 
The cross-sectional data provides a snapshot of the wealth and income of a group of 
participants at the time of the survey, and was used to examine changes across the 
survey population between each survey wave. Cross-sectional analysis was used to 
examine trends between age groups across the four waves of data used.

HILDA also allows analysis of panel data to observe changes between cohorts over 
time. As shown in Table 1, the panels were selected on the basis of their age at the 
commencement of the survey, but all reached retirement age during the period under 
review.

Table 1 Selection of panels for analysis

Year

2002 2006 2010 2014

Panel 1 50-53 54-57 58-61 62-65

Panel 2 54-57 58-61 62-65 66-69

Panel 3 58-61 62-65 66-69 70-73

Panel 4 62-65 66-69 70-73 74-77

Panel 5 66-69 70-73 74-77 78-81

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

 
Panel data analysis was used to observe financial trends by following the panel of 
participants through the four waves of data, and comparing them to the data for 
other panels at the same age.
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Wealth inequality

Findings: 



In the HILDA survey, net wealth is calculated as the sum of (a) monetary wealth in 
bank accounts, superannuation, cash investments, shares, trust funds, and the cash-
in value of life insurance policies; (b) non-financial assets in the home; other property, 
business assets, collectables, and vehicles; minus (c) debts comprising home debt, 
other property debt, credit card debt, HECS debt, other personal debt, loans from 
friends or relatives, and business debt.

The first stage of analysis is based on cross-sectional analysis, and examines the 
wealth of the participants in each data wave who were in the specified age group.

Our first finding (see Table 2) is that wealth inequality among Australians aged over 
55 is lower than that for the general population.

Table 2 Equivalised net wealth distribution by age, HILDA 2002 to 2014, Gini coefficients

Age group

Year 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80+
All 

households 

D
at

a 
W

av
e

2002 0.57 0.57 0.55 0.52 0.51 0.55 0.60

2006 0.52 0.56 0.58 0.57 0.50 0.51 0.60

2010 0.50 0.56 0.56 0.52 0.58 0.49 0.60

2014 0.51 0.56 0.54 0.58 0.57 0.52 0.61

Average 0.53 0.56 0.56 0.55 0.54 0.52 0.60

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

In each of the older age groups there is some fluctuation over the four waves, with no 
clear trend emerging. However, wealth is consistently more equally distributed among 
the over-55s than among the general population.

Figure 1 and Table 3 show using the P75:P25 ratio that the spread of wealth has 
narrowed over the four waves of the survey in these age groups between 2002 and 
2014. However, the trend over this period is generally U shaped. The lowest ratio was 
generally in either 2006 or 2010, with the exception of the 60 to 64 age group in 
which the ratio fell between 2010 and 2014 to the same level as in 2006, and the 70 
to 74 age group in which the ratio rose consistently over this period.

Figure 1 Household net wealth ratio by age: HILDA 2002 to 2014
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Table 3 Distribution of household equivalised net wealth by age, 2002 to 2014, HILDA, 
75:25 percentile ratios

Age group

Year 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80+

D
at

a 
W

av
e 2002 4.64 4.78 3.98 3.45 3.14 5.70

2006 3.65 4.09 3.75 3.50 3.07 3.76

2010 3.70 4.32 3.71 3.57 3.73 3.27

2014 4.31 4.09 3.77 4.39 3.92 3.48

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

There is no clear reason that can be linked to the superannuation system for this U 
shaped pattern. We conclude that this pattern is likely to have been influenced by 
extraneous factors, including the effect of the GFC on investments during this period 
and changes in work participation patterns.

11
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Superannuation

Cross-sectional analysis
The relevant HILDA variables identify superannuation holdings as an asset. Valuing 
superannuation holdings as an asset requires the form of the superannuation 
to be either an accumulation fund, or where a superannuation income stream is 
being received, it must be possible to determine the capital value of that annuity or 
superannuation pension. It will exclude defined benefit funds where a specific capital 
value cannot be determined.

Table 4 shows that superannuation holdings are very unequally distributed among 
people aged 55 and over, with significantly higher levels of inequality among people 
aged 65 and over.

Table 4 Distribution of household equivalised superannuation by age, HILDA 2002 to 2014,
 Gini coefficients 

Age group

Year 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80+

D
at

a 
W

av
e 2002 0.67 0.72 0.81 0.87 0.90 0.89

2006 0.67 0.68 0.76 0.81 0.87 0.89

2010 0.61 0.71 0.75 0.79 0.88 0.90

2014 0.59 0.68 0.73 0.78 0.85 0.91

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

Consistent with other analysis (Clare, 2014), we see that superannuation holdings 
are unequally distributed and that this inequality increases with age. There is also 
a reduction in inequality over time within each age group with the exception of 
households with head aged 80 and over.

There is also a significant reduction in the Gini coefficient between 2002 and 2014 in 
the younger age groups below 70 years of age. 

Superannuation holdings are more unequal than wealth in general, as can be seen 
in Table 5. Here the net wealth and superannuation figures are non-equivalised, and 
hence the Gini coefficients are slightly higher than those shown in Tables 2 and 3.

Table 5 Comparison of net wealth distribution with superannuation distribution by age, 
HILDA 2002 to 2014, Gini coefficients

Age group

55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80+

Year Super Wealth Super Wealth Super Wealth Super Wealth Super Wealth Super Wealth

D
at

a 
W

av
e 2002 0.67 0.57 0.72 0.57 0.81 0.55 0.87 0.52 0.90 0.51 0.89 0.55

2006 0.67 0.52 0.68 0.56 0.76 0.58 0.81 0.57 0.87 0.5 0.89 0.51

2010 0.61 0.5 0.71 0.56 0.75 0.56 0.79 0.52 0.88 0.58 0.9 0.49

2014 0.59 0.51 0.68 0.56 0.73 0.54 0.78 0.58 0.85 0.57 0.91 0.52

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

This finding is consistent with the maturing of the superannuation system outlined 
in the introduction. Older cohorts of retirees are likely to fall into one of two groups: 
they would have either no superannuation coverage before the introduction of the 
superannuation guarantee in 1993, or they would have been a member of a pre-
existing scheme. This would result in higher levels of superannuation inequality 
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among older age groups when comparing people who do have superannuation held as 
a lump sum asset with people who do not have superannuation held as a lump sum. 

This also accounts for significant drops in the Gini coefficient between age groups for 
particular waves, as successive waves have accrued larger superannuation accounts 
through the application of the superannuation guarantee for longer periods of time. 

As shown in Table 6, the proportion of assets held in superannuation by each age 
group has increased between data waves. Each wave shows that holdings decrease 
with age, consistent with retired people drawing down on their superannuation in 
retirement. However, the proportion of wealth held in superannuation by each age 
group has increased between each wave, consistent with savings being directed to 
superannuation prior to retirement.

Table 6 Proportion of assets held in superannuation by age, HILDA 2002 to 2014

Age group

Year 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74

D
at

a 
W

av
e 2002 22% 17% 12% 8%

2006 26% 22% 14% 11%

2010 27% 25% 17% 11%

2014 33% 28% 22% 17%

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

Although superannuation is increasing over time as a proportion of assets, it is still 
distributed more unequally than total wealth among older persons. Therefore, we 
conclude that other assets must have a stabilising effect on wealth inequality.

Panel data analysis
Panel data analysis was used to examine financial asset holdings in more detail. Table 
1 provides details of the panels which were based on age in each wave of data. The 
panel analysis in Chart 3 below shows several trends.

The median balance held in superannuation is higher in the younger age groups, 
consistent with the maturation of the superannuation system. Superannuation 
balances decrease in the older age groups, consistent with withdrawals during 
retirement. However, the median balance of all financial assets, including 
superannuation, showed a similar increasing trend across panels. This is consistent 
with other research findings that older Australians are not savers (Cassells et al., 
2015).

Panel 3, aged 58 to 61 in 2002, showed a higher level of financial assets in 2006, 
but also recorded a decline between 2006 and 2010. This corresponds to reaching 
retirement age, between 62 and 65 for most workers, during the Global Financial 
Crisis. The panel data also shows that the trend to reduce balances around the time 
of retirement is less pronounced in younger age panels: the median asset balance for 
panel 2 has levelled off when the age group reaches retirement age (65 to 69).

13
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Figure 2 Trends in financial assets by panel, HILDA 2002 to 2014
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Given that there is a marked inequality in superannuation holdings that is not 
reflected in the overall Gini coefficient, the data were then re-examined to identify 
other asset holdings that may have an equalising effect in later life. 

HILDA identifies the home as an asset separately from investment properties, and 
mortgages on the home are also recorded separately from mortgages on other 
property. The data in this analysis is based on the home and excludes investment 
properties. The net value of the home is the value reduced by the mortgage 
attributable to the home. 

Consistent with the literature (Dockery et al., 2015, Productivity Commission, 2015), 
we found that the most valuable asset held by most older Australians is the home. 
Home ownership levels among Australians aged 65 and over were 85.5 per cent in 
2014 (ABS, 2016). Figure 2 shows that the proportion of net wealth invested in the 
home increases with age until the 70+ age groups.

Figure 3 Value of the home as a per cent of net wealth by age, HILDA 2002 to 2014
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Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

Figure 3 shows that the net value of residential property increases as a proportion of 
net wealth until around age 75, at which stage it levels off or decreases slightly. This 
reflects the reduction in housing debt among older age groups, and the increased 
value of residential property relative to more liquid assets that will be consumed first 
in retirement. 

The home
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Table 7 shows the Gini coefficients for equivalised net housing assets by age. In 
general, these are below the Gini scores for equivalised net wealth by age, as can be 
seen in Table 8.

Table 7 Distribution of household equivalised net wealth by age, 2002 to 2014, HILDA, 
75:25 percentile ratios

Age group

Year 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80+

2002 0.52 0.48 0.50 0.47 0.48 0.58

2006 0.47 0.48 0.44 0.51 0.47 0.53

2010 0.48 0.48 0.48 0.43 0.51 0.49

2014 0.53 0.51 0.46 0.48 0.44 0.49

Average 0.50 0.49 0.47 0.47 0.47 0.52

Average for equivalised 
net wealth

0.53 0.56 0.56 0.55 0.54 0.54

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

Table 8 Comparison of equivalised net wealth by age with equivalised net wealth in the home by age, 
HILDA 2002 to 2014, Gini coefficients

Age group

55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80+

Year Home Wealth Home Wealth Home Wealth Home Wealth Home Wealth Home Wealth

D
at

a 
W

av
e 2002 0.52 0.57 0.48 0.57 0.5 0.55 0.47 0.52 0.48 0.51 0.58 0.55

2006 0.47 0.52 0.48 0.56 0.44 0.58 0.51 0.57 0.47 0.5 0.53 0.51

2010 0.48 0.5 0.48 0.56 0.48 0.56 0.43 0.52 0.51 0.58 0.49 0.49

2014 0.53 0.51 0.51 0.56 0.46 0.54 0.48 0.58 0.44 0.57 0.49 0.52

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014 (?).

ABS data (see Table 9) show that over this period the Residential Property Housing 
Index grew at a substantially faster rate than CPI and the increase in house prices was 
widespread despite regional variations in timing.

Table 9 Increase in Residential Property House Index, ABS

Increase from June quarters 2002-06 2006-10 2010-14

Increase in Residential Property House Index: 8 capital cities 31% 35% 11%

CPI 12% 11% 10%

Source:  ABS Cat No 6416.0, Cat No 6401.0.

Accordingly, the net value of residential housing moderated the unequal distribution of 
other assets, including superannuation accounts due to the high rates of home ownership 
in this age group and the widespread growth in the value of residential housing over this 
period. 

It must be noted that non-home owners have not benefited from this increase in the value 
of housing; and changes in debt ratios of home owners will also be reflected in net asset 
values. These factors would be reflected in inequality measures.
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Findings: Income inequality

Turning to income inequality, we find that disposable income inequality is higher 
among older Australians than among the general population. Disposable income is 
private income plus government cash transfers minus income taxes.

Table 10 shows the Gini coefficient for equivalised disposable income across all age 
groups from age 55, based on examination of cross-sectional HILDA disposable 
income data from 2002 to 2014.

Table 10 Equivalised disposable income distribution by age, HILDA 2002 to 2014, Gini coefficients

Age group

Year 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80+ Total population

D
at

a 
W

av
e

2002 0.38 0.38 0.39 0.34 0.29 0.35 0.34

2006 0.37 0.42 0.45 0.42 0.31 0.30 0.34

2010 0.32 0.35 0.43 0.42 0.28 0.30 0.33

2014 0.32 0.42 0.39 0.39 0.33 0.37 0.33

Average 0.35 0.39 0.42 0.39 0.30 0.33 0.34

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

An interesting trend can be seen in the youngest age groups. In 2006 inequality 
increased significantly between the 55 to 59 age group. In 2010 and 2014 this 
increase was shifted to the 60 to 64 age group. It is likely that this is related to the 
number of people in the sample that describe themselves as retired at each point in 
time. After retirement income declines significantly as employment income decreases 
and is only partially substituted by pension and investment income. Therefore the 
difference in income between retired and employed respondents would be reflected in 
higher levels of inequality.

Table 11 Proportion of respondents retired in each wave by age, HILDA 2002 to 2014

Age group

Year 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80+

D
at

a 
W

av
e 2002 31% 58% 79% 89% 93% 93%

2006 25% 50% 78% 84% 92% 93%

2010 19% 41% 73% 89% 90% 94%

2014 19% 38% 69% 87% 93% 95%

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

Table 11 shows a trend to deferred retirement, with fewer respondents taking 
retirement before age 65. Reasons for this would include the financial uncertainty 
created during the Global Financial Crisis, the increase in pension eligibility age for 
women and proposals to increase the pension eligibility age for men, although this 
change does not affect men born before 1956.

We note that the findings in relation to disposable income do not take account 
of social transfers in kind, such as public expenditures on health and housing, or 
consumption taxes. The ABS’ measure of final income is more comprehensive: 
‘household private income plus social assistance benefits in cash (e.g. age and 
disability support pensions, Family Tax Benefit) and social transfers in kind less 
income taxes and taxes on production (e.g. GST and taxes on alcohol and cigarettes)’ 
(ABS, 2015). This is particularly significant in relation to older Australians as the 
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value of government expenditure on health care received increases with age (Tapper 
and Phillimore, 2014).

Table 12 shows the Gini coefficient for final income using ABS data. This is not 
directly comparable to the HILDA data, but it does show a lower level of income 
inequality by comparison with disposable income. In the older age groups this 
reduction of inequality is quite noteworthy.

Table 12 Distribution of equivalent final income by age, Gini coefficients, 2003-04 and 2009-10

Age group

Year
All 

households 55-64 65-74 75+
Trend with 

age

2003-04 0.24 0.30 0.21 0.16 More equal

2009-10 0.23 0.28 0.17 0.13 More Equal

Trend over time More Equal More Equal More Equal More Equal

Source:  ABS Cat No 6523.0 (microdata).

The next stage of the inequality analysis examines the P75:P25 ratio to determine 
whether income is more evenly distributed across the population. In Table 13 the 
HILDA data are segmented into age groups. The trends can be examined over time 
and by age.

Table 13 Equivalised disposable income inequality ratio: P75:P25, HILDA 2002 to 2014

Age group

Year 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80+
Trend 

across age

2002 2.62 2.76 2.29 1.93 2.05 1.79 More equal

2006 2.31 2.53 2.39 1.99 1.90 1.87 More equal

2010 2.00 2.33 2.30 1.95 1.76 1.88 More equal

2014 2.11 2.48 2.17 2.02 1.94 1.78 More Equal

Trend Across 
time

More 
equal

More 
equal

More 
equal

Less 
equal

More 
equal

Flat

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

Overall, there are two trends evident in Table 13. Firstly, in each wave the P75:P25 
ratio tends to decrease with age after age 60, although in 2002 there is an increase 
in the ratio between 70 to 74 years olds and 75 to 79 year olds. Secondly, within 
most age groups the P75:P25 ratio declined between 2002 and 2014. There was some 
volatility, with age groups other than 65 to 69 and over 80s reaching the lowest ratio 
in 2010 and moving upward to 2014, but with the exception of the 70 to 74 age group 
the overall trend is downward.
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Public transfers

Although there are significant differences in salary and wage income, public transfers, 
in particular the Age Pension, tend to reduce inequality after Australians have retired. 
As income from salary and wages decreases as a proportion of total income, income 
from transfer payments increases. As shown in Table 14, in each wave the income 
received from transfer payments increased with age as a proportion of equivalised 
gross income.

Table 14 Fraction of disposable income from public transfers by age and wave, HILDA 2002 to 2014

Age group

Year 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80+

2002 21.4 33.4 48.8 62.0 66.9 67.9

2006 18.8 27.9 47.2 57.2 64.6 67.6

2010 13.8 25.0 41.0 54.3 67.0 67.9

2014 14.8 19.4 42.0 52.4 60.4 68.4

Source:  HILDA 2002-2014.

Figure 4 illustrates the proportion of gross (pre-tax) income that is made up of private 
pension income and investment income relative to transfer payments. In all waves the 
proportion of investment income remains relatively stable. Private pension income 
is generally highest in the 65 to 69 age group, although in the 2014 wave there is a 
small increase from 17.7 per cent to 18.3 per cent in the 70 to 74 age group.

Figure 4 Sources of gross income (excluding salary and wages) in each wave by age, HILDA 2002 to 2014
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Comparing age groups across the four waves, Figure 5 shows the proportion of 
income from transfer payments has generally decreased in each wave as a proportion 
of equivalised gross income in each age group up to the 75 to 79 year age group. The 
proportion of income from transfer payments is highest and most stable in the 80 
years and over age group, with a relatively small overall decline in the 75 to 79 age 
group. The overall trend is down despite some fluctuation between 2006 and 2010 in 
the 75 to 79 age group and between 2010 and 2014 in the 55 to 59 and the 65 to 69 
year age groups.

Figure 5 Sources of gross income (excluding salary and wages) by age, HILDA 2002 to 2014 
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Our analysis shows that the provision of the Age Pension has an equalising effect on 
the income of older Australians. Although private pensions and superannuation are a 
source of additional income in retirement, on average for Australians aged 55, which 
was the preservation age during the period of the surveys, they represent less than 30 
per cent of their income in retirement.
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Conclusion

In this research we examined the relationship between inequality in superannuation 
holdings and wealth inequality among Australians over the age of 55. The data 
shows that the measures of wealth inequality show that wealth is distributed more 
equally among older Australian than the population as a whole. This not attributable 
to superannuation holdings which are distributed more unequally than total wealth 
among older age groups. This inequality of superannuation holdings is reducing over 
time, a finding that is consistent with the maturing of the superannuation system. As 
younger age cohorts reach retirement age they have accumulated higher superannuation 
balances. 

The panel analysis shows that younger participants have larger balances of both 
superannuation assets and total financial assets than older participants. There is a trend 
to reduce financial assets in between ages 62 and 73. This would correlate to retirement 
age, however in the older age groups this timeframe spans the Global Financial Crisis, 
which may have magnified any reduction in financial assets. Overall, however, older 
Australians maintain their level of financial assets after retirement.

The home is a significant repository of wealth for most older Australians. The value of 
the home has consistently grown as a proportion of wealth, as well as in net value over 
the period between 2002 and 2014. Older Australians are more likely to own their home, 
either with or without a mortgage. This is reflected in the inequality measures for housing 
which show that wealth in the home is more equally distributed than total wealth. 

The analysis of income inequality shows that the distribution of disposable income is 
volatile and there is no clear trend relative to the general population. However, in the older 
age groups inequality decreases. It is likely that the higher levels of income inequality 
among people in the age groups between 60 and 75 are related to changes in retirement 
patterns, with inequality rates increasing between people who have ceased work and 
those who are supplementing the Age Pension with employment income. However, in 
the older age groups, where income is primarily from the Age Pension, the distribution of 
income is more equal.

Overall, the distribution of income and wealth among older Australians is more equal 
than among the community as a whole. The factors contributing to this include the effect 
of high home ownership rates among older Australians, and access to a means tested 
pension that redistributes income among persons entitled to a pension. Superannuation 
holdings are unequally distributed, but this inequality is reducing as younger age groups 
accumulate more superannuation prior to retirement.

This analysis shows the significance of the Age Pension, superannuation and the home in 
reducing inequality and ensuring economic security in retirement. The Age Pension and 
superannuation underpin income security, with the home and superannuation accounts 
contributing to wealth. As superannuation balances increase, there will also need to be 
more discussion on how to ensure that superannuation balances are converted to an 
income stream.

Housing is an area of concern: the distribution of housing among younger age groups 
in this study is less equal than among older age groups (Table 7), which could lead to 
higher levels of inequality in the future. This will be offset to some extent by more equal 
distribution of superannuation. 

However, this analysis is based on population wide measures. Policymakers need to be 
aware of the effect of decisions regarding the Age Pension, superannuation and housing 
policy on the outliers: those whose income and wealth are at the highest and lowest 
ranges of the analysis.
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There are three limitations to note here.

First, as the inequality measures used are the Gini coefficient and the P75:P25 ratio, our 
findings are not informative about the outliers: the top 5 per cent and the lowest 5 per 
cent of the population. Regardless of whether the superannuation changes are reducing 
inequality among the population as a whole, policy measures need to address the 
circumstances of those in most need.

Second, the data spanned the period of the Global Financial Crisis (2007-2009). To the 
extent that superannuation balances are affected by changes in the value of investments, 
this external shock will be reflected in the data. As growth in superannuation balances is a 
combination of investment growth and mandatory contributions, we have not been able 
to control for this factor.

Third, the relationship between wealth inequality and income inequality is complex, 
and out of scope of this research. We do not know how closely the two forms of material 
well-being are correlated at the household level. Superannuation assets are identified as 
wealth, but the purpose of superannuation is to support the conversion of this asset to an 
income stream. This relationship cannot be identified in the HILDA modules used in this 
project.
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