
6
JASSA The Finsia Journal of Applied Finance ISSUE 3 2016

THE HILDA SURVEY:  
What’s in it for finance researchers 
and practitioners?

In recent decades, finance researchers have increasingly turned their attention to empirical 
analysis of household financial decision making and outcomes. The growth in household finance 
research internationally has been greatly facilitated by the increasing availability of household 
micro data with relevant financial information, particularly household wealth data.

Campbell (2006) argues that the ideal data set for empirical analysis of household finance 
would have at least five characteristics: ‘First, it would cover a representative sample of the 
entire population. Second, for each household the data set would measure both total wealth 
and an exhaustive breakdown of wealth into relevant categories. Third, these categories would 
be sufficiently disaggregated to distinguish among asset classes. Fourth, the data would be 
reported with a high level of accuracy. Finally, the data set would follow households over time; 
that is, it would be a panel data set rather than a series of cross-sections.’

In Australia, nationally representative and comprehensive micro data on household wealth did 
not become available until the early 2000s, when the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics 
in Australia (HILDA) Survey began collecting wealth data.1 While by no means perfect, the HILDA 
Survey broadly addresses all of Campbell’s requirements. It is, by design, representative of the 
Australian population; it produces a comprehensive measure of each household’s wealth, in total 
and by component; and household wealth data has been collected from the same households 
every four years since 2002.

This detailed longitudinal wealth data, combined with rich data on incomes and other financial 
data, and indeed on numerous other topics, makes HILDA fertile ground for household finance 
researchers, including practitioners, industry associations and policy makers. The data can 
be used for a variety of purposes, including understanding how wealth is distributed, how 
wealth accumulates over time, the structure of household portfolios, the savings behaviour of 
households, and the retirement readiness of individuals approaching retirement age. Importantly, 
the rich household micro data on wealth allows investigation of the factors impacting on 
these household financial decisions and outcomes. For example, Connolly (2007) was able 
to use the HILDA data to examine the extent to which superannuation displaced other saving 
by households, while Cardak and Wilkins (2009) show that increased labour market risk, 
as measured by year-to-year volatility in earnings, is associated with lower holdings of risky 
financial assets.

In what follows, I describe the HILDA Survey, explain the nature of the wealth data available, and 
present some simple descriptive statistics based on the wealth data.

The HILDA Survey is a nationally representative longitudinal study of Australian 
households, which provides household wealth and other financial data. It represents 
a rich resource for empirical household finance researchers and many empirical 
studies in recent years have used the HILDA wealth data to examine household 
financial decision making and outcomes. However, there remain significant 
unexploited opportunities to use this longitudinal data to explore the causal 
pathways to wealth accumulation. 
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The HILDA Project
Commencing in 2001, the HILDA Survey is a nationally representative longitudinal study of 
Australian households. The study is designed to live forever, following not only the original 
sample members, but also all of their descendants. Annual re-interview rates (the proportion of 
respondents from one wave who are successfully interviewed in the next wave) are high, rising 
from 87 per cent in Wave 2 to over 95.5 per cent from Wave 5 onwards. In Wave 14, conducted 
in 2014, interviews were obtained with 17,325 individuals residing in 9,538 households.2

Central to the HILDA project’s purpose is the study of individuals’ and households’ economic 
wellbeing. As a consequence, the study collects detailed information on household wealth every 
four years — to date, wealth data has been collected in 2002, 2006, 2010 and 2014 — creating 
Australia’s only nationally representative longitudinal household wealth data.

Considerable other financial data is also collected, most of it annually. Each year, detailed 
income data is collected for each individual in the household aged 15 and over, which are used to 
produce measures of personal and household income, in total and by income source (supplied 
in the unit record data). Household expenditure data is also collected annually, although not all 
components of expenditure are measured, and the categories of expenditure captured have 
changed several times. Since Wave 11, expenditure on each of 20 categories of expenditure has 
been measured, accounting for approximately 70 per cent of total household expenditure.

Central to the HILDA project’s purpose is the study of individuals’ and households’ 
economic wellbeing. As a consequence, the study collects detailed information on 
household wealth every four years — to date, wealth data has been collected in 2002, 
2006, 2010 and 2014 — creating Australia’s only nationally representative longitudinal 
household wealth data.

The study collects much other non-financial information relevant to understanding financial 
decision-making and outcomes. This includes demographic characteristics, educational 
attainment, labour market activity, job characteristics, retirement expectations, health and health 
behaviours, disability, subjective wellbeing, attitudes and values, experience of major life events, 
and cognitive functioning. Perhaps most importantly for finance researchers, measures of risk 
preference and time preference are also obtained in each wave.

The HILDA wealth data
The HILDA Survey wealth data is derived from a detailed set of questions about the financial 
assets, non-financial assets and debts of all household members. The questions have remained 
very similar over time, ensuring a high degree of longitudinal comparability. In addition to 
providing measures of each household’s total financial assets, non-financial assets, debts and net 
worth, the questions also produce separate values for six financial asset components, seven non-
financial asset components and 12 debt components. Table 1 itemises these components.
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TABLE 1: Asset and debt components available in the HILDA Survey data

Assets
Financial assets

Bank accounts

Equity investments (shares, managed funds and property trusts)

Other investments (bonds, debentures, certificates of deposit and mortgage-backed securities)

Trust funds

Cash-in value of life insurance policies

Superannuation

Non-financial assets

Home

Other property (investment housing, holiday homes, other housing, vacant land, farms and 
commercial property)

Businesses

Motor vehicles (cars, vans, motorbikes, trucks and utilities)

Recreational vehicles (boats, caravans, campervans, jet skis, trail bikes and other recreational vehicles)

Other vehicles (tractors, planes, helicopters and other vehicles not captured above)

Collectibles (antiques, works of art, cemetery plots and other substantial assets)

Debts
Home debt

Other property debt

Business debt

Credit card debt

Student loan debt (including HECS and HELP)

Car loans(a)

Investment loans(a)

Hire-purchase loans(a)

Other personal loans from financial institutions(a)

Other personal loans from other types of lender, such as solicitors, pawnbrokers and welfare agencies(a)

Loans from friends or relatives (not living in the same household)(a)

Unpaid overdue bills(b)

Notes: (a) In Wave 2, car loans, investment loans, hire-purchase loans and other personal loans were obtained 
collectively and recorded as ‘other personal debt’; (b) Not collected in Wave 2.

As Table 1 indicates, the wealth data is quite comprehensive. The only significant component 
omitted from the HILDA Survey measure of household wealth is ‘dwelling contents’ (other than 
collectibles), such as furniture and appliances, and clothing and other personal items. Estimates 
from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Survey of Income and Housing presented in ABS 
(2015) indicate that the mean value of household contents, including collectables, was $65,880 
in 2013–14. The mean value of collectables in Wave 14 of the HILDA Survey was $3,667, implying 
dwelling contents not measured by the HILDA Survey in 2014 averaged $62,213 across all 
households. Note, however, that dwelling contents are notoriously difficult to value. The ABS use 
‘insured value’ to measure the value of dwelling contents, but because most insurance policies on 
dwelling contents are on a ‘new for old’ basis, this leads to substantial overestimation of the true 
value of dwelling contents — possibly by a factor of two or more.

The exclusion of dwelling contents notwithstanding, the HILDA wealth data compares favourably 
with both National Accounts aggregates and ABS household wealth data (Bloxham and Betts 
2009; Wilkins 2013). However, one limitation of the wealth data for finance researchers is that 
the financial asset categories are relatively broad. Most notably, the composition of equity 
holdings and the composition of superannuation holdings are not known. Thus, for example, it is 
not possible to ascertain the degree of diversification in equity portfolios, nor the risk profile of 
superannuation holdings.
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Some descriptive statistics
To provide a brief overview of the HILDA Survey wealth data, Table 2 presents several summary 
measures of the distribution of household net wealth in Australia in 2002, 2006, 2010 and 
2014. Over the full 2002 to 2014 period, there were large gains in the net wealth of Australian 
households. Mean wealth of households increased by 36.1 per cent in real terms to $742,209 in 
2014, while median wealth increased by 37.1 per cent, to $407,765. However, all of the growth in 
the mean, and most of the growth in the median, occurred between 2002 and 2006. Between 
2006 and 2014, the median increased by only 1.4 per cent, while the mean actually declined by 
1.2 per cent.

Between 2002 and 2006, when mean wealth grew strongly, wealth inequality also grew, largely 
because the very wealthiest became much richer. This is indicated by the net wealth of the 
99th percentile, which increased by 139.6 per cent between 2002 and 2006. Over this period, 
growth in net wealth was otherwise reasonably evenly distributed, with the 90th percentile, 
median and 10th percentile all growing by similar proportions.

The changes between 2006 and 2014 were quite different. Net wealth at the 99th percentile 
decreased by 9.3 per cent, the 90th percentile increased by 8.1 per cent and the median 
increased by 1.4 per cent, while the 10th percentile increased quite strongly, by 25.7 per cent. 
The net result was that wealth inequality, as measured by the Gini coefficient, decreased by 
1.3 per cent. This was not enough, however, to completely undo the increase in inequality 
between 2002 and 2006.

Table 2 also presents estimates of total household wealth (exclusive of household contents) over 
the four years in which wealth data was collected. This is estimated to have been $6.5 trillion in 
2014, up from $4 trillion in 2002. Aggregate household wealth experienced sustained growth 
between 2002 and 2014, with population growth more than offsetting the decline in mean wealth 
between 2006 and 2014.

TABLE 2: Distribution of net wealth across households, 2002–14 (December 2014 prices)

Mean  
($)

10th 
percentile 

($)
Median  

($)

90th 
percentile 

($)

99th 
percentile 

($)
Gini  

coefficient

Aggregate 
wealth  

($ billion)
2002 545,534 6,148 297,488 1,246,597 3,905,912 0.624 4,014

2006 751,541 8,609 402,178 1,647,652 9,358,478 0.634 5,784

2010 734,208 9,040 421,760 1,654,670 8,358,055 0.623 6,091

2014 742,209 10,820 407,765 1,781,750 8,491,287 0.626 6,542

Percentage 
change 2002–14 36.1 76.0 37.1 42.9 117.4 0.4 63.0

Percentage 
change 2002–06 37.8 40.0 35.2 32.2 139.6 1.7 44.1

Percentage 
change 2006–14 –1.2 25.7 1.4 8.1 –9.3 –1.3 13.1

A brief overview of the composition of household wealth is provided in Table 3, which presents 
the mean value across all households of each of the eight asset components and six debt 
components. The family home is clearly the most important asset component, and debt on the 
family home is clearly the most important debt component. The mean value of owner-occupied 
housing, evaluated over all households, was $281,781 in 2002, $377,453 in 2006, $408,218 in 2010 
and $392,241 in 2014. Mean home debt among all households also rose in a sustained fashion. 
In 2014, mean home debt was, in real terms, nearly double its 2002 level.

Superannuation is now clearly the second most important asset class in households’ wealth 
portfolios. In 2014, the mean value across all households was $186,011, up from $112,114 in 
2002. Nonetheless, the importance of housing as a component of household wealth is further 
reinforced by the large share of household wealth held in the form of investment housing and 
holiday homes. The mean value of other housing across all households rose dramatically between 
2002 and 2006, from $66,130 to $161,388, but declined thereafter, to be $138,718 in 2014. 
In common with home debt, debt on other property rose in a sustained fashion between 2002 
and 2014, with mean debt across all households rising from $15,529 in 2002 to $42,226 in 2014.
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Equity investments are also a sizeable component of assets. Changes in the mean value of 
equities across all households largely reflect movements in share prices. The mean peaked in 
2006 at $56,402, declined to $40,815 in 2010 and rose again to $44,166 in 2014.

The share of wealth in bank accounts has risen slightly since 2002. In 2002, bank accounts 
accounted for 6 per cent of net wealth, and in 2014 they accounted for 6.9 per cent of net wealth. 
The mean value of business wealth declined over this period, from $60,327 in 2006 to $39,807. 
Over this period, the mean value of business debt declined only slightly, from $10,847 in 2006 to 
$9,264 in 2014.

Between 2002 and 2010, the total value of household debt rose at a much faster rate than the 
value of household assets. The mean value of assets grew by 42 per cent over this period, while 
the mean value of debt grew by 87 per cent. Debt continued to grow at a faster pace than 
assets between 2010 and 2014, but at a much reduced rate, increasing by only 3.3 per cent over 
the four-year period. This translates to an annual growth rate of 0.8 per cent, compared with 
8.1 per cent between 2002 and 2010.

TABLE 3: Composition of household wealth, 2002–14 (mean values across all households, 
December 2014 prices)

Assets

Home
Other 

property
Super-

annuation Equities
Bank 

accounts Business Vehicles
Other 
assets

All  
assets

2002 281,781 66,130 112,114 41,757 32,620 55,468 25,838 19,721 635,429

2006 377,453 161,388 148,223 56,402 36,067 60,327 28,456 25,298 893,615

2010 408,218 138,741 163,395 40,815 42,982 50,288 28,490 29,527 902,457

2014 392,241 138,718 186,011 44,166 51,118 39,807 27,051 36,936 916,048

Debts

Home
Other 

property Business
Credit 
cards

HECS/ 
HELP Other 

All  
debts

2002 51,881 15,529 8,678 1,471 2,022 10,314 89,895

2006 78,474 32,203 10,847 1,876 2,250 16,339 142,073

2010 96,280 38,895 10,056 2,211 3,123 17,553 168,249

2014 100,689 42,226 9,264 1,661 4,511 15,352 173,839

While Tables 2 and 3 present cross-sectional information on the distribution of household wealth, 
the unique contribution of the HILDA Survey data on Australian household wealth is that it 
permits examination of changes over time — or dynamics — of individuals’ household wealth.

Between 2002 and 2010, the total value of household debt rose at a much faster rate 
than the value of household assets. The mean value of assets grew by 42 per cent 
over this period, while the mean value of debt grew by 87 per cent. Debt continued to 
grow at a faster pace than assets between 2010 and 2014, but at a much reduced rate, 
increasing by only 3.3 per cent over the four-year period. This translates to an annual 
growth rate of 0.8 per cent, compared with 8.1 per cent between 2002 and 2010.

Table 4 examines the median changes in individuals’ household wealth over five timeframes: 
2002 to 2006; 2006 to 2010; 2010 to 2014; 2006 to 2014; and 2002 to 2014. The individual is 
the ‘unit of analysis’, which means that while we are examining household wealth, we ‘follow’ 
individuals. This is more natural than attempting to follow households. If we take, for example, 
the case of a married couple who separate: a household-based analysis would either have to 
follow only one member of the couple, or treat the household as having ‘died’; an individual-
based analysis allows us to follow both members of the couple — although household wealth of 
each member would, naturally, change as a result of the separation.
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The table compares median net wealth changes across six age groups. Median wealth growth 
between 2002 and 2014 was highest for those aged 35–44 in 2002, although the median growth 
of those aged 45–54 in 2002 and those aged 25–34 in 2002 was not far behind. Growth was 
lowest for those aged 65 and over in 2002, and was also relatively low for those aged 55–64 in 
2002, but was still positive for both age groups. This is perhaps somewhat surprising, particularly 
for those aged 65 and over in 2002, since most were retired over the 2002 to 2014 period 
and might have been expected to be ‘running down’ their wealth. However, all of the increase 
occurred between 2002 and 2006, when asset price growth was very strong.

TABLE 4: Median household net wealth changes by initial age group  
($, December 2014 prices)

2002–06 2006–10 2010–14 2006–14 2002–14
Age group in base year

Under 25 23,188 12,442 14,515 36,409 112,294

25–34 82,498 66,951 48,732 111,621 230,782

35–44 135,383 58,669 53,645 113,273 267,004

45–54 142,958 60,689 52,055 90,932 254,132

55–64 123,556 2,447 13,777 7,163 86,334

65 and over 58,784 –3,943 –8,267 –14,110 35,885

Figure 1 focuses on the most important financial asset, superannuation, showing the strong 
relationship between age and (personal) superannuation balance, which tends to peak in the 
age groups in which most people retire. It is also evident that women have much lower balances 
than men, reflecting the lower lifetime earnings of women. Mean superannuation balances of 
both men and women tended to grow between 2002 and 2014, although there are substantial 
differences across the age groups. Indeed, increases in mean superannuation balances were 
largely confined to older age groups. One consequence of this is that the age group at which 
the mean superannuation balance peaks increased between 2002 and 2014 for both men and 
women — for men from the 55–59 age group to the 65–69 age group, and for women from the 
50–54 age group to the 60–64 age group.

Mean superannuation balances of both men and women tended to grow between 
2002 and 2014, although there are substantial differences across the age groups. 
Indeed, increases in mean superannuation balances were largely confined to older 
age groups. One consequence of this is that the age group at which the mean 
superannuation balance peaks increased between 2002 and 2014 for both men and 
women — for men from the 55–59 age group to the 65–69 age group, and for women 
from the 50–54 age group to the 60–64 age group.

FIGURE 1: Mean superannuation balances by sex and age
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Concluding comments
The household wealth and other financial data available in the HILDA Survey data represents 
a rich resource for empirical household finance researchers. Indeed, a number of studies have 
already made use of the HILDA wealth data to examine household financial decision making and 
outcomes. These include studies of the distribution, dynamics and determinants of household 
wealth (Headey et al. 2005; Doiron and Guttmann 2009; Bauer et al. 2011; Dockery and Bawa 
2015), the incidence of household debt (La Cava and Simon 2005; Wilkins and Wooden 2009), 
portfolio allocation decisions (Cardak and Wilkins 2009; Cobb-Clark and Hildebrand 2009, 2010, 
2011; Stavrunova and Yerokhin 2012; Hulley et al. 2013; Marriotti et al. 2015), and superannuation 
and retirement (Connolly 2007; Parr et al. 2007; Ong 2009; Keegan 2011; Barrett and Kecmanovic 
2013; Burnett et al. 2013; Johnson et al. 2014, 2016; Feng 2015).

Despite the large number of studies that already exist, there remain many unexploited 
opportunities. For example, there is much that could be done to further investigate the 
implications of non-financial wealth, household circumstances, labour market activity and 
events, health and other factors for financial decisions and outcomes. In particular, the 
longitudinal structure of the data improves the potential for identification of causal pathways 
from these factors to wealth accumulation. This potential will likely increase as the length of the 
HILDA panel grows over coming years.
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Notes
1.  Prior to 2002, the only Australian unit record wealth data was from a 1915 wealth survey and a 1966−68 study of 

consumer finances and expenditures. The ABS shortly followed the HILDA Survey’s lead, incorporating a wealth 
collection into its biennial household income survey for the first time in 2003−04. The ABS has since collected 
household wealth data in four of the five income surveys conducted since then.

2.  As of the time of writing, 15 waves of data had been collected, with the Wave 15 data due to be released in 
December 2016. For more information about the study, including sample methods, sample sizes and response 
rates, see Summerfield et al. (2015), Watson and Wooden (2002) and Watson (2011).
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