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An emotional subject
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Inheritance taxes have been lowered internationally...

 

Source: Jestl (2021)
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https://www.pse-journal.hr/en/archive/inheritance-tax-regimes-a-comparison_7582/


...and also in Switzerland,...
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...even though the value of inheritances is rising fast,...

 

Source: Brülhart, Dupertuis & Moreau (2018) 5/1

https://sjes.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41937-017-0012-9


..., mirroring a long-run rise in wealth-income ratios,

 

Source: Baselgia and Martínez (2025) 6/1

https://direct.mit.edu/rest/article/107/4/914/115277/Wealth-Income-Ratios-in-Free-Market-Capitalism


...to reach 100 billion Swiss francs in 2025.
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Inheritance is highly unequal

Switzerland:
I Top-1% inheritance share = 32%
I Top-5% inheritance share = 52%

BUT
I Top-1% wealth share = 45%
I Top-5% wealth share = 65%

→ Inheritance
• reduces inequality on impact
• increases inequality in the medium run (Nekoei & Seim, 2023)
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https://academic.oup.com/restud/article/90/1/463/6561551


Questions

I Why are inheritance taxes popular with many economists?

I Why are inheritance taxes being lowered nonetheless?

I Is the proposed 50% tax on very large Swiss estates a good
idea?

I Is there another way of favouring intergenerational wealth
diffusion?
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Why popular with economists?
Two criteria for a good tax:

I Efficiency/growth/incentives
• Testators: no evidence of real responses
• Heirs: negative labour-supply responses to large inheritances

⇒ Rare case of a tax that incentivises economic effort

I Equity/inequality/redistribution
• Inheritance tax can be highly progressive
• Affects “unearned wealth”

⇒ Perceived by many as a fair tax
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Larger inheritance⇒ larger drop in labour earnings
 

Source: Brülhart, Eyquem, Martínez & Rubolino (2025) 11/1

https://people.unil.ch/mariusbrulhart/files/2025/11/bemr-2025-output_cost_inheritance.pdf


Inheritance often arrives at a “sensitive age”

 

Source: Brülhart, Eyquem, Martínez & Rubolino (2025) 12/1

https://people.unil.ch/mariusbrulhart/files/2025/11/bemr-2025-output_cost_inheritance.pdf


The output cost of inheritance

I Inheritances are to some extent anticipated
⇒ Part of the lifetime labour supply response occurs prior to the receipt of

inheritance
⇒ We use responses to lottery wins as a point of comparison and a model

of life-cycle labour supply for quantification

I Complete dissipation of inheritance⇒ GDP↗∼1.1%
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Why the decline of inheritance taxation?
Studying taxation in the Swiss cantons allows us...
I ...to identify the political arguments invoked, and
I ...to test the validity of the main argument.

Tax rate on inheritance of CHF 500k by direct descendant

 

Source: Swissinfo 14/1

https://www.swissinfo.ch/ger/schweizer-politik/erbschaftssteuer-wo-steht-die-schweiz-im-internationalen-vergleich/90256882


Inheritance taxes fell like dominoes
 

Source: Brülhart & Parchet (2018) 15/1

https://people.unil.ch/mariusbrulhart/files/2023/02/rp1301.pdf


One political argument dominated: taxpayer mobility
 

Source: Brülhart & Parchet (2018) 16/1

https://people.unil.ch/mariusbrulhart/files/2023/02/rp1301.pdf


No significant effects, even in the long run
Tax base Tax revenue

  

Source: Brülhart & Parchet (2018)
17/1

https://people.unil.ch/mariusbrulhart/files/2023/02/rp1301.pdf


How about a federal inheritance
tax for Switzerland?

 

Citizens’ initiative to be voted in nationwide referendum on
30 November 2025:

I 50% flat-rate tax on estate values above CHF 50 million

I Revenue earmarked for climate-friendly public investment

I Would affect ∼2,500 (0.04%) taxpayers
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Wealthy elderly taxpayers can be mobile

 

Source: Brülhart (2024) 19/1

https://people.unil.ch/mariusbrulhart/files/2024/12/ESTV-Bericht-Nachlasssteuer.pdf


A fiscal own goal?

My estimates:

I Between 1/2 and 3/4 of affected taxpayers would leave / stay
away

⇒ Loss of up to 93% of affected tax base (estates at death)
⇒ Loss of income and wealth tax revenue (prior to death)
⇒ Net effect on overall tax revenue ∈[-0.7, 0.3] billion CHF
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Why consider mobility a problem now, and not then?

Magnitudes:

• average ∆ tax rate of 2025 proposal:

→ +28 p.p. (weighted by # taxpayers)

→ +39 p.p. (weighted by taxable wealth)

• average ∆ tax rate cantonal tax reforms: ∼-2.4 p.p.
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The inheritance-tax Laffer curve

I Tax revenue relates non-monotonically to the tax rate
I Mobility lowers the revenue-maximising rate, ceteris paribus
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There’s more to inheritance than taxes
I Civil-law inheritance rules force dynastic wealth transmission
I More (voluntary!) wealth diffusion through more liberal laws?

 

Source: Ellul, Pagano & Panunzi (2010), and WID
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https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.100.5.2414wir
https://wid.world/country/switzerland/


The 2023 reform of Swiss inheritance law

I Reform reduced compulsory share of children by 1/3 and
abolished compulsory share of surviving parents

I The freely bequeathable share increased by ∼20 p.p., from 41%
to 61% (weighted average across family types)

• Biggest increase: 50 p.p., from 50% to 100% (unmarried people w/o
children and with living parents)
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Novel data: online wills

I Free, anonymous online will
preparation service Dein Adieu
(funded by charities)

I 16,933 completed wills,
2020-2024
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https://www.deinadieu.ch/en/


Voluntary wealth diffusion
 

Source: Brülhart & Soler (2025)

I Single over-65s distribute 8 p.p. (i.e. 32% of newly free share)
away from direct descendants

I Complete liberalisation⇒≤ 16 p.p. additional diffusion
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In a nutshell

I Inheritance is growing faster than incomes

I Inheritance taxes have been lowered

I Inheritance taxes score well on efficiency and equity grounds

I Taxpayer mobility: political rhetoric or real concern – it depends!

I Liberalisation of inheritance law can support wealth diffusion
without coercion

27/1



Grazie.
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