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1. Introduction 

The international financial crisis, started in 2007-8, was triggered by the rise of 

household default rates in the US subprime mortgage market. Since then, attention 

has been devoted to the rising involvement of households with the financial system, 

not only in the economies first affected by the financial crisis, such as the US and the 

UK, but also in other developed and developing countries. This new engagement of 

households with the financial sector has been explained by an array of both demand 

and supply factors, with social constraints to be pointed as primary factors by the 

bourgeoning financialisation literature. Analysis of household financialisation is not 

limited to debt incurred by vulnerable households, however. The social context also 

affects the evolution of household financial wealth, namely of the better positioned 

segments of this very heterogeneous sector. Diverse social standings imply different, 

but inter-connected, relations – in terms of access, types of assets and liabilities and 

costs – with the financial sector.  

This paper looks at the evolution of household financial assets across Europe, in the 

context of growing financialisation of this sector. It will be shown that, as part and 

parcel of a general trend of growing household financial wealth, pension funds and 

insurance reserves have been taking an increasing importance both relative to 

disposable income and to total assets in almost all countries considered. Given the 

diverse income, social provision systems and inequality dynamics present in these 

countries, it is then argued that the relation between household financialisation and 

social constraints signalled in the literature is insufficient to account for these recent 

trends. It is argued that the European Union (EU) agenda for pension reform coupled 

with the constraints created with the formation of the European Monetary Union 

(EMU) provide important insight for the European wide entanglement of households 

with private finance.  

We start off with a brief overview of the concept of financialisation and its application 

to households, which have mainly focused on the relation between income, inequality 
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