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Housing, debt and the economy:  
a tale of two countries 

From 1996 to 2016, according to the OECD, the ratio of an in-
dex of German house prices to per capita household income 
has declined by 6%, while the UK’s has risen by 98%. This is 
the case despite the current boom in the German housing 
market, and the decline in Germany since 1970 is even more 
pronounced. The international picture since 1996 is quite di-
verse, ranging from zero in the US, to rises of 61 % in Germa-
ny’s neighbour France, and 79 % in New Zealand and 112 % in 
Sweden, both countries with low population densities. The 
talk will explain these striking Anglo-German differences in 
terms of key institutional differences, particularly in the sup-
ply of land, the nature of credit markets, taxation and tenure 
structures.

The differences between Germany and the UK have deep his-
torical and cultural roots. The talk will explain why these dif-
ferences, whose relevance has been overlooked by standard 
macroeconomics, matter. They have profound economic 
implications, including for intergenerational justice, inequali-
ty, macroeconomic policy, financial stability, and the trans-
mission of monetary policy. 

John Muellbauer, Fellow of the Brit-
ish Academy (FBA), is a Senior Re-
search Fellow of Nuffield College, 
Professor of Economics and a Senior 
Fellow of the Institute for New Eco-
nomic Thinking at the Oxford Mar-
tin School, Oxford University. Be-
fore coming to Nuffield College in 
1981, Muellbauer was Professor of 
Economics at Birkbeck College, Lon-
don, and Lecturer at Warwick Uni-
versity. He obtained his first degree 
from Cambridge University, Eng-
land and his Doctorate from the 
University of California. 

His research, with colleagues, on the impact of credit market 
liberalization on consumer debt, spending and housing mar-
kets in the UK, US, Canada, South Africa and Australia and 
relative non-liberalisation in Japan and Germany aims to 
throw new light on monetary transmission, financial stability 
and monetary policy. His most recent paper, “Macroeconom-
ics and Consumption”, is a critique of models used by central 
banks.
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