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Higher economic inequality is associated with higher levels of « social bads »

Index of 
“social bads”

(including: 
Life expectancy, 
Infant mortality, 

Homicides,
Imprisonment,

Teenage births,    
Obesity,

Drug addiction
…)

Source: Wilkinson and Picket, 2009
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§ World Inequality Database (WID.world) seeks to address this gap: 
WID.world is the most extensive database on the historical evolution of 
income and wealth distribution. Regroups 100+ researchers over 5 
continents. 100% transparent, open source, reproducible.

§ Our findings: despite high growth in emerging countries, global inequality
increased since 1980. The top 1% captured twice as much global income
growth as bottom 50%. Diverging country inequality trajectories highlight
the importance of institutional changes & political choices rather than
deterministic forces. 

§ Way forward: Much can be done in the coming decades to promote more 
equitable growth. UN can play a critical role, via the establishment of 
standardized measures of growth inequality.

Lack of transparency on income and wealth poses severe challenges to democracy

www.wir2018.world
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 ▶ There are exceptions to the general 
pattern. in the middle east, sub-saharan 
africa, and brazil, income inequality has 
remained relatively stable, at extremely 
high levels (Figure E2b). Having never gone 
through the postwar egalitarian regime, these 
regions set the world “inequality frontier.”

 ▶ The diversity of trends observed across 
countries since 1980 shows that income 
inequality dynamics are shaped by a variety 
of national, institutional and political contexts. 

 ▶ This is illustrated by the different trajec-
tories followed by the former communist 
or highly regulated countries, China, India, 
and russia (Figure E2a and b). The rise in 
inequality was particularly abrupt in russia, 
moderate in China, and relatively gradual in 
India, reflecting different types of deregula-
tion and opening-up policies pursued over the 
past decades in these countries.

 ▶ The divergence in inequality levels has been 
particularly extreme between Western europe 

and the united states, which had similar levels 
of inequality in 1980 but today are in radically 
different situations. While the top 1% income 
share was close to 10% in both regions in 1980, 
it rose only slightly to 12% in 2016 in Western 
europe while it shot up to 20% in the united 
states. meanwhile, in the united states, the 
bottom 50% income share decreased from more 
than 20% in 1980 to 13% in 2016 (Figure E3). 

 ▶ The income-inequality trajectory observed 
in the United States is largely due to massive 
educational inequalities, combined with a tax 
system that grew less progressive despite 
a surge in top labor compensation since 
the 1980s, and in top capital incomes in 
the 2000s. continental europe meanwhile 
saw a lesser decline in its tax progressivity, 
while wage inequality was also moderated 
by educational and wage-setting policies 
that were relatively more favorable to low- 
and middle-income groups. In both regions, 
income inequality between men and women 
has declined but remains particularly strong 
at the top of the distribution.

 

In 2016, 47% of national income was received by the top 10% in US-Canada, compared to 34% in 1980.

Source: WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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 Figure E2a  
Top 10% income shares across the world, 1980–2016: Rising inequality almost everywhere,  
but at different speeds
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Income inequality increased almost everywhere, but at different speeds

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure 2.1.1. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.

Top 10% income shares across the world, 1980-2016
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How has inequality evolved in recent decades among global citizens? We pro-

vide the first estimates of how the growth in global income since 1980 has been 

distributed across the totality of the world population. The global top 1% earners 

has captured twice as much of that growth as the 50% poorest individuals. The 

bottom 50% has nevertheless enjoyed important growth rates. The global mid-

dle class (which contains all of the poorest 90% income groups in the EU and the 

United States) has been squeezed.

at the global level, inequality has risen 
sharply since 1980, despite strong 
growth in china.

 ▶ The poorest half of the global popula-
tion has seen its income grow significantly 
thanks to high growth in Asia (particularly 
in china and india). however, because 
of high and rising inequality within coun-
tries, the top  1%  richest individuals in  
the world captured twice as much growth 
as the bottom 50% individuals since  
1980 (Figure E4). Income growth has  
been sluggish or even zero for individuals 
with incomes between the global bottom 
50% and top 1% groups. This includes all 

north american and european lower- and 
middle-income groups.

 ▶ The rise of global inequality has not been 
steady. While the global top 1% income share 
increased from 16% in 1980 to 22% in 2000, 
it declined slightly thereafter to 20%. The 
income share of the global bottom 50% has 
oscillated around 9% since 1980 (Figure E5). 
The trend break after 2000 is due to a reduc-
tion in between-country average income 
inequality, as within-country inequality has 
continued to increase.

 

In 2016, 55% of national income was received by the Top 10% earners in India, against 31% in 1980.

Source: WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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 Figure E2b  
Top 10% income shares across the world, 1980–2016: Is world inequality moving towards the 
high-inequality frontier? 
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Is the world moving towards the high inequality frontier?

Top 10% income shares across the world, 1980-2016

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure 2.1.1. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.
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This graph is scaled by population size, meaning that the distance between different points on the x-axis is proportional to the size of the population of the corre-
sponding income group. The income group p0p1 (lowest percentile), for instance, occupies 1% of the size of the x-axis. On the horizontal axis, the world population is 
divided into a hundred groups of equal population size and sorted in ascending order from left to right, according to each group's income level. The Top 1% group is 
divided into ten groups, the richest of these groups is also divided into ten groups, and the very top group is again divided into ten groups of equal population size. 
The vertical axis shows the total income growth of an average individual in each group between 1980 and 2016. For percentile group p99p99.1 (the poorest 10% 
among the richest 1% of global earners), growth was 74% between 1980 and 2016. The Top 1% of income earners captured 27% of total growth over this period. 
Income estimates account for differences in the cost of living between countries. Values are net of inflation.

Source: Chancel & Piketty (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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 Figure a1  
total income growth by percentile across all world regions, 1980–2016: scaled by population

In this representation of global income inequality dynamics discussed in Chapter 2.1, 
we scale the horizontal axis by population size, meaning that the distance between 
different points on the x-axis is proportional to the size of the population of the corre-
sponding income group. (See box 2.1.1)

World inequalit y report 2018 293

aPPendIx

Rise	of	 emerging
countries

Squeezed bottom 90%	
In	the	US	&	Western	 Europe

Prosperity of
the	global	 1%

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Appendix Figure A1. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.

The global elephant curve of inequality and growth



7

growth. The top 1% captured 23% of total 
growth over the period—that is, as much as 
the bottom 61% of the population. such 
figures help make sense of the very high 
growth rates enjoyed by Indians and Chinese 
sitting at the bottom of the distribution. 
Whereas growth rates were substantial 
among the global bottom 50%, this group 
captured only 14% of total growth, just 
slightly more than the global top 0.1%—which 
captured 12% of total growth. Such a small 
share of total growth captured by the bottom 
half of the population is partly due to the fact 
that when individuals are very poor, their 
incomes can double or triple but still remain 
relatively small—so that the total increase in 
their incomes does not necessarily add up at 
the global level. But this is not the only expla-
nation. incomes at the very top must also be 
extraordinarily high to dwarf the growth 
captured by the bottom half of the world 
population.  

The next step of the exercise consists of adding 
the populations and incomes of russia 
(140  million), Brazil (210  million), and the 
Middle East (410 million) to the analysis. These 
additional groups bring the total population 
now considered to more than 4.3 billion indi-
viduals—that is, close to 60% of the world total 
population and two thirds of the world adult 
population. The global growth curve presented 
in Appendix Figure A2.3 is similar to the 
previous one except that the “body of the 
elephant” is now shorter. This can be explained 
by the fact that russia, the middle east, and 
Brazil are three regions which recorded low 
growth rates over the period considered. 
Adding the population of the three regions also 
slightly shifts the “body of the elephant” to the 
left, since a large share of the population of the 
countries incorporated in the analysis is neither 
very poor nor very rich from a global point of 
view and thus falls in the middle of the distribu-
tion. In this synthetic global region, the top 1% 

 

On the horizontal axis, the world population is divided into a hundred groups of equal population size and sorted in ascending order from left to right, according to 
each group's income level. The Top 1% group is divided into ten groups, the richest of these groups is also divided into ten groups, and the very top group is again 
divided into ten groups of equal population size. The vertical axis shows the total income growth of an average individual in each group between 1980 and 2016. For 
percentile group p99p99.1 (the poorest 10% among the world's richest 1%), growth was 74% between 1980 and 2016. The Top 1% captured 27% of total growth 
over this period. Income estimates account for differences in the cost of living between countries. Values are net of inflation.

Source: WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for more details.

0%

50%

100%

150%

200%

250%

99.99999.9999.999908070605040302010

R
e

al
 in

co
m

e 
gr

o
w

th
 p

e
r 

ad
u

lt
 (%

)

Income group (percentile)

Squeezed bottom 90% 
in the US & Western Europe

Rise of emerging 
countries

Prosperity of 
the global 1%

Bottom 50% 
captured 12% 
of total growth

Top 1% 
captured 27% 
of total growth

 Figure 2.1.4  
total income growth by percentile across all world regions, 1980–2016

trends in Global inCome inequalit y 

World inequalit y report 2018 51

 Part II

The bottom 50% grew… but the top 1% captured twice more total growth. 

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure 2.1.4. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.
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In 2016, 12% of national income was received by the top 1% in Western Europe, compared to 20% in the United States. In 1980, 10% of national 
income was received by the top 1% in Western Europe, compared to 11% in the United States.

Source:  WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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In 2016, 22% of national income was received by the Bottom 50% in Western Europe.

Source:  WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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 Figure E3  
Top 1% vs. Bottom 50% national income shares in the US and Western Europe, 1980–2016: 
Diverging income inequality trajectories
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In 2016, 12% of national income was received by the top 1% in Western Europe, compared to 20% in the United States. In 1980, 10% of national 
income was received by the top 1% in Western Europe, compared to 11% in the United States.

Source:  WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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In 2016, 22% of national income was received by the Bottom 50% in Western Europe.

Source:  WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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 Figure E3  
Top 1% vs. Bottom 50% national income shares in the US and Western Europe, 1980–2016: 
Diverging income inequality trajectories
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US vs. EU: Huge rise of inequality in the US but stagnation of bottom 50% income. Broadly
similar regions (size, avg. income, openness, technology), diverging trends à Policy matters

Top 1% vs. bottom 50% in the US and Western Europe, 1980-2016

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure 2.1.3. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.
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India vs. China: higher rise in inequality in India, much less growth at the bottom
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In 2015, the Top 1% national income share was 13.9% in China.

Source: WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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Source: WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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 Figure a4  
top 1% vs. bottom 50% income shares in China and India, 1980–2015

This graph shows the evolution of top 1% and bottom 50% income shares in India and 
China. It is an example of the additional graphs which can be produced online on wid.
world and which are discussed in the various methodological documents referred to in 
the report.

World inequalit y report 2018296
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In 2015, the Top 1% national income share was 13.9% in China.

Source: WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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Source: WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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 Figure a4  
top 1% vs. bottom 50% income shares in China and India, 1980–2015

This graph shows the evolution of top 1% and bottom 50% income shares in India and 
China. It is an example of the additional graphs which can be produced online on wid.
world and which are discussed in the various methodological documents referred to in 
the report.

World inequalit y report 2018296

aPPendIx

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Appendix Figure A4. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.

Top 1% vs. bottom 50% in China vs. India, 1980-2016
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Countries have become richer, but governments have become poor.

iii.  why does the eVolution of PriVate 
and PubliC CaPital ownershiP matter 
for inequality?

Economic inequality is largely driven by the unequal ownership of capital, which 

can be either privately or public owned. We show that since 1980, very large 

transfers of public to private wealth occurred in nearly all countries, whether 

rich or emerging. While national wealth has substantially increased, public 

wealth is now negative or close to zero in rich countries. Arguably this limits the 

ability of governments to tackle inequality; certainly, it has important implica-

tions for wealth inequality among individuals.

over the past decades, countries have 
become richer but governments have 
become poor.

 ▶ the ratio of net private wealth to net 
national income gives insight into the total 
value of wealth commanded by individuals in 
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In 2015, the value of net public wealth (or public capital) in the US was negative (-17% of net national income) while the value of net private wealth 
(or private capital) was 500% of national income. In 1970, net public wealth amounted to 36% of national income while the figure was 326% for net 
private wealth. Net private wealth is equal to new private assets minus net private debt. Net public wealth is equal to public assets minus public debt.

Source: WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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 Figure e6  
the rise of private capital and the fall of public capital in rich countries, 1970–2016

exeCutIve summary

World inequalit y report 201814

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure E6. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.
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Business as usual: global income inequality will continue to rise, despite high growth in 
emerging world. Between country convergence not enough to counter within-country trend.

bottom 50% Chinese earners will capture 

13% of Chinese income growth up to 2050. 
the second scenario assumes that all coun-

tries follow the same inequality trajectory as 

the united states over the 1980–2016 

period. Following the above example, we 
know that bottom 50% us earners captured 

3% of total growth since 1980 in the United 
states. the second scenario then assumes 

that within all countries, bottom 50% earners 

will capture 3% of growth over the 2017–
2050 period. in the third scenario, all coun-

tries follow the same inequality trajectory as 

the european union over the 1980–2016 

period—where the bottom 50% captured 

14% of total growth since 1980. 

under business as usual, global 
inequality will continue to rise, despite 
strong growth in low-income countries. 

Figure 5.1.1 shows the evolution of the 

income shares of the global top 1% and the 

global bottom 50% for the three scenarios. 
under the business-as-usual scenario 

(scenario 1), the income share held by the 

bottom 50% of the population slightly 
decreases from approximately 10% today to 
less than 9% in 2050. At the top of the global 
income distribution, the top 1% income share 

rises from less than 21% today to more than 

24% of world income. Global inequality thus 

rises steeply in this scenario, despite strong 
growth in emerging countries. In Africa, for 
instance, we assume that average per-adult 
income grows at sustained 3% per year 
throughout the entire period (leading to a 
total growth of 173% between 2017 and 
2050). 

These projections show that the progressive 
catching-up of low-income countries is not 
sufficient to counter the continuation of 
worsening of within-country inequality. The 
results also suggest that the reduction (or 
stabilization) of global income inequality 
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If all countries follow the inequality trajectory of the US between 1980 and 2016 from 2017 to 2050, the  income share of the global Top 1% will reach 28% by 2050. 
Income share estimates are calculated using Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) euros. PPP accounts for differences in the cost of living between countries. Values are 
net of inflation.

Source: WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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1980–2016 inequality 
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 Figure 5.1.1  
Global income share projections of the bottom 50% and top 1% , 1980–2050

Part v taCklinG eConomiC inequalit y

World inequalit y report 2018252

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figures 5.1.1. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.
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intergenerational mobility is loZer in areas 
Zith larger AIrican-American populations� 
+oZever, in areas Zith large AIrican-Amer-
ican populations, both blacks and whites have 
lower rates of upward income mobility, indi-
cating that social and environmental causes 
other than race, such as differences in history 
and institutions, may play a role. spatial and 
social segregation is also negatively associ-
ated with upward mobility. in particular, 
longer commuting time decreases opportuni-
ties to climb the social ladder, and spatial 
segregation oI the poorest individuals has a 
stronger negative impact on mobility� 7his 
suggests that the isolation oI loZer-income 
Iamilies and the diIficulties they e[perience 
in reaching Mob sites are important drivers oI 
social immobility.

income inequality at the local level, school 
quality, social capital, and family structure 
arebalso important Iactors� +igher income 
ineTuality among the poorest ��� oI indi-

viduals is associated with lower mobility.15 
MeanZhile, a larger middle class stimulates 
upwards mobility.16 +igher public school 
e[penditures per student along Zith loZer 
class si]es signiIicantly increase social 
mobility� +igher social capital also Iavors 
mobility �Ior e[ample, areas Zith high involve-
ment in community organi]ations��17 finally, 
Iamily structure is also a Ney determinant� 
upward mobility is substantially lower in areas 
Zhere the Iraction oI children living in single-
parent households, or the share of divorced 
parents, or the share of non-married adults 
is higher�

:hat is remarNable is that combining these 
Iactors e[plains very eIIectively social 
mobility patterns� 7aNen together, Iive 
Iactorsæcommuting time, income ineTuality 
among the ��� poorest individuals, high-
school dropout rates, social capital, and the 
Iraction oI children Zith single parentsæ
e[plain ��� oI ineTualities in upZard mobility 

 

30% of children whose parents are in the Bottom 10% of the income distribution attend college between age 18 and 21. Almost 90% of children whose parents are in 
the Top 10% of the income distribution attend college between age 18 and 21.

Source:  Chetty, Hendren, Kline and Saez (2014). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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 Figure 5.4.1  
College attendance rates and parent income rank in the us for children born in 1980–1982

Part v taCklinG eConomiC inequalit y
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Addressing inequality of opportunity tomorrow means caring about income inequality
today: US example
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Between 1963 and 2017, the top marginal tax rate of income tax (applying to the highest incomes) in the US fell from 91% to 40%. 

Sources: Piketty (2014) and updates. See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.
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 Figure 5.2.2  
top income tax rates in rich countries, 1900–2017
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Source: Piketty (2014) and updates. See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.

Between 1980 and 2017, the top marginal tax rate of inheritance tax (applying to the highest inheritances) in the UK fell from 75% to 40%.
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 Figure 5.2.3  
top inheritance tax rates in rich countries, 1900–2017

Part v taCklinG eConomiC inequalit y

World inequalit y report 2018260

Progressive taxation is a proven tool to tackle inequality at the top. 
It was strongly reduced since the late 1970s.
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As globalization expands, race to the bottom in corporate taxesAs globalization progresses, there’s a race
to the bottom in corporate taxes

0% 

5% 

10% 

15% 

20% 

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

1981-89 1990-99 2000-09 2010-18 

MNE profits Corp. tax rate 
Globalization and tax competition 

Notes: This figure charts the unweighted world average corporate tax rate and the share of global corporate profits made by multinational corporations. 
Multinational profits were around €1.4 trillion in 2015, while global corporate profits were around €7.9 trillion.  
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Zucman, 2017
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As top tax rates decline, countries willing to finance Social State increase taxes on 
immobile taxpayers

17

18

19

20

21

22

St
an

da
rd

 C
on

su
m

pt
io

n 
Ta

x 
R

at
e 

(V
AT

)

25

30

35

40

45

50

To
p 

C
or

po
ra

te
 T

ax
 ra

te

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Top Corporate Tax rate Standard VAT rate

 
Corporate vs. consumption taxes in the EU

VAT rate 
(consumers)

Top tax rate
(corporations) 

Blanchet, Chancel, Gethin, 2019



16

 box 5.5.1  
the importance of standardized inequality metrics for international comparisons  
and collective learning

The need for sound economic data to allow civil 

society, researchers, businesses, and policymak-

ers to debate and develop informed and balanced 

policy responses to rising economic inequality has 

been a dominant theme in this report. 

In that regard, it is interesting to note that the 

United Nations agreed in 2015 to seventeen 

sustainable development goals (SDGs), as part 

of a global agenda to transform society in rich 

and poor countries alike. Recognizing that rising 

income and wealth inequality has become a uni-

versal issue, SDG Target 10 commits countries to 

“reduce inequalities within and among countries.” 

To that end, the SDG framework calls on states 

to articulate nationally specific implementation 

strategies and to put in place monitoring and 

review processes to meet the UN goals.

This development is particularly remarkable since 

international organizations have until recently 

paid limited attention to within-country inequality 

issues, considering the reduction of inequalities to 

be a sovereign issue for each country, or positing 

inequalities as a necessary evil towards global im-

provement of wellbeing. Concerns about domestic 

income inequalities were politically confined in the 

shadow of absolute poverty considerations, until 

the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals replaced 

its former Millenium Development Goals. In ad-

dition, global development goals have so far only 

focused on poor and emerging countries—leaving 

rich countries aside. We have seen, however, that 

both rich and poor countries face rising inequality.

In this context, the unanimous endorsement of 

SDG Target 10.1 by the UN member states marks 

an important shift. Target 10.1 aspires to “by 2030, 

progressively achieve and sustain income growth 

of the bottom 40 per cent of the population at a 

rate higher than the national average.” This target 

was subject to harshly contested debates among 

country representatives. While China argued 

that within-country inequality reduction was 

a national prerogative, the United States con-

tended that a standalone goal on inequality would 

better be achieved through economic growth. 

At some point, the inequality target was even 

removed from the SDG list. A group of countries 

led by Denmark, Norway, and Brazil supported its 

reinsertion, arguing that a specific metric should 

be used to precisely ensure that growth reduces 

inequality.a If anything, such debates suggest that 

countries are taking this new indicator seriously. 

 table 5.5.1  
real income growth in emerging and rich countries, 1980–2016

brazil China France India russia usa

2015–2016
bottom 40% -7.1% 6.4% 1.7% 4.4% -1.4% 0.6%

Full Population -5% 6.6% 1.4% 4.5% -2.7% 2.2%

2000–2016
bottom 40% 12% 200% 10% 50% 119% -7%

Full Population 1% 281% 4.7% 108% 69% 12%

1980–2016
bottom 40%

–
359% 31% 107% -21% -3.9%

Full Population 833% 40% 223% 52% 66%

Source: WID.world (2017). See wir2018.wid.world for data series and notes.

Between 1980 and 2016, the average pre-tax income of the Bottom 40% in China grew by 359%. In comparison, the average pre-tax income of the full 
adult population grew by 833%.

Part v taCklinG eConomiC inequalit y

World inequalit y report 2018282

UN SDG income inequality Target 10.1: we’re not quite there yet !

: meets the SDG Target 10.1 (bottom 40%>full population)
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§ SDG inequality target 10.1 is a clear progress. But crucial need for more transparency on 
income and wealth statistics to enable sound evaluations of gvt. action. Did you hear
about SDG 10.1 in the news when latest GDP stats were published in your country?

§ GDP became the most powerful economic indicator after its inclusion in UN System of 
National Accounts (1953). Today, we need to operate the same evolution with inequality
measures of growth.

§ UN to take leadership on inequality tracking standards: Future revision of National 
Accounts in the coming 5 years --> need to distribute growth in a fully coherent, 
transparent framework, taking into account all incomes.

Way forward: no more GDP publication without publications on growth distribution
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§ The wealth currently held in tax havens is equivalent to more than 10% of 
global GDP and has increased considerably since the 1970s.

§ Reducing financial opacity is critical to foster a more informed public debate
about redistribution, fight tax evasion, money laundering, and the financing
of terrorism.

§ Countries have had land registries for centuries. As wealth became
increasingly financiarized, registries were privatized. Information exists but 
is not available to authorities. 

à Towards a global public service to track wealth and income dynamics

Way forward: A global financial registry to fight tax evasion
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§ Our objective is not to make everybody agree on 
inequality

§ It is to allow transparent and sound data on 
growth & inequality to be shared and used by all 
(civil society, research, policy, business)

§ The UN has a critical role to play to make this
happen

Tackling inequality starts with more transparent information

www.wir2018.world
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§ Additional slides
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1. Inequality is on the rise globally, despite high growth in 
emerging countries. In BAU, this will continue. 

2. Huge growth at the top was not necessary to lift boats at the 
bottom. With more equitable growth, global poverty could 
have been reduced much faster.

3. The rise in inequality is the result of policy choices, it is not a 
inevitable consequence of technological change and openness.

Revisiting three myths on globalization: summary


