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This presentation

• Inequality data as a public good: the World 
Inequality Database project

•What have we learned from recent research on 
global income & wealth dynamics?

• Exploring the new frontiers of global inequality
research : gender & carbon injustices
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Inequality is everywhere but still missing from public 
statistics

• Leaks, rich lists, social movements suggest large inequalities (in 
particular wealth inequalities)

• Public statistics in most countries still struggle to publish basic 
information about the distribution of income and wealth growth

• Issue of accountability in democracy
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The objective of the Distributional National Accounts
Project (DINA) is to fill this data gap

• 1950s-1970s: Pioneering work of Kuznets (1953) and Atkinson (1978) 
combining tax and national accounts data

• 2000-2010s: Project started with the publication of long run top income
shares (Piketty, 2001, 2003; Piketty and Saez, 2003; Alvaredo et al. 2013)

à World Top Income Database

• Since the mid-2010s: focus on top and bottom groups, income and 
wealth thanks to systematic combination of household surveys, 
national accounts, tax data rich lists

à World Inequality Database
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Methodological contribution: Distributional National 
Accounts guidelines

• Flexible approach to the distribution of national 
income and wealth within countries

• DINA use the strength of all data sources (tax, 
survey, nat. accounts, lists…) and combine them
systematically and in a transparent manner

• A cumulative process: series are constantly
improved thanks to better data access or 
methodological improvements

• Collaborative enterprise: computer codes, raw
sources available online (WID.world, github) for 
anybody to contribute to the project
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An international team of researchers contributing to the 
World Inequality Database over the years
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Institutional partnerships with the vast ecosystem of 
inequality data actors

• International organizations : United 
Nations, World Bank, OECD 

• National statistical offices: in Europe, Latin 
America, Africa…

• Partner institutions: Luxembourg Income
Study (LIS), Commitment for Equity Institute 
(CEQ), Southern Center for Inequality Studies, 
Stone Center Harvard Kennedy School…

à Common challenges: heterogeneity of 
data, lack of common standards

à Common goals: develop public data 
systems fit for 21st century challenges
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The World Inequality Database today

• Aggregate income and wealth
series for 140+ countries

• Distributional income and wealth
series for 140+ countries since
1980s-1990s

• Long-run income inequality series
for large countries & world 
regions since 1820

• New developments: global 
carbon inequality, global gender
inequality, political cleavages & 
social inequalities (see wpid.world)

↗www.wid.world
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Reliable inequality data 
as a global public good

We live in a data-abundant world and yet 
we lack basic information about inequality. 
Economic growth numbers are published 
every year by governments across the globe, 
but they do not tell us about how growth is 
distributed across the population – about who 
gains and who loses from economic policies. 
Accessing such data is critical for democracy. 
Beyond income and wealth, it is also critical to 
improve our collective capability to measure 
and monitor other dimensions of socio-
economic disparities, including gender and 
environmental inequalities. Open-access, 
transparent, reliable inequality information 
is a global public good. 

This report presents the most up-to-date 
synthesis of international research efforts 
to track global inequalities. The data and 
analysis presented here are based on the work 
of more than 100 researchers over four years, 
located on all continents, contributing to 
the World Inequality Database (WID.world), 
maintained by the World Inequality Lab. This 
vast network collaborates with statistical 
institutions, tax authorities, universities and 
international organizations, to harmonize, 
analyze and disseminate comparable 
international inequality data.

Contemporary income and wealth 
inequalities are very large 

An average adult individual earns PPP €16,700 
(PPP USD23,380) per year in 2021, and the 
average adult owns €72,900 (USD102,600).1 
These averages mask wide disparities both 
between and within countries. The richest 
10% of the global population currently takes 
52% of global income, whereas the poorest 
half of the population earns 8% of it. On 
average, an individual from the top 10% of 
the global income distribution earns €87,200 
(USD122,100) per year, whereas an individual 
from the poorest half of the global income 
distribution makes €2,800 (USD3,920) per 
year (Figure 1).

Global wealth inequalities are even more 
pronounced than income inequalities. The 
poorest half of the global population barely 
owns any wealth at all, possessing just 2% of 
the total. In contrast, the richest 10% of the 
global population own 76% of all wealth. On 
average, the poorest half of the population 
owns PPP €2,900 per adult, i.e. USD4,100 and 
the top 10% own €550,900 (or USD771,300) 
on average.

Figure 1  Global income and wealth inequality, 2021
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Interpretation: The global 50% captures 8% of total income measured at Purchasing Power Parity (PPP). The global bottom 50% owns 
2% of wealth (at Purchasing Power Parity). The global top 10% owns 76% of total Household wealth and captures 52% of total income 
in 2021. Note that top wealth holders are not necessarily top income holders. Incomes are measured after the operation of pension 
and unemployment systems and before taxes and transfers. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology.
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A diversity of income inequality regimes
Top 10% captures 35%-60% of national income, bottom 50% = 10-20%
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MENA is the most unequal region in the 
world, Europe has the lowest inequality 
levels

Figure 2 shows income inequality levels across 
the regions. Inequality varies significantly 
between the most equal region (Europe) 
and the most unequal (Middle East and 
North Africa i.e. MENA). In Europe, the top 
10% income share is around 36%, whereas in 
MENA it reaches 58%. In between these two 
levels, we see a diversity of patterns. In East 
Asia, the top 10% makes 43% of total income 
and in Latin America, 55%.

Average national incomes tell us little about 
inequality 

The world map of inequalities (Figure 3) 
reveals that national average income levels 
are poor predictors of inequality: among 
high-income countries, some are very 
unequal (such as the US), while other are 
relatively equal (e.g. Sweden). The same is true 
among low- and middle-income countries, 
with some exhibiting extreme inequality (e.g. 
Brazil and India), somewhat high levels (e.g. 
China) and moderate to relatively low levels 
(e.g. Malaysia, Uruguay).

Inequality is a political choice, not an 
inevitability

Income and wealth inequalities have been 
on the rise nearly everywhere since the 
1980s, following a series of deregulation 

and liberalization programs which took 
different forms in different countries. The 
rise has not been uniform: certain countries 
have experienced spectacular increases in 
inequality (including the US, Russia and India) 
while others (European countries and China) 
have experienced relatively smaller rises. 
These differences, which we discussed at 
length in the previous edition of the World 
Inequality Report, confirm that inequality is 
not inevitable, it is a political choice.2

Contemporary global inequalities are close 
to early 20th century levels, at the peak of 
Western imperialism

While inequality has increased within most 
countries, over the past two decades, global 
inequalities between countries have declined. 
The gap between the average incomes of 
the richest 10% of countries and the average 
incomes of the poorest 50% of countries 
dropped from around 50x to a little less than 
40x (Figure 5). At the same time, inequalities 
increased significantly within countries. The 
gap between the average incomes of the top 
10% and the bottom 50% of individuals within 
countries has almost doubled, from 8.5x to 
15x (see Chapter 2).This sharp rise in within 
country inequalities has meant that despite 
economic catch-up and strong growth in 
the emerging countries, the world remains 
particularly unequal today. It also means 
that inequalities within countries are now 
even greater than the significant inequalities 
observed between countries (Figure 6). 

Figure 2  The poorest half lags behind: Bottom 50%, middle 40% and top 10% income shares across the world in 2021
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Interpretation: In Latin America, the top 10% captures 55% of national income, compared to 36% in Europe. Income is measured 
after pension and unemployment contributions and benefits paid and received by individuals but before income taxes and other 
transfers. Sources and series: www.wir2022.wid.world/methodology.
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Inequality differences before taxes are critical to understand diversity of 
inequality regimes: role of predistribution (min. wage, regulations, public services)
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CHAPTER 1Global economic inequality: insights

Figure 1.10  Inequality before and after taxes 2018-2021: Top 10/Bottom 50 income gap
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Interpretation: Before taxes, the bottom 50% in South Africa earns 63 times less than the top 10%, whereas after taxes, the bottom 
50% earns 24 times less than the top 10%. Income is measured after pension and unemployment payments and benefits received by 
individuals but before other taxes they pay and transfers they receive. Data for 2018-2021. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/
methodology

The extreme concentration of capital

We now turn to regional and national level 
wealth inequality. Figure 1.11 presents the top 
10%, middle 40% and bottom 50% wealth 
shares for the major regions. It is striking 
that top 10% wealth shares fall broadly in 
the 60-80% range in all regions. This reveals 
the persistence of extremely hierarchical 
private property systems on all continents, 
irrespective of the political institutions the 
societies have opted for and irrespective of 
their level of economic development. North 
America, the world’s richest region, is also 
the most unequal when it comes to wealth 
ownership.
Yet, there are notable differences between 
the regions. In particular, the middle 40% 
wealth group owns 25-30% in all regions 
except in Europe, where its share is close 
to 40%. This means that, in Europe, the 
patrimonial middle class owns close to the 
average wealth of this region. This European 
middle class emerged in the 20th century and 
has persisted since. In Chapter 3, we show 
that the wealth of the middle class in the US 
has considerably eroded since the 1980s with 
the rise of the top 1% wealth holders that has 

captured a disproportionate share of capital 
accumulated since then.Looking at the 
bottom 50% of wealth holders, it is striking 
that this group holds close to no wealth 
at all in all regions. Its share in total wealth 
varies from 1% in Latin America to 4-5% in 
Europe, East and Central Asia. The bottom 
half of the population, in all societies of the 
world, is almost entirely deprived of capital. 
Even in advanced economies, whatever 
modest wealth they own (such as housing or 
retirement funds) is almost entirely offset by 
debt. Moreover, this situation is particularly 
worrying for future income inequality levels 
because inequality in asset ownership has 
direct consequences on income inequality 
through capital income, and indirect 
consequences through unequal inheritances.

To get a better sense of the extreme wealth 
inequalities observed across the world, 
it is also useful to zoom in on the top 10% 
of wealth holders. Figure 1.12 presents the 
top 1% wealth shares across world regions. 
The richest 1% own between one quarter 
in Europe and 35-46% in North and Latin 
America of total wealth.
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US redistributes more to bottom 50% via its tax & 
transfer system than Europe, but it is highly insufficient.

Figure VII
Net Redistribution in Europe and the United States

(a) Net Transfers Operated by the Tax-and-Transfer System
Between Pretax Income Groups (% of National Income)
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Source: Authors’ computations combining surveys, tax data and national accounts for European countries; Piketty, Saez, and Zucman, 2018 for the
US. Notes: Panel (a) represents the net transfer received or paid by pretax income group in Eastern Europe, Western and Northern Europe, and the
United States in 2017. Panel (b) represents the net transfer received by the bottom 50% by country, expressed as a share of national income, in
2017. The unit of observation is the adult individual aged 20. Income is split equally among spouses. See online appendix table A.2.7.1 for the
composition of European regions.
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Wealth inequality is extreme everywhere: no region with a bottom
50% owning more than 5% of wealth. Top 10% = 60-80%.

12

Global inequalities seem to be about as great 
today as they were at the peak of Western 
imperialism in the early 20th century. Indeed, 
the share of income presently captured by 
the poorest half of the world’s people is 
about half what it was in 1820, before the 
great divergence between Western countries 

and their colonies (Figure 7). In other words, 
there is still a long way to go to undo the 
global economic inequalities inherited from 
the very unequal organization of world 
production between the mid-19th and mid-
20th centuries.

Figure 4  The extreme concentrati on of capital: wealth inequality across the world, 2021
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and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology.
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Figure 3  Top 10/Bott om 50 income gaps across the world, 2021
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Income inequality rose at different speeds: policy
matters
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2021. Sources and series: wid.world/wir2022
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Global wealth inequality since 1995: the top 1% captured 38% of 
total wealth growth, the bottom 50% got 2%.

15

Nations have become richer, but 
governments have become poor

One way to understand these inequalities 
is to focus on the gap between the net 
wealth of governments and net wealth 
of the private sector. Over the past 40 
years, countries have become significantly 
richer, but their governments have become 
significantly poorer. The share of wealth held 
by public actors is close to zero or negative 
in rich countries, meaning that the totality 
of wealth is in private hands (Figure 8). This 
trend has been magnified by the Covid crisis, 
during which governments borrowed the 
equivalent of 10-20% of GDP, essentially from 
the private sector. The currently low wealth 
of governments has important implications 
for state capacities to tackle inequality in the 
future, as well as the key challenges of the 21st 
century such as climate change.

Wealth inequalities have increased at the 
very top of the distribution

The rise in private wealth has also been 
unequal within countries and at the world 
level. Global multimillionaires have captured 
a disproportionate share of global wealth 
growth over the past several decades: the 
top 1% took 38% of all additional wealth 
accumulated since the mid-1990s, whereas 
the bottom 50% captured just 2% of it. This 
inequality stems from serious inequality 
in growth rates between the top and the 
bottom segments of the wealth distribution. 
The wealth of richest individuals on earth 
has grown at 6 to 9% per year since 1995, 
whereas average wealth has grown at 3.2% 
per year (Figure 9). Since 1995, the share of 
global wealth possessed by billionaires has 
risen from 1% to over 3%. This increase was 
exacerbated during the COVID pandemic. In 
fact, 2020 marked the steepest increase in 
global billionaires’ share of wealth on record 
(Figure 10).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Figure 9  Average annual wealth growth rate, 1995-2021
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Interpretation: Growth rates among the poorest half of the population were between 3% and 4% per year, between 1995 and 2021. 
Since this group started from very low wealth levels, its absolute levels of growth remained very low. The poorest half of the world 
population only captured 2.3% of overall wealth growth since 1995. The top 1% benefited from high growth rates (3% to 9% per year). 
This group captured 38% of total wealth growth between 1995 and 2021. Net household wealth is equal to the sum of financial 
assets (e.g. equity or bonds) and non-financial assets (e.g. housing or land) owned by individuals, net of their debts. Sources and series: 
wir2022.wid.world/methodology.
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Nations have become richer, governments have become
poor
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CHAPTER 3Rich countries, poor governments

We should note that the decline in net public 
wealth in recent decades is mostly due to the 
rise of public debt (before Covid), while the 
ratios of public assets to national income 
have remained relatively stable in most 
countries. The relative stability of public 
assets – relative to national income – can be 
viewed as the consequence of two conflicting 
effects: on the one hand, a significant 
proportion of public assets were privatized 
(particularly shares in public or semi-public 
companies of the infrastructure, transport 
and telecommunication sectors, which 
were significant in a number of developed 
countries between the 1950s and the 1970s); 
and on the other hand, the market value of 
the remaining public assets – typically public 
buildings housing administrations, schools, 
universities, hospitals and other public 
services – increased in this period.

The rise of private wealth in emerging 
countries

In emerging countries, the rise in private 
wealth has been no less spectacular than 
in rich countries. In fact, large emerging 
economies such as China and India 

experienced faster increases than wealthy 
countries after they transitioned away from 
communism (in China and Russia) or from a 
highly regulated economic system (in India). 
While to some extent these increases are to 
be expected (as a large proportion of public 
wealth is transferred to the private sector), 
the scale of the change is striking (Figure 3.3). 

China has had the largest increase in private 
wealth in recent decades. At the time of 
the “opening-up” reforms in 1978, private 
wealth in China amounted to just over 
120% of national income; by 2020, it had 
reached 530%. Most of this increase was due 
to housing (which went from 50% private 
ownership to near 100% in that period), and 
corporate ownership (from 0% privately 
owned in 1978 to 30% today). These increases 
bring the overall level of private wealth in 
China, relative to national income, to levels 
similar to those found in the US and France. 

The private wealth increase seen in India over 
this time is also remarkable (up from 290% in 
1980 to 560% in 2020). While India’s economy 
was highly regulated in the 1980s, and a 
very strong public sector controlled large 

Figure 3.2   The rise of private wealth and the decline of public wealth in rich countries, 1970-2020
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Interpretation: In UK, public wealth dropped from 60% of national income in 1970 to -106% in 2020. Public wealth is the sum of all 
financial and non-financial assets, net of debts, held by governments. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology, Bauluz et al. 
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Global income inequality is about as high today as at the peak
of Western imperialism
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Figure 5  Global income inequality: T10/B50 ratio, 1820-2020
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higher than average
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1910: average income of
the global top 10% is 41x
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income of the bottom 50%

1820: average income of
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income of the bottom 50%

2020: average income of
the global top 10% is 38x
higher than average
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Interpretation: Global inequality, as measured by the ratio T10/B50 between the average income of the top 10% and the average 
income of the bottom 50%, more than doubled between 1820 and 1910, from less than 20 to about 40, and stabilized around 40 
between 1910 and 2020. It is too early to say whether the decline in global inequality observed since 2008 will continue. Income is 
measured per capita after pension and unemployement insurance transfers and before income and wealth taxes. Sources and series: 
wir2022.wid.world/lmethodology and Chancel and Piketty (2021)..

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Figure 6  Global income inequality: Between vs. within country inequality (Theil index), 1820-2020
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Interpretation: The importance of between-country inequality in overall global inequality, as measured by the Theil index, rose between 
1820 and 1980 and strongly declined since then. In 2020, between-country inequality makes-up about a third of global inequality 
between individuals. The rest is due to inequality within countries. Income is measured per capita after pension and unemployement 
insurance transfers and before income and wealth taxes. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology and Chancel and 
Piketty (2021).
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Inequality within countries is even larger than inequality
between countries
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Figure 5  Global income inequality: T10/B50 ratio, 1820-2020
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This presentation

• Inequality data as a public good: the World 
Inequality Database project

•What have we learned from recent research on 
global income & wealth dynamics?

• Exploring the new frontiers of global inequality
research : gender & carbon injustices



1

WORLD 
INEQUALITY 

REPORT 
2022

Measuring progress towards earnings parity:
Global gender inequality
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Women earn just a third of all earnings worldwide. 100+ years
to reach global parity at current rate
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Figure 15 shows that these inequalities are 
not just a rich vs. poor country issue. There 
are high emitters in low- and middle-income 
countries and low emitters in rich countries. 
In Europe, the bottom 50% of the population 
emits around five tonnes per year per person; 
the bottom 50% in East Asia emits around 
three tonnes and the bottom 50% in North 
America around 10 tonnes. This contrasts 
sharply with the emissions of the top 10% in 
these regions (29 tonnes in Europe, 39 in East 
Asia, and 73 in North America).

This report also reveals that the poorest 
half of the population in rich countries is 
already at (or near) the 2030 climate targets 
set by rich countries, when these targets are 
expressed on a per capita basis. This is not the 
case for the top half of the population. Large 
inequalities in emissions suggest that climate 
policies should target wealthy polluters more. 
So far, climate policies such as carbon taxes 
have often disproportionately impacted low- 
and middle-income groups, while leaving the 
consumption habits of wealthiest groups 
unchanged.

Figure 11  Top 1% vs bottom 50% wealth shares in Western Europe and the US, 1910-2020
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Interpretation: The graph presents decennal averages of top 1% personal wealth shares in Western Europe and the US. Between 
1910 and 2020, the top 1% was 55% on average in Europe vs. 43% in the US. A century later, the US is almost back to its early 20th 
century level. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Figure 12  Female share in global labor incomes, 1990-2020
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Interpretation: The share of female incomes in global labour incomes was 31% in 1990 and nears 35% in 2015-2020. Today, males 
make up 64% of total labor incomes. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology and Neef and Robilliard (2021).
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Gender inequality across world regions: diverse trajectories
highlighting role of institutions / 

Russia & 
Former 

Eastern Bloc
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& Former 
Eastern Bloc

Diverse trajectories due to gaps in gender earnings (green 
bars) and employment (blue bars)
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Protecting the environment in a unequal world:
Global carbon inequality
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Carbon inequaly is not just a rich vs. poor country issue. 
Disclaimer: different ways to count individual emissions!
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Note: Individual carbon footprints include emissions from domestic consumption, public and private
investments, and imports and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with the rest
of the world. Benchmark scenario with modeled estimates based on the systematic combination of
tax data, household surveys and input-output tables. Emissions split equally within households. Error
bars show estimates for extreme scenarios (with ↵ = 0.4 and ↵ = 1.0 in the other). Source and
series: Author, see Methods and Supplementary Information.

Figure II
Carbon footprints by income group across the world, 2019

36

Figure 2A. Per capita GHG footprints by group, 2019
Notes: Individual carbon footprints include emissions from domestic consumption, public and private investments, and imports and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with the rest of 
the world. Benchmark scenario with modeled estimates based on the systematic combination of tax data, household surveys and input-output tables. Emissions split equally within households. Error bars 
show estimates for extreme scenarios (with alpha=0.4 and alpha=0.8 in the other). Source and series: Author, see Methods and Supplementary Information
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Global top 10% emits close to half of all emissions, bottom 50% 
close to 10%

Notes: Personal carbon footprints include emissions from domestic consumption, public and private investments as well as imports and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with the 
rest of the world. Modeled estimates are based on the systematic combination of tax data, household surveys and input-output tables. Emissions split equally within households. Benchmark scenario. Error 
bars show estimates for extreme scenarios (with alpha=0.4 in one case and alpha=0.8 in the other). Source and series: Author, see Methods and Supplementary Information.

Figure 3B. GHG footprints by global emitter group, 2019
(% world total) 
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Poorest half of the world population emits 1.4t/cap vs. 
101t/cap for the top 1%

Figure 3A. GHG footprints by global emitter group, 2019
(tCO2e per capita) 

Notes: Personal carbon footprints include emissions from domestic consumption, public and private investments as well as imports 
and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with the rest of the world. Modeled estimates are based on the 
systematic combination of tax data, household surveys and input-output tables. Emissions split equally within households. 
Benchmark scenario. Error bars show estimates for extreme scenarios (with alpha=0.4 in one case and alpha=0.8 in the other). 
Source and series: Author, see Methods and Supplementary Information.
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Wrapping up: Methodological lessons

• Universal standard for inequality
Global approach made us define inequality measures consistent 
across countries and times

• Pragmatic use of data available
Great heterogeneity in data available and hence need for flexible 
methodology

• Impressive coordination of academics in recent years
Both in terms of country coverage and method dev
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Wrapping up: Methodological perspectives

• Historically: govt and international agencies take over
Example: national accounts done by each country following international 
standard

• Value in on-going academic/agency partnerships 
Agencies play crucial role in data collection/access
Academics can/should contribute more to inequality measurement 
Dialogue needed to constantly improve inequality estimates
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Data transparency: concrete proposals to assess recent
progress

161

CHAPTER 9Global vs Unilateral Perspectives on Tax Justice

Properly assessing the road towards tax transparency: publishing basic information

Table 9.1A  Number of individuals, Wealth and Taxes paid by wealth bracket
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Table 9.1B  Wealth and income compositi on by wealth bracket
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Summary: In order to track inequality, progress toward global fi nancial transparency and tax justi ce, all countries should commit to 
publish on an annual basis the following tables. This applies in parti cular to the countries parti cipati ng to the various internati onal 
discussion groups on these issues, in parti cular those coordinated by OECD on CRS (Common Reporti ng Standards on cross-border 
fi nancial assets) and BEPS (Base Erosion and Profi t Shift ing on corporate taxati on). 
Net wealth: total assets (real estate, business, fi nancial, etc.), net of debt. For coutry residents, all domesti c and foreign assets should 
be included. For non-residents, all domesti c assets should be included (in parti culer real estate assets located in the country, as well 
as all fi nancial assets related to fi rms and economic acti vites conducted in the country). To the extent possible, their foreign assets 
should also be included.

Data to be systematically
published by governments

Data to be systematically
published by governments
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Wrapping up: Substantive lessons

• Inequality varies a lot across countries and over time
Tied to social organization rather than ”natural” economic laws. 

• Low inequality is possible with high economic prosperity
Rich countries post-WW2: low pretax and post-tax inequality and 
social state growth thanks to highly progressive taxes and strong 
predistribution

• Globalization still very far from equalizing world incomes
Inequality levels remain large either within country or between 
countries
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Wrapping up : Substantive perspectives

•
• Economic development is good but not enough

Distribution of growth is key

• Post-tax redistribution is good but not enough
Social states in richer countries remain big
Social states in dev. countries are not growing enough
Need more equal pre-distribution within countries

• Recent years changed the policy playbook
Global minimum tax agreement; large-scale social programs, strategic 
planning of the economy, partial seizure of assets, etc.
à Much to learn from and build-on


