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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?
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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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Collaborations 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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Germain et al. 2021

France: Expert Working Group
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2 Additional figures and tables

2.1 Methodology and national accounts

Figure A.2.1.1
Level and composition of capital income in Europe, 1980-2017
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Notes. The figure plots the share of capital income in overall European income – equal to the sum of all European national incomes – between 1980
and 2015. The capital component of mixed income is assumed to be equal to one third of mixed income.
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US: Convergence of official metrics and academic 
estimates, although still a veil of ignorance.
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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

• Used by academia, policymakers, 
media, policy agencies, some stat 
agencies over the world

↗ www.wid.world
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Differences in national statistical environments
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Some questions the DINA framework helps 
answer

• How is the totality of macroeconomic income or 
wealth growth distributed across the entire 
population.

• What is the incidence of taxes and transfers?

• What are the drivers of inequality (cross-country & 
historical studies, event-studies, etc.)?
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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?
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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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Global income and wealth inequality today
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A diversity of income inequality regimes 
Top 10% captures 35%-60% of national income, bottom 50% = 10-20%

11

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 after taxes are mainly due to inequality gaps 
before taxes: role of predistribution (public services, min. wages, regulations)
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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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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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Interpretati on: The Top 10% in Lati n America captures 77% of total household wealth, versus 22% for the Middle 40% and 1% for the 
Bott om 50%. In Europe, the Top 10% owns 58% of total wealth, versus 38% for the Middle 40% and 4% for the Bott om 50%. Sources 
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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Interpretati on: In Brazil, the bott om 50% earns 29 ti mes less than the top 10%. The value is 7 in France. Income is measured aft er 
pension and unemployment payments and benefi ts received by individuals but before other taxes they pay and transfers they receive. 
Source and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology.
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Since 1980, income inequality rose at different speeds: policy matters
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Is the world moving towards a high inequality frontier?
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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 
development
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Methodological perspectives

• Micro-macro consistency remains a challenge

• Strong demand for granular inequality data… data 
transparency is declining in some countries

• Traditional data producers must adapt to data 
environment if they want to survive

• Key role for the UN, as it has already played for aggregate 
statistics in the past


