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• Report based on the work of 100+ researchers on all continents 
affiliated to the World Inequality Database. 

• First systematic assessement of global income, wealth, gender and 
carbon inequalities over 30 years

• All our data is accessible online along with codes & methodologies: 
visit wir2022.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 after taxes are mainly due to inequality gaps before taxes: 
role of predistribution
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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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The richest 10% own around 60-80% of
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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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Women earn just a third of all incomes 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.
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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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Figure 13  Female labor income share across the world, 1990-2020
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Interpretation: The female labour income share rose from 34% to 38% in North America between 1990 and 2020. Sources and 
series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology and Neef and Robilliard (2021).

Figure 14  Global carbon inequality, 2019. Group contribution to world emissions (%)
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Interpretation: 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 based on the 
systematic combination of tax data, household surveys and input-output tables. Emissions split equally within households. Sources 
and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology and Chancel (2021).
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Global carbon inequality is not just a rich vs. poor country 
issue: low emitters in rich countries
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Figure 15  Per capita emissions across the world, 2019
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Figure 15  Per capita emissions across the world, 2019
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CHAPTER 6 Global carbon inequality

The reform was introduced at the same time 
as a suppression of the progressive wealth 
tax on financial assets and capital incomes 
(which would create around 3-4 billion euros 
of tax cuts, essentially concentrated among 
the top 1-2% of the wealth distribution). This 
reform was immediately opposed by the 
majority of the population. Many low and 
middle income households had to pay the 
carbon tax every day in order to go to work, 
having no alternative to using their cars, 
while tax cuts were given to the very rich, 
living in cities, with low-carbon transport 

options, who also benefit from very low 
energy tax rates when they travel by plane. 
This situation triggered a wave of social 
protests (which eventually spread to other 
European countries) and eventually led to 
the abandonment of the carbon tax. 

In principle, a carbon tax can be a powerful 
tool to reduce emissions. In some countries, 
it has been implemented successfully 
and has contributed to limiting carbon 
emissions. However, the French example 
shows that when carbon policies are 

Figure 6.10abcd   Per capita emissions by income group and reduction requirements to meet Paris Agreement targets in the 
US, France, India, and China
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CHAPTER 6Global carbon inequality

improperly designed and do not consider 
the socio-economic context in which they 
are implemented, they can easily fail and 
generate mistrust, making environmental 
policies look unfair. Let us be clear: the scale 
of transformation required to cut greenhouse 
gas emissions drastically in rich countries 
cannot be attained if environmental and 
social inequalities are not integrated into the 

very design of environmental policies. We 
discuss options to properly address carbon 
inequalities within and between countries 
below.

The first way to address carbon inequality is 
to properly track individual emissions within 
countries. Most governments do not publish 
aggregate carbon footprint estimates (they 
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Per capita emissions by income group in India,
2019 estimates

Emissions reduction requirement 
to meet Paris Agreement 2030 targets in India
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2019 2030

On average, emissions
are projected to increase
by 2 tonnes per capita
by 2030

Increase:
2 tonnes
per capita
(25%)

Increase:
7 tonnes
per capita
(228%)

Increase:
2.8 tonnes
per capita
(40%)

Reduction: 26.4
tonnes per
capita (-73%)

Per capita emissions by income group in China,
2019 estimates

Emissions reduction requirement 
to meet Paris Agreement 2030 targets in China

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Interpretation: Individual carbon footprints include emissions from all greenhouse gases stemming 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 based on the systematic combination of national accounts, tax and survey data, input-output models and energy 
datasets. Emissions are split equally within households. The 2030 target corresponds to the overal emissions budget annouced by 
governments for 2030, divided by the total population of the country in 2030. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology 
and Chancel (2021).
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Substantive Lessons & Perspectives: 
How do we get to a more equal world?

Inequality varies a lot across countries and over time

Diverging inequality levels & trajectories across countries reveal the 
importance of social policies

Large income and wealth inequalities translate into large gender & 
emissions inequalities

Economic development is good but not enough

Post-tax redistribution is good but not enough

Need more equal pre-distribution within countries
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Thank you for your attention


