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! sawinequalityrise 32 per cent —a
¢ rate lower than Singapore’sand
i China’s. But America’s lower
¢ increase ininequality did not
¢ benefitits poor. Instead, the
: opposite: America’s bottom 50 per
i cent have not fared nearly as well
¢ asSingapore’s or China’s.
i Upward mobility of the poor in
: Singapore and China has been
i strong, despite the increasesin
¢ inequalityin both societies.
i Insharp contrast, America’s
¢ poor have stagnated; and indeed
: oversignificant time periods have
¢ actuallygrown poorer. How much
: ofthe world is more like Singapore
¢ and China than like the US?
¢ Myresearch documents how,in
¢ reality, most economies in the
: world have seen their poorrise,
¢ evenasinequalityincreased.
i Inotherwords,Singapore’s and
: China’sinequality and upward
i mobility experiences are also the
¢ world’s - America’s, not so.
i Thedatashows that however
: incomeinequality evolves,abroad
i spectrum of possibilities is
¢ possible for the well-being of
i society’sweakand vulnerable.
¢ The conclusionis that inequality
: simply does not shed light on the
¢ inadequate-resource challenge,
: and therefore does not reveal what
¢ happens to the weakand
: vulnerable insociety.
In popular thinking, inequality
¢ carries associations that go
: beyond the inadequate-resource
: challenge thatupward mobility
» : addresses.
¢ Policy conversations often
¢ surface issues, not about economic
i resources, butinstead about

nequality:
tale of

hree

ountries

In Singapore and China, though inequality
rose, upward mobility has been strong —
but in the US, while inequality did not rise
as fast, the lot of the poor got worse.

This holds alesson for policymakers.

: because everyoneinitis equally
¢ poor. Tensions can be rife in poor
. - : litarian societies for man;
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: needing to skip meals to pay bills ¢ human dignity and social

¢ orfretting over having just enough : : : cohesion. These are obviously
During the coronavirus pandemic, | tosurvive. ' Homeless people on the streets of Los Angeles, California, earlier this month. Between 2000 and 2010, the poor in America : greatly consequential. However,
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apoignant global narrative on ¢ Thisisnottosay inequality is i became, in absolute terms, even poorer, the writer says. PHOTO: AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE i fromthelens of the pandemic,
inequality has beentold. Rich ¢ inconsequential. Excessive : i where the inadequate-resource
families have hadagood ¢ income disparity cangiveriseto . . i challenge is paramount, such
pandemic. Theyfounditeasyto  : political conflict as feelings of . averageincomes, sothatthegame : realresources. ! Between1980and2019, ¢ problemsare also separate,and
navigate circuit breakers and : discontentamong the poorwillbe : canbe positive-sum;second, build : Takingthelongertimehorizon : America’sbottom50 percentsaw : shouldnotbe conflated with
lockdowns as they could affordthe : sharpenedbythe knowledgethat : pathwaysso thatthoseatthe : thatbeganin1980,by2019 the i theiraverageincomesrise 33per : Covid-19’seffects onthe weakand
spaceand technology for parents : othershave more than them. : bottom of the income distribution : average income of Singapore’s ¢ cent; between2000and 2019, just : vulnerable insociety.
towork from home. ¢ Fortherich, therewardto ¢ seeprospects for continual i bottom halfhadincreased tomore : 10 percent. :  Humandignity and social

In contrast, low-paid physical : suppressing change, too, riseswith : improvement. ¢ thanthreetimesitsearlierlevel, : Thesecorrespondto dismal : cohesion - or generallya broader
labourers could not work when ¢ ever higherinequality. Anangry, : Arethesestepspossible? : evenasinequalityincreasedto : upward mobility indexesof only ~ : line of concern over inequality —
they were told to stay home. ¢ divided society isno good for ¢ Texamine alternative solutions, : nearly 580 per cent of whatitused : 0.7percentand 0.5 per cent, : areoften said to be about more

The poor therefore suffered i anyone. ¢ using the World Inequality : tobe. : respectively. : than economics.
further falls in already meagre ¢ Butwhenwill the inequality ¢ Database and measuringincomes : UpwardmobilityinSingapore : Incontrasttothe marked ¢ Certainly, these challenges need
incomes. Disadvantagedchildren : problembe takenassolved, when : inlocalcurrenciesdeflated by i overtheselast four decades i improvement in economic : tobe carefullyaddressed. Justasall
from low-income households were : envymightarise overallkindsof : inflation. ¢ occurredat 3.1per centayear. : well-being of Chinaand ! nations report national income
photographed studying on i characteristics, not justincome :  Callinequality the money i Therefore, in thisaccount, yes, ¢ Singapore’s bottom 50 per cent, : numbers, policymakers around
borrowed laptops set on ¢ disparity? i amount separating the average : Singapore’s inequality rose. : America’sunderclasseshaveseen : theworld might consider
cardboard boxes. Thisunfortunate : Inthelonger term,shouldpolicy : incomesofthetoplOpercentand : Butallsegments ofSingapore i their circumstances hardly budge. : providingadashboard to track
“usversus them” narrativebreeds : seekto shift people away from : bottom 50 per centinsociety. This : societyhave seentheireconomic : Indeed,between2000and2010, : improvement ordeterioration
classenvy andis distracting.Itisa : falling easily to envy-based : measure of inequality directly i well-being improve, along with ¢ ininflation-adjusted terms, the : over time of these imprecise but
narrative that diverts us froma : discontent? i addresses the disparity challenge. : consistentandsignificantupward : averageincomesof America’s : important variables.
genuine social problem. i Callthegroup of policy problems : Use the average income of the i mobilityamong the bottom i bottom 50 per cent fell. In that ¢ Butgiven that these problems

¢ emerging from this collection of : bottom 50 per centasameasureof : 50 percent. : terrible decade, the poor in i arenon-economic, we shouldbe
THE INADEQUATE ! inequality-driven effects the . theresourcesavailable totheweak : These pastfour decades ¢ America became, inabsolute i clear that they willnot be dealt
RESOURCE CHALLENGE i “disparity challenge”. i anddisadvantaged. i therefore saw Singapore i terms, even poorer. i with effectively by apurely
: ¢ Callitupwardmobilitywhenthe : successfullyaddressthe i Tofurther calibrate how well : economic solution. Reducing

Whileitistrue that thepandemic i SOLUTIONSFORPOLICYMAKERS  : hottom 50 per cent see average ! inadequate-resourcechallenge | Singapore’sandChina’sbottom  : incomeinequality through, say,a
haswrought terrible sufferingon  : : incomesrise; therate ofincrease  : amongitspoor,atthesametime : halveshave fared,between2000 : minimumwage, willnot solve
the poor, the low-paidand the i Betweentheinadequateresource : thenalsoprovidesanindexof : thatinequalityincreased. ¢ and2019, the US’ top 10 per cent : challenges of human dignityand
disadvantaged, the problemhere : anddisparity challenges, whichof : upwardmobility. The higherthis : Theriseininequality wasno : hadtheiraverageincomesriseat ! social cohesion.
liesnot so much with inequality i these should public policy ¢ indexis, the more successfullythe : barriertoimproving the i l4percentayear. i Ifthe problemisnotabout
perseastheinadequateresources : address? : inadequate-resource challenge of : well-being of the poor. :  Compare thiswith Singapore’s  : economics, then economics
those groups have been able to i Ifpolicymakers hadunlimited  : the poorisbeing addressed. i Across-countryperspectiveis  : and China’s upward mobility ¢ cannot be the solution, and
command to control their own i resources, theanswer, of course,is : My calculations show thatin : useful for comparison. Chinasaw : indexesover this same time period : policymakersshould not dissipate
destiny and environment. i totackle both problems. Inreality, : Singapore,inthe two decades nequalityincrease an astonishing : of2.3 per centand 6.4 per cent, ¢ society’s finite resources to alter

Toputit differently, the many : however, especially during the ! between 2000 and 2019,  nineteenfold between 1980 and ¢ respectively. ' economic outcomes, to tryand
difficulties poor families facein i pandemicand its aftermath, : inequalityincreased by 85 per i 2019, butitsbottom50percent i counter broader social discontent.
coping with the fallout of the i resourcesare severely limited. The : cent. However, the bottom halfof : alsosawtheirincomesincreasea : LESSONSFROMSINGAPORE, i Inequality might well be one
pandemicwould existeveninthe : focusshouldbeontheinadequate : Singapore’spopulationalsohad | remarkablesixfold. : CHINAANDTHEU.S. i suchdistraction fromreal social
absence of the well-off. ¢ resource challenge - onliftingthe : averageincomesrise by 55 per ¢ Inequalityrose, but China’spoor : Over these lasttwo decades, ¢ problems. For sure, however,

Of course, we canaalleviatethe  : weakand disadvantaged in ! cent. : became much, muchbetteroffat : Singapore’sandChina’s poorhave : inequalityis no sufficient statistic.
plight of the poor by redistributing : society.Inazero-sumgame,pure : Theselast20 years, therefore, : the same time, withanupward ¢ seenaverage incomesrise faster
resources from the rich. Butsimply : redistribution to address the i sawupward mobility of 2.3 per : mobilityindex of 4.6 per cent. : than those of America’srich, at i stopinion@sph.com.sg
imposing equality - howeverthat : inadequateresourcechallengeis : centayear.Inotherwords,evenas : Whatwe haveseenofChinaand : ratesfroml5timesto5.5timesthe :
might be achieved — willnot i politically impractical. : disparity increased, Singapore’s : Singapore, however, is far from : averageincomes of America’s i ® Danny Quahisdeanand LiKa Shing
deliveracohesive society,notleast :  Abettersolutionshoulddotwo : weakand vulnerable steadily : automatic oruniversal. Consider  : wealthy. i Professorin Economicsofthe Lee
if that society is egalitarian : thingssimultaneously: First,raise : gainedevergreater controlover  : the United States. i TheUSthese last two decades i KuanYew School of Public Policy.
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