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Calibration
Complete using one of 1.-4. to 
follow.  

● “My priority is to be able to:”  

● “Everyone, no matter their 
socioeconomic background, should 
be able to:”  

Choose one.:  

1. become richer than currently;  

2. become richer than the parents;  

3.  get to an income percentile in society higher than 
currently; 

4.  live in a society where the gap between the richest and 
poorest (x%) is smaller than currently.  

(Instead of "become richer" and "income percentile", can 
instead say "have greater control over one's destiny" and 
"socioeconomic class", or yet other alternatives.)
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Source: C. Witte et al (2020)
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The Great Gatsby Curve

(Source: M. Corak 2012)
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Unanimity
“Inequality is the 
root of social evil”

(Pope Francis, 2014)

The greatest obstacle in “the 
defining challenge of our time”

(Barack Obama, 2013)

"不患寡而患不均 " “Disturbing 
is not scarcity but inequality”

(Confucius)

"共同富裕 " and   
"共同繁荣 " 

Common Prosperity
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Channels of Concern

“Globalisation and technological 
change have polarised society into 
a small elite with highly paid, secure 
jobs on one side, and on the other 
side are growing numbers of 
people, including an increasingly 
squeezed middle class, in insecure, 
poorly-paid work.”

Growing inequality has 
resulted in “erosion of 
solidarity, social trust and 
faith” in society’s 
institutions.

“An unbalanced 
division of 
opportunity puts 
at risk national 
prosperity.”

“It gets harder and harder to climb 
the ladder of opportunity when 
that ladder’s rungs grow further 
and further apart.”
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Inequality hypotheses

“Inequality-driven 
social discord 
produces political 
upheaval.”

“Inequality immiserises the 
disadvantaged in society 
and, through obstructing 
social mobility, frustrates 
expectations of a better 
life. All these cause social 
discord.”
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Sufficient statistic and spillovers
“Around the world, the effects of alarmingly high 
economic inequality are spilling over into politics and 
society. Economic insecurity is a driving force behind 
violent conflicts in the Middle East and the rise of 
fascist elements in some European countries, not least 
Hungary and Poland. Even in older democracies such 
as the United States, economic marginalization has led 
to a strengthening of chauvinist and supremacist 
identities and other social problems such as the opioid 
epidemic.”

Beyond globalization: “Changes in technology, 
rise of winner-take-all markets, erosion of 
labour-market protections, and decline of 
norms restricting pay differentials have all 
played their part.” 
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Resource-Inadequacy vs Disparity 

But what will repair 
this? Reducing 
inequality? Or allowing 
poor people resources 
and opportunity?

“In every country many people have little 
prospect for a better future. Lacking hope, 
purpose, or dignity, they watch from society’s 
sidelines as they see others pull ahead to ever 
greater prosperity. Worldwide many have 
escaped extreme poverty but even more have 
neither the opportunities nor the resources to 
control their lives.” 

(HDR 2019)
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Resource-Inadequacy vs Disparity 
Starvation, child hunger, and inter-
generational recidivism are problems 
of poverty and immobility, not 
inequality: Individual characteristics, 
not group traits What makes for enabled, 

meaningful, and satisfying 
lives?
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Singapore
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China
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US



20 of 4020 of 40

1. In 99 economies inequality rose; B50 increased in 95 of them.
2. In 108 economies B50 increased; inequality rose in 88% of them.
3. Levels of inequality have insignificant correlation with mobility or heightening inequality.
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Correlation

Correlation
95% 
Confidence 
Interval

t(154)

Income 
Mobility

Inequality 
Rise

0.84 (0.79, 0.88) 19.45

Income 
Mobility

Inequality 
Level

-0.03 (-0.19, 0.13) -0.40

Inequality 
Rise

Inequality 
Level

0.01 (-0.15, 0.17) 0.14

1. In 99 economies inequality rose; B50 increased in 95 of them.
2. In 108 economies B50 increased, inequality rose in 88% of them.
3. Levels of inequality have insignificant correlation with mobility or heightening inequality.
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1. In 99 economies inequality rose; B50 increased in 95 of them.
2. In 108 economies B50 increased; inequality rose in 88% of them.
3. Levels of inequality have insignificant correlation with mobility or heightening inequality.
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Supply and Demand for Inequality

What societies 
are willing to pay
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Fail
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Why then the focus on inequality?

“Concern for relativities is 
not unnatural”.  

But then:

• Corrosiveness?

• Politics of envy?

• What basis is this for public 
policy?

“Hasad” vs “Rushk”, “Lipta”

● Gender inequality

● Climate inequality

● Pandemic inequality
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Certainly corrosive, yes...

Zero-sum game in 
political and economic life

“Us vs them”.  Identity 
politics.  Tribal affiliation and 
resentment.

“It is not enough that I 
succeed.  Others must 
fail.”
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Sufficient statistic and spillovers
“Around the world, the effects of alarmingly high 
economic inequality are spilling over into politics and 
society. Economic insecurity is a driving force behind 
violent conflicts in the Middle East and the rise of 
fascist elements in some European countries, not least 
Hungary and Poland. Even in older democracies such 
as the United States, economic marginalization has led 
to a strengthening of chauvinist and supremacist 
identities and other social problems such as the opioid 
epidemic.”

Beyond globalization: “Changes in technology, 
rise of winner-take-all markets, erosion of 
labour-market protections, and decline of 
norms restricting pay differentials have all 
played their part.” 
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... but also need greater clarity?

“New analysis ... showing that 14mn 
people live in poverty highlights just how 
unequal a society the UK has become.”

“The poorer half of the 
population are as poor today as 
they were in the past, with barely 
5 percent of total wealth in 2010, 
just as in 1910.” 

US Wealth 
Inequality 2005

Survey 
estimate share

Actual share

Top 20% 59% 84%

Bottom 40% 10% 0.3%

Source: Norton and Ariely 2011
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SMF – Social Mobility Foundation

Working to Improve Social Mobility 
and Cohesion Through Applying 
Scientific Evidence to Better Inform 
Policy
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1. In 99 economies inequality rose; B50 increased in 95 of them.
2. In 108 economies B50 increased; inequality rose in 88% of them.
3. Levels of inequality have insignificant correlation with mobility or heightening inequality.
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