~ A Service of
’. b Leibniz-Informationszentrum

.j B I l I Wirtschaft
) o o o Leibniz Information Centre
Make YOUT PUbllCCltlonS VZSlble. h for Economics ' '

Gradin, Carlos; Oppel, Annalena

Working Paper
Trends in inequality within countries using a novel dataset

WIDER Working Paper, No. 2021/139

Provided in Cooperation with:
United Nations University (UNU), World Institute for Development Economics Research (WIDER)

Suggested Citation: Gradin, Carlos; Oppel, Annalena (2021) : Trends in inequality within countries

using a novel dataset, WIDER Working Paper, No. 2021/139, ISBN 978-92-9267-079-5, The United
Nations University World Institute for Development Economics Research (UNU-WIDER), Helsinki,

https://doi.org/10.35188/UNU-WIDER/2021/079-5

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/248353

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen: Terms of use:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor durfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden. and scholarly purposes.

Sie durfen die Dokumente nicht fiir 6ffentliche oder kommerzielle You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
Zwecke vervielféltigen, 6ffentlich ausstellen, 6ffentlich zugénglich exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen. internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.
Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfiigung gestellt haben sollten, Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

genannten Lizenz gewahrten Nutzungsrechte.

Mitglied der

WWW.ECONSTOR.EU é@“}


https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.35188/UNU-WIDER/2021/079-5%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/248353
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/

UNITED NATIONS
UNIVERSITY

2X UNU-WIDER

WIDER Working Paper 2021/139

Trends in inequality within countries using a
novel dataset

Carlos Gradin and Annalena Oppel*

August 2021

United Nations University World Institute for Development Economics Research

wider.unu.edu




Abstract: We revisit trends in within-country income inequality using a newly integrated dataset
that covers at least 70 per cent of the global population since 1980. We investigate absolute and
relative inequality trends across the past four decades, combining the use of Lorenz curves with a
set of inequality measures to gain insights on countries without Lorenz dominance. We can
conclude that the majority of the global population witnessed a robust increase in inequality in
each decade, both absolute and relative, although the number of countries with evidence of
declining relative inequality exceeds those with rising inequality in the 2000s and 2010s. Increasing
absolute inequality is quite general, while evidence of increasing relative inequality is stronger in
the 1990s and 2000s and weaker in the last decade and involves all country income groups. We
found evidence of inequality levels converging over time, as well as of great heterogeneity across
geographic regions.
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1 Introduction

Following a general growing concern with income distributions becoming more unequal in many
countries, a multitude of studies have sought to identify country-level inequality trends over time,
many of which focus on specific sub-sets of countries defined by regions, level of development,
or inclusion in main data sources. This highly fragmented evidence generally reflects the
asymmetric data limitations faced by such research, especially for low-income countries and certain
geographic regions. Most comparative studies tend to focus on rich and middle-income countries
(Brandolini and Smeeding 2007; Gottschalk and Smeeding 2000; Morelli et al. 2015; Smeeding and
Grodner 2000). Hereby, identified trends are consistent in that studies generally describe a
tendency for inequality to decline until the mid-1970s followed by an increase in the 1980s and
1990s, which especially applies to the United States and the United Kingdom with moderate
increases in some European countries and a few identified exceptions such as Denmark or Canada
in earlier periods or France more generally.

Although more scarce, there are also some recent cross-country studies which primarily focus on
developing countries (Alvaredo and Gasparini 2015; Odusola et al. 2017; Gradin et al. 2021;
Milanovic 2005; Simson 2018). These studies have shown a certain trend to increasing inequality,
for example, in key Asian emerging countries like China, India, or Indonesia, following their
economic transformation. Inequality also increased in the late 1980s and 1990s in Eastern Europe
and Central Asia as well as in Latin America. However, during the 2000s, changes in distributions
were found to become more equalizing in several developing countries, particularly in Latin
America, with however moderate changes and considerable variety across countries. Studies
included in Gradin et al. (2021) provide detailed comparative evidence of five large developing
countries (Brazil, China, India, Mexico, and South Africa), highlighting the different patterns in
terms of overall inequality, and how the distribution in these countries was primarily shaped by
increasing tensions in the labour markets in transformation, only in part offset by a weak but
changing redistributive capacity of their emerging public sectors.

Overall, there is a growing consensus that inequalities have been growing within countries in the
last decades on average and therefore contributing to offset the large decline at least partially in
inequalities between countries, resulting from faster economic growth in China and other emerging
economies (e.g., Lakner and Milanovic 2013; or more recently, Gradin 2020a, 2021a). For example,
Gradin (2020a) has compared the same welfare concept (e.g., per capita income or per capita
consumption) for each country obtained from the same data source around 1990 and late 2010s.
The results show that there is, paradoxically, a majority of countries (68) witnessing a decline of
inequality (Gini) in the long-term than those exhibiting an increase (45). However, and consistently
with popular beliefs, if increase in inequality occurring in the most populous countries was
accounted for, a majority of people saw inequality increase in their country over that period of
time: at least 58 per cent of the world’s population, compared with 26 per cent witnessing a decline,
8 per cent showing stability (i.e. changing less than 1 Gini point), and another 8 per cent with no
data. This and other evidence (e.g., Frazer 2006; Simson and Savage 2020) suggest that amid a large
level of heterogeneity, some patterns emerge in terms of trend, convergence (i.e. inequality in
countries with initially high levels appears to decrease and vice versa), region (e.g., inequality
increasing in North America or most of Asia, but declining in Latin America or the Middle East
and North Africa), or level of development (e.g., inequality more clearly increasing in high-income
countries).

In this paper, we draw on a novel companion dataset on country income distributions based on
the World Income Inequality Database (WIID) (i.e. WIID Companion), held at the United Nations
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University World Institute for Development Economics Research (UNU-WIDER) in Helsinki,
Finland, to consolidate and expand existing evidence on inequality trends within countries over
the past four decades (see UNU-WIDER 2021a, 2021b) . Using a sample of this dataset with
consistent per capita income distributions at the percentile level for countries representing between
72 and 96 per cent of the global population, we aim at identifying and characterizing inequality
trends every decade since 1980 and the extent to which they depend or not on specific views about
inequality. For that, we begin with an assessment of Lorenz curves to see how far we can get with
a well-established methodology that allows identifying inequality trends with the minimum
possible set of value judgements. This includes both absolute and relative inequality. Because of
the large share of cases that remain undefined with this method in the case of relative inequality
(lack of Lorenz dominance), we then expand this assessment by using popular inequality measures,
including the Gini coefficient, the Palma index, and various members from the generalized entropy
and Atkinson families that give different weighting to the bottom (poor) or top (rich) of
distributions. A joint discussion across measures allows us to identify cases without Lorenz
dominance, but with a high degree of consensus among the main inequality measures.

In this study, we thus contribute to the discussion on within-country inequality trends worldwide
in the following way. First, we address some of the issues regarding data harmonization and
comparability faced by previous studies by using a new dataset based on integrated inequality series
that allows more consistent comparisons over time and across countries (Gradin 2021a). All
comparisons are based on per capita income distributions after original values based on other
welfare concepts have been standardized. Second, since the dataset combines information from
many sources, including the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS), PovcalNet, national statistical
authorities, and others, we obtained more breadth than other studies in terms of data coverage in
the past four decades, with a richer representation of low-income countries or from regions with
poorer data, along high-income economies and rich-data countries, more often well represented
in these studies. Third, we revisit and consolidate tendencies in inequality trends using a more
comprehensive approach in terms of how changes in inequality are measured, looking beyond the
use of a single measure (e.g., Gini index). Finally, we use our comprehensive approach to better
characterize these inequality trends investigating patterns by geographical regions as well as level
of development or initial level of inequality.

In what follows, Section 2 introduces the main feature of the dataset, Section 3 investigates the
main trends, whereas Section 4 looks at general patterns in observed trends. Section 5 concludes.

2 Integrated inequality series

Generally, the analysis of long-term inequality trends across countries faces certain data constraints
that primarily concern data availability and data harmonization. The latter is the result of the lack
of comparability over time or across space because of different methodologies in data collection
and consolidation. This mainly includes differences in chosen measure of resources (say net or
gross income, or consumption), correction for household size or composition (i.e. total, per capita,
or per equivalent adult), as well as geographical or population coverage via primary sampling units.
To cope with such heterogeneity across data sources, we use a new income distribution database
that utilizes the main series in each country as benchmark or reference, primarily from LIS, other
harmonized databases, or national statistical authorities, to adjust and integrate selected data series
for other periods coming from other sources. This then constructs harmonized series for each
country and across countries over time. Via this approach, we are able to generate a comprehensive
dataset that covers between 70 and 94 per cent of the global population in two consecutive decades



since 1980 and enables discussions on broader patterns in inequality trends that hold true across a
range of inequality measures, a key focus of this paper.

2.1 WIID as data source

Our integrated database (WIID Companion, country dataset) is based on the World Income
Inequality Database held at UNU-WIDER (2021b). WIID was first launched in 2000, giving
continuity to one of the first most successful initiatives to collect cross-country information of
inequality by Deininger and Squire (1996).

WIID has been updated and expanded several times, the most recent version being from May
2021. It is freely downloadable and contains the most comprehensive set of income inequality
statistics in the world, covering over 200 countries (including four historical entities) (UNU-
WIDER 2021a). WIID collects and stores information on income inequality for almost all
countries in the world over the longest possible period of time for which reliable data are available.
The information reported in WIID is collected from a variety of public sources, including
international databases like PovcalNet, the LIS database, EURSOTAT, the Socio-Economic
Database for Latin America and the Caribbean, the OECD, United Nations agencies like UNICEF
or the UN Economic Commission for Latin America, several national statistical authorities, and
many independent research studies. All this fragmented information is put together in a systematic
and organized way.

2.2 The WIID Companion

In this section, we summarize how all those issues were addressed in constructing the WIID
Companion country dataset that informs this study, although the entire process is documented in
a series of technical notes that explain the process in more detail and include the Stata codes used
to construct the global database from the original WIID."

Selection of inequality series

WIID has recently incorporated a companion database that was constructed for the purpose of
making country and global inequality analyses easier. WIID contains several series that may overlap
and refer to same or different periods, measures of resources or equivalent scales among other
things, producing several possible estimates of inequality for each country and year. For that
reason, the WIID Companion has selected some series to reproduce the longest possible trend for
each country in the most consistent way. The resulting dataset is based on PovcalNet (26 per cent
of country-year observations), LIS (20 per cent), research studies (13 per cent), various national
statistical authorities (11 per cent), and other sources. About 90 per cent of all country-year
observations include information on the income shares mainly by deciles, but at least by quintiles
(in both cases with or without information for the bottom and top 5 per cent). Using the Shorrocks
and Wan (2008) approach to disaggregate grouped income distributions, income shares were then
estimated at the percentile level. These are the series considered in our analysis as they allow the
estimation of the Lorenz curves and various inequality measures.

" The approach followed to construct the dataset is explained in Gradin (2021a). Furthermore, Gradin (2021b, 2021c,
and 2021d) provide a more detailed description regarding the selection of data series, as well as the standardization
process, and the construction of the mean income series (gross domestic product per capita).



Constructing an integrated series of income shares

Part of the heterogeneity in the income percentile series is resolved by taking one series as a
reference (e.g., LIS) and extending the series with other overlapping series that are re-scaled so
that the trend is preserved but the scale is comparable to that in the reference series. After these
adjustments, the integrated series of some countries refer to the target welfare concept, net income
per capita, but some refer to a heterogeneity of other welfare concepts. In a second stage, these
income distributions are then converted to per capita net income using a modelling approach that
is described in detail in Gradin (2021c). This approach estimates the relationship among income
percentile shares using different welfare concepts in the LIS sample in WIID (based on microdata).
These relationships are used to convert income distributions based on different welfare concepts
into net income distributions, using the coefficients estimated mainly for the same country
geographic region and income group.’

The income distribution then reflects the share of net income per capita in each country for each
percentile. Relative inequality measures and Lorenz values are estimated using these standardized
income distributions. For the analysis of absolute inequality, per capita income in the country is
obtained from an integrated series of gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in 2017 US dollar
purchasing power parities (PPPs) from various sources (the World Development Indicators, the
Maddison Project, and the Penn World Tables).

Overall, the WIID Companion provides harmonized data series across the longest possible time
interval for countries given data quality criteria. The dataset facilitates the analysis of within-
country inequality trends in a longitudinal as well as spatial manner.

2.3 Sample selection

In this study, we compare inequality trends across the past four decades. Hence, we use the
beginning of each decade to identify inequality trends, starting in 1980 up until 2018. Not all
countries included in the WIID Companion have actual income distributions in the selected years
(i.e. 1980, 1990, 2000, 2010, and 2018). To determine the level of inequality in each comparison
year, we need to use information from the closest years. First, we limit our analysis to cases in
which there is at least one survey year within a distance of at most 4 years (before or after) from
each comparison year, labelling the other cases as having not enough data. If available, we take the
income distribution of the comparison years. In countries in which there is no income distribution
in one comparison year, our main approach interpolates the income distributions between the
previous and next survey year around the year of comparison within the defined bandwidth. For
robustness, we also compute the results using the closest observation with no interpolation;
however, results were very similar. In cases in which there is no survey year before or after the
comparison year, we take the income distribution in the closest survey year.

For example, Afghanistan has information available in 2008, 2012, and 2017 only. It is considered
as part of the sample comparison only between 2010 and 2018 and labelled as having not enough
data in the comparison of previous decades. The income distribution in 2017 is used for 2018. For
2010, the main approach is to use interpolated income percentiles (assuming a linear trend)
between 2008 and 2012. For robustness, we also considered the case of using the actual 2008

% In some cases, the corrections are based on the same country (in different years) if the country is in the LIS sample,
or in either the same region whenever the required combination of region and income group is not in LIS.
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income distribution for 2010 instead, but results were very similar, and the main trends and
patterns discussed in the empirical sections are maintained.

When applying the above-described selection approach, we obtain the following sample across the
selected time observations shown in Table 1. The coverage of our sample is high in terms of
population shares including at least 72 per cent of the global population in the 1980s, reaching a
maximum of 96 per cent in the 2000s.” Country coverage is the lowest and most biased in terms
of geographic regions in the 1980s because of the limited information for Sub-Saharan Africa (29
per cent of the population), the Middle East and North Africa (37 per cent), or most of Eastern
Europe. Therefore, results for this decade will be less informative than in other decades.
Obviously, the population coverage tends to be larger if both China and India are part of the
sample, and for that reason it declines in the last decade, with no information for India (along with
other developing countries).

Table 1: Overview of data availability and population coverage

Available countries Total Time period

1980-90 1990-2000 2000-10 2010-18
Number of countries 200 55 115 154 139
Percentage of countries 100 27.5 57.5 77.0 69.5
Percentage of global population 100 72.0 88.7 95.8 75.7

Note: population as in the last of each comparison period.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

The coverage in all decades is smaller if measured in terms of number of countries, but this is
mainly driven by relatively small countries or territories without enough information in the dataset.
Out of a total of 200 countries or territories,* 189 have at least one observation in the dataset, with
169 countries reporting distributive information in at least one of the decades studied here (i.e. 31
countries do not have enough information in any decade), while 51 countries have information in
every decade. This study includes distributive information for more than half of the sample of
countries from 1990 onward. A detailed overview of data availability by region is displayed in
Appendix Table Al.

2.4 Assessing inequality trends

We follow a comprehensive approach to assess trends in inequality. First, we compute the Lorenz
curve of each country income distribution to test for Lorenz dominance between the two
comparison years for each decade. Comparing the Lorenz curves of two distributions is known as
being a method that allows ranking distributions in terms of inequality with a high level of
consensus among different views about inequality (Atkinson 1970; Moyes 1987). Namely, if total
income is constant, one only needs to agree with inequality in (anonymous) per capita incomes
being decreasing with rank and mean-preserving progressive transfers from one person to anyone
else with lower income (Pigou—Dalton principle of transfers), as well as that inequality remains
constant if the population is replicated several times (population principle). If total income
changes, one additionally needs to agree with inequality remaining constant after either all incomes

? For population weights, that is, the share of populations represented by each country, we use the population of the
last comparison year (e.g., population of the year 1990 for the 1980s).

* The dataset includes a total of 200 countties or territories including the current 193 United Nations member states
and 7 territories such as Greenland, Hong Kong, Kosovo, Macao, Puerto Rico, Taiwan, and West Bank and Gaza. All
200 countries and territories are accounted for in global population percentages regardless of whether or not they
have distributive information.



are multiplied by the same factor (scale invariance or relative inequality), or after all incomes are
added a common factor (translation invariance for absolute inequality).” This is because the
existence of Lorenz dominance—when one curve falls above the other one—indicates that the
former distribution exhibits lower inequality because it can be obtained from the other after a
sequence of progressive transfers. However, this high level of consensus comes at the price of
obtaining incomplete orderings, since situations abound in which one distribution can be obtained
from another one after a mix of equalizing and disequalizing transfers. In these situations, the
Lorenz curves intersect at least once, and the absence of Lorenz dominance implies that the
assessment of whether inequality declined or increased cannot generally be made based only on
the principles of anonymity, population invariance, scale invariance, and Pigou—Dalton principle
of transfers. The same happens if we want to quantify the difference in inequality between the two
comparison distributions. One needs additional value judgements to conclude which distribution
has more inequality (and by how much), particularly value judgements about how much relevance
to give to equalizing and disequalizing movements that occur at different parts of the distribution.
In other words, one can be concerned with the improvement of the poor, with the concentration
among the most affluent, or with the enhancement of the middle class, for instance. If we do not
observe Lorenz dominance, we classify countries’ trends as ‘undefined’ in that particular decade.

For these reasons, further, and in addition to using Lorenz curve assessments as reference point
for the identification of inequality trends, we expand our analysis by using a range of relative
inequality measures that reflect different sensitivities at different parts of the distribution. For
example, it is known that the mean log deviation (MLD) (M-Theil index) is more sensitive to the
bottom of the distribution, while the L-Theil index is more sensitive to the top, and the Gini index
is less sensitive than both indices to the extremes.®

Our analysis includes the Gini coefficient, the general entropy class, the Atkinson index, and the
Palma ratio as relative measures. The Gini coefficient is the most commonly used inequality
measure that satisfies all key properties of inequality indices. The general entropy class is a
parametric family of indices in which a lower value of the parameter indicates higher sensitivity to
the bottom of the distribution. It includes MLD, L-Theil, and a monotonic transformation of the
coefficient of variation as particular cases (for values 0, 1, and 2 respectively). Similarly, the
Atkinson family is a normative parametric family in which a higher value of the parameter
(inequality aversion) also indicates higher sensitivity to the redistribution that affects the bottom
of the distribution. The Palma ratio measures the ratio between the total income of the top 10 and
bottom 40 per cent of the population. The analysis of absolute inequality will include the absolute
Gini index and the standard deviation.

The WIID Companion provides country synthetic distributions at the percentile level, from which
the set of inequality measures are computed. These income distributions are also used to compute
the corresponding Lorenz curves. Relative Lorenz curves map the accumulated income share at
each percentile. The absolute Lorenz curve maps the accumulated income gap with the mean
instead. For robustness, however, we also use a higher level of aggregation (vintiles) to test for

5 That is, if total income is doubled, relative inequality remains constant if all incomes are doubled, whereas absolute
inequality remains constant if all incomes are added the same per capita income change.

¢ For example, this can be easily assessed looking at the contribution to overall inequality of marginally increasing the
proportion of the population at different parts of the distribution using the recentred influence function for vatious
indices (Gradin 2020b). All well-known inequality measures are more sensitive to the extremes than to the middle, but
the extent vaties across measures.



Lorenz dominance, to check the sensitivity of results to potential outlier values at the extreme of
the distribution (as aggregation also smoothens distributions, curves are less likely to intersect).

Note that inequality indices that are consistent with the Lorenz dominance ordering (all discussed
earlier except the Palma ratio) should exhibit the same direction in inequality trends as the one
indicated by Lorenz ordinates, when computed at the same level of aggregation (percentiles).
However, we define an increase in an inequality index when any measure in the group of relative
indicators increases (some of which are unbounded) by at least 2 per cent or more of the level of
inequality identified at the beginning of the decade, but further test how sensitive indicated trends
are to the use of higher thresholds (i.e. 3 and 4 per cent). With this, we consider that some changes
in inequality are so small that they can be deemed as having no clearly identifiable trend, as they
would very likely be statistically insignificant (if statistical inference were possible in this context).
As we are labelling these small changes in inequality measures as ‘undefined’, this implies that
consistency with Lorenz dominance here applies in a weak sense. Whenever inequality is higher in
one year than in another with Lorenz, inequality will not be lower with consistent measures (but
they may exhibit stability), or vice versa. Note that when comparing single indicators of absolute
inequality (Section 3), we distinguish increasing, decreasing, and stable trends depending on
whether the indicator exceeds the 2 per cent threshold in changes of either direction.

To summarize changes across the different relative inequality measures and to identify situations
with a large degree of agreement among them (regardless of whether or not they involve Lorenz
dominance), we classify trends of a country in a given decade as mostly increasing, or mostly
decreasing if at least eight out of eleven indicators depict the same trend.” Results labelled as
undefined then refer to country-years where indicators do not show a uniform or identifiable
direction in trend.

3 General patterns in inequality trends since 1980

We now turn to discuss the identified patterns in inequality trends across the past four decades
since 1980. Thus, we focus both on the number of countries as well as on the population shares
they represent. As mentioned, we use Lorenz curves as a reference point to identify trends and
expand by consulting results from our aggregated relative measures.

3.1 Relative Lorenz cutves

Previous findings in the global inequality literature as well as in cross-country studies have
identified a dominant increasing trend in within-country inequality. This section investigates how
far we can go in that assessment across countries using Lorenz dominance, the most robust
method.

The results first indicate that a notable share of countries and global population show no clear
Lorenz dominance, and therefore, the inequality trend may depend on the sensitivity to
distributional changes occurring at different parts of the distribution. This applies to about 18—19
per cent of the global population with intersecting Lorenz curves in each decade except the 2010s,
when it rises to 38 per cent because of the inclusion of China in this group (Table 2). This applies

7 Note that among the indices included, A(1) is ordinally equivalent to GE(0) or MLD, whereas 4(2) is ordinally
equivalent to GE(—1).



to 58 and 57 countries during the two most recent decades (2000s and 2010s). It also applies to
another 31 countries in the 1990s and 22 countries in the 1980s.

Table 2: Inequality trends based on Lorenz curves

Year Increase Decrease Undefined No data Total
1980-90 20 13 22 145 200
38.7 23.9 9.4 28.0 100
1990-2000 55 32 28 85 200
59.0 10.9 18.8 11.3 100
2000-10 35 58 61 46 200
535 23.0 19.2 4.2 100
2010-18 29 55 55 61 200
194 18.3 38.0 24.3 100
Total? 41.8 19.0 22.6 16.7 100

Note: first row shows ‘number of countries’ and second row shows ‘population percentages’. @Total refers to the
share of the global population to which given trends apply across observed decades. See map representations in
Appendix Figures A1-A4.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

However, the results also show that by using only the Lorenz approach we can already identify
increasing country-level inequality as a dominant trend in all except the last decade. This further
indicates that the trend for these countries does not depend on how relative income changes at
different parts of the distribution (e.g., top or bottom) are evaluated. In every decade, the share of
population residing in countries with unambiguously increasing inequality is larger than the share
in countries with declining inequality for all indices consistent with Lorenz. At least, near 40 per
cent of the global population in the 1980s, near 60 per cent in the 1990s, and more than 50 per
cent in the 2000s unambiguously exhibited increasing inequality, which contrast with only 11 per
cent (1990s) or around 23—24 per cent (1980s and 2000s) with a declining trend. In the last decade,
however, the proportions are more balanced (19 and 18 per cent, respectively).

In terms of the number of countries, however, there is a clear shift. In the 1980s and 1990s, more
countries exhibited increasing inequality than declining inequality, whereas in the 2000s and 2010s
(when country coverage is highest) the opposite is true, introducing the paradox of inequality
increasing for more people but for fewer (but more populated) countries.

3.2 Relative inequality indices

When assessing inequality trends based on a high level of agreement among relative inequality
indicators (see Table 3), patterns become more distinct because we obtain further insights into
cases with no identifiable trend based on Lorenz curves alone. The global picture depicted by the
analysis of Lorenz dominance does not change, but it is rather reinforced. When shifting from
Lorenz to the set of indicators, the population in countries with increasing inequality increases by
the same or a larger proportion than the population living in countries with decreasing inequality,
particularly true in the 1990s.

Now, it turns out that in each decade between 1980 and 2010, at least 40 per cent of the global
population witnessed rising inequality with a large consensus among inequality measures, with the
largest percentages (68 and 59 per cent) in the 1990s and 2000s. At the same time, the proportion
of population witnessing a decline in inequality with this criterion was always below 30 per cent,
with lowest percentages in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2010s (between 19 and 26 per cent) and the
largest in the 2000s (29 per cent). Again, it turns out that the percentages are almost exactly
balanced in the last decade.



Table 3: Inequality trends based on relative indicators

Relative inequality measures Majority increase Majority decrease Undefined No data Total
1980-90 28 24 3 145 200
43.1 26.6 23 28.0 100
1990-2000 68 42 5 85 200
68.3 18.7 1.6 11.3 100
2000-10 54 77 23 46 200
59.1 28.7 8.0 4.2 100
2010-18 41 82 16 61 200
26.4 26.3 23.0 24.3 100
Total 48.4 25.2 9.7 16.7 100

Note: first row shows ‘number of countries’ and second row shows ‘population percentages’. See country graphs
in Appendix Figures A5—-A16.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

The pattern in terms of the number of countries involved in each trend is the same as when using
the Lorenz criterion, with predominance of countries exhibiting an increasing trend in the 1980s
and, especially, the 1990s, and decreasing in the 2000s and 2010s.

Therefore, the results obtained with the Lorenz curves are ratified with consensus among indices.
The main contribution of indices is probably to reduce the percentage of undefined cases,
especially in the 2010s with the largest share of countries and population with intersecting Lorenz
curves, although the result is the same balance already observed with Lorenz in that decade.

In sum, our data confirm that during the four last decades increasing within-country inequality was
predominant in terms of population, with the trend being particularly true in the 1990s and 2000s,
following the transition to market economies in Eastern Europe and the expansion of globalization
with structural transformation experienced by the main developing countries. At least almost 50
per cent of the population if using the most general criterion and around 60 per cent or more with
a set of inequality measures saw increasing inequality in these two decades, compared with a still
high level (around 43 per cent) in the 1980s. A lower population coverage and the undefined trend
in China might explain why results are less conclusive during the last decade. In terms of the
number of countries, however, the story is more nuanced. The number of countries exhibiting
increasing inequality was larger than those with declining inequality in the 1980s and 1990s, but
our data also suggest that this pattern is reversed in the last two decades.

3.3 Absolute inequality

Absolute inequality measures, such as the absolute Gini coefficient or the standard deviation, focus
on absolute income differences between individuals. While these measures are not used as widely,
absolute differences in inequality are an important aspect of inequality as many people evaluate the
impact of income changes on inequality in absolute terms (Amiel and Cowell 1992).

Absolute changes in income, captured by the absolute Lorenz curve comparisons and inequality
measures, show a more unambiguous increase for at least 62 per cent of the global population in
each decade, reaching 78 and 89 per cent in the 1990s and 2000s, in all cases affecting a majority
of countries (more than 120 in the last two decades) (see Table 4). With economic growth, and
rising mean incomes, absolute inequality tends to increase. Absolute inequality mainly declined in
countries with stagnant or declining per capita income (see Tables 5 and 6) including mostly a few
Latin American and Sub-Saharan African countries, but also a few Fastern European countries in
the 2000s such as Croatia, Latvia, and Lithuania, or Greece in 2018. Other examples include
conflict zones such as Syria, Yemen, and Venezuela. Between 3 and 9 per cent of the global
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population showed a decline in absolute inequality, whereas between 3 and 5 per cent exhibited an
ambiguous trend due to intersecting absolute Lorenz curves.

Table 4: Trend based on absolute inequality using absolute Lorenz curves

Year Increase Decrease Undefined No data Total
1980-90 39 12 4 145 200
62.5 7.5 2.0 28.0 100
1990-2000 82 27 6 85 200
7.7 9.4 1.7 11.3 100
2000-10 132 9 13 46 200
89.3 2.9 3.6 4.2 100
2010-18 121 12 6 61 200
65.1 6.0 4.6 24.3 100
Total? 74.0 6.3 3.1 16.7 100

Note: first row shows ‘number of countries’ and second row shows ‘population percentages’. @Total refers to total
population percentage.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

Table 1: Inequality trends indicated by absolute Gini coefficient

Year Increase Decrease Stable No data Total
1980-90 27 8 20 145 200
52.9 4.0 15.1 28.0 100
1990-2000 63 25 27 85 200
63.7 8.5 16.4 11.3 100
2000-10 98 7 49 46 200
74.2 1.5 20.1 4.2 100
2010-18 63 7 69 61 200
45.0 3.8 26.9 24.3 100

Note: first row shows ‘number of countries’ and second row shows ‘population percentages’.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

Table 6: Inequality trends indicated by standard deviation

Year Increase Decrease Stable No data Total
1980-90 40 12 3 145 200
62.9 4.2 4.9 28.0 100
1990-2000 82 27 6 85 200
79.0 8.7 1.0 11.3 100
2000-10 121 18 15 46 200
83.6 4.0 8.2 4.2 100
2010-18 96 13 30 61 200
56.7 6.2 12.8 24.3 100

Note: first row shows ‘number of countries’ and second row shows ‘population percentages’.
Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

The use of absolute measures of inequality like the Gini index or the standard deviation confirms
this general pattern of increasing inequality over time. In this case, however, it also highlights that
a substantial proportion of changes are small (below 2 per cent) and are therefore classified here
as stable (between 15 and 27 per cent of the global population).
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4 Patterns in relative inequality trends

In this section, we investigate the extent to which clear patterns emerge in relative inequality trends
among countries based on their initial level of inequality (convergence), their geographic region,
or their level of development (income group). For region and income group, we use the
classification as defined by the World Bank (2021). For income groups, we refer to the most recent
classification of a country in 2020 into low, lower middle, upper middle, and high-income groups.
We considered seven regions: North America, Latin America and the Caribbean, Europe and
Central Asia, Middle East and North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and South Asia. Note
that in terms of population, some regions mainly reflect the situation of one country (i.e. China
represents 61 per cent of East Asia and Pacific in 2019, India 74 per cent of South Asia, and the
United States is 90 per cent of North America).

4.1 Initial level of inequality: convergence

Earlier evidence suggests a tendency to convergence in inequality levels in the last decades (see
discussion in Alvaredo and Gasparini 2015). Convergence in our context implies a negative
correlation between initial inequality levels and changes thereof. That is, countries with higher
levels of inequality experience a decline or smaller increases whereas countries with lower levels of
inequality experience larger increases (or smaller declines). To test that, we compare changes in
inequality levels measured by the Gini coefficient and the GE(0) and GE(1) indices, with the level
of inequality at the beginning of each decade as in Table 7. Indeed, we observe a clear negative
correlation since the 1990s across selected indicators. Convergence is more notable in the 1990s
and 2000s. This is because a considerable number of countries with high levels of inequality
witnessed a decline in inequality towards the end of the decade, including Brazil (Appendix Figure
AT) and other countries in the region. Correlation is still generally negative but weaker in the 1980s
and 2010s. For example, some countries with moderate or medium levels of inequality compared
with the global average also witnessed a decline in the 2010s, such as the United Kingdom or
France (see also Appendix Figures A12—A13).

Table 2: Convergence across decades

Convergence Correlation with initial levels of inequality
Final-Initial (Final=Initial)/Initial
Gini GE(0) GE(1) Gini GE(0) GE(1)
1980-90 0.00 0.22 0.20 -0.16 -0.04 -0.11
1990-2000 -0.56 -0.68 -0.56 -0.57 -0.54 -0.52
2000-10 -0.35 -0.42 -0.42 -0.30 -0.28 -0.28
2010-18 -0.14 -0.18 -0.25 -0.06 -0.07 -0.07

Note: Pearson correlation coefficients.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
4.2 Regional patterns

One important aspect of within-country inequality trends is the high degree of geographic
heterogeneity. We address this heterogeneity by answering two questions: First, to what extent is
the trend observed in every decade universal and applies to all regions? Second, do regions tend
to exhibit persistent trends over time?

We can answer the first question by indicating that in none of the four decades a general trend
that clearly dominates for the population in all regions was represented in the sample. Therefore,
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the predominant trend of increasing inequality does not apply to all regions and hides geographic
heterogeneity that varies across decades. The closest to a general trend was the generalized increase
in inequality in the 1990s, but even in this case this did not apply to Sub-Saharan Africa, where
inequality declined, and there is also evidence of declining inequality in a substantial part of Latin
American and Caribbean. The trends tend to be more varied across regions in the remaining
decades. The results are quite consistent regardless of the criterion used (the Lorenz curve or
agreement among inequality measures). We summarize the results by decade.

During the 1980s (see Table 8), inequality increased in North America (United States), in two-
thirds of the population in East Asia and the Pacific, and in Latin America and the Caribbean. This
contrasts with only 10, 11, and 8 per cent of the corresponding regional populations in countries
with evidence of falling inequality during that decade. European countries represented in the
sample show more balanced results, with 23 per cent with an increase and 20 per cent with a
decline, but in the context of poor information for Eastern Europe (only Hungary and Romania),
where the end of the decade is characterized by a large increase in inequality during the transition
to a market economy. The limited evidence for Sub-Saharan countries in this decade also points
at increasing inequality in the region (affecting at least 27 per cent of the population, with only
evidence of a decline for 2 per cent). However, we find strong evidence of declining inequality
during this decade in South Asia (77 per cent of the population, led by India) and in the Middle
East and North Africa (37 per cent represented in the sample).

Table 3: Inequality trend patterns across regions in the 1980s

Region Trend 1980-90
Increase Decrease Undefined No data Total
North America 90.2 9.9 0.0 0.0 100
90.2 9.9 0.0
Latin America and the Caribbean 66.4 1.8 5.9 26.0 100
66.4 7.7 0.0
Europe and Central Asia 10.5 12.3 20.8 56.5 100
22.7 20.3 0.6
Middle East and North Africa 0.0 22.1 14.8 63.2 100
0.0 36.8 0.0
Sub-Saharan Africa 26.8 0.0 2.3 71.0 100
26.8 2.3 0.0
South Asia 9.1 77.0 9.5 4.4 100
18.6 77.0 0.0
East Asia and the Pacific 64.0 11.2 7.5 17.3 100
65.2 11.2 6.4
Total 38.7 23.9 9.4 28.0 100
43.1 26.6 2.3

Note: all results shown in population shares (population at end of decade). First row shows results obtained from
Lorenz curves. Second row shows results obtained from relative indicators. Undefined refers to no Lorenz
dominance or no clear tendency (at least eight out of eleven indicators) in observed trend across indicators.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

During the 1990s (see Table 9), there is only evidence of the share of the population with declining
inequality being larger than the share with increasing inequality in the case of Sub-Saharan Africa
(45 per cent versus 18 per cent). Domestic and external economic liberalization, deregulation, and
similar policies were seen as primary reasons for rising inequality in the 1990s, paired with slow
economic growth (e.g., UNESCO 2016). Increases in inequality were generalized during this
decade, including the entire North America and the two most populated regions: South Asia (85
per cent, see Appendix Figure A9 for India), and East Asia and the Pacific (72 per cent, see
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Appendix Figure A10 for China). Macroeconomic policies such as fiscal tightening and regressive
tax policies as well as liberalization rules for foreign and domestic investment have contributed to
such rise in India (Pal and Ghosh 2007), whereas China exhibited rising spatial inequalities across
the rural-urban divide after market reforms (Benjamin et al. 2005; Meng 2004; Xie and Zhou
2014). In Europe and Central Asia, inequality increased for 76 per cent of its population, which
reflects the sharp income declines in Eastern Europe due to the reform process that were followed
by varying, and in some cases slow, rates of recovery (Lakner and Milanovic 2013). Increases in
inequality were also predominant during the 1990s in half or more of the population in Latin
America and the Caribbean, as well as in the Middle East and North Africa, where rising
inequalities have been discussed amid the onset of rapid population growth that led to lower per
capita income growth overall as well as high levels of income going to the top 10 per cent in the
region (Alvaredo et al. 2019).

Table 4: Inequality trend patterns across regions in the 1990s

Region Trend 1990-2000
Increase Decrease Undefined No data Total

North America 100 0.0 0.0 0.0 100
100 0.0 0.0

Latin America and the Caribbean 29.5 4.1 57.1 9.4 100
50.1 38.9 1.6

Europe and Central Asia 56.3 11.3 275 4.9 100
76.1 185 0.5

Middle East and North Africa 11.7 17.0 45.7 25.6 100
54.3 17.0 3.1

Sub-Saharan Africa 12.8 33.1 16.6 37.6 100
17.8 44.6 0.00

South Asia 85.1 0.00 10.2 4.6 100
85.1 10.2 0.00

East Asia and the Pacific 65.8 13.3 10.9 10.1 100
71.9 14.2 3.8

Total 59.0 10.9 18.8 100
68.3 18.7 1.7 11.3

Note: all results shown in population shares (population at end of decade). First row shows results obtained from
Lorenz curves. Second row shows results obtained from relative indicators. Undefined refers to no Lorenz
dominance or no clear tendency (at least eight out of eleven indicators) in observed trend across indicators.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

During the 2000s (see Table 10), increasing inequality continued to be the majority trend in North
America (United States), South Asia (86 per cent, including India), East Asia and the Pacific (78
per cent, including China), and Sub-Saharan Africa (39 per cent). Evidence of a decline became
dominant particularly in Latin America and the Caribbean (93 per cent), and to a lesser yet still
notable extent in the Middle East and North Africa (59 per cent) followed by Europe and Central
Asia (47 per cent).

Finally, during the most recent decade (see Table 11), increasing inequality continued to be
predominant in North America (United States). Increasing inequality dominates now in the Middle
East and North Africa (29 per cent versus 15 per cent), and South Asia (23 per cent, as there is no
information for India in this decade). Inequality continued to decline in most of Latin America
and the Caribbean, but to a much lesser extent than the preceding decade (56 per cent of the
population compared with 38 exhibiting an increase). Inequality trends are more balanced during
this last decade, but with a larger share of the population witnessing a decline in Sub-Saharan Africa
(41 per cent decline versus 34 per cent increase) and in Europe and Central Asia (53 per cent
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decline versus 27 per cent increase). The case of East Asia and the Pacific is dominated by the fact
that China shows an undefined trend (crossing Lorenz curves and lack of consensus among
indices), whereas the rest of the region is split between 25 per cent of the population exhibiting a
decline in inequality and 12 per cent an increase.

Table 5: Inequality trend patterns across regions in the 2000s

Region Trend 2000-10
Increase Decrease Undefined No data Total

North America 90.1 0.0 10.0 0.0 100
90.1 0.00 9.9

Latin America and the Caribbean 1.7 87.0 8.2 3.2 100
29 93.3 0.6

Europe and Central Asia 12.7 36.1 46.2 4.8 100
26.3 47.2 21.7

Middle East and North Africa 10.9 14.9 60.5 13.8 100
18.9 59.0 8.4

Sub-Saharan Africa 30.4 33.6 27.5 8.5 100
39.0 36.3 16.2

South Asia 76.6 12.6 9.1 1.8 100
85.6 12.6 0.0

East Asia and the Pacific 77.2 9.4 10.0 3.4 100
77.7 12.2 6.8

Total 53.9 21.1 17.3 100
59.1 28.7 8.00 4.2

Note: all results shown in population shares (population at end of decade). First row shows results obtained from
Lorenz curves. Second row shows results obtained from relative indicators. Undefined refers to no Lorenz
dominance or no clear tendency (at least eight out of eleven indicators) in observed trend across indicators.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

Table 6: Inequality trend patterns across regions in the 2010s

Region Trend 2010-18
Increase Decrease Undefined No data Total
North America 0.0 0.0 100 0.00 100
89.8 10.2 0.0
Latin America and the Caribbean 33.7 54.2 7.4 4.7 100
38.2 56.3 0.8
Europe and Central Asia 22.9 185 54.1 4.6 100
26.7 52.8 15.9
Middle East and North Africa 28.3 10.8 32.1 28.8 100
29.4 15.0 26.8
Sub-Saharan Africa 25.4 36.3 18.2 20.1 100
34.3 41.2 4.4
South Asia 25.4 36.3 18.2 76.1 100
22.6 1.2 0.0
East Asia and the Pacific 11.8 185 67.2 25 100
11.9 24.9 60.8
Total 194 18.3 38.0 24.3 100
26.4 26.3 23.0

Note: all results shown in population shares (population at end of decade). First row shows results obtained from
Lorenz curves. Second row shows results obtained from relative indicators. Undefined refers to no Lorenz
dominance or no clear tendency (at least eight out of eleven indicators) in observed trend across indicators.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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Regarding the second question, most regions exhibited mixed inequality trends over the four
decades of study, except North America, which shows a continuous upward trend.

Indeed, inequality has generally increased in North America throughout all four decades, except
for the lack of Lorenz dominance in the last decade. However, there is a large consensus among
relative measures that inequality also increased in the last decade. As has already been extensively
documented in other studies (e.g., Fisher et al. 2013), this trend was led by the United States
(Appendix Figure A5), while inequality increased in Canada only in the 1990s, decreasing in the
1980s and 2010s

East Asia and the Pacific region, led by China, also exhibit a continued increase until the last
decade, when China (see Appendix Figure A10) shows lack of Lorenz dominance as well as lack
of agreement among indices. Inequality was mainly decreasing but was stable or even increasing
when sensitivity to the bottom of the distribution increased. The evolution of income inequality
in China over the past 40 years can be described as the net result of structural change during the
(uncomplete) transition from a planned to a market economy, combined with government efforts
(new social and welfare programmes) to moderate rise in inequality (Liu 2006), with most recent
years showing a potential trend change. The evidence for other countries in the region during the
last decade is mixed, with 12 per cent of the regional population showing increasing inequality and
25 per cent a declining trend.

Latin America and the Caribbean is a good example of a shift from a dominant trend of increasing
inequality in the 1980s (66 per cent), which partly continues in the 1990s (50 per cent with increase,
39 per cent with decline), towards a clear decline in the 2000s (93 per cent), which continued to
some extent in the 2010s, overall (56 per cent). This trend in inequality was facilitated by substantial
progress along the demographic transition (declines in the population dependency rate) and the
expansion of education systems leading to falling schooling returns, as well as the structural
economic transformation following reforms introduced in the 1990s; however, it was also highly
dependent on short-term factors like a shift to more favourable terms of trade (Székely and
Mendoza 2015, 2017). The trend was particularly robust until the most recent financial crisis in
Brazil (Appendix Figure A7), the largest economy (for instance, see Lopez-Calva and Rocha 2012;
Neri 2021), in which case a reduction in the returns to labour market experience was identified as
a much more important factor driving lower wage disparities (Ferreira et al. 2021). Inequality has
also been reduced in Mexico to some extent, as a result of lower returns to skills after an increase
in supply of workers with at least high school degrees above the increase in their demand (Campos-
Vazquez et al. 2021) but exhibiting a more irregular trend (Appendix Figure A11). South Asia, on
the contrary, shifts from a decline in the 1980s to an increase in the next decades (although with
no information for India in the last decade).

The Middle East and North Affrica region as well as Sub-Saharan Africa show more complex
trends. The former region shows clear instability in its trend, shifting from a declining trend during
the 1980s (37 per cent) to increasing inequality in the 1990s (54 per cent of the population), to
decline again in the 2000s (59 per cent), with another increase in the 2010s (29 per cent). Sub-
Saharan Africa, with limited evidence pointing to an increase in the 1980s (27 per cent), exhibits a
decline in 1990s (45 versus 18 per cent), and a slight increase again in the 2000s (39 and 36 per
cent) followed by a decline in the most recent decade (41 and 31 per cent). Some previous studies
pointed at inequality being rather stable in most of the Sub-Saharan African region (e.g., Alvaredo
and Gasparini 2015; Odusola et al. 2017), whereas Odusola et al. (2017) highlighted the great
heterogeneity of distributive trends, with rising inequality in economies with growth taking place
in sectors characterized by high capital and skilled labour intensity and falling in countries when
growth is based in labour-intensive sectors. Simson (2018) also points at favourable market forces
in agrarian societies since 2005 in West Africa as a driver of lower inequality.
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Europe and Central Asia is the region that shows more mixed evidence with significant shares of
the population showing increases and declines in every decade except in the 1990s, when rising
inequality was the norm (76 per cent), to a large extent reflecting the transition of Hastern
European countries to a market economy. Although inequality tended to decline in the last two
decades for a larger share of the population (47 and 52 per cent versus 26 and 27 per cent). In
European countries, rising inequality was especially detected among the top, driven by a greater
dispersion in wages and salaries as well as changes in working conditions, that is, a decline in the
share of workers in the middle of the workforce and increases in the proportions of workers in
high- and low-skill jobs (Cohen and Ladaique 2018).

4.3 By level of development

The general trend in each decade was also dominant among the population in all country income
groups with data, with only a few exceptions, and there was no clear trend based on level of
development. Appendix Tables A2—A5 summarize the results using Lorenz curves and indicators
across country income groups.

During the 1980s, inequality increased for high and upper middle-income countries and declined
for lower middle-income countries, in a context of almost no information for low-income
countries. During the 1990s, inequality increased in all income groups except for the limited low-
income countries with available information, for which decreasing inequality was the norm. It was
during the 2000s that evidence shows inequality increasing for all country income groups with no
exception. Similarly, inequality also increased for all country income groups in the 2010s, except
for upper middle-income countries, because the trend for China remained undefined.

Looking at the same issue from another angle, Table 12 reports the correlation between change in
inequality in each decade and initial level of income, as measured by GDP (in logs) in 2017 US
dollar PPPs. Although there is no correlation in the 2000s and 2010s between inequality change
and initial per capita income, there is a substantial negative correlation in the 1980s (poorest
countries tend to exhibit largest increases in inequality) that shifts to a positive correlation in the
1990s (richest countries tend to exhibit larger increases).

Table 7: Inequality change and initial log GDP

Convergence Correlation with initial levels of inequality
Final-Initial (Final-Initial)/Initial
Gini GE(0) GE(1) Gini GE(0) GE(1)
1980-90 -0.22 -0.26 -0.26 -0.13 -0.14 -0.10
1990-2000 0.27 0.30 0.26 0.28 0.25 0.27
2000-10 0.08 0.07 0.10 0.06 0.04 0.05
2010-18 -0.05 -0.07 -0.04 -0.06 -0.08 -0.06

Note: Pearson correlation coefficients.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

5 Concluding remarks

In this paper, we revisited within-country inequality trends for every decade since 1980 by drawing
on a novel integrated and standardized dataset, the WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
First, despite the limited available data, we are able to use information about the entire income
distribution covering between 72 per cent of the global population in the 1980s and 96 per cent in
the 2000s. Second, we use a broad approach that includes both relative and absolute inequality,

16



and combines using Lorenz curves to produce robust results, with consensus among a set of
inequality measures to gain a more holistic overview of within-country inequality trends even in
cases where no Lorenz dominance can be observed.

Absolute inequality is predominantly rising for the majority of the global population, excluding
countries with stagnant or negative income growth, including transition economic or conflict-
affected areas, although some of these increases are relatively small in percentual terms. Overall,
we observe that for a majority of the global population, relative inequality has also increased in the
last four decades. However, more heterogeneous patterns arise in this case and, therefore, a more
nuanced narrative is required.

The main result is that robust increasing inequality was predominant for the share of the
population involved in each decade but especially in the 1990s and 2000s, while the share was
more balanced in the most recent decade, 2010s. In the decade of the 2010s, we need to consider
that there is no consensus among inequality measures in the case of China, and there is no
information for India.

However, the result of inequality increasing for a larger share of the population, largely driven by
the trends in the most populous countries like China, India, or the United States, is compatible
with the fact that the number of countries exhibiting decreasing inequality was larger in the last
two decades. This means that when asserting inequality within countries is increasing or declining,
we need to be explicit whether we refer to the trend experienced by the majority of people or by
the majority of countries. The former is directly related to the within-country component of global
inequality after between-country inequalities have been removed, whereas the latter reflects the
average situation when countries, not people, are taken as the unit of analysis.

Our results also confirmed a tendency to convergence in levels of relative inequality, with a clear
negative correlation between initial inequality levels and changes thereof, especially during the
1990s and 2000s and weaker during the 1980s and 2010s. Furthermore, increasing relative
inequality has generally dominated across all income groups, but with significant exceptions, like
decreasing inequality for lower middle-income countries in the 1980s and for low-income
countries in the 1990s, or the lack of consensus among upper middle-income countries in the
2010s. We only found correlation between the inequality trend and initial income in the 1980s,
with poor countries exhibiting larger increases or smaller declines, and in the 1990s, with rich
countries exhibiting larger increases or smaller declines. This pattern shifted to no correlation at
all being observed thereafter. The trend towards higher inequality is particularly heterogeneous
across geographic regions. Even during the 1990s, the decade with the strongest evidence of
increasing inequality, it is important to highlight the exception of Sub-Saharan Africa and a
substantial part of Latin America and the Caribbean. Most regions exhibit mixed trends depending
on the period, but some patterns emerge, such as the continuous increasing inequality in North
America, the increasing inequality in East Asia and Pacific (except for the last decade), or the
inverted U-shape in Latin America and the Caribbean and the U-shape in South Asia.
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Appendix A

Al Data availability across region and level of development

Table Al: Data availability across regions and decades

Regions Time period

1980-90 1990-2000 2000-10 2010-18
North America 2 2 2 2
(% countries) 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
(% population) 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Latin America and the Caribbean 14 21 21 19
(% countries) 41.2 61.7 61.8 61.29
(% population) 74.0 90.6 96.8 95.3
Europe and Central Asia 17 39 47 a7
(% countries) 315 72.2 87.0 90.20
(% population) 43.6 95.1 95.2 95.5
Middle East and North Africa 4 9 14 11
(% countries) 191 42.8 66.7 58.82
(% population) 36.8 74.4 86.2 71.2
Sub-Saharan Africa 5 26 39 34
(% countries) 104 54.2 81.3 68.75
(% population) 29.1 62.5 91.6 79.9
South Asia 3 3 7 6
(% countries) 375 375 87.5 75.00
(% population) 95.6 95.4 98.2 23.9
East Asia and the Pacific 10 15 24 20
(% countries) 30.3 45.5 72.7 63.33
(% population) 82.7 89.9 96.6 97.5
High income 27 40 48 46
(% countries) 40.9 60.6 72.7 69.7
(% population) 68.9 85.0 95.8 94.4
Upper middle income 15 31 39 40
(% countries) 27.3 56.4 70.9 72.7
(% population) 78.0 95.6 98.5 98.7
Lower middle income 11 30 46 37
(% countries) 22.0 60.0 92.0 74.0
(% population) 77.4 92.8 96.9 47.7
Low income 2 14 21 16
(% countries) 6.9 48.3 72.4 55.2
(% population) 6.9 33.6 76.8 62.1
Total 55 115 154 139
(% countries) 27.5 57.5 77.0 72.19
(% population) 72.0 88.7 95.8 75.7

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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A2  Global trend patterns

Figure Al: Global trend patterns 1980s
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

Figure A2: Global trend patterns 1990s
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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Figure A3: Global trend patterns 2000s

Inequality Trends 2000s - Lorenz curves
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

Figure A4: Global trend patterns 2010s

Inequality Trends 2010s - Lorenz curves

[] no data
[] undefined
[ decrease

[ increase ~

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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A3 Trend patterns across income groups

Table A2: Trend patterns across income groups in the 1980s

Income group Trend 1980-90
Increase Decrease Undefined No data Total

High income 35.6 14.0 19.3 31.1 100.00
46.9 21.5 0.5

Upper middle income 64.9 9.2 4.0 22.0 100.00
65.3 10.2 2.5

Lower middle income 13.3 52.6 115 22.6 100.00
194 54.5 3.5

Low Income 3.1 0.0 3.8 93.1 100.00
3.1 3.8 0.0

Total 38.7 23.9 9.4 28.0 100.00
43.1 26.6 2.3

Note: all results shown in population shares (population at end of decade). First row shows results obtained from
Lorenz curves. Second row shows results obtained from relative indicators. Undefined refers to no Lorenz
dominance or no clear tendency (at least nine out of eleven indicators) in observed trend across indicators.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

Table A3: Trend patterns across income groups in the 1990s

Income group Trend 1990-2000
Increase Decrease Undefined No data Total

High income 56.6 8.5 19.9 15.0 100.00
75.8 8.5 0.7

Upper middle income 65.1 11.9 18.6 4.4 100.00
72.4 23.3 0.0

Lower middle income 61.9 10.3 20.6 7.3 100.00
70.3 18.1 4.3

Low Income 11.9 13.8 7.9 66.4 100.00
11.9 21.8 0.0

Total 59.0 10.7 18.8 11.3 100.00
68.3 18.7 1.6

Note: all results shown in population shares (population at end of decade). First row shows results obtained from
Lorenz curves. Second row shows results obtained from relative indicators. Undefined refers to no Lorenz
dominance or no clear tendency (at least nine out of eleven indicators) in observed trend across indicators.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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Table A4: Trend patterns across income groups in the 2000s

Income group Trend 2000-10
Increase Decrease Undefined No data Total

High income 37.5 9.3 49.0 4.2 100.00
47.4 16.0 324

Upper middle income 63.2 28.1 7.2 15 100.00
63.8 34.6 0.0

Lower middle income 55.1 24.5 17.3 3.1 100.00
63.6 29.0 4.3

Low Income 32.3 20.7 23.8 23.2 100.00
39.9 24.7 12.2

Total 53.5 23.0 19.2 4.2 100.00
59.1 28.7 28.7

Note: all results shown in population shares (population at end of decade). First row shows results obtained from
Lorenz curves. Second row shows results obtained from relative indicators. Undefined refers to no Lorenz
dominance or no clear tendency (at least nine out of eleven indicators) in observed trend across indicators.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

Table A5: Trend patterns across income groups in the 2010s

Income group Trend 2000-10
Increase Decrease Undefined No data Total

High income 12.2 16.5 65.8 5.6 100.00
41.7 46.9 5.8

Upper middle income 17.0 18.2 63.5 1.3 100.00
18.1 23.7 56.9

Lower middle income 22.8 20.5 4.3 52.3 100.00
255 21.6 0.5

Low Income 28.8 11.8 215 37.9 100.00
37.9 195 4.7

Total 19.4 18.3 38.0 24.4 100.00
26.4 26.3 24.0

Note: all results shown in population shares (population at end of decade). First row shows results obtained from
Lorenz curves. Second row shows results obtained from relative indicators. Undefined refers to no Lorenz
dominance or no clear tendency (at least nine out of eleven indicators) in observed trend across indicators.

Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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A4 Selected country trends

Figure A5: United States

Inequality Trends
United States 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
Figure A6: Canada
Inequality Trends
Canada 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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Figure A7: Brazil

Inequality Trends
Brazil 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
Figure A8: South Africa
Inequality Trends
South Africa 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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Figure A9: India

Inequality Trends
India 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).

Figure A10: China

Inequality Trends

China 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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Figure A11: Mexico

Inequality Trends
Mexico 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
Figure A12: France
Inequality Trends
France 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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Figure A13: United Kingdom

Inequality Trends
United Kingdom 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
Figure A14: Germany
Inequality Trends
Germany 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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Figure A15: Sweden

Inequality Trends
Sweden 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
Figure A16: Egypt
Inequality Trends
Egypt 1980 to 2018
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Source: authors’ construction based on WIID Companion (UNU-WIDER 2021b).
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