
On the Measurement of Wealth:       
New Issues and Evidence from WID.world

Thomas Piketty
EHESS and Paris School of Economics

Banque de France, December 14 2017



• World Wealth and Income Database (WID.world): continuation of 
Kuznets 1953, Atkinson-Harrison 1978 and the World Top 
Incomes Database 2011. Main novelties:

• Extension to emerging countries
• Coverage of full distribution, from bottom to top
→ first global inequality study in World Inequality Report 2018
• Extension to wealth inequality (and not only income inequality)
→ unfortunately data sources are more limited on wealth than
on income. HFCS = major progress, but not enough.                   
Self-reported wealth data needs to be supplemented with proper
administrative/fiscal data. Major measurement and policy issue.





• The WID.world project: more than 100 researchers over the
five continents. All the data is entirely open source +
transparent to feed public debates.

• This report: first systematic assessment of globalization in
terms of inequality. Global top 1% captured twice as much
growth as bottom 50% since 1980. Under Business as usual,
even with optimistic growth assumptions in the emerging
world, global inequality will continue to rise.

• Rising inequality is not inevitable: different types of policies
can be implemented to promote equitable growth pathways
in the coming decades.



• Income inequality varies widely across world regions

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure 2.1.1. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.



• Income inequality rises almost everywhere, but at different speeds

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure 2.1.1. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.

Top 10% income shares across the world, 1980-2016



• Is the world moving towards the high inequality frontier?

Top 10% income shares across the world, 1980-2016

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure 2.1.1. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.

Présentateur
Commentaires de présentation
Frontier in terms of inequality? 
Now before turning to this question of the future, let me try to answer the question I raised before: could the previous rise have been avoided, without killing growth for everybody? 




Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Appendix Figure A1. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.

• The global elephant curve of inequality and growth: scaling by population

Présentateur
Commentaires de présentation
What was the level of growth rates of world citizens? 
We sort the population from the poorest on the left to the richest on the right and give equal length to groups of equal population size. 
Around 100% or more for the bottom 50%
Below 50% in the next 50%, sometimes even close to zero, like in the US. 
Above 200 at the very top. 




Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Appendix Figure A1. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.

• Does high income growth for the top 1% really matter? Scaling by share of growth



• The bottom 50% grew… but the top 1% captured twice more total growth. 

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure 2.1.4. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.
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Explain how we constructed it
And also was it worth it? 



• Constructing the elephant: the « cobra curve » of growth in the Western World

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure 2.1.2. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.



• Comparison with France: top wealth holders prefer financial/business assets in France



• Rise in wealth inequality since the 1980s in most countries after a historical decline

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure 4.2.1. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.



• Countries have become richer, but governments have become poor.

Source: World Inequality Report 2018, Figure E6. See wir2018.wid.world for data sources and notes.

Présentateur
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Rise of Private wealth certainly not bad in itself but raises new questions: role of inheritance and impacts on overall inequality because wealth tends to be highly concentrated because of its multiplicate power
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