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Abstract and Keywords

Levels of economic inequality differ extensively when comparisons are made between 
nation states, although, worldwide, inequalities remain highest in the poorest countries. 
Yet now even some of the wealthiest nations have markedly high levels of income 
inequality. This chapter concentrates on illustrating this unprecedented, contemporary 
transformation in income inequalities towards greater geographical variation between 
affluent countries. In particular, new data analysis included here uncovers significant 
idiosyncrasies in the income distributions of the UK and USA, as compared with other 
wealthy countries. Increasingly robust evidence suggests that high and rising inequalities 
in a few affluent nations have far-reaching implications, and income inequality should be 
recognized as a source of extensive negative externalities. These recent developments 
underscore the need for the subdiscipline of economic geography to focus far more on 
understanding patterns and changes in income inequality within prosperous nations. 
Thus far, geographers have largely neglected the subject and its consequences.
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‘The 1 Per Cent and the Rest’: Not Just a 
Slogan
A growing body of evidence points to high and rising income inequality as one of the most 
important global issues in the decade spanning 2010–19. One recently published index 
alludes to the far-reaching implications of growing economic inequality, describing it as 
by far the greatest threat to social cohesion in many nations (Stiles et al., 2015). 
Paradoxically, academic geographers tend to have become less concerned with such 
concrete measures of ‘everyday life’ in recent years, while economists have measured 
these trends but have tended to neglect their wider social implications. This chapter 
makes the claim that the discipline of economic geography must engage more in this 
area, not only to remain relevant, but also because studies of geographical variations in 
inequality offer tremendous insight into the wide range and significant negative 
externalities generated by tolerating high-income inequality.

Firstly, it is argued that income inequality is best assessed with respect to a particular 
demographic. Specifically, the best-off 1 per cent of households provides a crucial lens 
through which to evaluate inequality. At root, this is because the extent to which the top 1 
per cent of earners disproportionally accumulate income appears to drive overall levels of 
inequality within nations. It is also important to recognize that one of the favoured 
measures of inequality, the Gini coefficient, is very insensitive to large increases in the 
take of the top 1 per cent and so is a poor measure of inequality when the size of that 
take has far wider implications.

There are now substantial differences in income inequality between affluent nations. This 
was not the case in the 1970s, when most affluent nations were more equitable than they 
are today, or in the 1920s, when all were substantially more inequitable with very similar 
inequality profiles to each other. This chapter contributes a clear methodology for 
estimating the incomes of earners at the very top of income distributions. These include 
the ‘super rich’ who are not captured by many surveys and hence often render 
calculations of income inequality as underestimates if they are left unaccounted 
for. Moreover, a clear distinction between mean and median ratio measures of equivalized 
household income is shown to be crucial for assessing the true extent of income 
inequality. Such technical points highlight how academic study can benefit policy debates 
over inequality. Measuring inequality is far from simple. Accounting for its effect is even 
more difficult.

An illustration of current patterns is paired with a discussion of the potential implications 
of high and rising inequality. A growing literature points to a significant, negative 
relationship between income inequality and a host of social indicators. Indeed, there is 
now an accumulation of evidence for economic inequality’s widespread occupational, 
demographic, and spatial impacts. In this sense, the discipline of geography as a whole 
must recognize the nature of high rates of economic inequality as a negative externality: 

(p. 40) 
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the proportion of total income accruing to the richest few affects the utility of all citizens 
directly, in a way left unpriced by the market mechanism. In other words, there are non-
negligible social costs to tolerating high levels of inequality. This finding lends currency 
to the argument that economic geographers must take account of divergent trends in 
income inequality in affluent nations if they are to do work that has far-reaching 
implications and relevance.

Crucially, the American and British income distributions are found to be distinctive. In 
particular, in recent years income inequality has risen significantly in both the UK, and a 
little earlier (and higher) in the USA. Given the seemingly wide-ranging impacts of 
inequality, from the environment to the property market, these trends have important 
ramifications. In short, these two nations should not be treated by economic geographers 
as models from which to base general analysis of affluent countries. The UK and USA are 
economic outliers and not representative of rich nations in general. Very recent trends 
suggest that inequalities in the UK are now rising even faster than they have been in the 
USA and if this were to continue then the UK will soon become the affluent nation with 
the 1 per cent who take the most of all.
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The Inequality Paradox
Growing income inequality is one of the major macroeconomic events of our time (Cowen, 
2012). In 2014, the bank Credit Suisse reported that the richest 1 per cent of people in 
the world had increased their share of global wealth from 41 per cent to 48 per cent in a 
mere twelve months. Among that 1 per cent, the wealth of a minute number of 
multibillionaires is rising so rapidly that new inequality statistics swiftly become out-
dated (Moreno, 2014). The Nobel Prize-winning economist Robert Shiller has suggested 
that the renewed greed of the top 1 per cent within the USA has wrecked more 
destruction on livelihoods of normal households than the 2008 global financial crisis 
achieved. He stated, ‘the most important problem we are facing now … is rising 
inequality’ (Wilkins, 2013). Given the intensity of current concerns over the global 
situation, this chapter seeks to revitalize thinking on income inequality among economic 
geographers. World-leading economists now accept that levels of inequality in the most 
unequal of affluent countries are unsustainable (Atkinson, 2015) and a large number of 
these economists can now be listed who are beginning to suggest many remedies (listed 
in the introduction to Dorling, 2016).

Geographers have occasionally turned their attention towards inequality and 
poverty, especially since the 1970s (Harvey, 1973; Philo, 1995; Ross et al., 2005; 
DeVerteuil, 2009; Wyly, 2009; Li and Wei, 2010; Hay, 2013; Hennig and Dorling, 2014); 
however, this remains a neglected subject in the field of economic geography. As 
economic inequalities have widened in recent years, many geographers have specialized 
in alternative areas: notably, more theoretical considerations of more ephemeral aspects 
of life. This might have partly come about because David Harvey’s Marxist theories were 
most prominent within the discipline in the 1970s, a time when inequalities were at a 
historic minimum within both the UK and USA. Harvey and other radical geographers 
then did not mention the growing equality at that time as being unusual or an 
achievement. Hence, when inequalities subsequently rose, such geographers made little 
mention of the rises because they had not celebrated the falls.

The academic study of inequality remains demarcated by the significant work of 
sociologists, historians, anthropologists, economists, and epidemiologists (Nowatzki, 
2012; Sassen, 2014; Sayer, 2014). Thomas Piketty’s best-selling Capital in the Twenty-
First Century transported the subject of economic inequality to the top of social science 
agendas in 2014 (Piketty, 2014). Concurrently, a number of the world’s most acclaimed 
science journals have covered the issue (for a recent review, see Pickett and Wilkinson, 
2015). In 2014, world leaders, including the presidents of the USA, China, and the World 
Bank, ranked economic inequality among the top three most important global issues 
(Dorling, 2014). In 2015 the Pope made inequality the central issue of his teaching, 
‘Laudato Si’: On care for our common home’, and in January 2016 Oxfam explained that 

(p. 41) 
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the accumulation of wealth by the very richest in the world was not just rising, but 
accelerating (Dorling and Lee, 2016).

Current cross-national trends in income distributions necessitate a focus on the 
consequences of inequality. The discipline of geography has a significant contribution to 
make as a framework through which to understand and analyse these heterogeneous 
trends. It is imperative to recognize the spatial—the geographic—dimension of inequality. 
In other words, just as ‘poverty is inherently geographic’, geographical factors are 
crucially interwoven within economic inequalities (Glasmeier, 2002, p. 156). This chapter 
explores both the drivers and consequences of rising income inequality, embracing the 
importance of exposing economies and economics to geographical scrutiny (Smith et al., 
2010).

Why the 1 Per Cent Matter
The economic concept of inequality is operationalized through a host of indicators, from 
the (insensitive) Gini index to the (more useful) Palma ratio (see Atkinson, 1970). The 
slogan ‘We are the 99%’, appropriated by the academic and anarchist David Graeber, 
shifted public attention towards measuring incomes and wealth at the very top of the 
income distribution (Runciman, 2013). In this chapter, we define the 1 per cent from the 
cut-off in annual income level that divides the best-off one in one hundred people among 
a particular group from the rest of the population. This is done for groups of people when 
those people are clustered into households and when only the overall household income 
of each household is known. This group was holding 50 per cent of all global wealth at 
the point the academic paper in which some of these estimates were first made was 
published (Dorling, 2015a). By the time you read this, the share of the best-off 1 per cent 
by wealth will be more than half of all the wealth in the world. But the best-off 1 
per cent by income are usually not quite so rich.

The top 1 per cent is one of the best-defined categories in social science. For any 
population, given a definition of income—this chapter utilizes surveys that include all 
income received by households before tax and additional deductions and additions –the 
make-up and size of the 1 per cent group can be calculated exactly.  To be among the 
best-off 1 per cent of all households in the USA in 2013 required a gross household 
income, before tax, of at least $394,000 a year (Currid-Halkett, 2013). In the same year, 
in the UK, living in a household with one adult earning an annual income of at least 
£160,000 qualified that household entry into the best-off 1 per cent club (Cribb et al., 
2013).  The top 1 per cent take about 20 per cent of all income in the USA, 15 per cent in 
the UK, 10 per cent in Germany, and nearer 5 per cent in Japan (and not much more than 
that in the Netherlands and across all of Scandinavia). Once the ‘take’ of the next best-off 
1 per cent and the 1 per cent below that are considered it becomes clear just how little is 
left when just a few take so much.

(p. 42) 
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Measuring inequality via the incomes of the top 1 per cent is also preferable to other 
possible measures given the paucity of the data available on wealth, and also partly 
because this income inequality measure touches on the realm of the very wealthy. 
Although the wealth of super-rich individuals is published by several sources, the wealth 
of the 1 per cent most affluent as a complete category across a range of countries is not 
well recorded, we rely on crude estimates to make the statements given above 
concerning half the world’s wealth. Thus, by default, income remains social scientists’ 
best-enumerated and preferred measure for cross-national analysis. To evaluate the most 
affluent 1 per cent we must define them through measures of their annual income; we 
simply cannot achieve a reliable comparable cross-country study with current measures 
of wealth. Although we can talk about the global wealth holdings of the very richest with 
some confidence, this is because we do not have to assign any particular wealthy 
individual to one particular country to do that.

To make cross-national comparisons this chapter uses several measure of income 
inequality. The twenty/twenty ratio compares the top 20 per cent with the bottom 20 per 
cent and is used in one of the most successful social science publications of the last 
decade (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). However, I prefer to use the share of the top 1 per 
cent. The best-off 1 per cent in any one society are—by definition—the very highest paid 
twentieth of the best-off 20 per cent. They constitute 5 per cent of that group by 
population and can receive each year as much as 50 per cent of the income of that group. 
Thus, the twenty/twenty ratio largely reflects the share of income held by the 1 per cent. 
The ninety/ten ratio focuses in on the tails of income distributions, and can also be used 
to further underscore the importance of the 1 per cent for assessing inequality.

There is a key theoretical defence for a focus on the top 1 per cent measure. How much 
the best-off 1 per cent take is the factor that emerges as the crucial driver behind nations’ 
overall levels of income inequality. In other words, when assessing the impacts of 
inequality, the share taken by the top 1 per cent seems to be the key independent 
variable, decisively affecting the skewness of countries’ income distributions. It is 
possible that in future this measure will not be so sensitive and income will be better 
shared out in societies. At the moment, the top 1 per cent tend to take so much more than 
the next 1 per cent that the take of the top 1 per cent remains the single simplest 
measure of income inequality that tells us the most about how different affluent countries 
differ from each other.

The reasoning underpinning the argument that what the 1 per cent take is of such 
great importance is simple. A proportional relationship is apparent between the top 1 per 
cent’s share of national income and that of the other households near the top of the 
income distribution. In general, the greater the percentage of total income obtained by 
the top 1 per cent, the greater the percentage acquired by the 1 per cent of households 
just below them. The take of the 1 per cent ‘trickles down’ through imitation and 
expectation, bolstering incomes within the most very affluent households very near the 
top as well as the top 1 per cent themselves. Crucially, however, this ‘trickle-down’ effect 
is necessarily strictly limited: the trickle does not trickle far, probably to only a few 

(p. 43) 
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among the most affluent 20 per cent of households and not at all outside of that group, 
from whom potential income not received trickles up. The more the 1 per cent takes as a 
share of all income, the less there is for the remaining 80 per cent of the population. This 
is largely because when the 1 per cent take more, the other 19 per cent also take more. 
This is why low-in-work-incomes and low benefit levels tend to be common in those 
countries where the 1 per cent takes the most.

There will always be a 1 per cent best-off group in any country or area under 
consideration. It is the extent to which this category is set apart from average households 
that matters. It is also often found that the 1 per cent take tends to be high when social 
mobility is low. This measure establishes the depth of the divide between the have-mosts 
and have-nots. Parents in very unequal affluent countries try very hard to ensure their 
children do not fall far. The data analysis set out in the next section finds support for the 
case for this theory of inequality: that when there are greater economic inequalities 
between the ‘1 per cent’ and ‘the rest’, overall inequality is more acute in many other 
aspects of life, including having low social mobility. When the best-off 1 per cent take 
less, overall inequality almost always falls and all other indices of inequality tend to be 
lower.

Uncovering Recent Trends in Income 
Inequality in Affluent Nations
Contemporary advances in data collection provide rich insights into current trends in 
economic inequality. Cross-country levels of economic inequality report rates of inequality 
peaking in some of the large poor countries of the world (including Brazil and South 
Africa). Yet recently, the more affluent nations of the world have become increasingly set 
apart from others by stark contrasts between them in their levels of economic inequality. 
This chapter focuses, in particular, on this contemporary transformation in income 
inequality across the richest nations. Analysis of new data contributes empirical support 
towards the two key themes outlined above: the impact of the share of the top 1 per cent 
and the importance of geography’s engagement with inequality.

To produce a fair set of statistics on economic inequalities, a particular form of 
triangulation is needed and many data sources have to be combined. Here, estimates of 
the incomes of the 0.01 per cent, 0.001 per cent, and so on, are compared, up to the very 
smallest groups of extremely rich households with details published on the numbers of 
highly paid financiers (the majority of the most highly rewarded in both the UK and USA) 
in each affluent country. These data are compared with a variety of other sources 
for robustness, including the numerous newspaper ‘rich-lists’, and with official survey 
data on median household incomes. This is especially important for studies of the USA 
and UK, given that within these two nations so few households now fare well. Once this 

(p. 44) 
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triangulation is carried out, sample surveys of national populations can be used to 
estimate the income distribution of the top 1 per cent.
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Table 2.1 Summary of Income Inequalities in the Five Most Populous European Union Countries (2012)

Country Sample (n) As share of all 
households (%)

1% cut-off (€) Median(€) Ratio of 1% to 
median

Germany 13,512 0.03 154,000 36,400 4.2

France 11,360 0.04 189,000 39,000 4.8

Italy 19,399 0.08 164,000 33,400 4.9

Spain 13,109 0.08 105,000 22,700 4.6

UK 8058 0.03 227,000 36,300 6.3
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Using data from the European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-
SILC) survey, new estimates have recently been made for the household income 
distributions of all large European countries for the year 2012. The EU-SILC replaced its 
predecessor in 2004, significantly expanding the number of countries sampled. By 
assigning each household a cross-sectional weight, these samples have been adjusted by 
the author to produce national estimates that are representative of each country’s 
population. This method counters sample selection bias.

Table 2.1 provides a summary of income inequality in the five countries in the European 
Union (EU) that have the largest populations: Germany, Italy, Spain, France, and the UK. 
Only these countries are sufficiently populous that discussion of the best off one in ten 
million households is relevant. Focusing on the 1 per cent, the table suggests that the UK 
is an outlier. The threshold to be a member of the best-off 1 per cent is 6.3 times the 
median UK household income, in contrast to a comparative value of between 4.2 and 4.9 
in the other four countries.

Table 2.2 reaffirms the conclusion that the UK is a case apart through a detailed analysis 
of the UK income distribution in 2012. The data cover these households’ gross annual 
income, including investment income. This table elucidates a number of significant 
points, crucial for students of economic inequality to understand. While Table 2.1 shows 
money recorded in euros, for Table 2.2 the sums have been converted back into pound 
sterling.

The distinction between mean and median has fundamental implications in inequality 
analyses. The median annual income in 2012 for UK households was £30,267. After tax 
(including tax credits) and once benefits and pensions are excluded, the figure is reduced 
to £13,481 for the actual median incomes of all UK households from post-tax earnings 
alone. In contrast, the arithmetic mean annual household income was significantly higher, 
standing at £43,909. This mean is weighted with respect to individual households, such 
that the sample population distribution is representative of the UK population. The stark 
divergence arises because the UK’s income distribution was—and continues to be—so 
skewed in favour of the most affluent households. (p. 45) 
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Table 2.2 Summary of UK Household Income Distribution 2012

n Income (£s) Gross income Post-tax Post-benefit Post-pension

Variable HY010 HY020 HY022 HY023

Median 30,267 25,458 22,469 13,481

8058 Weighted mean 43,909 33,121 29,809 23,808

1/10million 104,386,279 56,138,025 56,138,025 56,138,025

1/million— … 32,988,872 17,741,126 17,741,126 17,741,126

1/100,000— … 10,425,371 5,606,673 5,606,673 5,606,673

1/10,000— … 3,294,698 1,771,859 1,771,859 1,771,859

8 1/1000— … 1,041,213 559,955 557,909 554,839

63 1/100—0.1% 305,395 180,487 179,204 168,586

678 The top 9% 116,942 80,326 78,828 74,533

7309 Bottom 90% 32,863 26,332 22,817 16,688

782 Bottom 10% 7671 6835 4358 194

a

b
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8058 R Geo-mean 3.2 2.8 2.9 3.2

EOnePercent 420,648 240,639 239,290 229,553

E1%:median 14 9 11 17

0.1%:10% 136 82 128 2857

‘n’ refers to number of households in the sample. 1/10 million is the best off one in 10 million households of which there are just 
three in the country. ‘R Geo-mean’ refers to the geometric mean of the inequality ratios calculated between different categories in 
the income distribution (i.e. 3.2 is the mean of 3.4, 2.6, and 3.6: respectively the ratios of the 0.1%’s mean income to the 1%’s, the 
9%’s to the 1%, and the 90%’s to the 10%’s). ‘EOnePercent’ refers to the mean annual income of the top 1%, including estimates for 
the super rich.

Source: Calculations by author using European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC)-weighted household 
sample.

c

d

a b

c

d
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The distinction between the mean and median may appear painstakingly obvious, yet 
surprisingly often policymakers conflate mean and median income statistics, producing 
invalid conclusions on inequality. For instance, a recent report by the UK Department for 
Work and Pensions claimed that inequality among UK households had fallen (Shale et al., 
2015). Yet, the report measured the ratio of the median income of the top quintile to the 
bottom quintile. This is therefore the ninety–ten percentile ratio. Crucially, given the 
definition of median, any statistic that compares medians excludes the top 1 per cent, in 
contrast to the ninety/ten ratio of decile means. Given the aforementioned importance of 
the top 1 per cent (and those percentiles just beneath them, which are also excluded 
when these medians are compared), it is of necessity to use the latter measure in 
inequality analysis, which includes the extremes of the income distribution. So skewed is 
the UK income distribution that even if the top 10 per cent are excluded, the weighted 
mean in the UK is still higher than the sample median.

It is valuable to recognize that, in general, some of the greatest economic 
inequalities reside within the top 1 per cent rather than within the remaining 99 per cent 
of the population. The higher the share of national income share that the best-off 1 per 
cent take, the greater income inequalities within the 1 per cent tend to be. In the UK, 
those households in the 0.001–0.1 per cent bracket earn or otherwise receieve, on 
average, £1 million a year—£1,041,000 in mean annual income. The remainder of the 1 
per cent have a weighted mean annual income of £305,000. This is 3.4 times less than the 
0.1 per cent receives on average. The rest of the top 10 per cent have a weighted mean 
annual income of £117,000. This is 2.6 times less than that of the top 1 per cent. The 
remaining 90 per cent have a weighted average income of £32,863 (3.6 times less than 
the top 10%).

In the UK the mean annual income of the 1 per cent is £370,000 a year, or over 2.3 times 
as much money as the threshold required to belong to that group. This mean for the 
income of the top 1 per cent in the USA will be of an even greater magnitude. In more 
equitable countries, such as the Netherlands and Sweden, the 1 per cent both take far 
less and have less inequality within their group (Dorling, 2014). In any society in which 
the best-off 1 per cent take a low proportion of national income, overall income inequality 
within that society always turns out to be less. This is not only because the 99 per cent 
will have more, but also because there will almost certainly be less inequality within that 
99 per cent, and within the 1 per cent when the two are not so far apart.

We still need to pose the question of how to estimate the most extreme incomes, the 
incomes of the ‘super rich’. Because extremely well-off individuals are unlikely to be 
included in the EU-SILC sample owing to their rarity, the extent of inequality will be 
underrepresented without estimations such as that just presented. In short, the degree of 
inequality in the sample itself must be extrapolated in order to estimate the top incomes 
of those in the 0.01 per cent and above. The assumption made here is that the ratios of 
inequality remain approximately constant as one proceeds up the income scale.

(p. 46) 
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Once we are talking about incomes at the very top we are dealing with very small 
numbers of families and so need to triangulate between sources. The geometric mean of 
the three ratios calculated earlier (3.4, 2.6, and 3.6) is 3.2. Applying this ratio upwards, 
the average income of the best-off 0.01 per cent (less the 0.001%) is £3.29 million a year. 
Employing the same method, the average income of the best-off 0.001 per cent (less the 
0.0001%) is estimated to be £10.43 million a year. The most affluent 0.0001 per cent (less 
the 0.00001%) secures £32.99 million a year. Finally, the best of 0.00001 per cent of 
households, equating to three families, accumulates an average annual income of £104.39 
million a year. These calculations are far from fanciful in light of the fact that 
approximately three of the UK’s richest families saw The Sunday Times’ estimate of their 
wealth rise by at least a tenth of a billion pounds (i.e. by at least £100,000,000) between 
publications of two recent versions of the super-rich list, implying income gains of at least 
those amounts within a year (The Sunday Times, 2014). For example, between 2013 and 
2014 in the UK the wealth of the Mittal family rose by £250 million. When The Sunday 
Times’ rich list of 2015 was published in spring of that year it confirmed that such 
increases in wealth at the top were continuing, although often for a different set of very 
wealthy families. There is great precarity at the top of the income scale just as there is at 
the bottom in the most unequal of affluent countries.

All the figures required to estimate income inequality in the UK and used in the 
paragraph above are also in Table 2.2. To draw up this table it is assumed that the very 
rich pay income tax at the same rate as the best-off 0.1 per cent (who pay 46% of their 
income in income tax). It is also presumed that the very rich receive negligible 
benefits and pensions. However, it is worth noting that even the richest 0.1 per cent in 
the UK in 2012 received just over £2000 a year in benefits and about £3000 a year, on 
average, in pension payments. Although roughly half of these benefits came from child 
benefit payments, which have been phased out for high earners from 2012 and are no 
longer paid to them by government.

The data on the UK household income distribution in Table 2.2 can be used to calculate 
the mean annual income of the top 1 per cent in the UK (labelled ‘EOnePercent’), which 
includes the super rich, using the methodology just described. The result in 2012 was 
that when the very richest were also included, the best-off 1 per cent by income received 
£420,648 (or €504,778) a year, which is fourteen times the median UK income. Put 
another way, in simple terms, the top 1 per cent in the UK enjoy fifty-five times more 
income than the average income of households within the bottom 10 per cent. The top 1 
per cent thus receive 550 times as much money a year as the bottom 10 per cent. This is 
extreme among affluent countries. It is not normal.

Table 2.2 illustrates that although these inequalities are muted after taxes are paid, they 
are aggravated once benefits and pensions are subtracted (benefits reduce income 
inequality, but only slightly). Without benefits or pensions, and after having paid tax, the 
bottom 10 per cent of the population would have, on average, 2857 times less a year to 

(p. 47) 
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live off than the best off 0.1 per cent. This equates to living off £194 per annum, or £0.53 
per day. Without benefits, people in the UK would starve.

Exactly the same methods were employed by the author to generate the corresponding 
estimates and calculations for Germany, France, Italy, and Spain. Table 2.3 below displays 
the results.

In terms of household income distribution, the four other countries in Table 2.3 exhibit far 
more similarities with one another than they do with the UK. On average, the best-off 1 
per cent in the UK receive a gross annual income almost twice that of Germany and 
almost exactly four times as great as that enjoyed by their Spanish counterparts. In 
contrast, the median income of UK households is lower than that in both Germany and 
France. This, again, underscores the important distinction between mean and median 
income. France is the second most inequitable country studied here, yet it can still boast 
far great equality than the UK. The top 1 per cent in France receives ten times the 
French medium income, or thirty-five times the average incomes of the worse-off 10 per 
cent. As aforementioned, the corresponding UK figures are fourteen and fifty-five. In 
short, the UK is the outlier within Europe. It is resoundingly the most economically 
unequal country within Europe (see independent research from Fernández-Macías and 
Vacas-Soriano, 2015; Sellers, 2015).

Additional data sources allow for a wider perspective on global inequalities. For this 
chapter a comparison of the top 1 per cent’s income share in twenty-five countries across 
the world has also been constructed. The twenty-five countries compared in Table 2.4
below were selected on the basis that they had the highest gross domestic product per 
capita in the world in 2009 out of all nation states with a total population exceeding two 
million. Hence, the table ranks the twenty-five richest countries in the world in 2009 
excluding Luxembourg, Iceland, and San Marino (populations of less than two million). 
According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), as of April 2015, this selection of 
twenty-five countries would now include Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Hong Kong, 
and Qatar. These four countries would replace Slovenia, Greece, Portugal, and Spain in 
the club of rich countries. However, owing to data availability this chapter 
continues to compare the group of twenty-five countries selected using 2009 data.

(p. 48) 
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Table 2.3 Summary of Income Inequalities in Germany, France, Italy, Spain, and the UK in 2012

Germany France Italy Spain UK

1% 257,067 375,063 270,099 126,285 504,778

9% 103,060 110,521 101,336 73,826 140,331

90% 33,466 35,776 31,362 23,558 39,436

Bottom 10% 7656 10,695 6280 3916 9206

Median 36,425 38,999 33,389 22,700 36,321

Mean 41,785 45,514 39,862 29,089 52,691

1%/median 7 10 8 6 14

1%/bottom 10% 34 35 43 32 55

Figures in Euros (€); the final two rows show ratios. This income estimate includes the super rich living in each country.

Source: Calculations by author using European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC)-weighted household 
sample.

a

a
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To support the argument that the top 1 per cent drives additional measures of inequality, 
comparison is made with the ninety–ten inequality measure: the ratio of the mean income 
share of the richest 10 per cent in a country to that of the poorest 10 per cent. For 
example, as Table 2.5 highlights, in 2010 the top 10 per cent in the USA received 20.32 
times more than the bottom 10 per cent. In Denmark the poorest tenth are almost four 
times better off in comparison (ratio 5.16).

One important finding is that there is a very close correlation between the income take of 
the best-off 1 per cent and the overall measures of income dispersion in each country, 
such as the Gini coefficient of income inequality, as measured by the Luxembourg Income 
Study. This is apparent even although the Gini coefficient is a less sensitive measure of 
income inequality. These relationships are summarized in Table 2.6, which can be 
compared with Tables 2.4 and 2.5.

So, there is wide variation between affluent countries, but how are the ratios changing 
over time? In addition to these estimates, The New York Times’ Income Distribution 
Database provides time series data, allowing projections to be generated for income 
inequality in Canada, Finland, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Israel, Italy, the Netherlands, 
Spain, the UK, and the USA. Owing to data limitations it was not possible to use the 
database to calculate predictions for the remaining fourteen countries used in this 
chapter. Projections (presented in Table 2.7) were estimated by taking simple linear 
averages between data points from 2004–05 and 2010. If the same annual trends in 
income inequality, as measured by the ninety/ten ratio, continued then the UK would 
become the most unequal rich country in the world in the year 2026. In other words, 
should the average trend between 2004 and 2010 be replicated across the eleven 
countries, the UK would overtake both the USA and Israel to a point where the richest 10 
per cent receive, on average, 22.4 times more than the poorest 10 per cent per year by 
that date. As of the UK budget of July 2015 that continuation of current trends 
appeared possible; but few commentators at the time reported this. By February 2016 it 
was looking even more likely that the UK could become the most inequitable of all 
affluent nations as the presidential debate in the USA began to focus on income 
inequalities with in the USA and as the Singaporean government continued to implement 
policies to prevent wealthy individuals from overseas investing in the Singapore’s 
property market through the implementation of capital controls. Trends in Israel remain 
very uncertain. Unless inequities in Israel grow much higher in the coming years, for 
instance owing to wealthy investors moving to live in Israel, then it is increasingly likely 
that the UK will become a more unequal country than Israel by 2024, and 
the USA by 2026. However, political events are very unpredictable.

Table 2.4 Share of Income Received by Best-off 1 Per Cent of Taxpayers in Rich 
Countries

Country Year Top 1% income share (% of all national income)

(p. 49) 

(p. 50) (p. 51) 
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USA 2013 17.54

Germany 2008 13.89

Singapore 2012 13.57

UK 2012 12.70

South Korea 2012 12.23

Canada 2010 12.22

Switzerland 2010 10.63

Ireland 2009 10.50

Portugal 2005 9.77

Japan 2010 9.51

Italy 2009 9.38

Australia 2010 9.17

France 2012 8.94

Spain 2012 8.20

New Zealand 2011 8.13

Norway 2011 7.80

Finland 2009 7.46

Sweden 2013 7.24

Denmark 2010 6.41

Netherlands 2012 6.33
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All country data from Alvaredo et al. (2015). Data unavailable for Israel, Greece, 
Austria, Belgium, and Slovenia. Other sources give much lower figures for both 
Germany and Japan.

Source: Data from the New York Times’ (NYT) Income Distribution Database, 
assembled by Janet Gornick (LIS),Thierry Kruten (LIS), Branko Milanovic (LIS), David 
Leonhardt (NYT), and Kevin Quealy (NYT), www.lisdatacenter.org/resources/other-
databases/—linear projection of most recent trends forward in time to 2026 (see New 
York Times, 2014).

Table 2.5 The Ratio of Incomes of the Best-off 10 Per Cent of Households Versus the 
Worst-off 10 Per Cent Among the World’s Richest Countries

Country Year 90:10

USA 2010 20.32

Singapore 2012 18.48

Israel 2010 17.42

UK 2010 17.35

Canada 2010 14.54

Spain 2010 13.62

Greece 2010 12.71

Italy 2010 11.26

Ireland 2010 11.08

Germany 2010 10.35

Portugal 2012 10.10

South Korea 2013 10.08

Finland 2010 9.20

Australia 2012 8.80
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Netherlands 2010 8.60

New Zealand 2012 8.21

France 2012 7.40

Japan 2009 7.28

Austria 2012 7.00

Switzerland 2012 6.70

Sweden 2012 6.30

Norway 2012 6.20

Belgium 2012 5.85

Slovenia 2012 5.45

Denmark 2012 5.16

Sources: 2010 data from the New York Times’ (NYT) Income Distribution Database, 
assembled by Janet Gornick (LIS),Thierry Kruten (LIS), Branko Milanovic (LIS), David 
Leonhardt (NYT), and Kevin Quealy (NYT), www.lisdatacenter.org/resources/other-
databases/ (see New York Times, 2014). (The 90:10 ratio calculated is the fraction of 
mean equalized household income (2005 purchasing power parity $) of the top to the 
bottom decile, where the equivalence scale is income divided by the square root of the 
number of household members). 2012 and Korean data from the OECD Income 
Distribution Database (see OECD, 2013). Singapore data from UNU-WIDER (2014). 
Japanese data on equivalized household disposable income shares from

Ballas, D. et al. (2013). Note: the OECD database obtained a value of 10.7 for Japan 
and the UN-WIDER database obtained a value of 7.9. Here the Ballas et al. (2013)
estimate is used.

Table 2.6 Share in Top Incomes of the 1 Per Cent and Gini Measure of Inequality, 
Fifteen Affluent Countries Ranked by the Take of the 1 Per Cent

Country Top 1% income share (in earlier 
dates)

Gini inequality 
measure

a
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USA 17.7 0.37

UK 15.5 0.34

Canada 13.8 0.32

Germany 10.9 0.29

Ireland 10.3 0.31

Italy 9.4 0.34

France 8.9 0.28

Spain 8.6 0.32

Australia 8.6 0.31

Norway 7.9 0.26

Finland 7.9 0.26

Switzerland 7.8 0.27

Sweden 6.7 0.24

Netherlands 5.4 0.27

Denmark 4.3 0.23

Note that the data here for the 1% are drawn from a year or so earlier than the data 
shown in Table 2.4. The rich can suddenly decide to declare more of their income.

Source: Dorling (2013, Figure 1.1, and online tables).

All these statistics on rising economic inequality can become overwhelming. By 2014, 
fatigue was setting in among reporters: over four years’ worth of news since the Great 
Recession had repeated the same message: while most people in affluent countries (and 
especially the most unequal of affluent countries) were becoming worse off, a few were 
gaining at an accelerating pace. The average wealth of billionaires was spiralling 
upwards, as was the prosperity of the large majority of the upper echelons among those 
recorded in national income distributions.

a
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Unsurprisingly, in 2015 it emerged that defence of extremes of inequality was one of the 
key battlegrounds for political parties in the UK’s general election (Dorling, 2015b). 
Indeed, the high, rising, and prolonged trends in economic inequality 
outlined here are not merely statistics. Inequality changes fundamental relationships in 
society and touches on the lives of the entire population (Dorling, 2016). This is precisely 
why an interdisciplinary, and specifically an economic and geographic, appreciation of 
inequality is so important.

(p. 52) (p. 53) 
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Table 2.7 Projections for Rich Countries’ Income Inequality, Percentage Take of Top 1 Per Cent

Year Canad
a

Finlan
d

Germa
ny

Greece Irelan
d

Israel Italy Nether
lands

Spain UK USA

2008 14.5 9.3 10.3 12.8 11.7 16.84 11.6 8.6 13 13.7 20.2

2009 14.5 9.3 10.3 12.7 11.4 17.12 11.45 8.6 13.3 14.2 20.3

2010 14.5 9.2 10.4 12.7 11.1 17.4 11.3 8.6 13.6 14.7 20.4

2011 14.5 9.1 10.5 12.7 10.8 17.68 11.15 8.6 13.9 15.2 20.5

2012 14.5 9.1 10.5 12.6 10.5 17.96 11 8.6 14.2 15.7 20.6

2013 14.5 9.0 10.6 12.6 10.2 18.24 10.85 8.6 14.5 16.1 20.7

2014 14.5 8.9 10.7 12.6 9.8 18.52 10.7 8.5 14.8 16.6 20.8

2015 14.5 8.9 10.7 12.5 9.5 18.8 10.55 8.5 15.1 17.1 20.9

2016 14.5 8.8 10.8 12.5 9.2 19.08 10.4 8.5 15.4 17.6 21.0

2017 14.5 8.7 10.9 12.5 8.9 19.36 10.25 8.5 15.7 18.1 21.1

2018 14.5 8.7 10.9 12.4 8.6 19.64 10.1 8.5 16 18.6 21.2
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2019 14.5 8.6 11.0 12.4 8.3 19.92 9.95 8.5 16.3 19.0 21.3

2020 14.5 8.5 11.1 12.4 7.9 20.2 9.8 8.4 16.6 19.5 21.4

2021 14.5 8.4 11.2 12.4 7.6 20.48 9.65 8.4 16.9 20.0 21.5

2022 14.5 8.4 11.2 12.3 7.3 20.76 9.5 8.4 17.2 20.5 21.6

2023 14.5 8.3 11.3 12.3 7.0 21.04 9.35 8.4 17.5 20.9 21.7

2024 14.5 8.2 11.4 12.3 6.6 21.32 9.2 8.3 17.8 21.4 21.8

2025 14.5 8.2 11.4 12.2 6.3 21.6 9.05 8.3 18.1 21.9 21.9

2026 14.5 8.1 11.5 12.2 6.0 21.88 8.9 8.3 18.4 22.4 22.0

Source: data from the New York Times’ (NYT) Income Distribution Database, assembled by Janet Gornick (LIS),Thierry Kruten (LIS), 
Branko Milanovic (LIS), David Leonhardt (NYT), and Kevin Quealy (NYT), www.lisdatacenter.org/resources/other-databases/ (see 

New York Times, 2014)—linear projection of most recent trends forward in time to 2026.
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Inequality as a Negative Externality
Economic inequality generates significant occupational consequences. In a very unequal 
country the 1 per cent are mostly employed within the financial services sector. In other 
words, as a country becomes more economically unequal a greater proportion of the 1 
per cent is drawn from just this one sector. This trend is even more pronounced within 
the top 0.1 per cent of earners. Notably, as Table 2.8 highlights, over ten times more 
bankers earn very high salaries in the UK as compared with the country ranked in second 
place, Germany. In fact, there are fewer highly paid bankers in every other EU country, 
combined, than there are in the UK. Remarkably, there are now more bankers paid over 
£1 million in just one bank in London (Barclays) than in all of Japan, in all sectors of the 
economy combined (Jones, 2014). Recently these groups have been documented in great 
detail (Birtchnell and Caletro, 2013).

Table 2.8 The Numbers of Bankers Paid Over €1,000,000 in 2012 (Highest Numbers in 
the European Union)

Country Number of highly paid bankers

UK 2714

Germany 212

France 177

Italy 109

Spain 100

Source: EBA (2013).

The phenomenon whereby having to host an extremely large number of very rich bankers 
and living in a extremely unequal society appears to go hand-in-hand is possibly driven by 
strong links between the UK and USA. Indeed, in the UK it has become more common in 
recent decades to hear and read of US attitudes to very high pay being that ‘high 
rewards’ are presented and often seen as being socially acceptable. As introduced in 
Tables 2.5, 2.6, and 2.7, the USA leads the rich world in terms of income inequality and is 
likely to do so until at least 2025. Table 2.9 depicts in detail how the distribution of 
incomes within the USA is even more extreme than that detailed for the UK. It shows 
what the top 0.1 per cent receive each year in the USA and how that compares with what 
the distribution of incomes in the USA was in 1970. It also shows what average mean 
salary and other income levels in the USA would be if a twenty-to-one limit was imposed 
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at the very top of that society and the distribution below that remained the same 
for all but the bottom 90 per cent of the American people.

(p. 54) 
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Table 2.9 Income Inequality in the USA, 2008 and 1970–2008 (at Real 2008 Rates)

Income level Number of 
people

Average income 
($)

Overall change 
1970–2008 (%)

Annual salary in 
1970 ($)

Salary with 20:1 
limit ($)

Top 0.1% 152,000 5.6 million 385 1.15 million 631,000

Top 0.1–0.5% 610,000 878,139 141 364,000 199,000

Top 0.5–1% 762,000 443,102 90 233,000 127,000

Top 1–5% 6.0 million 211,476 59 133,000 72,000

Top 5–10% 7.6 million 127,184 38 92,000 50,000

Bottom 90% 137.2 million 31,244 –1 31,560 31,000

Note the figure of –1% in the final row means that, on average, someone in the bottom 90% of US society saw their ‘real’ household 
income fall between the years 1970 and 2008 in most cases.

Sources: Whoriskey (2011), which, in turn, used ‘The World Top Incomes Database’ and reports by Jon Bakija, Williams College; 
Adam Cole, US Department of Treasury; Bradley T. Heim, Indiana University; Carola Frydman, MIT Sloan School of Management 
and National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER); Raven E. Molloy, Federal Reserve Board of Governors; Thomas Piketty, Ehess, 
Paris; Emmanuel Saez, University of California Berkeley and NBER. Reproduced from original source (Whoriskey, 2011).

a

a
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The demographic implications of high and rising inequality are significant. Canadian data 
reveal that, of those within the top 1 per cent who were receiving the bulk of their income 
from their earnings (rather than as interest on capital or in rent), more than 80 per cent 
in very recent years were men. As the income share of this 1 per cent has grown, so too 
has the share that is taken by men (Breau, 2014). The 1 per cent is also ageing. The 
group’s members now predominantly reside within the fifty to sixty-four-year-old age 
bracket (Breau, 2014). There is no reason not to suppose a similar microdemography in 
the UK and USA to that found in Canada. In fact, recent research has revealed a very 
rapidly widening income gap between men and women in the UK as women and the jobs 
done more by women have suffered form the majority of public spending cuts made since 
2008 (Dorling, 2016).

The direct spatial outcomes of growing inequalities are startling. In general, during 
periods of higher income equality, the top 1 per cent is spread relatively evenly across a 
country. But when inequalities rise, the top 1 per cent tends to congregate in particular 
areas, neighbourhoods where they feel more socially acceptable and can be nearer to the 
few places of work where the highest wages are paid. A series of very detailed maps are 
presented in a recent social atlas of the UK to illustrate this growing concentration 
(Dorling and Thomas, 2016).

A substantial—and growing—body of research points to a range of negative economic, 
social, and geographical externalities associated with income inequality. The Noble Prize-
winning economist Paul Krugman cites growing recognition of the ‘Wilkinson-type 

views about the corrosive effects of inequality’ (Wilkinson, 1996, 2005; Wilkinson and 
Pickett, 2010; Pickett and Wilkinson, 2015). Krugman (2012) suggests that a vast number 
of social ills appear to be significantly exacerbated within countries where income 
inequality is higher. Another world-leading economist, Stiglitz (2012), also argues that the 
1 per cent erodes ‘our sense of identity in which fair play, equality of opportunity and a 
sense of community are so important’. Extensive empirical evidence also indicates that 
income (and wealth) inequality can be detrimental for environmental sustainability, 
including increased biodiversity loss (Mikkelson et al., 2007; Holland et al., 2009), 
increased consumption, and increased waste generation per capita (see Dorling, 2010a, 
2010b, 2011; Dorling et al., 2007). Finally, economic prosperity seems to be significantly 
related to lower rates of income equality, and the IMF recently found an inverse 
relationship between the income share accumulating to the top 20 per cent and economic 
growth (Dabla-Norris et al., 2015). The potential for such serious relationships only 
reinforces the need for more refined analyses in this area, in order to inform policy 
change before further, irrevocable harm occurs. It is almost certainly the indirect effects 
of growing greed, and the justification of greed as somehow reflecting desert, that does 
the most destructive harm to society.

(p. 55) 
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Income Distributions in the UK and US
Studying income inequality data highlights a stark pattern. The USA has long been a 
glaring outlier: grossly unequal in terms of the divergence between the top 1 per cent 
and the rest. Yet the trend since the mid-1980s in UK income inequality is bringing the 
UK’s income distribution more in line with the USA’s and in contrast with other affluent 
nations. In 2012, in the UK it was revealed that, compared with the very top 1 per cent of 
households, the rest of the top 20 per cent were taking home less and less. Between 2007 
and 2012, the real disposable income of the top fifth of households in the UK dropped by 
£4,200 a year, a 6.8 per cent real-terms fall for that category (ONS, 2013). The average 
fall for all households was £1,200 a year. This development reduced inequality within the 
99 per cent but, crucially, not between the top 1 per cent and the 99 per cent. In the 
period 2011– 12, the median household income in the UK fell by 2.8 per cent (when 
taking inflation into account). However, mean incomes fell by only 1.6 per cent because 
the top 1 per cent did not see a fall in their incomes. Very similar findings were reported 
in the USA. Indeed, in the five years after President Obama had come to office 95 per 
cent of all income gains made had gone to the top 1 per cent (Yousuf, 2013).

The narrative of the UK as a nation now set apart from other European countries with 
regard to income inequality has been corroborated by independent research (see 
Inequality Briefing, 2015; OECD, 2015). Moreover, it appears as if inequality will be 
further exacerbated in the UK in the near future. The Institute of Fiscal Studies recently 
concluded that poorer households have done worse than those in the middle and upper-
middle parts of the income distribution during the recent period of austerity in the UK 
(Johnson, 2015). The Institute for Fiscal Studies showed that the overall array of 
measures announced by the UK Chancellor in his July 2015 budget was regressive: taking 
more from poorer households than affluent ones. Indeed, the Resolution 
Foundation, an independent think tank, predicts that the cuts to working-age welfare will 
obstruct the recovery in living standards for many families on low incomes for very many 
years to come (Resolution Foundation, 2015).
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Table 2.10 Income Received from the State by Households in 2012

Germany France Italy Spain UK

0.10% 7% 0% 0% 0% 0%

1% 3% 1% 2% 2% 0%

9% 3% 3% 2% 3% 1%

90% 9% 9% 5% 9% 11%

Bottom 10% 56% 31% 10% 34% 32%

Mean 7% 7% 4% 7% 8%

Ratio Bottom 
10%:mean

7.6 4.4 2.6 4.8 4.3

Source: Calculations by author using European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC)-weighted household 
sample.
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There is a growing body of evidence with respect to the UK lending great and growing 
currency to the Wilkinson-style argument that the social, political, and economic (as well 
as medical) implications of these blunt and wide income and wealth inequalities are 
substantial. Even simply looking at economic indicators illustrates the idiosyncratic 
situation of the UK. For one, a distinctive tax system emerges. The richest 1 per cent and 
their behaviour in the UK have created circumstances in which taxes have to be raised to 
supplement the incomes of the poorest just so they can be housed and fed. This is 
because the incomes of the poorest in the UK, including those with jobs, are now so low 
that very large sums of housing benefit have to be paid out. Ironically, that benefit mostly 
goes to landlords in the UK, and a disproportionate amount to landlords whose annual 
incomes from rent put them in the top 1 per cent.

Table 2.10 shows the proportions of household income received in the form of benefits by 
each of the five income groups in Germany, France, Italy, Spain, and the UK. The UK must 
raise relatively high rates of tax as a result, not only to pay for the benefits required by 
the very poorest in a low-income-for-most society, but also to compensate ‘the 90 per 
cent’ for their relatively low wages and to ensure households have the ability to afford 
increasingly expensive necessities (e.g. gas and electicity bills). Indeed, the UK has lower 
average wages than any other large European country, and also has very high average 
housing costs and other essential living prices (including fuel, local transport, and food).

It is important to consider whether the median North American or Briton experiences a 
better quality of life, relative to the median citizen of Spain, Italy, France, or Germany.

As reported earlier in the chapter, the median household in Britain received an income 
equivalent to €36,300 in 2012 (before housing costs but after tax deductions). The 
corresponding figure in Germany was greater, at €36,400, and even more so in France, 
where it was €39,000. Housing costs are lower in both Germany and France. In 
the USA the median household earned €36,450. Yet, the cost of healthcare is significantly 
higher in the USA (Dorling, 2015b, Chapter 6, footnote 74). Once this is taken into 
account, as a necessity vital to assessing quality of life, it is the median family in the USA 
that will have the lowest standard of living among these six countries, and then the UK. 
Such is the contribution today of inequality in affluent nations.

Furthermore, beyond income and tax economic measures, social indicators point to 
significant deprivations in the UK and US relative to their status as two of the world’s 
major advanced economies. A relatively recent review of over thirty studies concluded 
that children in lower-income families exhibit lower cognitive, social–behavioural, and 
health outcomes partly because they are poorer (Cooper and Stewart, 2013). In other 
words, income has a direct impact; the association between income and social outcomes 
does not just arise because low income is correlated with other household and parental 
characteristics. These are points that need to be stressed more than they currently are in 
geographical research, especially given the UK government’s recent decision to abandon 
the current income measure of child poverty. Comparatively, a US study concluded that 
family income affects the likelihood of graduating from university far more than any 
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measured mathematical talent a child might demonstrate (Dynarski, 2015). Another study 
found that, again relatively recently, an American child from a low-income family that 
does graduate still has less chance of being in the top 20 per cent of earners than a child 
from a high-income family that failed to graduate (Urahn et al., 2012).

The UK is rapidly moving towards becoming very like the USA and will overtake it in the 
inequality stakes by 2026 if current trends continue. UK levels of inequality are now vast 
by usual European standards. In light of their status as anomalies, and given the evidence 
for the important implications of inequality, geographers must now recognize how 
unusual the UK and the USA are in the global order of income inequality. This makes US 
and UK societies extremely unrepresentative of affluent nations in general, which tend to 
be much more socially cohesive countries. Because of this, it is hardly valid to use what is 
discovered in the UK or USA by researchers as general models by which to study affluent 
societies more widely. Arguably a very large number of academic studies by geographers 
in these two countries are studies of the extreme, where a host of social and other factors 
are distorted by high and rising income inequality.

Mapping Inequality: Where Do We Go From 
Here?
Indicators of inequality require further clarification and improvement. Although it is 
possible to define the 1 per cent with a remarkable degree of precision, there are still 
several ambiguities to bear in mind. To produce meaningful figures for any particular 
type of household can imply using different thresholds if people are single or are in a 
family with children. The figures presented here apply to all households, not to 
individuals. But for historical time series that allow us to compare the growth of income 
inequalities over decades, often it is only individual taxation records that are included.

Furthermore, the figures presented in this chapter do not take wealth into 
account. This is because data on wealth, especially on the wealth of the very richest, is 
mostly incomplete and highly unreliable. An improved definition of the 1 per cent would, 
perhaps, combine wealth and income statistics such that for any high particular level of 
wealth held, the income required to fall within the best-off 1 per cent by income would be 
less than for those with low or no wealth. A further improvement on our estimation of the 
top 1 per cent measure would be to include wider family wealth. An affluent postgraduate 
student, being supported by their wider family, and studying at Oxford University, may 
appear not to be well off in their current household, but if their wider family wealth were 
known they might be included in the 1 per cent best-off households, and another 
household on the margin of the definition would be relegated to the 99 per cent. Better 
measures of wider family income may find that wealth and income inequalities are even 
greater than we currently suppose.
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This chapter has made the case that economic geographers must turn their attention to 
income inequality and its implications, particularly in analyses of the UK and USA. Among 
the twenty-five richest nations on Earth, the UK and USA have been found to rank within 
the top four with respect to income inequality. Intriguingly, both these countries are also 
renowned as home to the majority of academic geographers worldwide. Third place (see 
Table 2.4) goes to Singapore, another country celebrated for its geographers. Could it be 
that geography, the discipline of empire, mainly still survives and prospers where great 
economic inequalities remain? To what degree is rigorous thinking within the discipline 
skewed by the contexts in which geographers are writing and researching? Could this be 
as true for radical and critical geographers as for the more mainstream kind of 
geographical studies? Maybe radical and critical geographers are not as radical or as 
critical as they might have been had they not mostly been brought up in and acclimatized 
to extreme inequality as being normal? If you were choosing to study the world, as an 
economic geographer, why would you choose a vantage point on the extreme edges? 
Surely you would choose to study one of the most important trends of contemporary 
social science from the vantage point of a relatively equal, less divided society; or even 
from one of the more equitable affluent countries of the world where people’s political 
views and presumptions are often very different again?

According to the tables in this chapter, more normal countries among the world’s richest, 
which by various measures are neither extremely equal nor unequal, include Finland, 
France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, South Korea, and Spain; if you 
want to see how unequal and odd the UK and USA are, then look at them from there. And 
similarly, if you want to look towards some of the most equitable countries of the world 
such as Norway and Japan from a normal vantage point, you don’t want to be looking 
from the UK or USA—at least not if you think that your viewpoint is in any way normal.
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Notes:

(1.) A case can be made for looking at income after housing costs are taken into account. 
However, in general, the majority of the housing costs of the best-off 1 per cent are non-
essential and as such should not be equated with the inelastic consumption of household 
necessities by lower-income groups. Households are the unit of the analysis used in this 
chapter in order to capture the fact that children and partners of rich individuals in 
general benefit in terms of high material living standards.

(2.) These figures are income received before tax and after receipt of any benefits. The 
Institute for Fiscal Studies has calculated the UK statistics, but they are also verified here 
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by cross-checking with other sources and through extending those analyses done by that 
Institute to other large countries in Europe (more details are given in Dorling, 2015a).
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