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“GDP, the leading economic measurement, 
is outdated and misleading...

It’s like grading a corporation based on one 
day’s cash flow and forgetting to depreciate 

assets and other costs.”

Joseph Stiglitz, Nobel Laureate in Economics

Today: Presentation in two parts
(1) Key findings from the changing wealth of nations

(2) Use of data for analysis of gender inequality in earnings
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The World Bank 
has played a 
leadership role in 
developing 
wealth as an 
indicator

The book tracks  
Wealth Accounts 
for 141 countries 
from 1995 to 
2014



Global wealth by income group 1995 to 2014

Global wealth grew 66%
between 1995 and 2014, 
from $690 trillion to 
$1,143 trillion with 
increasing convergence 
between middle-income 
and high-income 
countries

Part I: Key Findings from the Book



Distribution of wealth by region, 1995 and 2014

1995

2014

East Asia and the 
Pacific gains an 

increasing share of 
wealth while Sub-
Saharan Africa’s 

share remained small 
and constant



Per capita wealth in 2014 by income group

Despite gains in middle-
income countries, 
inequality persists. Per 
capita wealth in high-
income OECD countries is 
52 times that of low-
income countries.
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Percent change in wealth and per capita 
wealth, 1995 to 2014
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Population growth 
impacts per capita 
wealth, especially in 
low- and lower 
middle-income 
countries. 

These countries have 
high gains in total 
wealth, but limited 
gains in wealth per 
capita. 



Percent change in wealth per capita
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Total wealth grew 
everywhere, but per 
capita wealth did not

Growth rates rounded



The composition of 
wealth fundamentally 
changes with 
economic 
development.

There is a shift in 
terms of shares  from 
natural capital to 
human capital as 
countries develop.

Percent shares of wealth by asset type



... but growing an 
economy is not about 

liquidating natural capital 
to build other assets

Natural capital per capita 
is highest in upper middle 
income and high income 

OECD countries

Natural Capital: Share vs per capita value
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... but growing an 
economy is not about 

liquidating natural capital 
to build other assets

Agricultural land, 
fossil fuels and 
minerals grew the 
most; forests and 
protected areas grew 
just enough to 
maintain the per 
capita value.

Value of Natural capital per person, 1995 to 2014 
(2014 US$)



Human Capital rapidly 
increases as 
economies grow
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Human Capital: Share vs per capita value



... but growing an 
economy is not about 

liquidating natural capital 
to build other assets

Per capita wealth in East 
Asia & the Pacific has 
increased faster than in 
other regions. As a 
result, per capita wealth 
in the region is now 
almost on par with the 
global average.

Trend in Wealth Per Capita 
East Asia & the Pacific versus the World

1995 to 2014 (2014 US$)

1995 2000 2005 2010 2014
East Asia & Pacific 76,102 83,618 89,773 117,983 140,042
World 128,929 138,064 145,891 158,363 168,580



EAP has a larger share 
for natural capital and 
a smaller share for 
human capital, but a 
similar share for 
produced capital.  

Shares of Wealth Per Capita for East Asia and the 
Pacific, 1995 to 2014 (2014 US$)
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60%
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The wealth profile of East 
Asia and the Pacific in 
terms of shares by type of 
wealth is slightly different 
from that of high income 
OECD countries.



• Global wealth increased by 66% in 20 years
• Middle income countries’ share of global wealth has risen from 

19% to 28% 
• Per capita wealth increased by 30%, but 25 countries saw 

stagnation or a decline
• Human capital is the biggest component of wealth, except in low-

income countries where natural capital is the largest 
• In conclusion: the composition of wealth changes with economic 

development -- managing portfolio of assets is critical

Part I: What Have We Learned?



Part II: How to Use the Data? Example of Application: 
Assessing the global cost of gender inequality



CASE OF INEQUALITY IN EARNINGS: 
RATIONALE FOR USING WEALTH APPROACH

Researchers have focused on annual measures of income or growth in income

Three arguments for using wealth approach (stock versus flow)
1. Flow does not reveal the full magnitude of losses in earnings faced by 

women throughout their working life. 
2. Flow may emphasize losses for individuals at the peak of their earnings, 

since they account for a larger share of earnings at a specific time. 
3. Third, wealth is forward-looking as it emphasizes sustainability: produced, 

natural, and human capital as assets base to produce GDP.



COMPUTATIONS BASED ON VERY SIMPLE METHODOLOGY

Estimate human capital wealth separately for men and women, and compute 
human capital wealth per adult man and woman in the population

Equalize human capital wealth per adult man and woman in all countries 
(increase human capital wealth per adult woman to the level per adult man)

Pros and cons of the approach (does not account for potential negative effects 
on men; but also does not account for positive general equilibrium effects)



Key result: loss of slightly 
more than 20% of human 
capital base (21.7% in 
2014). Value of loss 
estimated at $160 trillion 
(twice the global GDP)



In three regions 
with higher wealth 
per capita, losses 
are estimated at 

between $40 
trillions and $50 

trillions. Losses are 
much lower 
elsewhere

Loss by region as share of total loss



But in percentage 
terms from the 
base, losses are 
slightly higher in 

low income 
countries than for 

the world as a 
whole

Note: lower losses 
in percentage terms 
in high income non-

OECD group

Percentage loss in total wealth from base 
by income category



Percentage loss in total wealth from base
by region of the world

Similarly for 
regions, losses in 
percentage terms 
from the base are 
important in some 

low or lower-middle 
income countries –
case of South Asia

Note: lower losses 
in percentage terms 

in MENA region



Policies



• Large losses in human capital wealth due to gender inequality in 
earnings – valuation at $160 trillion globally, which is twice the 
global GDP and 14% of baseline total wealth

• Investing in people: Life cycle approach from ECD to adulthood
• To increase earnings: (i) time use constraints; (ii) access to 

productive inputs; (iii) market/institutional failures. Policies 
depend on occupation (farmers, self-employed, wage workers). 

• Next step on gender inequality: Other impacts/costs
• Coming up: human capital wealth benefits from education for girls

Part II: What Have We Learned?



WAVES

Thank you

The book on the changing wealth of nations and the paper on the cost of 
gender inequality in earnings are both available for download (free) at the 

World Bank’s Open Knowledge Repository


