
HIGHLIGHTS from SPECIAL FOCUS 2 
EDUCATION DEMOGRAPHICS AND GLOBAL INEQUALITY 

Key Points 
• In the next two decades, a greater number of educated workers from developing

countries will enter the global workforce, altering the skill composition of global labor.
• As emerging market and developing economy (EMDE) per capita incomes draw nearer

to advanced-economy per capita incomes, between-country (and overall) inequality
will decline through 2030.

• The forthcoming education wave will also reduce inequality within countries,
especially in EMDEs.

Recent evolution of global inequality. Because of income convergence between countries, 
notably due to the rapid growth of large economies in Asia like China and India, global inequality 
has fallen since the late 1980s. Average within-country inequality has also declined over the same 
period.  

A coming education wave and the global labor market. Global demographic and education 
projections anticipate a wave of better-skilled workers entering the global labor market. These new, 
better-educated entrants will come mainly from developing countries. Based on United Nations 
population projections and present rates of educational enrollment, a conservative estimate would 
envision the number of skilled workers rising globally from 1.66 billion in 2011 to 2.16 billion by 
2040, an increase of 500 million workers or a 30 percent gain (Figure SF1). 

The education wave’s effect on global inequality. The world will continue to become more equal 
through 2030 as EMDE per capita income levels approach advanced-economy per capita income levels. 
The global Gini coefficient—a measure of income inequality—is expected to decline from 65.8 in 2012 
to 62.6 in 2030. In addition, in the majority of countries, within-country inequality would also be 
lower under this projected wave of new, better-educated workers than were this influx of new 
workers not to occur.   

Policy challenges and other factors. The scenario analysis suggests that this wave of more 
educated workers will reduce global inequality. Policies to raise attainment rates and learning 
outcomes in education could further reduce global inequality. At the same time, the world is also 
undergoing significant technological transformation. Technological change that is biased toward 
skilled workers could raise skill premia further and increase inequality. 
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Figure SF1. Education wave and global inequality 

New skilled-worker entrants will come mainly from emerging market and developing economies. The number 
of skilled workers will grow faster than that of unskilled workers in most regions. A more educated labor 
force from EMDEs will likely reduce inequality between countries. It would also diminish inequality 
within countries, especially in emerging market and developing countries. 

A. Future supply of skilled workers B. Global inequality, 2012 and 2030

C. Economies with higher or lower within-country
inequality in the education-wave scenario compared
to the no-wave scenario

D. Population-weighted average of difference in the
Gini index between education and no-wave scenario

Sources: Ahmed et al. (2017). 
A.C.D. AEs = Advanced Economies; EAP = East Asia and Pacific; ECA = Europe and Central Asia; LAC = Latin America and
the Caribbean; MNA = Middle East and North Africa; SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa.
A. Skilled is defined as workers with more than nine years of education. Population projections are based on UN (2015).
Education information is from harmonized household and labor surveys for 117 countries, keeping present rates of education
attainment in the calculation of the supply of skilled workers.
B. The line (measured on the right axis) shows the Gini index, which ranges from 0 (perfect equality) to 1 (perfect inequality).
The height of the stacked bars shows an alternative measure of inequality, the GE(0) index which can be decomposed into
within- and between-country inequality and increases from 0 (perfect equality) with growing inequality. The red bars show the
population-weighted average of within-country inequality; and the blue bars show the average between-country inequality.
C. Figure shows the share of countries in each region in which the within-country Gini coefficient is lower in the  education
wave scenario than the no wave scenario (red bars “Lower inequality”) or higher in the education-wave scenario than the no
wave scenario (blue bars “Higher inequality”).
D. The population-weighted average difference in the Gini index is negative if there is an improvement in the within-country 
inequality between the education wave relative to the no-wave scenario.
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