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Examining an elephant: globalisation and the lower middle class of the rich world 
  

This curve (compared in shape to an elephant, with the trunk pointed up on 
the right) is a graph of how much richer each part of the global income distri-
bution of 2008 was compared to the same part of the distribution in 1988. It 
is the unusual shape of the curve, and in particular what that unusual shape 
tells us about the winners and losers from globalisation around the turn of 
the millennium, that has made it so popular. Three conclusions about globali-
sation that have been drawn from this chart – often by commentators rather 
than Milanovic and Lakner themselves – are worth drawing out:

1. A boom for some: very strong income growth for the global middle 
class, usually attributed to China in particular, and also for the global 
top one per cent – described as “the global plutocrats”. Overall, 
underpinning the argument that globalisation raises living standards 
in aggregate, the chart shows average income globally grew by 24 per 
cent over this 20 year period.

Figure 1: Replication of the Lakner-Milanovic global growth incidence curve (‘elephant curve’), 1988-2008

Growth in average per capita household income of each percentile group

Source: RF analysis of Lakner-Milanovic World Panel Income Distribution

Notes: Axis is cut off at negative 20 per cent
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