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

So while global trends are likely to have played a structural role in driving 
lower income growth for some groups and higher growth for others, it is 
clearly only one factor among many and the distribution of gains is susceptible 
to domestic policy choices as much as global pressures.

Returning to the three conclusions that have been drawn from the elephant curve, 
these alternative methodologies and deeper exploration of the data suggest that:

1. There has been even stronger growth in the middle of the global 

distribution than the original elephant curve implied, though this is 

driven primarily by amazingly rapid growth in China. Those on the 

highest global incomes have also done slightly better than most.

2. The view that average incomes of the lower and middle classes of the 

rich world have stagnated over this particular period as a whole is not 

supported by the data, but the US has seen particularly unequal growth.

Figure 2:  Income growth in each decile of mature economies, excluding Japan and ex-Soviet satellites / Baltics

Income growth, 1988-2008 (bubble sizes represent 1988 population)

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

Notes: Axis is cut off at 180 per cent. Start and end years may differ slightly from 1988-2008 but growth rates are adjusted to 20-year equivalents.
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