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The central role of inequality

Arguably, the greatest threat to health and wellbeing is 
the climate emergency and the degradation of other 
environmental earth systems

Greater equality is essential to a world facing the 
consequences of overshoot and the climate crisis for

6 reasons



1. Because it is clear that there are planetary 

limits to economic growth, we can

no longer behave as if economic growth was a 

substitute for a more equitable

distribution of these resources among the 

global population of nearly 8 billion.



4

“Growth is a substitute for equality of income. 
So long as there is growth there is hope, and 
that makes large income differentials tolerable.”  
- Henry Wallich,  former governor of the US Federal 
Reserve Bank and professor of economics at Yale. 1972

 







Life expectancy and GDP per person



www.equalitytrust.org.ukWilkinson & Pickett, The Spirit Level

Life expectancy in rich countries is 

no longer related to National Income per head





2. The move towards sustainability will meet 
with widespread opposition unless
people feel that the inevitable burdens of 
change, and of the policies necessary
to drive it forward, are fairly shared.
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Gilets jaunes protests



Equality underpins cooperation

the government recognised “the 
cooperation of the masses was … essential 
[to the war effort], [and so] inequalities 
had to be reduced and the pyramid of 
social stratification … [had to be] 
flattened” the government recognised 
“the cooperation of the masses was … 
essential [to the war effort], [and so] 
inequalities had to be reduced and the 
pyramid of social stratification … [had to 
be] flattened” 

War and Social Policy, R Titmuss, 1958, p.86. 

Richard Titmuss



3. The environmental footprint of the rich is so 
large that it has to be reduced not
only for the sake of justice, but as an essential 
part of bringing the environmental
crisis under control.
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Enormous emissions gap 
between top 1% and poorest, 
study highlights

‘Polluting elite’ responsible for same amount of carbon dioxide in a year as poorest 
10% are in more than two decades, data shows

It would take 26 years for a 
low earner to produce as 
much carbon dioxide as the 
richest do in a year, according 
to Autonomy’s analysis of 
income and greenhouse gas 
data from 1998 to 2018.

https://autonomy.work/portfolio/climate-fund-climate-action/

Photograph: Getty Images
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4. Consumerism is a major threat to 
sustainability, but it can be reduced by
lowering the inequality that intensifies status 
competition and increases the
desire for personal wealth.
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Inequality & 
Consumption

“The evidence suggests that income 
inequality promotes increased status 
consumption as people at each income level 
try to emulate those above and that status 
anxiety is a potential driver in this 
relationship.”



Inequality and water
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5. Greater equality is a central determinant of 
both health and social wellbeing. It is therefore 
crucial that government policy prioritises 
wellbeing over economic growth.



The Spirit Level showed

Income inequality is 
linked to a wide range of 
health and social 
problems
The effects are large and 
there are big differences 
between societies
Not only the poor are 
affected, inequality 
affects the whole 
population 



Health and social problems are worse in more unequal 
countries
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Index includes:

• Life expectancy
• Maths & literacy
• Infant mortality
• Homicides
• Imprisonment
• Teenage births
• Trust
• Obesity
• Mental illness 

(inc. drug and 
alcohol addiction) 

• Social mobility
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Meta-analysis

Kondo et al, BMJ, 2009





How income inequality 
undermines feelings of self-
worth and damages mental 
health

How popular myths about 
human nature and capabilities
are used to justify inequality

How we can tackle inequality 
and why we must do so to 
make the transition to 
sustainable wellbeing

The Inner Level shows:



6. Greater equality leads people to be more 
cooperative and mutually supportive.
It will make us more willing to pull together 
and provide mutual support as we face 
environmental emergencies and disasters



Wilkinson & Pickett, The Spirit Level www.equalitytrust.org.uk





More equal countries do better on recycling 



Wilkinson R, Pickett K & De Vogli R.  BMJ 2010; 341:1138-1140
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