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Inequality and child wellbeing
Richard Wilkinson

Emeritus Professor of Social Epidemiology

Walker R. et al.
Poverty in global perspective. 

Journal of Social Policy 
2013; 42, 215-233
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Richest Poorest

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

Life expectancy is strongly related to 

income within rich countries 

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

Life expectancy in rich countries is 

no longer related to National Income per head
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Income gaps

How many times richer 
are the richest fifth than 

the poorest fifth?

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

Inequality...

How much richer are the richest 20% in 

each country than the poorest 20%?
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Social Relations

• Child conflict

• Homicide

• Imprisonment

• Social cohesion

• Trust

Bigger income gaps lead to 

deteriorations in:-

Human Capital

• Child wellbeing

• High school dropouts

• Math & literacy scores

• Social mobility

• Teenage births

Health

• Drug abuse

• Infant mortality

• Life expectancy

• Mental illness 

• Obesity

8

Child outcomes found to be worse  

in more unequal societies

• In rich countries

– Infant mortality

– Low birth weight

– Overweight

– Maths & literacy 

scores

– Teenage births

– Child Conflict & 

Bullying

– Social mobility

– UNICEF Index of 

Child Wellbeing

• In US states

– Infant mortality

– Low birth weight

– Overweight

– Maths & literacy 

scores

– Teenage pregnancy

– Mental health 

problems

– Juvenile homicides

– High School drop outs

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

Child well-being is better in more equal countries  

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

Child Wellbeing is not related to National Income per head
School bullying is much more common in countries 

with bigger income differences.
11-year-olds in 37 countries (r = .62)

Elgar FJ. et al. School bullying, homicide and income inequality.  International Journal 

of Public Health 58, 237-245, 2013.

Income inequality (Gini)
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Relative age of children

Oldest third                  Middle third                Youngest third

Goodman R, Gledhill J, Ford T. Child psychiatric disorder and relative age within school 
year.  Bmj. 2003 Aug 28;327(7413):472.

Children born later in the school year have more psychiatric disorders The age of criminal responsibility is 

lower in more unequal societies

Average maths and reading scores 

are lower in more unequal countries
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Crawford C, Macmillan L, Vignoles A. When and why do initially high-achieving 
poor children fall behind?. Oxford Review of Education. 2017 Jan 2;43(1):88-108

Least deprived

Most deprived

Initial Achievement

KS1: 5-7yrs              KS2: 7-11yrs            KS3: 11-14yrs            KS4: 14-16yrs

Even initially high achieving poor children fall behind

Data from Corak (2013), World Bank (2013) 
Lancee B, Van de Werfhorst HG. Income inequality and participation: A comparison 

of 24 European countries. Social Science Research. 2012; 41(5):1166-78.

Participation in local groups and voluntary organisations 

is lower in more unequal societies. 
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Income inequality (MDMI)
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Wilkinson & Pickett, The Spirit Level www.equalitytrust.org.uk

People in more unequal countries 

trust each other less
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Income Inequality    
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Low High

Daly M, Wilson M, Vasdev S. Income inequality and homicide rates in Canada and the United States. Can J Crim 2001; 43: 219-36.

Homicide rates are higher in more unequal 

US states and Canadian provinces

USA states

Canadian provinces

Cuernavaca, Mexico ‘Armed Response’ - Pretoria, South Africa. 

Bowles &  Jayadev, NYT 2014
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Societies with wider Income differences need more “guard labor”

The proportion of 

‘guard’ labor grew 

with inequality.

USA 1979-2000

Inequality (Gini)

Bigger material differences create bigger social 
distances and increase social class differentiation
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Literacy Scores of 16-25 year olds  by  

Parents' Education

-1.5

-1

-0.5

0

0.5

1

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

Parents' Education (years)

L
it

e
ra

c
y
 s

c
o

re

Sweden

Canada

United States 

Source:  Willms JD. 1997. Data from OECD Programme for International Student Assessment.

Stereotype Threat

The effect of caste identity on children's performance
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Source:  Hoff K, Pandey P, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 3351, June 2004

Alan Bennett, Untold Stories, Faber/Profile, 2005

“(My parents) put…down…most of their imagined 

shortcomings to their not having been educated, education 

(was) to them a passport to everything they lacked: self-

confidence, social ease and above all the ability to be like 

other people.

Put simply and as they themselves would have put it, both my 

parents were shy, a shortcoming they thought of as an 

affliction while at the same time enshrining it as a virtue.

I assured them, falsely, that everybody felt much as they did 

but that social ease was something that could and should be 

faked.

‘Well, you can do that,’ Dad would say, ‘you've been 

educated,’ adding how often he felt he had nothing to 

contribute. ‘I'm boring, I think. I can't understand why anybody 

likes us. I wonder sometimes whether they do, really.’ 

Layte R, Whelan CT. Who Feels Inferior?  A Test of the Status Anxiety Hypothesis of 

Social Inequalities in Health. European Sociological Review, 2014.

Status Anxiety across income deciles for 

high, medium and low inequality countries
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Other 

tasks

Tasks with  ‘social 

evaluative threat’ 

(uncontrollable)
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Dickerson SS, Kemeny ME. Acute stressors and cortisol 

responses. Psychological Bulletin 2004; 130(3): 355-91.

What kind of stress cause the 

biggest rise in stress hormones?
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Messias E, Eaton WW, et al. .  Economic grand rounds:  Income inequality and depression 

across the United States: an ecological study." Psychiatric Services, 2011; 62(7): 710-2.

Depression is more common in more unequal states
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Income Inequality (Gini)

Loughnan S, et al. Economic Inequality is linked to biased self-perception. 
Psychological Science, 2011; 22: 1254

Self enhancement increases in more unequal 

societies

Inequality increases conspicuous 

consumption and consumerism

• People in more unequal areas of the USA 

are more likely to buy high status cars

• Data from Google searches shows that 

people in more unequal US states and 

more unequal countries are more likely to 

search for status goods 

Iacoviello M. Household Debt and Income Inequality, 1963–2003. Journal of Money, Credit 

and Banking 2008;40(5):929-65.

Household Debt and Income Inequality USA

Living Standards, Poverty and Inequality in the UK: 2017.  (IFS, 2017)

Trends in Income inequality 
Income after taxes and benefits. BHC, GB.
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What can be 

done?
Taxes & 

benefits

• Stop tax 

avoidance

• End tax 

havens

• Make 

taxation 

progressive 

again

Income 

differences 

before tax

• Increase 

economic 

democracy -

employee 

ownership etc

• Strengthen 

trade unions

Economic democracy:-

• “turns companies from being pieces of property 

into communities”

• reduces pay ratios within companies

• transforms the experience of work

• redistributes wealth & reduces unearned income

• improves productivity 

• makes companies more environmentally & 

socially responsible 

Boards can include employee, community and consumer 

representatives

39

The Effects of Income inequality

EVIDENCE OF CAUSALITY

Pickett KE, Wilkinson RG. Income inequality and health: a 

causal review. Social Science & Medicine 2015;128: 316-26

THEORY & PSYCHOSOCIAL PROCESSES

Wilkinson RG, Pickett KE. The enemy between us: The 

psychological and social costs of inequality.

European Journal of Social Psychology, 2017; 47, 11-24. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2275

CREATING THE SOCIETY WE WANT

Wilkinson RG, Pickett KE. A Convenient Truth: A Better 

Society for Us and the Planet. Fabian Society, London 

2014. http://www.fabians.org.uk/publications/a-convenient-

truth/

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2275

