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Are wealthier or more equal societies better? 
 
 
There are benefits of greater wealth and greater equality in societies. It is often assumed 
that greater wealth would solve many of the global issues currently in existence, however, 
this is not necessarily the case. Many of these problems could be solved by increasing 
equality in both developing and developed countries. For example, increasing gender 
equality and women’s status which would have a knock-on effect on the rest of society. It 
has been shown that greater equality within societies in the developed world can lead to 
drastic improvements in their health and social outcomes as well as their economic output, 
highlighting the benefits of greater equality. There is already a large amount of wealth in the 
world and I believe that greater co-operation and equality between countries as well as 
within them would have positive benefits for all by improving basic living standards in 
developing countries and increasing connectivity and trade around the world, creating new 
markets for goods and services, benefiting all.    
 
In developing countries, there are huge benefits of increased wealth. Increased wealth gives 
the government sufficient resources to improve the country. For example, they are able to 
use the money to increase access to clean water by building water transport schemes, such 
as the one built in Hitosa, Ethiopia in which a gravity water flow scheme was introduced to 
transport water downhill from permanent springs on Mount Bada. The scheme supply’s 
water to 60,000 people. This allows greater amounts of farming through irrigation, gives 
locals access to clean water and stops women having to walk long distances for water, 
allowing more girls to go to school and get an education. This, in turn, reduces the spread of 
disease and improves nutrition and health in the area. However, the project was costly, and 
the Ethiopian government could not afford it without the help of Water Aid, who paid 80% 
of the costs. This scheme is an example of what an increase in wealth in the world’s poorest 
countries could help them achieve on their own, improving the lives of thousands of people.  
 
Schemes such as these by the government allow the increased wealth of the country to 
filter down to the citizens. These schemes employ local people increasing employment and 
allowing them to gain skills. This, in turn, increases the wealth of the population and reduces 
the reliance on farming. The resultant increase in wealth may reduce the need for children 
to work from a young age allowing more of them to get an education allowing them to get 
better jobs in the future and helping to break the cycle of poverty. For example, part of 
China’s belt and road initiative has resulted in the construction of the Mombasa–Nairobi 
Standard Gauge Railway connecting Mombasa to Nairobi. The new railway has cut journey 
time between Mombasa and Nairobi by train in half to 4.5 hours. The railway created 
46,000 jobs for locals and trained 1,600 railway professionals. This increased employment 
for many Kenyans gave them a more stable and higher income. There will also be increased 
employment from the industry which grows around the train stations due to its capacity to 
transport large amounts of cargo. This allowed them to greater support their families 
improving living standards and allowing more children to go to school improving their future 
job prospects. Only 10% of the cost of the project is being financed by the Kenyan 
government, but the project shows what could be achieved by governments in developing 
countries and the huge benefits they bring if they had an increase in wealth, allowing them 
to afford more expensive projects such as this one.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mombasa%E2%80%93Nairobi_Standard_Gauge_Railway
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mombasa%E2%80%93Nairobi_Standard_Gauge_Railway
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In the developed world it is more beneficial for societies to be more equal. This is because in 
already wealthy countries it is not a lack of money which is holding them back and 
increasing wealth has a smaller and smaller effect as a country gets increasingly rich. In the 
developed world they are not struggling to feed the population or provide clean water and 
sanitation and so increasing wealth does little to improve life expectancy. By plotting a 
graph of life expectancy against national income per person ($) it is clear that there is no 
correlation between life expectancy and income. For example, the USA has a national 
income per person of $ 62,641 (2018) and a life expectancy of 78.7 years (2018). In contrast, 
Spain has a national income per person of $ 30,523.9 (2018) and a life expectancy of 82.8 
years (2018). Spain has a much lower GPD per capita than the USA but has a life expectancy 
of 4.1 years more, showing that in developed countries wealth does not affect life 
expectancy.  
 
In countries with evidenced corruption in the government, increased wealth would not be 
passed on to the citizens. Therefore, we must be careful not to assume that the values we 
place on increased wealth will necessarily translate into improvements for local people. For 
example, in Somalia, the most corrupt county in the world with a corruption perception 
index of 8 (2018) (on a scale of 100 to 1 with 100 being the least corrupt and 1 being the 
most), large amounts of money remain unaccounted for and therefore do not benefit the 
people. A 2012 World Bank report also alleged that about $130 million or 68% of funds that 
the coalition government had received over this 2009 and 2010 period was unaccounted 
for, suggesting that the majority of them were not used by the government to improve 
services and run the country and instead went to some other source which may be personal 
to government officials. An increase in wealth in Somalia, for example, would not 
necessarily benefit the people and may instead increase the wealth of a few already wealthy 
individuals. This shows that increased wealth is not a guaranteed solution to problems in 
developing countries and may instead have a negative effect by increasing the power of a 
few corrupt individuals who are leading the county.  
 
Inequality has many forms, we must also consider gender inequality, which is particularly 
pervasive in some countries. Greater gender equality would improve the lives of women 
across the world. Women provide the stabilisation of family life, the care for older people as 
well as children. They enable the working men to move away from the family in order to 
provide more opportunities for the extended family. If more women are enabled to become 
active members of the workforce, they will help to grow their countries economy. For 
example, if participation in the labour market was equal between men and women the 
economy of France would be 17% larger and in Nigeria, gender equality would increase the 
economy by $229 billion.  Therefore, greater gender equality would help to improve the 
economy of all countries and would increase wealth in the world allowing greater 
development both economically and socially. Greater gender equality would help to expand 
the workforce, this is increasingly important to many developed counties who have an 
ageing population and will struggle to fill positions in the near future due to the decrease in 
the number of economically active workers.  
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Almost all of the problems which are associated with poorer parts of societies are more 
common in more unequal societies. These include mental ill health, reduced life expectancy, 
increased mortality, greater obesity levels, lower educational attainment, higher levels of 
births to teens, greater homicide rates, higher imprisonment rates and lower social mobility. 
These problems may be influenced by a lack of wealth but more importantly, they are 
influenced by inequality levels. This may be because people are making comparisons 
between themselves and others and feeling inadequate. Some people base their own self-
worth on how they see themselves in relation to others. If they see themselves as worse off 
than others – something more common in more unequal societies with a steeper social 
gradient – they feel under more pressure to improve themselves leading to greater stress 
which in turn can have an effect on physical health and lead to an increase in crime and anti-
social behaviour. These issues need to be combatted from their source, inequality.  
 
In more developed countries spending on healthcare and the availability of high-tech 
medical care are not related to population health. For example, the USA spends $ $10,209 
per person per year on health care but Scotland only spends $3,350 per person per year on 
healthcare (in real terms taking into account the differences in cost of healthcare), yet the 
life expectancy in Scotland is 2 years higher than in the USA. Scotland spends less than one 
third as much on health care than the USA does yet has a greater life expectancy and 
therefore has a healthier population and also shows differences in the way healthcare is 
provided. This suggests that other factors are affecting the health of a population. In 
developed countries the most common causes of death are no longer infectious diseases, 
instead, it has moved to chronic conditions such as heart disease and cancer. In the later 
part of the twentieth century, researchers made large discoveries into the determinants of 
health. They discovered that heart disease, which was once thought of as the executive’s 
disease caused by the excess stress of high responsibility jobs, was killing more in lower 
grade jobs. They found a strong inverse association between position in the civil service 
hierarchy and death rates. Those in lower-grade jobs were more likely to be obese, to 
smoke, to have higher blood pressure and to be less physically active but these risk factors 
only explained one-third of their increased death rates from heart disease. Physical health is 
greatly affected by people’s sense of control in their lives, their happiness, and whether 
they are likely to be hostile to others. The lower grade workers, with a lower social status, 
are more likely to feel more hostile towards others, less in control, and less happy and this 
effect is multiplied in more unequal societies as people are continuously trying to gain 
things they can’t reach and are trying to move up the social ladder making them less 
satisfied with what they have.  
 
Educational performance in developed countries is greatly affected by the equality of 
society. Educational performance is influenced by the ways in which people are viewed in 
society. This is clearly shown by a study done in America where students completed 
standardised tests. During the first test they were told they were not being judged on their 
ability and all students performed equally well. The second test, the same students were 
told they were being judged on their performance and results. The African American 
students taking the test performed much worse in the second test despite doing as well as 
other students in the previous test. This is was names the ‘stereotype threat’ by Steele and 
Aronson. This effect has been shown to apply to gender as well as racial and ethnical 
differences. The lower performance by African American students was due to their 
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perception that they should not do as well as other students and their social anxiety about 
their results being judged. Although this is not true it has a large effect on people and their 
performance. This past inequality in America has deep roots in society and is still affecting 
children now showing the importance of building a country on equality and giving everyone 
equal opportunity.  
 
In conclusion, although many people reading my title would immediately assume that 
money is the solution to societies the reality is much more complex. As I have argued there 
are indeed benefits for all in increased wealth. This is especially true in developing societies 
where an increase in wealth would enable a large improvement in the services in the 
country leading to reductions in the spread of disease and an increase in life expectancy and 
education. However, as is shown in societies such as the USA there remains very 
disadvantages people because of attitudes to colour, gender and those living in 
disadvantaged communities. In contrast, societies which have universal provision of 
housing, education and healthcare regardless of the income have shown that outcome in 
many areas can be greatly improved by greater equality.  Women’s ability to participate in 
the workforce and limit family size would improve the quality for the whole family and 
increase opportunities for future generations as well as contributing to economic growth in 
both developed and developing societies. Perhaps if this was to be considered by looking at 
the connections between countries it could be argued that on a global scale greater equality 
would have a positive impact for all, though an increase in trade and international relations.  
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