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Preface
There are times when it appears to be that almost everything is changing. Now might well be one 

of those times. This excellent and very comprehensive report details the concerns and desires of 

XLI�FIWX�Sǯ���	�SJ�TISTPI�MR�JSYV�*YVSTIER�GSYRXVMIW�EW�QIEWYVIH�FIJSVI�XLIVI�[EW�ER]�LMRX�SJ�XLI�

current crisis caused by the 2020 pandemic. It combines careful quantitative and qualitative evidence 

to make a series of well-grounded and place-sensitive policy suggestions. The eight authors explain 

LS[�XLI�FIWX�Sǯ�MR�*YVSTI�EVI�]IX�XS�FI�EX�EPP�GSRZMRGIH�XLEX�XLIMV�XEOI�MW�HMWTVSTSVXMSREXI��SV�XLEX�XLIMV�

taking so much causes huge problems for others. It explains that Europe’s highest paid and otherwise 

remunerated are much more sympathetic to issues such as racial inequality, gender inequality, and 

wealth inequality; and that making reference to these issues was more likely to garner some sympathy 

from the top 10% rather than directly pointing out the inequities of some people being paid so much 

more than others. We have been taught to believe that ‘we are worth it.’

.X� MW�� SJ� GSYVWI�� TSMRXPIWW� XS� WYKKIWX� XLEX� E� WMRKPI� MRHMZMHYEP� WLSYPH� WEGVMǰGI� XLIQWIPZIW�� VIXYVRMRK� E�

portion of their income as some show of their piety. Apart from anything else, who would much notice? 

;LEX�FVMRKW�MRGSQI�MRIUYEPMX]�HS[R�FSXL�IǯIGXMZIP]�ERH�IUYMXEFP]�MW�KVIEXIV�TVSTSVXMSREP�XE\EXMSR�SV�

equivalent universal caps on extravagance. And when this is done, when the top 10% become less well-

Sǯ�XSKIXLIV��XLI]�LEVHP]�RSXMGI�MX��8LI]�GER�PMZI�MR�XLI�WEQI�LSYWIW��WXMPP�LSPH�XLI�WEQI�VERO�TSWMXMSR��FYX�

with less money, they are less wasteful. As this report shows, they are also safer, in Sweden the top 10% 

weathered the 2008 crash far better than elsewhere in Europe.

As this report goes on to show in great detail, the top 10% rely on public services as much, if not more, 

than everyone else. Without public higher education, their businesses could not function, their children 

would not be educated, their lives would be less enriched. This is the group who make by far the 

greatest use of public health services because they live the longest and are least likely to die a quick 

HIEXL� EX� E�]SYRKIV� EKI�� .RWXIEH� MX� MW� XLI� FIWX�Sǯ� ��	�[LS� WXEKKIV� SR� JSV� XLI� KVIEXIWX� XMQI�[MXL� XLI�

highest number of comorbidities. We at the top might wish for a more equitable future if those of us in 

XLMW�KVSYT�XLSYKLX�E�PMXXPI�QSVI�EFSYX�LS[�SYV�ǰREP�]IEV�SJ�PMJI�QMKLX�FI�PMOI �SJXIR�FIMRK�GEVIH�JSV�F]�

people in the lowest 10% pay band in care homes (our successful children having migrated far away).

Finally, on top of all the recommendations made in this very detailed report I would like to add one more. 

That people in the top 10% are encouraged to think of their future grandchildren or great-grandchildren, 

or their great nieces and nephews if they do not have children. And think of the one that has least luck in 

life, who is ill on the day of the exam; whose marriage falls apart; who starts a business the year before 

unforeseen economic events bring it tumbling down. Rising into the top 10% is as much a matter of luck 

as falling a long way out of it is. Even if you do not give a damn for anyone you are not related to, a more 

equitable future society will protect both you in your old age, and your family long after you are dead. 

The alternative is not just inequitable – it is ignorant. 

Professor Danny Dorling
University of Oxford, June 2020.
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Executive summary
Even before the arrival of the pandemic and current uncertainties about the length and severity of 

its accompanying recession, those who, in principle, should have felt secure were already struggling 

ǰRERGMEPP]�SV�I\TVIWWMRK�YRGIVXEMRX]�EFSYX�XLIMV�S[R�ERH�XLIMV�GLMPHVIRưW�JYXYVIW��8LMW�WXYH]�I\TPSVIW�

XLMW�TLIRSQIRSR��WIX�XS�FIGSQI�IZIR�QSVI�MRXIRWMǰIH�EJXIV�XLI�TERHIQMG��F]�I\EQMRMRK�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�

position and attitudes towards inequality amongst the top 10% income earners1 in four European 

countries: the UK, Sweden, Spain, and Ireland. 

The research itself involved quantitative data analysis and conducting interviews with sample 

populations in the four countries. Many studies of inequality have concentrated on the status of the 

wealthiest 1% versus the other 99%. The purpose of this project was to analyse the relative economic 

position and perceptions of economic security and inequality of, not only the top 1%, but the remaining 

segment of the top 10% too. The project also explores what this population believes should be done, if 

anything, about inequality in general and to help themselves and their families. 

&PXLSYKL�XLI]�[IVI�TSPMXMGEPP]�IRKEKIH�MR�EPP�JSYV�GSYRXVMIW��VIWTSRHIRXW�I\TVIWWIH�HMWEǯIGXMSR�[MXL�

politicians and political parties. Almost all respondents voted regularly, but very few wanted to become 

more actively involved. They almost overwhelmingly rejected populist politics and racism. 

The four countries in the study are characterised by distinctive economies, welfare policies and 

I\TIVMIRGIW�SJ�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW���[IHIR�MW�E�KS�XS�I\EQTPI�SJ�E�WSGMEP�HIQSGVEXMG�[IPJEVI�

QSHIP��&X�XLI�WEQI�XMQI��XLSYKL�VIPEXMZIP]�YREǯIGXIH�F]�XLI��������GVMWMW�GSQTEVIH�XS�XLI�SXLIV�XLVII�

countries, Sweden possesses one of the fastest rising inequality rates among OECD (Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development) countries. The UK, after a decade of public spending cuts 

and Brexit, is undergoing a democratic crisis and has a protracted problem of low productivity and 

VIKMSREP�MQFEPERGIW��.VIPERH�LEW�VIGSZIVIH�JVSQ�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��[MXL�LMKLIV�KVS[XL�VEXIW�XLER�QSWX�

other EU countries. However, as a small island reliant on foreign direct investment and international 

ǰRERGMEP�ǱS[W��.VIPERH�MW�EPWS�XLI�QSWX�I\TSWIH�SJ�XLI�JSYV�GSYRXVMIW�XS�I\XIVREP�WLSGOW���TEMR��[MXL�E�

QYGL�WPS[IV�VIGSZIV]�JVSQ�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�XLER�.VIPERH��JEGIW�SRKSMRK�WXVYGXYVEP�YRIQTPS]QIRX��

relatively low wages, and a limited capacity to redistribute through taxation and public spending.

The report brings together research from four leading think tanks with expertise on inequalities and 

living standards. It contains cross-country study of economic and social trends with analysis of EU-SILC 

(European Survey of Income and Living Conditions), ESS (European Social Survey), and national survey 

data. Individual country chapters use similar quantitative analysis and policy contexts to inform the 

ǰRHMRKW�JVSQ�SZIV�����WIQM�WXVYGXYVIH�MRXIVZMI[W�[MXL�QIQFIVW�SJ�XLI�XST���	�cc

The report found that members of the top 10% across the four countries 
believed that: 
��� 2IVMXSGVEXMG�REVVEXMZIW�I\TPEMR�MRIUYEPMX]

- Education was seen as the best means of reducing inequality, and, conversely, the absence 

SJ�KSSH�IHYGEXMSREP�STTSVXYRMXMIW�[EW�SJXIR�MHIRXMǰIH�EW�XLI�TVMRGMTEP�I\TPEREXMSR�JSV�TSZIVX]�

and lack of social mobility.

1  From this point on in the report, any reference to the ‘top 10%’ refers to the top 10% of income earners.
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- In Sweden, these narratives also included the association of poverty with migration and lack 

of integration. 

��� .RIUYEPMX]�KIRIVEXIW�MRWIGYVMX]�

- In the UK, respondents feared political polarisation around Brexit. 

- Younger generations, especially in Ireland, were concerned about their ability to buy a house 

and settle down. 

- Parents (especially in the UK and Spain) were fearful about their children’s future economic 

well-being. 

��� (YVVIRX�PIZIPW�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]�VIUYMVI�IǯIGXMZI�TSPMG]�VIWTSRWIW�JVSQ�XLI�WXEXI�

- Respondents supported redistribution but with the condition that taxes target the highest 

income earners, which do not include them. However, most were ambivalent towards taxes 

on wealth: they supported these taxes, but often opposed inheritance tax, wanting to leave 

something for their children.

- The Swedish respondents consistently supported their extensive welfare systems.

��� 8LI�XST��	�MW�QSZMRK�JYVXLIV�E[E]�JVSQ�XLI�VIWX�SJ�XLI�TSTYPEXMSR�

- The top 10% do not think of themselves as ‘rich.’ They compared themselves to – but rarely 

interacted with – those in the top 1% or 0.1%. 

- �[IHMWL�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�[IVI�XLI�PIEWX�EǯIGXIH�F]�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�ERH�HMH�RSX�

GSRZI]�XLI�WEQI�ǰRERGMEP�MRWIGYVMX]�EW�XLIMV�GSYRXIVTEVXW�MR�SXLIV�GSYRXVMIW�

 Policy responses 

There are two roads to follow: the top 10% can either stockpile every possible advantage for themselves 

ERH� XLIMV� GLMPHVIR� XS� IRWYVI� WSGMEP� VITVSHYGXMSR� SV� GSRXVMFYXI� XS� E� GSQQSR� WEJIX]� RIX� XLEX� FIRIǰXW�

everyone. For the latter to be more likely, it is crucial to make the point that they cannot isolate 

themselves forever from mounting inequality; even they could be left behind. Greater public investment 

would address their anxiety but also engender social solidarity, create stronger social ties across 

income groups and generations, reduce inequality, and underpin a clearer sense of public good. Public 

spending would correspondingly become destigmatised and linked to notions of shared citizenship. 

Shared citizenship, in turn, challenges acceptance of social distance.2

Governments could further reduce this distance through policies that promote civic engagement, 

QM\IH� WGLSSPW�� ERH� EGXMZMXMIW� XLEX� FVMRK� XSKIXLIV� VIWMHIRXW� SJ� HMǯIVIRX� EVIEW�� +MREPP]�� FEWIH� SR� XLI�

surprise shown by many of the respondents as to their relative economic position, data about inequality 

and taxation could become more available so that income distribution levels, not to mention wealth, 

would become more widely known.

2  Please note that ‘social distancing’ is here understood in its sociological sense, and not in terms of the public 
health measure used in the pandemic.
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Introduction

;LMPI�XLMW�VITSVX�[EW�VIWIEVGLIH�FIJSVI�XLI������KPSFEP�TERHIQMG��MXW�ǰRHMRKW�WLSYPH�MRJSVQ�SRKSMRK�

research into winners and losers of the current crisis and its impact on pre-existing inequalities. This 

VITSVX�WTIGMǰGEPP]�EREP]WIW�XLI�GLEVEGXIVMWXMGW�ERH�EXXMXYHIW�XS[EVHW�IGSRSQMG� MRIUYEPMX]�SJ�XLI�XST�

��	�MRGSQI�FVEGOIX�ERH�LS[�XLI]�GLERKIH�EJXIV�XLI��������KPSFEP�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��8LI�VITSVX�JSGYWIW�

on four European countries – the UK, Sweden, Spain, and Ireland, which are characterised by distinctive 

economic histories, social welfare regimes, and responses to the crisis. The comparison is intended to 

explore the impact of austerity measures, where present, the economic downturn and the strength of 

the welfare state, on both the relative economic position of high-income earners and their attitudes 

XS� MRIUYEPMX]� ERH� WSGMEP� WSPMHEVMX]�� 2SVI� WTIGMǰGEPP]�� XLI� VITSVX� HMWGYWWIW� XLIMV� ZMI[W� SR� IGSRSQMG�

inequality, meritocracy, taxation, party politics, and state responsibility for social problems. As this 

TSTYPEXMSR�XIRHW�XS�ZSXI�VIKYPEVP]�ERH�XVMIW�XS�MRǱYIRGI�TSPMG]��XLIMV�STMRMSRW�EVI�MQTSVXERX�XS�GSRWMHIV�

in thinking about how to reduce inequality, and in a post-pandemic world, generate greater solidarity 

EGVSWW�HMǯIVIRX�WSGMS�IGSRSQMG�KVSYTW��

The aim of the report is to explore how this population perceives its position relative to those earning 

more and those earning less than it does and how it interprets its professional achievements. While 

XLI�XST���	�SJ�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�LEH�XLIMV�MRGSQI�HVST�MR�XLI�ǰVWX�]IEVW�SJ�XLI��������IGSRSQMG�GVMWMW��

they experienced a much faster and steeper recovery in the following years – which the rest of the 

TSTYPEXMSR�HMH�RSX�?WII�ǰKYVI��A�

&R]�MQTVSZIQIRX� MR�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�TSWMXMSR�SJ�XLI�XST���	�SGGYVVIH�MR�XLI�GSRXI\X�SJ�[IPJEVI�VIJSVQW��

underfunding for public services and competition from the private sector, and a narrative of austerity 

that often questioned the viability and necessity of state intervention. For instance, welfare reforms in 

Ireland, Sweden and the UK aimed to push recipients into work and become more ‘responsible’ for 

XLIMV�ǰRERGMEP�WMXYEXMSR�WII�(VMWT���������8LI�TYVTSWI�SJ�XLMW�ETTVSEGL�XS�[IPJEVI�VIJSVQ�[EW�XS�KMZI��

“individuals the wherewithal to empower themselves and lift themselves out of hardship and precarity” 

ERH� XS� GVIEXI�� ƲE� WQEPPIV�� QSVI� IGSRSQMGEPP]� IǲGMIRX� WXEXIƳ� )SRSKLYI� ERH� *HQMWXSR�� ���������� &X�

the same time, governments in each country incentivised, or at least did not disincentivise, increased 

use of private health services and education, which favoured higher income groups (Oxfam, 2014). 

For example, in Sweden, the coalition government led by the conservative Moderate Party (2006-

14) introduced tax credits for the hiring of domestic services and encouraged free schools, despite 

growing criticism of the latter based on their questionable academic performance and their role in 

social segregation (Wiborg, 2010). 
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Figure 1: Real disposable income growth by income group 2007-2014, OECD average
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Source: OECD, 2016.

Despite overall income gains among the top 10% since 2008, much of this increase has been 

disproportionately concentrated within the top 1% (OECD, 2014; Corlett et al., 2017). The top 10% 

IRGSQTEWWIW� FMPPMSREMVIW�� GSVTSVEXI� I\IGYXMZIW�� HSGXSVW�� TEVXRIVW� EX� GMX]� ǰVQW�� GMZMP� WIVZERXW�� ERH�

headteachers. Studying it as a single unit does not reveal enough about its internal diversity. The report 

opens the ‘black box’ of the top decile to explore the range of experiences amongst those in the top 

10%, especially in relation to those who do not belong to the top 1%. The country chapters go into much 

JYVXLIV�HIXEMP�SR�XLIWI�I\TIVMIRGIW��EW�XLI]�LEZI�HMǯIVIH�EGVSWW�REXMSREP�GSRXI\XW�

8LI�WTIGMǰG�SFNIGXMZIW�SJ�XLI�VITSVX�EVI�XS�MRZIWXMKEXI�XLI�JSPPS[MRK��

1. ;LS�XLI�XST���	�EVI��IWTIGMEPP]�XLSWI�FIPS[�XLI�XST��	��ERH�[LIXLIV�XLIMV�ǰRERGMEP�TSWMXMSR�

changed between 2009 and 2019;

2. -S[�QIQFIVW�SJ�XLMW�TSTYPEXMSR�TIVGIMZI�XLIMV�IGSRSQMG�WIGYVMX]�ERH�ǰRERGMEP�TSWMXMSR�MR�

comparison to the wealthiest households and the rest of society; 

3. If conventional narratives of meritocracy and social mobility are still relevant for explaining 

career success; 

4. How the top 10% views state responsibility for reducing inequality through mechanisms like 

taxation and investment in public services;

5. Correspondingly, how much trust high-income earners have in political parties to address 

social problems related to inequality. 

The research itself consisted of 110 semi-structured interviews across the four countries and cross-

country analysis of both quantitative data on the occupation; income, and wealth of the top 10% and 

 Introduction

17



survey data on attitudes towards relevant issues such as economic security. The quantitative data 

EREP]WMW� MRJSVQIH� XLI� MRXIVZMI[W�� [LMGL� MR� XYVR� MRǱYIRGIH� XLI� TSPMG]� VIGSQQIRHEXMSRW� SYXPMRIH�

in the conclusion. Because the qualitative research extended across four countries and thus could 

not be entirely representative of the top 10%, the interview sample was based on income and largely 

controlled for age, occupation, and position. The sample did try to account for the imbalance between 

men and women in the top 10% (see methodology). Close analysis of the interviews revealed how 

VIWTSRHIRXW�SJ�HMǯIVIRX�KIRIVEXMSRW�ERH�SGGYTEXMSRW�YRHIVWXSSH�XLI�VIPEXMSRWLMT�FIX[IIR�MRIUYEPMX]�

ERH� VIHMWXVMFYXMSR�� ERH� LS[� XLMW� VIPEXMSRWLMT� EǯIGXIH� XLIMV� S[R� TSWMXMSR�� 2SVISZIV�� XLI� MRXIRXMSR� SJ�

the interviews was to ascertain views as a group, rather than internal divergences, which could be 

addressed in a larger, separate piece of research. 

In brief, the interviews found that a majority of respondents did not consider themselves ‘rich.’ However, 

with the exception of Ireland, most of the interviewees regarded themselves as relatively secure 

ǰRERGMEPP]��2ER]�SJ�XLI�MRXIVZMI[IIW�HMH�[SVV]�EFSYX�XLI�IGSRSQMG�ERH�TSPMXMGEP�JYXYVI�SJ�XLIMV�GSYRXV]�

and the opportunities available to their children. Though most vote regularly and a good number 

donate to charities, few have time to participate actively in their local communities. Perceptions of 

WSGMEP�HMZMWMSR�HMǯIVIH�FIX[IIR�REXMSREP�GSRXI\XW � JSV� MRWXERGI�� MR��[IHIR��HMWGYWWMSRW�SR� MRIUYEPMX]�

quickly transformed into debates over migration and integration in a way that was less common in the 

other three countries. Finally, interviewees generally felt that they had succeeded in their careers and 

believed they had merited their success through hard work, even if family circumstances had provided 

educational and job opportunities. However, they did support, almost overwhelmingly, investment in 

public services that would provide a fairer society, so that everyone had the same chances they had as 

children and that everyone could achieve greater economic security and, ultimately, live better lives.

Methodology
The secondary quantitative data analysis relied on the European Union Statistics on Income and Living 

Conditions3 (EU-SILC) and the European Social Survey4 (ESS), plus relevant national sources. EU-SILC 

data is cross-national and allows for comparative analysis of the incomes of individuals and households 

in the EU, as well as of their spending patterns on housing, their perceived capacity to make ends 

meet, and their socio-demographic characteristics. The ESS, especially in its modules of 2008 and 

2016, is the most comprehensive and well-established European-level survey on attitudes towards 

inequality, redistribution, and the welfare state. Nevertheless, an important limitation of the ESS is that it 

captures income in the form of self-reported net monthly earnings per household, and only at the level 

SJ�HIGMPIW��[LMGL�QIERW�MX�GER�RSX�FI�YWIH�XS�HIXIGX�HMǯIVIRGIW�[MXLMR�XLI�XST���	�

Be that as it may, the analysis of statistical data allows for examining changing patterns of inequality in 

the sampled countries, especially comparing the top 10% to the rest, and in the case of EU-SILC, with 

the top 1%.5�8LI�RI\X�GLETXIV�PSSOW�EX�XVIRHW�MR�XLI�PIZIP�SJ�MRGSQI�GSRGIRXVEXMSR�WMRGI�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�

crisis, employment characteristics, cost of living, and this population’s attitudes towards redistribution. 

The qualitative interview data took into account the position of respondents within the income 

distribution, such as the top 10% versus the top 3%. Though the sample is not representative of the entire 

10% in each country, the researchers purposively balanced public versus private sector employment 

3  European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions - Eurostat
4  European Social Survey | European Social Survey (ESS)
5  However, as shown in chapter 2, EU-SILC as a source is ‘output’ rather than ‘input’ harmonised, and the countries 
that undertake it employ both survey and registry sources, which has important implications for the comparability of 
the data, especially at the very top.
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and professionals versus managers, guided by the proportion of members of the top 10% who are part 

of each occupational category in each country (EU-SILC, ISCO 2-digits).6 So, for instance, in the UK, as 

around 9.2% of the top 10% are healthcare professionals, and 23.9% work in business administration, 

these categories had two and seven interviews assigned, respectively.7�4GGYTEXMSR�VIǱIGXIH�XVIRHW�

in social mobility and income distribution and could illustrate contrasts between generations and the 

IǯIGX�SJ�XLI�KPSFEP�IGSRSQMG�WLSGO�ERH�PSRKIV�XIVQ�REXMSREP�IGSRSQMG�TSPMGMIW��

The next section discusses, in more depth, the rationale for examining the views of the top 10% and their 

relative economic position. 

Why care about the views of the top 10%?
Income inequality, perpetuated by labour market trends, is not anodyne. A growing body of evidence 

shows that unequal societies lag behind more equal ones on a broad swathe of social well-being 

measures, notably worse health outcomes and lower levels of trust and social mobility (Wilkinson 

and Pickett, 2010; 2019). Rachel Sherman (2017), Daniel Edmiston (2018), Matthew Stewart (2018) and 

Aaron Reeves et al., (2017) have all highlighted how economic elites create social distance between 

themselves and the bottom 90% and attempt to pass this distance onto their children. Their methods 

for the latter include hiring consultants to assist in making educational choices and employing tutors 

to improve their children’s academic performance, as well as ensuring participation in extracurricular 

activities attractive to university admissions committees. Friedman and Laurison (2019) have argued 

that this kind of upbringing, and parental ambition, can provide intangible ‘cultural capital’ that makes 

XLIMV�GLMPHVIR�QSVI�PMOIP]�XS�ƯǰX�MRư�MR�IPMXI�TVSJIWWMSREP�WIXXMRKW�8    

For some students of this population, economic elites wilfully ignore inequality. In an article for the 

American magazine The Atlantic, Matthew Stewart hones in on the bottom 9.9% of the top 10%, the same 

TIVGIRXEKI� SJ� XLI� TSTYPEXMSR� XEVKIXIH� MR� XLMW� VITSVX�� -I� WEZEKIW� XLI� FIRIǰGMEVMIW� SJ� GSRXIQTSVEV]�

ƯQIVMXSGVEG]ư�MRGPYHMRK�LMQWIPJ���WXEXMRK��Ʋ?[AI�EVI�XLI�TVMRGMTEP�EGGSQTPMGIW�MR�E�TVSGIWW�XLEX�MW�WPS[P]�

strangling the economy, destabilizing American politics, and eroding democracy. Our delusions 

of merit now prevent us from recognizing the nature of the problem that our emergence as a class 

VITVIWIRXWƳc �XI[EVX�� ������� *HQMWXSR� ������ HIZIPSTW� E� WMQMPEV� EVKYQIRX�� FEWIH� SR� EREP]WMW� SJ� ���

interviews with men and women in New Zealand and the UK who are either in full-time employment and 

live in prosperous neighbourhoods or who are unemployed, earning below the poverty line and living 

MR� EVIEW� GLEVEGXIVMWIH� F]� LMKL� HITVMZEXMSR�� *HQMWXSR� GSRGPYHIW� XLEX� XLI� QSVI� EǳYIRX� MRXIVZMI[IIW�

Ƅ� ��ėä�FĸƊäŲĸ°Ɗěńĸ°ī��Ɗ°ĸÙ°ŲÙ��ī°ŷŷěÿÎ°Ɗěńĸ�ńû�jÎÎƙŝ°Ɗěńĸŷ�şF��jŠ�ěŷ�°�Îī°ŷŷěÿÎ°Ɗěńĸ�ŷƊŲƙÎƊƙŲä�ƙŷäÙ�Åƺ�Ɗėä�
FĸƊäŲĸ°Ɗěńĸ°ī�X°ÅńƙŲ�jŲČ°ĸěŷ°Ɗěńĸ�şFXjŠŢ�FƊ�Î°ĸ�Ų°ĸČä�ûŲńĴ�ńĸä�Ɗń�ûńƙŲ�ÙěČěƊŷ�ÙäŝäĸÙěĸČ�ńĸ�Ɗėä�ŷŝäÎěÿÎěƊƺ�ŲäŦƙěŲäÙŢ�
8ńŲ�ěĸŷƊ°ĸÎä×�F��jĚō�ÙěČěƊ�ÎńÙä�ƕ�ŲäûäŲŷ�Ɗń�zŲńûäŷŷěńĸ°īŷ×�°ĸÙ�F��jĚƕ�ÙěČěƊ�ÎńÙä�ƕō�ŲäûäŲŷ�Ɗń��ÎěäĸÎä�°ĸÙ��äÎėĸńīńČƺ�
Professionals.
7 The sample in Sweden has not used the occupational categories in this way. Please see the Swedish chapter.
ì� ��ěƊėěĸ�)ƙŲńŝä×�ŷäƲäŲ°ī�ŷƙŲƲäƺŷ�ė°Ʋä�äƹŝīńŲäÙ�Ɗėä�ŷěČĸěÿÎ°ĸÎä�ńû�Ɗėä�ŮƊŲ°ĸŷĸ°Ɗěńĸ°īěŷĴŰ�ńû�äīěƊäŷŢ�|ƙäŷƊěńĸŷ�
ė°Ʋä�°ŷĨäÙ�ûńŲ�ƲěäƳŷ�ńĸ�)ƙŲńŝä°ĸěŷ°Ɗěńĸ�ńû�ČńƲäŲĸ°ĸÎä�°ĴńĸČŷƊ�ÙěƲäŲŷä�ěĸÎńĴä�ČŲńƙŝŷ�ûńŲ�ƊėäƢFĸƊ�ĸäƢzŲńĢäÎƊƢńĸ�
)ƙŲńŝä°ĸ��ěƊěǂäĸŷėěŝ�ş�äŷƊƢäƊ�°īŢ×�ƕǆōƕŠŢ��ėäƢ:äŲĴ°ĸƢ�ńÎěńĚ)ÎńĸńĴěÎƢz°ĸäīƢ�ƊƙÙƺ�ş:ŲńėĚ�°ĴÅäŲČƢ°ĸÙ��°ěƊĨƙŷ×�ƕǆōſŠ×�
Ɗėä�:Ųä°Ɗ��ŲěƊěŷė��ī°ŷŷ��ƙŲƲäƺ�ş�°Ʋ°ČäƢäƊ�°īŢ×�ƕǆōƏŠ�°ĸÙ�ŷƊƙÙěäŷ�ńĸƢƊėä�bńŲƳäČě°ĸ�ŮzńƳäŲ�)īěƊäŰ�ş:ƙīÅŲ°ĸÙŷäĸƢäƊ�°īŢ×�
ƕǆǆƕžƢBĢäīīÅŲäĨĨäƢäƊ�°īŢ×�ƕǆǆſŠ�Ƣė°Ʋä�äƹŝīěÎěƊīƺ�ÎńĸÎäĸƊŲ°ƊäÙ�ńĸ�Ɗėä�ŝńīěÎƺ�ŝŲäûäŲäĸÎäŷ×�ŷńÎě°ī�°ƊƊěƊƙÙäŷ�°ĸÙ�ÎńĴŝńŷěƊěńĸ�
ńû�īńÎ°ī�äīěƊäŷ�şėńƳäƲäŲ�ÅŲń°Ùīƺ�ńŲ�ĸ°ŲŲńƳīƺ�ÙäÿĸäÙŠŢ

Notably, these panels and surveys are based in the work of Bourdieu, and are often inspired by its conceptual tools 
– notably ‘capital’ in its many forms, and an emphasis on cultural consumption and education. This has occurred in 
ŝ°Ų°īīäī�Ɗń�Ɗėä�ČŲńƳěĸČ�ěĴŝńŲƊ°ĸÎä�ńûƢ�ńƙŲÙěäƙŷě°ĸƢƳńŲĨ�ńĸ�ĴńŲä�ƊėäńŲäƊěÎ°ī�°ĸÙ�Ŧƙ°īěƊ°ƊěƲä�ŷƊƙÙěäŷ�ńû�Ɗėä�äīěƊä×�ƳėěÎė�
ÙŲ°Ƴ�ûŲńĴ�ŷěĴěī°Ų�ƊäŲĴěĸńīńČƺ�şUė°ĸ×�ƕǆōƕ°ž�zěĸÒńĸƢ°ĸÙ�zěĸÒńĸĚ�ė°ŲīńƊ×�ƕǆōƄŠŢ�8ńŲ�ěĸŷƊ°ĸÎä×ƢīńÎ°īěŷäÙƢŷƊƙÙěäŷ�ńû�Ɗėä�
äīěƊä×�ńŲ�ńû�ŷƙÅŷäÎƊěńĸŷ�ńû�ěƊ×�ǂäŲń�ěĸ�ńĸ�°�ŷŝäÎěÿÎ�ŝŲńûäŷŷěńĸ°ī�äĸƲěŲńĸĴäĸƊ�ş�ƝėīĴ°ĸĸƢäƊ�°īŢ×�ƕǆōſŠ×�ÎƙīƊƙŲ°ī�ŝŲńÙƙÎƊŷ�
ńŲ�°ÎƊěƲěƊěäŷ�ş�°Ʋ°ČäƢ°ĸÙ�běÎėńīŷ×�ƕǆōſŠ×ƢěĸŷƊěƊƙƊěńĸƢşUė°ĸ×�ƕǆōƕÅŠ×�ŷńÎě°ī�ĴńÅěīěƊƺ�ş8ŲěäÙĴ°ĸ�°ĸÙ�X°ƙŲěŷńĸ×�ƕǆōìŠ�ńŲ�
demographic (Sherman, 2017). Most of these employ ethnographies and interviews and provide crucial background for 
Ɗėěŷ�Ųäŷä°ŲÎėŢƢ
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“were less likely to acknowledge the structuration of outcome, agency, and opportunity that bears 

SR�XLI�GLEVEGXIV�ERH�TVIZEPIRGI�SJ�WSGMEP�HMW��EHZERXEKI��.R�XLMW�VIKEVH��EǳYIRX�TEVXMGMTERXW�I\LMFMXIH�

a relatively poor sociological imagination, and were thus more likely to emphasize the resilience of 

individual agency in the face of structural constraints” (Ibid.:11). By contrast, respondents earning under 

the poverty line had been exposed to structural obstacles to attaining economic security or even a 

WXIEH]�NSF��+SV�*HQMWXSR��Ʋ?XALI�TLIRSQIRSPSK]�SJ�HITVMZEXMSR�ETTIEVW�XS�IRKIRHIV�I\TSWYVI�XS��ERH�

thus awareness of, the exogenous factors that impinge on individual agency” (Ibid.).

8LMW�VITSVX�LEW�EHSTXIH�E�WPMKLXP]�HMǯIVIRX�ETTVSEGL�F]�EWOMRK�[LEX�QIQFIVW�SJ�XLI�XST���	�FIPMIZI�

should be done to reduce inequality and economic insecurity. The purpose of this approach is explicitly 

intended to inform a policy agenda that fosters social solidarity and ensures economic security for a 

much larger portion of the population. 

On a more practical level, their perspectives are important because this population tends to participate 

MR�GSRZIRXMSREP�TSPMXMGEP�EGXMZMXMIW�QSVI�XLER�PIWW�EǳYIRX�KVSYTW�'EVRIW�ERH�0EEWI������ ��SPX������ �

)ELP�� ���� �&VQMRKISR� ERH� �GLªHIP�� �������8LI]� QE]� XLYW� TSWWIWW� E� HMWTVSTSVXMSREXI� MRǱYIRGI� SR�

eventual policymaking relative to their population size. Likewise, political parties may vie for their votes 

and make assumptions about this population’s interests, for instance by attempting to secure their 

WYTTSVX�F]�SǯIVMRK�XE\�MRGIRXMZIW�

The political scientist Martin Gilens (2012) has called the link between the policy preferences of the top 

��	�ERH�EGXYEP�TSPMG]�SYXGSQIW�ƯXLI�TVIJIVIRGI�TSPMG]�PMRO�ư�&REP]WMRK�XLI�GSVVIWTSRHIRGI�FIX[IIR�

policy preferences in the United States, income, and policy, Gilens and others make a strong case 

concerning the over-responsiveness of US policymakers to the preferences of the top 10%, especially 

when an election is not imminent (Rigby and Wright, 2013; Schlozman et al., 2012). The two most 

GSQQSR�I\TPEREXMSRW�JSV�XLMW�SZIV�VIWTSRWMZIRIWW�EVI�ǰVWX��XLEX�XLMW�TSTYPEXMSR�MW�QSVI�PMOIP]�XS�ZSXI�

and second, that they participate in and donate to political parties. In Europe, although there is less 

research on the matter, similar patterns seem to emerge (see Lutz et al., 2015).

8LI� PIZIP� SJ� IGSRSQMG� MRIUYEPMX]� QE]� PMOI[MWI� MRǱYIRGI� XLI� TSPMXMGEP� TS[IV� ERH� TVIJIVIRGIW� SJ�

other groups relative to this population. The Meltzer-Richard model (Meltzer and Richard, 1981) 

predicts that economic inequality will provoke more desire for redistribution (Finseraas, 2009) but 

scholars of inequality have questioned or further explored the relationship. A counter to the positive 

correspondence between inequality and policy preferences is that inequality may be so great that 

MX� HITVIWWIW� IRKEKIQIRX� EPXSKIXLIV� EQSRKWX� PS[IV� MRGSQI� KVSYTW��[LS� WII� RS� FIRIǰX� MR� TSPMXMGEP�

participation (Ibid.). 

Developing upon a fundamental premise of functioning democracy, or that economic equality facilitates 

IUYEP�TSPMXMGEP�TEVXMGMTEXMSR�EGVSWW�GMXM^IRW�8SGUYIZMPPI���������+VIHVMGO��SPX����������EVKYIW�XLEX�Ʋ?XALI�

HIGPMRMRK�TSPMXMGEP�IRKEKIQIRX�SJ�RSR�EǳYIRX�GMXM^IRW�[MXL�VMWMRK�MRIUYEPMX]�WYKKIWXW�XLEX� MWWYIW�SR�

which a consensus exists among richer individuals, such as redistribution, become increasingly unlikely 

even to be debated within the political process regardless of whether poorer citizens would care to raise 

them” (Ibid.������-I�EHHW��Ʋ?SARIưW�TSPMXMGEP�IRKEKIQIRX�?���A�MW�WLETIH�RSX�SRP]�F]�LS[�QYGL�QSRI]�SRI�

has, but also by how much money everyone else has. Greater economic inequality increasingly stacks 

the deck of democracy in favour of the richest citizens, and as a result, most everyone else is more 

likely to conclude that politics is simply not a game worth playing” (Ibid.:58). This report investigates 

LS[�WSQI�SJ�XLI�QSWX�EǳYIRX�LEZI�VIWTSRHIH�XS�XLI�IGSRSQMG�ERH�TSPMXMGEP�GSRXI\X�MR�[LMGL�PS[IV�

MRGSQI�KVSYTW�LEZI�WYǯIVIH�I\TSRIRXMEPP]�JVSQ�[IPJEVI�VIJSVQW�[LMPI�XLIMV�VIPEXMZI�IGSRSQMG�WXEXYW�

LEW�WSPMHMǰIH��
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8LMW�GSRXI\X�PSSOW�WIX�XS�MRXIRWMJ]�[MXL�XLI�HMǯIVIRXMEP�IGSRSQMG�MQTEGX�SJ�XLI�TERHIQMG��-MKL�MRGSQI�

IEVRIVW�MR�PIWW�EǯIGXIH�MRHYWXVMIW�QE]�FI�EFPI�XS�GSRXMRYI�XS�MRWYPEXI�XLIQWIPZIW�JVSQ�XLI�[SVWX�IǯIGXW�

of the global economic recession. However, low-income and young earners, already in a precarious 

position from the years preceding Covid-19 and the long hangover from the 2007-8 crisis (Blundell, 

2020:3) will be amongst the hardest hit (Berry, Macfarlane and Nanda, 2020; Major and Machin, 2020; 

Reeves and Rothwell, 2020). 

Finally, as indicated in the interviews, the self-identity of at least some members of the top 10% is based 

SR�EGLMIZMRK�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]�ERH�VIPEXMZI�IGSRSQMG�WIGYVMX]��;IWXSǯ�et al���������HIǰRI�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]�

as a multidimensional concept whose operationalisation requires understanding multiple factors, from 

intergenerational changes in the structure of the economy to implicit bias in university admissions that 

JEZSYVW�TVMZEXI�WGLSSPW��6YERXMXEXMZI�VIWIEVGL�TVSTSWIW�HMǯIVIRX�[E]W�SJ�QIEWYVMRK�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]��8LI�

most widely accepted considers changes in social mobility over time, namely between generations 

and within the same generation (Bárcena and Moro, 2018). Intergenerational mobility focuses on the 

ƯZIVXMGEPư�HMQIRWMSR�SJ�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]��KEYKMRK�XLI�MRǱYIRGI�SJ�JEQMP]�SVMKMR�SR�XLI�MRHMZMHYEPưW�GYVVIRX�

situation. Intragenerational mobility looks at how individual situations change over time. The interview 

data, as analysed within the country chapters, reveals the ways in which family resources and choices 

MRǱYIRGIH� STTSVXYRMXMIW� ERH� LS[� MRHMZMHYEP� HIGMWMSRW�� EW� [IPP� EW� IǯSVX� ERH� PYGO�� EǯIGXIH� GEVIIV�

trajectories. 

Who are the top 10%?
Interrogating the data 

Quantitative studies of inequality have tended to focus on the income of the top 1% versus the bottom 

��	�ERH�SR�XLI�IǯIGX�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]�SR�PS[�MRGSQI�KVSYTW�I�K���&PZEVIHS�et al., 2013; Cantarero et al., 

2005; Formisano, 2015; Kim, 2000; Rowlingson and McKay, 2012). However, less has been done to study 

XLI�TSTYPEXMSR�FIX[IIR�XLI�XST��	�ERH���	��SV�XLI�FVSEHIV�KVSYT�SJ�EǳYIRX�QIQFIVW�SJ�WSGMIX]�FYX�

not the ‘super-rich.’ Figure 2 indicates trends in income concentration since the eighties:

Figure 2: Real income growth trends across the bottom, middle, and top of the income distribution 
for OECD-17, 1985-2015���"� $�%#��*(�$�)���(%))�*����%**%#0�# ��"�0��$��*%&�%��*��� $�%#��� )*( �+* %$�5����4;A0�;CB?4<:;?
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Source: OECD, 2018
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Most measures of inequality rely on voluntary, self-reported surveys, which have limitations. The 

principal critique has been that survey information underestimates income and wealth levels at the 

very top and, consequently, the extent of inequality. As a response, widely used datasets, such as the 

European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), have been increasing their use 

of registry data. Currently, the EU-SILC has a split system between ‘register’ and ‘survey’ countries.9 In 

the former group, most of the income data is taken from national registers (Jäntti et al., 2013). Due to 

evolving data collection procedures, inconsistencies in cross-country comparisons might arise.

8LEX�WEMH��ǰKYVI���WLS[W�XLI�VIPEXMZI�WLEVIW�SJ�REXMSREP�IUYMZEPMWIH�MRGSQI10 for the bottom 40%, top 10%, 

and top 1% in the four countries between 1995-2018 according to EU-SILC and European Community 

Household Panel (ECHP) data. The graphs indicate how the top 10% has fared compared to the top 1% 

and bottom 40% since 1995. One important trend is the overall widening income gap between the top 

10% and the bottom 40%, in the UK and, since 2004, in Spain. 

Figure 3: Share of national equivalised income by the bottom 40%, top 10%, and top 1% in Ireland, 
Spain, Sweden and UK, 1995-201811������&�������$
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Source: Eurostat (2019). Our tabulation

The share of total national equivalised income by the top 10% is broadly stable. According to the data in 

ǰKYVI����MX�LEW�LSZIVIH�EVSYRH���	�MR�.VIPERH���TEMR�ERH�XLI�90��ERH�EVSYRH���	�MR��[IHIR��.R��[IHIR��

there was a gentle but steady increase of their share after 2004, which is when the time series started. 

Crucially, the share of the bottom 40% has decreased considerably in Sweden, relative to that of the 

top 10%. Nevertheless, the country is still the most equal of the four and the only one where the share 

9  Registry data refers to data collected from, for example, population registers, tax registers, social security data, 
and health and education records (Jäntti et al., 2013).
10  National equivalised income is the household’s total disposable income divided by an equivalisation factor, to take 
account of the size and composition of the household, and is attributed to each household member (see chapter 2).
11  Please note the ECPH survey (1994-2001), which wasn’t yet rolled out in Sweden, was replaced by EU-SILC in 2003-
2004: hence why there is no data for 2002.
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of the bottom 40% is greater than that of the top 10%. In Spain, the top 10% has had the most stable 

income share over time. Ireland registered a small reduction in the share of the top 10% after 1995, 

though between 2015 and 2018 the share of income for the top 1% increased from 4.4% to 5.6% – similar 

to where it was in 2008. Lastly, the share of the British top 10% decreased from 27.1% in 2005 to 23.4% in 

2013 – and then increased again to 26.1% in 2018.

An alternative database, the World Inequality Database (WID)12�� GSQFMRIW� HMǯIVIRX� WSYVGIW�� WYGL� EW�

surveys, tax data, and national accounts data.13 Compiled by Thomas Piketty and colleagues, it is among 

the most prominent and large-scale attempts to document and chronicle trends in inequality across 

the world (Alvaredo et al., 2013; Blanchet et al., 2019). Figure 4 shows the concentration of income of the 

top 10% and top 1% for our four countries according to WID.

-S[IZIV�� XLI�;.)� MW�RSX�[MXLSYX� MXW�WLSVXGSQMRKW��,EPFVEMXL�ERH�-EPFEGL�,EPFVEMXL������ �������ǰRH�

that, in important cases, the WID is not consistent with other reputable sources.14 They argue that the 

anomalies might be explained by the lack of WID’s sensitivity to capture variations in income distribution 

that are due to administrative and regulatory changes in tax systems. The anomalies might also be 

caused by the use of data coming from national accounts that include income concepts other than 

survey and tax data.15 Figure 4 reveals another obscure spike: in Ireland, the top 10% share increased 

from 30.9% in 2012 to 37.5% in 2014, even though this increase is not easy to connect to economic 

developments during that period. 

Figure 4: Share of national income of top 1% and top 10% in Ireland, Spain, Sweden, UK, (1980-
2016)
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Source: World Inequality Database.

12  World Inequality Database: Home - WID https://wid.world/
13  National accounting data are those used by statistical agencies to compile metrics such as GDP.
14  For instance, it produces implausible results for France and the US. In France, according to WID, the top 10% share 
of national income has not changed since the early 1980s and its current level is below that of 1960. Meanwhile, the US 
experienced a jump in the top 1% share between 1986-1988, despite no major economic changes during the period. 
Galbraith (2018) explains that the 1986 US Tax Reform Act, aimed at broadening tax reports by top earners, is likely to 
explain the data spike.
15  According to Blanchet et al. (2019:2): “[w]e distribute the entirety of national income. This includes money that 
never explicitly shows up on anyone’s bank account, such as imputed rents or the retained earnings of corporations, 
ƺäƊ�Î°ĸ�°ÎÎńƙĸƊ�ûńŲ�°�ŷěČĸěÿÎ°ĸƊ�ŷė°Ųä�ńû�Ɗėä�ěĸÎńĴä�ŲäÎńŲÙäÙ�ěĸ�ĸ°Ɗěńĸ°ī�°ÎÎńƙĸƊŷ�°ĸÙ�ńýÎě°ī�ŝƙÅīěÎ°Ɗěńĸŷ�ńû�
macroeconomic growth.”
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For these reasons, EU-SILC was the database chosen to assess the incomes of individuals and 

households in this study. Despite the fact that data collection methodologies vary somewhat between 

countries, EU-SILC is still the most comparable dataset available. In addition, it allows for a richer 

EREP]WMW� XLEX� MRGPYHIW� ZEVMSYW� WSGMS�HIQSKVETLMG� GLEVEGXIVMWXMGW�� &GGSVHMRK� XS� *9��.1(� ǰKYVIW� MR�

2016, the top 10% includes individuals whose income (from any source) is more than €59,972 a year in 

Ireland; €36,265 in Spain; €57,519 in Sweden; and £54,095 in the UK.16 As discussed in the next chapter, 

occupations in this population include the expected professions of managers, bankers, consultants, 

and SME owners (see the chapter on Spain) as well as senior nurses, teachers, and accountants. 

Finally, though wealth inequalities are even starker than those of income and have become a prominent 

and deserving object of concern (Piketty, 2014), this report concentrates on income. The reason for 

this choice is that there is still relatively less consistent data about wealth than about income across 

the four surveyed countries. For instance, the EU-SILC datasets do not include wealth variables. The 

WID only has data on the UK. Recent data published in Ireland from the 2018 Household Finance and 

Consumption Survey17�WLS[W�XLEX�XLI�XST���	�SJ�RIX�[IEPXL�FIRIǰXXIH�JEV�QSVI�XLER�XLI�FSXXSQ���	�

(seven out of ten respondents versus one out of ten) from inheritance or substantial gifts. The wealthiest 

10% had a net wealth value greater than €835,000, whereas the bottom 10% had a net wealth value 

SJ� PIWW� XLER� ǒ�������=IX�� HIWTMXI� XLI� EZEMPEFMPMX]� SJ� XLMW� HEXE�� MX�[SYPH� LEZI� FIIR� HMǲGYPX� XS� QIEWYVI�

comparatively over time. 

Concentrating on income instead of wealth highlights the relevance of public policy and cost of living 

for economic security, even amongst households in the top decile. As indicated previously, qualifying 

for the top 10% requires lower income than might be expected. In countries such as Ireland and the UK, 

this income may not cover high costs of housing and childcare, with implications for self-identity and 

TSPMXMGW��.RZIVWIP]��EGGIWW�XS�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�ERH�E�PS[IV�GSWX�SJ�PMZMRK�QE]�LEZI�E�HMǯIVIRX�WSGMEP�ERH�

political impact on how this population sees itself and its future. 

Country comparison 
8LI�GLSMGI�SJ�GSYRXVMIW�EPPS[IH�JSV�GSQTEVMRK�XLI�MRǱYIRGI�SJ�HMǯIVIRX�[IPJEVI�VIKMQIW�ERH�IGSRSQMG�

QSHIPW��HMWXMRGXMZI�I\TIVMIRGIW�SJ�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW� MR����������ERH�GSRGIRXVEXMSR�SJ�MRGSQI�MR�XLI�

top 10% relative to the rest of the population, on self-perceptions and views on inequality. Figure 4 

MPPYWXVEXIW�MRIUYEPMX]�XVIRHW�FIJSVI�ERH�EJXIV�XLI������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW���[IHIR�MW�XLI�QSWX�IUYEP�GSYRXV]�

FYX�MXW�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRX�EJXIV�XE\�ERH�XVERWJIVW�LEW�FIIR�VMWMRK�GSRWMWXIRXP]��WYKKIWXMRK�MXW�[IPJEVI�WXEXI�MW�

not compensating at the same pace as before for mounting market inequality (Eurofound, 2017). 

The Swedish government began implementing tax and welfare reforms prior to 2008, and, of all four 

countries, Sweden experienced the least impact from them. The shift towards more conservative 

policies included tax reduction for domestic services; the partial privatisation of public services such 

as education and public care; and the abolition of wealth, inheritance, and gift taxes after 2007. These 

trends have brought a growing recognition that inequality, especially at the labour market level, is 

becoming an issue in Sweden (OECD, 2018a). 

.R�GSRXVEWX��.VIPERH�ERH��TEMR��FSXL�*YVS^SRI�GSYRXVMIW��WYǯIVIH�E�HVEQEXMG�HS[RXYVR�EJXIV�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�

GVMWMW�SJ��������ERH�MQTPIQIRXIH�WIZIVI�EYWXIVMX]�QIEWYVIW��9RIQTPS]QIRX�MR�FSXL�GSYRXVMIW�WSEVIH��

especially among the young. In Ireland, unemployment reached 16% in 2012 (30.4% among those aged 

16  Based on gross personal income from employment (cash, non-cash), self-employment, pensions, educational 
°īīńƳ°ĸÎäŷ×�°ĸÙ�ńƊėäŲ�ÅäĸäÿƊŷŢ�8ńŲ�ĴńŲä�ÙäƊ°ěīŷ×�ŷää�Îė°ŝƊäŲ�ƕŢ
17  Household Finance and Consumption Survey 2018

Inequality and the top 10% in Europe

24



15-24) and in Spain, the unemployment rate rose to over 25% and youth unemployment over 55% after 

the crisis (OECD, 2015). After 2012, though, economic growth rates recovered in both countries, and 

Ireland’s growth was one of the highest amongst OECD countries until 2020.18

8LI� 90ưW� I\TIVMIRGI� EJXIV� XLI� ������� GVMWMW�� EX� PIEWX� TEVXP]� FIGEYWI� SJ� 'VI\MX� ERH� XLI� MQTSWMXMSR� SJ�

austerity measures, led to sluggish economic growth rates and exacerbated inequality trends that 

predated the crisis. Indeed, austerity measures had such a negative impact on low-income groups 

that, in 2018, the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Professor Phillip 

&PWXSR��GSRGPYHIH�MR�LMW�WXEXIQIRX�XLEX�Ʋ?XALI�I\TIVMIRGI�SJ�XLI�9RMXIH�0MRKHSQ��IWTIGMEPP]�WMRGI�������

underscores the conclusion that poverty is a political choice. Austerity could easily have spared the 

poor, if the political will had existed to do so. Resources were available to the Treasury at the last budget 

that could have transformed the situation of millions of people living in poverty, but the political choice 

was made to fund tax cuts for the wealthy instead” (OHCHR, 2018).

+MKYVI���HIQSRWXVEXIW�XLI�HMǯIVIRX�ǰRERGMEP�MQTEGX�SJ�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�SJ��������SR�LSYWILSPHW�ERH�

income distributions across the four countries. While disposable incomes steadily grew in Sweden and 

showed some recovery in Ireland between 2005-2018, in Spain they still did not rise to pre-crisis levels 

ERH�MR�XLI�90��XLI]�ǱEXPMRIH��

Figure 5: Real gross disposable income of households per capita (index 2008)19
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Source: Eurostat.

The UK’s 2016 vote to leave the European Union, and its aftermath, have highlighted the possible 

political consequences of austerity perhaps more than any event in the other three countries. The UK 

is the most unequal country in the study after redistribution (Cribb et al.���������ERH�ǰKYVI���WLS[W�XLEX�

of all four countries, it was the only one where the risk of social exclusion, ten years after the crisis, was 

rising.

18  World Bank Data - GDP growth
19  The real gross disposable income of households per capita (index = 2008) is calculated as the unadjusted gross 
Ùěŷŝńŷ°Åīä�ěĸÎńĴä�ńû�ėńƙŷäėńīÙŷ�°ĸÙ�bńĸĚzŲńÿƊ�FĸŷƊěƊƙƊěńĸŷ��äŲƲěĸČ�BńƙŷäėńīÙŷ�şbzF�BŠ�ÙěƲěÙäÙ�Åƺ�Ɗėä�ŝŲěÎä�ÙäĀ°ƊńŲ�
şŝŲěÎä�ěĸÙäƹŠ�ńû�ėńƙŷäėńīÙ�ÿĸ°ī�ÎńĸŷƙĴŝƊěńĸ�äƹŝäĸÙěƊƙŲä�°ĸÙ�Åƺ�Ɗėä�ƊńƊ°ī�ŲäŷěÙäĸƊ�ŝńŝƙī°ƊěńĸŢ��ėäĸ�Ɗėä�ěĸÙěÎ°ƊńŲ�ěŷ�
ěĸÙäƹäÙ�ƳěƊė�Å°ŷä�ƺä°Ų�ƕǆǆì�şėƊƊŝŷÖwwÙ°Ɗ°ŢäƙŲńŝ°ŢäƙwäƙńÙŝwäĸwÙ°Ɗ°wÙ°Ɗ°ŷäƊwǆČĈƏŲdǆjĨ)8FÙ8°āėƳ°¤Î|ŠŢ
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Figure 6: Evolution of proportion of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion20
���������
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Source: Eurostat.

The rest of this report is structured as follows. The second chapter provides a comparative quantitative 

analysis of the top 10% across the four countries, focusing in particular on cost of living, especially 

housing, views on inequality, and relative position in the income distribution. The analysis attempts, 

[LIRIZIV� TSWWMFPI�� XS� HMWEKKVIKEXI� HMǯIVIRGIW�[MXLMR� XLI� XST� ��	��8LI� RI\X� JSYV� GLETXIVW� I\EQMRI�

MR�HITXL�XLI�ZMI[W�ERH�WXVYGXYVEP�TSWMXMSR�SJ�XLI�XST���	�MR�IEGL�GSYRXV]��8LI�ǰREP�GLETXIV�TVSZMHIW�

conclusions while the report’s policy implications for the provision of public services and social solidarity 

can be found in TASC (2020) ‘Policy recommendations. Inequality and the top 10% in Europe.’

20  This indicator corresponds to the sum of persons who are: at risk of poverty or severely materially deprived 
or living in households with very low work intensity (https://data.europa.eu/euodp/en/data/dataset/
ƙ`Əǆ:�ŝľd«I¤Č�FUſſjĢdŠŢ�
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A comparison of the top 10% 
of income earners in Ireland, 
Spain, Sweden, and the UK

This chapter sets the groundwork for the country-level analyses that follow and provides a more 

in-depth understanding of the top 10% of income earners as a statistical and economic category. It 

describes this population’s demographic characteristics, compares their socio-economic status 

and attitudes towards economic inequality with the rest of the population, and examines how these 

GLERKIH� MR� XLI� HIGEHI� EJXIV� XLI� ǰRERGMEP� GVMWMW� EGVSWW� XLI� JSYV� WYVZI]IH� GSYRXVMIW�� 8S� EGLMIZI� XLI�

above, this chapter relies mostly on available statistical data from European and international sources, 

both from registries and surveys. 

8LI� ǰVWX� WIGXMSR� GPEVMǰIW� [LEX� XLI� XST� ��	� VITVIWIRXW� EW� ER� IGSRSQMG� GEXIKSV]�� MRGPYHMRK� VIPIZERX�

HIǰRMXMSRW�SJ�MRGSQI��EW�[IPP�EW�XLI�TSXIRXMEP�ERH�PMQMXEXMSRW�SJ�XLI�HEXE��8LMW�MW�JSPPS[IH�F]�E�WIGXMSR�

that elaborates on the cost of living and housing situation of this population, and their self-reported 

capacity to make ends meet. This chapter continues by exploring data on their socio-demographic 

TVSǰPI��XLIMV�EWWIXW��ERH�XLI�IZSPYXMSR�SJ�XLIWI�GLEVEGXIVMWXMGW�SZIV�XMQI��8LI�ǰREP�WIGXMSR�SJ�XLI�GLETXIV�

explores opinion survey data on views regarding meritocracy, redistribution, and trust and participation 

in the political system.

Identifying the top 10%
.R�HIǰRMRK�XLI�XST���	��XLI�VITSVX�JSGYWIW�SR�MRHMZMHYEPWư�ERRYEP�MRGSQIW�VEXLIV�XLER�IEVRMRKW�XLEX�MW��

income sources beyond labour market participation) and makes limited, explicit references to earnings 

whenever needed. Yet, for the most part, this chapter utilises household income data; particularly 

equivalised disposable income, which is adjusted for the size and composition of households. A 

LSYWILSPH�[MXL� E� WMRKPI� IEVRIV� LEW� E� HMǯIVIRX� IUYMZEPMWIH� MRGSQI� XS� XLEX� SJ� E� TVMQEV]� FVIEH[MRRIV�

with children whose partner does not work, even if nominally both earn the same. For that reason, 

most research on inequality favours the household level, which gives a better indication of the income 

distribution of the whole population, including those outside the workforce (UNECE, 2011).

Accounting for the challenges of measuring income

8LI�GLETXIV�VIPMIW�SR�HMǯIVIRX�JSVQW�SJ�HEXE�JSV�FSXL�TVEGXMGEP�ERH�WYFWXERXMZI�VIEWSRW��,VSWW�TIVWSREP�

MRGSQI�EPPS[W�JSV�ER�IEWMIV�MHIRXMǰGEXMSR�ERH�VIGVYMXQIRX�SJ�XLI�WEQTPI�JSV�XLI�UYEPMXEXMZI�GSQTSRIRX�

of this research. Personal income data also help in the characterisation of top-income earners with 

regards to individual characteristics such as age, gender, occupation, and educational level. This 

data is available in a primary source for the analysis presented here, or the EU Survey of Income and 

1MZMRK� (SRHMXMSRW� *9��.1(��� 2SVI� WTIGMǰGEPP]�� XLI� EREP]WMW� GSRWXVYGXW� E� ZEVMEFPI� JSV� MRHMZMHYEPW� XLEX�

includes all sources of income considered by EU-SILC: cash and non-cash (e.g., bonuses) income 

JVSQ� IQTPS]QIRX� ERH� WIPJ�IQTPS]QIRX�� TIRWMSRW�� FIRIǰXW� I�K��� YRIQTPS]QIRX�� SPH� EKI�� WYVZMZSV��

WMGORIWW��HMWEFMPMX]���ERH�IHYGEXMSREP�EPPS[ERGIW�?WII�XEFPI��A��8LMW�HIǰRMXMSR�LEW�XLI�EHZERXEKI�SJ�FIMRK�

more representative of the whole population than including earnings exclusively from labour market 
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TEVXMGMTEXMSR�� 3IZIVXLIPIWW�� JSV� VIJIVIRGI� ERH� XS� LMKLPMKLX� HMǯIVIRGIW� MR� WSQI� EWTIGXW� SJ� XLI� WXEXI�

welfare provision in these countries, table 2 includes decile earnings thresholds for the workforce.

The analysis of household income largely relies on an equivalised disposable income variable [table 

�A�21� -S[IZIV�� JSV� WSQI� QIEWYVIW�� WYGL� EW� XS� KEYKI� XLI� IǯIGX� SJ� XE\EXMSR�� XSXEP� LSYWILSPH� RIX� ERH�

gross income are also considered. EU-SILC household income variables comprise the sum of all 

income sources of household members, plus two items that are absent in individual-level data: rental 

MRGSQI�JVSQ�TVSTIVX]�SV�PERH��ERH�TVSǰXW�JVSQ�GETMXEP��MRXIVIWXW��ERH�HMZMHIRHW��8LIWI�PEWX�QIEWYVIW�

are particularly important for the top 10%, both because they are more likely to earn income from 

these items than the rest of the population, and because they could be considered proxies for wealth. 

However, these variables only report yearly income derived from wealth and capital rather than its 

SZIVEPP�ZSPYQI�JSV�MRWXERGI��S[RIVWLMT�SJ�ǰ\IH�EWWIXW�[SYPH�RSX�FI�HIXIGXIH���+YVXLIVQSVI��ZEVMEFPIW�

such as housing costs, type of tenancy, and self-reported ability to make ends meet22 are collected in 

EU-SILC only at a household level. As such, although the top 10% of individual income earners and the 

top 10% of households do not necessarily overlap, due to limitations of the data, and in the interest of 

covering some crucial household-level variables, the analysis uses both individual and household data.

.X�MW�EPWS�[SVXL�FIEVMRK�MR�QMRH�E�RYQFIV�SJ�GLEVEGXIVMWXMGW�SJ�*9��.1(�HEXE�XLEX�MRǱYIRGI�XLI�HMWGYWWMSR�

presented in the report. Firstly, the survey is ‘output’ rather than ‘input’-harmonised, which means that 

HEXE� JVSQ� HMǯIVIRX� GSYRXVMIW� QE]� VIJIV� XS� HMǯIVIRX� MRWXMXYXMSREP� VIEPMXMIW�� +SV� MRWXERGI�� HMǯIVIRX� X]TIW�

SJ�XE\IW�QMKLX�FI�GPEWWMǰIH�YRHIV�XLI�WEQI�VYFVMG��-SYWMRK�XE\IW��JSV�I\EQTPI��[LIXLIV� MR�XLI�JSVQ�

of land-value tax or stamp duties, are only reported as a total annual number associated with each 

LSYWILSPH�� �IGSRHP]�� *9��.1(� IQTPS]W� HMǯIVIRX� WSYVGIW� ERH� QIXLSHSPSKMIW� MR� XLI� HEXE�KEXLIVMRK�

process. That is, some countries employ tax register data to complement the survey or they gather 

data for income directly during the survey process. Spain and Sweden rely on the former while the UK 

and Ireland on the latter. This has an impact on the number of respondents a survey considers and this 

impact is notable in the contrast between the sample sizes of Spain and Ireland.23 

-MKLPMKLXMRK� XLMW� HMǯIVIRGI� MR� QIXLSHSPSK]� MW� MQTSVXERX� FIGEYWI� XLI� TVSZIRERGI� SJ� HEXE� QE]� LEZI�

MQTSVXERX�IǯIGXW�SR�XLI�EREP]WMW�SJ�XST�MRGSQIW��EW�MX�MW�PMOIP]�XLEX�WYVZI]W�YRHIVIWXMQEXI�MRGSQIW�EX�XLI�

top of the distribution (Atkinson, 2007). This especially applies to Ireland, which means that inequalities 

at the top might be even starker than they appear in the data (see Jäntti et al., 2013). Other factors to 

consider in assessing the data quality on incomes at the top include under-reporting, possible non-

response bias, the fact that company earnings are not included, and the use of investment vehicles and 

other forms of wealth management (Higgins et al., 2018).

How much does the 10% earn in the four countries? 

With these caveats in mind, the income thresholds for the four countries are found in the data presented, 

EPSRK� [MXL� XLI� TIVGIRXEKI� SJ� XLI� WEQTPI� VIGIMZMRK� MRGSQI�� YRHIV� IEGL� SJ� XLI� XLVII� HIǰRMXMSRW� SJ�

MRGSQI��KVSWW�TIVWSREP� MRGSQI�JVSQ�IQTPS]QIRX�ERH�SXLIV�WSYVGIW�I�K���TIRWMSRW��FIRIǰXW� �KVSWW�

personal earnings from employment; and equivalised household disposable income. 

21� ��ėěŷ�ŲäŝńŲƊ�ƙŷäŷ�Ɗėä�j)�%ĚĴńÙěÿäÙ�ŷÎ°īä�ûńŲ�ěĸÎńĴä�äŦƙěƲ°īěŷ°Ɗěńĸ×�ƳėěÎė�ěŷ�Ɗėä�ńĸä�äĴŝīńƺäÙ�Åƺ�)ƙŲńŷƊ°Ɗ�şj)�%×�
2015). This measure is calculated by dividing the total disposable income of a household by a number estimated in the 
ûńīīńƳěĸČ�Ƴ°ƺÖ�Ɗėä�ÿŲŷƊ�°ÙƙīƊ�şōĈ�ƺä°Ųŷ�ńīÙ�°ĸÙ�ńƲäŲŠ�ěĸ�Ɗėä�ėńƙŷäėńīÙ�ěŷ�ƳäěČėƊäÙ�°ŷ�ō×�°ĸƺ�ŷƙÅŷäŦƙäĸƊ�°ÙƙīƊ�°ŷ�ǆŢā×�°ĸÙ�
any child (13 years old and under) is counted as 0.3. So, for instance, a household of two adults and one child (1.8) would 
need a disposable income of €72,000 to qualify for the top 10% if the relevant threshold is €40,000.
22  EU-SILC measures this variable through a self-reported, subjective measure – directly asking respondents how 
ÙěýÎƙīƊ�Ɗėäƺ�ÿĸÙ�ěƊ�Ɗń�Ĵ°Ĩä�äĸÙŷ�ĴääƊ�ƳěƊėěĸ�°�ŷÎ°īäŢ��ń�Åä�ŷƙŲä×�ŮĴ°ĨěĸČ�äĸÙŷ�ĴääƊŰ�ĴěČėƊ�Ĵä°ĸ�ƲäŲƺ�ÙěüäŲäĸƊ�ƊėěĸČŷ�
Ɗń�ėńƙŷäėńīÙŷ�ěĸ�ÙěüäŲäĸƊ�ŝ°ŲƊŷ�ńû�Ɗėä�ěĸÎńĴä�ÙěŷƊŲěÅƙƊěńĸŢ
23  In 2016, Ireland had 10,180 individual and 5,219 household respondents; respectively; Spain had 30,688 and 14,240; 
Sweden had 11,227 and 5,787; and the UK had 17,645 and 9,711.
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The tables reveal the relevant dispersion ratios24 between the median and the top 10%, and the top 10% 

and the top 1%. These ratios, or the relationship between income thresholds, provide especially useful 

and stark indications of the extent of income, earnings, and household inequality between the top 10% 

and the bottom half, and between the top 1% and the top 10%. 

Table 1: Gross personal income from employment (cash, non-cash), self-employment, pensions, 
HGXFDWLRQDO�DOORZDQFHV��DQG�RWKHU�EHQH¿WV

.VIPERH �TEMR �[IHIR 90

% sample above zero 84.5 83 96.7 83.8

Mean €29,584.82 €18,051.04 €32,740.62 £27,913.98

Median €19,728.43 €13,602.45 €29,449.40 £20,200

Top 10% threshold €59,972.44 €36,265.58 €57,519.16 £54,095

Top 6% threshold €73,166.00 €42,651.77 €68,546.43 £67,350

Top 3% threshold €96,076.23 €54,264.35 €84,703.32 £90,627

Top 1% threshold €159,291.29 €78,693.59 €120,278.37 £146,850

������VEXMS 3.03 2.67 1.95 2.68

������VEXMS 2.65 2.17 2.09 2.71

Source: EU-SILC, 2016.25

Table 2: Gross personal earnings from employment (cash, non-cash) and self-employment 

.VIPERH �TEMR �[IHIR 90

% sample above zero 50.3 55.8 72.5 54.7

Mean €36,098.51 €18,523.69 €32,456.23 £33,079.2

Median €27,216.39 €14,339.80 €31,402.90 £25,150

Top 10% threshold €69,511.01 €39,112.28 €59,926.11 £60,950

Top 6% threshold €85,582.11 €46,025.42 €70,983.34 £75,473

Top 3% threshold €113,955.88 €58,878.57 €88,348.50 £103,861.5

Top 1% threshold €189,701.69 €84,069.85 €123,165.31 £169,569

������VEXMS 2.56 2.73 1.91 2.42

������VEXMS 2.73 2.15 2.06 2.78

Source: EU-SILC, 2016.26

24� �%ěŷŝäŲŷěńĸ�Ų°Ɗěńŷ�°Ųä�°�ÎńĴĴńĸ�Ƴ°ƺ�ńû�Ĵä°ŷƙŲěĸČ�ěĸäŦƙ°īěƊƺŢ��ėäƺ�ŝŲńƲěÙä�°�ÎńĴŝ°Ųěŷńĸ�ÅäƊƳääĸ�ÙěüäŲäĸƊ�
positions in the income distribution. For instance, the 90/10 ratio compares the incomes of the top and bottom deciles, 
and the 90/50 of those of the top decile and the median.
25� ��ƙĴ�ńû�)�Ě�FX��Ʋ°Ųě°ÅīäŷÖ�z¤ǆōǆ:×�z¤ǆƕǆ:×�z¤ǆāǆ:×�z¤ǆìǆ:×�z¤ǆľǆ:×�z¤ōǆǆ:×�z¤ōōǆ:×�z¤ōƕǆ:×�z¤ōƏǆ:×�°ĸÙ�
z¤ōĈǆ:Ţ�Fĸ�ƕǆōƄ×�ńĸ�)�Ě�FX�×�Ɗėä�ÎńĸƲäŲŷěńĸ�û°ÎƊńŲ�ÅäƊƳääĸ�ÎƙŲŲäĸÎěäŷ�Ƴ°ŷ�7ō�ö�ƉǆŢìōľĈìŢ
26� ��ƙĴ�ńû�)�Ě�FX��Ʋ°Ųě°ÅīäŷÖ�z¤ǆōǆ:×�z¤ǆƕǆ:×�°ĸÙ�z¤ǆāǆ:Ţ
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Table 3: Equivalised disposable household income weighted by family size 

.VIPERH �TEMR �[IHIR 90

% sample above zero 99.8 99.5 99.7 99.2

Mean €24,942.32 €16,787.27 €28,979.78 £24,037.92

Median €20,707.39 €14,454.65 €26,690.09 £20,300

Top 10% threshold €41,881.59 €29,496.20 €44,944.20 £40,350

Top 6% threshold €48,518.05 €34,303.69 €50,285.23 £47,000

Top 3% threshold €60,839.93 €41,555.96 €58,756.97 £56,905

Top 1% threshold €87,355 €56,021.62 €76,391.09 £80,800

������VEXMS� 2.02 2.04 1.68 1.99

������VEXMS 2.08 1.90 1.71 2.00

Source: EU-SILC, 2016.27

The data provides a clear illustration of inequality within the overall population, and even within the top 

decile (between the top 1% and the remaining 9%). The dispersion ratios across the four countries (the 

FSXXSQ�X[S�VS[W�MR�IEGL�XEFPI��FIX[IIR�XLI�XLVIWLSPHW�JSV�XLI�XST���	�ERH�XLI�XST��	�������VEXMS��

indicate an important level of inequality within this segment, which is a common theme throughout 

the interviews analysed in the country-level chapters. In other words, in all countries, and by most 

measures, those just in the top 1% earn twice, and sometimes nearly three times, more than those 

just above the top 10% threshold. Indeed, as will be seen throughout these chapters, qualifying for 

the top decile of income earners does not necessarily guarantee economic security, especially in the 

long term. Indeed, a recent Eurostat report, which also uses EU-SILC data (Törmälehto, 2017), argues 

XLEX�UYEPMJ]MRK�JSV�VIPEXMZI�HIǰRMXMSRW�SJ�EǳYIRGI�GER�EVKYEFP]�FI�MRWYǲGMIRX�XS�HIǰRI�E�LSYWILSPH�EW�

ƯEǳYIRXư�MR�TVEGXMGI��8LMW�ETTPMIW�FSXL�MJ�VIPEXMZI�EǳYIRGI�MW�HIǰRIH�MR�XIVQW�SJ�HIGMPIW��EW�YWIH�LIVI��

SV�EW�E�TIVGIRXEKI�SJ�XLI�QIHMER�[EKI�I�K������	���2IQFIVW�SJ�LSYWILSPHW�XLEX�UYEPMJ]�EW�EǳYIRX�F]�

WYGL�HIǰRMXMSRW�QE]�MR�JEGX�WXMPP�HIGPEVI�JEGMRK�HMǲGYPXMIW�MR�QEOMRK�IRHW�QIIX��E�GSRWMWXIRX�XLIQI�MR�

the report’s four case studies, especially in Ireland.

�ėäƈŲńīäƈńûƈƊ°ƹäŷ×ƈÅäĸäÿƊŷ×ƈ°ĸÙƈä°ŲĸěĸČŷƈěĸƈÎńĸŷƊěƊƙƊěĸČƈƊėäƈƊńŝƈōǆš

8LI�HMǯIVIRGIW�FIX[IIR�IEGL�WIX�SJ�HEXE�MR�XIVQW�SJ�MRGSQI�XLVIWLSPHW�ERH�VEXMSW�EVI�XIPPMRK�SJ�XLI�

societies they represent. For instance, the proportion of the survey sample who receive any item of 

personal income and earnings is noticeably higher in Sweden (see table 1). This phenomenon could 

be explained by the historical breadth and reach of its welfare state provision. For all the countries, the 

XLVIWLSPHW�XS�UYEPMJ]�JSV�XLI�XST���	�MR�IEVRMRKW�?XEFPI��A�XIRH�XS�FI�LMKLIV�XLER�XLSWI�XLEX�GSRWMHIV�

EPP�WSYVGIW�SJ�TIVWSREP�MRGSQI�?XEFPI��A��FYX�TEVXMGYPEVP]�MR�.VIPERH�ERH�XLI�90��8LI�HMWTEVMX]�FIX[IIR�

income and earnings in those two countries, especially in contrast to Sweden, reinforces the role of 

FIRIǰXW�ERH�SXLIV�WSYVGIW�SJ�MRGSQI�MR�KIRIVEXMRK�KVIEXIV�IUYEPMX]�ERH��MRZIVWIP]��LS[�QYGL�TSPMG]�

VIPMERGI� SR� MRGSQI� VIHMWXVMFYXMSR� XLVSYKL� XE\EXMSR� IWTIGMEPP]� MR� .VIPERH��� ZIVWYW� FIRIǰXW�� GER� HVMZI�

inequality. Ireland has one of the highest levels of pre-tax inequality in the OECD, with the UK and 

Spain not far behind. However, after taxes and transfers, Ireland is the second least unequal of the 

four countries (only behind Sweden), while the UK and Spain have considerably higher after-tax Gini 

GSIǲGMIRXW��

27� �)�Ě�FX��Ʋ°Ųě°ÅīäÖ�B¢ǆľǆ×�ƳėěÎė�äŦƙ°īŷ�şB¤ǆƕǆÂB¤ǆƕāŠwB¢ǆāǆŢ�zīä°ŷä�°īŷń�ĸńƊä�Ɗė°Ɗ�Ɗėä�ī°ƊäŷƊ�°Ʋ°ěī°Åīä�j)�%�
data reports the following 90/50 ratios: Ireland: 1.94, Spain: 1.94; Sweden: 1.67; UK: 1.8. These are, with the exception of 
Sweden, slightly higher than the ratios resulting from EU-SILC.
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8S�JYVXLIV�I\TPSVI�XLI�WTIGMǰG�IǯIGXW�SJ�XE\EXMSR�SR�XLI�MRGSQIW�SJ�XLI�XST���	��XEFPI���WLS[GEWIW�XLI�

HMǯIVIRGI�FIX[IIR�RIX�ERH�KVSWW�LSYWILSPH�MRGSQI�RIX�MRGSQI�EW�E�TVSTSVXMSR�SJ�KVSWW�MRGSQI �MR�

SXLIV�[SVHW��XLI�PS[IV�XLI�TIVGIRXEKI��XLI�LMKLIV�XLI�XE\�FYVHIR���8LI�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRXW�4*()��PMWXIH�

FIPS[�EVI�FIJSVI�ERH�EJXIV�XE\�?XEFPI��A��

By this measure, all four countries have taxation systems that are more or less progressive, inasmuch as 

a larger percentage of gross income is taxed at the top of the distribution. Nevertheless, this proportion 

is larger in Sweden. By comparison, Spain and the UK, only slightly less unequal than Ireland before 

redistribution, have relatively light-touch levels of taxation, especially at the very top. Indeed, those 

X[S�GSYRXVMIW�LEZI�XLI�PEVKIWX�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRXW�EJXIV�XE\��.R�GSRXVEWX��.VIPERH��XLSYKL�LEZMRK�XLI�LMKLIWX�

level of labour market inequality in our sample, has a noticeably more progressive tax and transfers 

W]WXIQ��8LMW�MW�TEVXP]�HYI�XS�XLI�WTIGMǰGMXMIW�SJ�XLI�.VMWL�MRGSQI�XE\�ERH�XVERWJIVW�W]WXIQ��[LMGL�[MPP�FI�

covered in the corresponding chapter. That system explains why, according to the Economic and Social 

7IWIEVGL�.RWXMXYXI�*�7.���.VIPERH�LEW�XLI�PEVKIWX�HMǯIVIRGI�FIX[IIR�KVSWW�ERH�HMWTSWEFPI�EJXIV�XE\�ERH�

XVERWJIVW��,MRM�GSIǲGMIRXW�EQSRK�E�PMWX�SJ�XLMVX]�*YVSTIER�GSYRXVMIW�� .R�XLEX�WEQI�PMWX���[IHIR�MW���th, 

Spain 18th, and the UK 22nd (ESRI, 2020; see also Verbist and Figari, 2014).

Table 4: Net household income as percentage of gross household income 

.VIPERH �TEMR �[IHIR 90

Mean 80.0% 83.4% 72.8% 78.1%

Median 91.5% 88.1% 75.8% 86.5%

Top 10% threshold 73.7% 80.2% 70.3% 73.6%

Top 6% threshold 70.8% 78.9% 67.9% 72.5%

Top 3% threshold 65.6% 75.8% 65.1% 69.3%

Top 1% threshold 64.2% 73.2% 61.8% 64.4%

Gini (before tax) 0.545 0.525 0.432 0.520

Gini (after tax) 0.297 0.345 0.278 0.360

)MǯIVIRGI�MR�,MRM 0.248 0.180 0.154 0.160

Source: EU-SILC, 2016, OECD.28

The relative economic security of the top 10% 

Even considering the relatively higher level of taxation of the top 10%, the perception of economic 

comfort among this segment in relation to its disposable income is markedly greater than that of the 

VIWX� SJ� XLI� TSTYPEXMSR�� 8LI� ǰKYVIW� TVIWIRXIH� MPPYWXVEXI� XLMW� TSMRX�� 8LI� ǰVWX� MW� E� WIX� SJ� KVETLW� SR� XLI�

VITSVXIH�EFMPMX]�XS�QEOI�IRHW�QIIX�JVSQ�XLI�JSYV�GSYRXVMIW�F]�HIGMPI�?ǰKYVI��A��8LI�WIGSRH�GSQTEVIW�

the minimum perceived monthly income required by a household to make ends meet (average per 

HIGMPI��[MXL�XLI�EZIVEKI�QSRXLP]�RIX�MRGSQI�TIV�HIGMPI�?ǰKYVI��A��

&X�XLI�WEQI�XMQI��XLI�ǰVWX�KVSYT�SJ�KVETLW�WLS[W�XLEX�E�RYQFIV�SJ�VIWTSRHIRXW�[MXLMR�XLMW�WIKQIRX�

HIGPEVI� LEZMRK� WSQI� HMǲGYPX]� MR� QEOMRK� IRHW� QIIX� REQIP]�� XS� TE]� JSV� XLIMV� YWYEP� RIGIWWEV]�

expenses).29�8LMW�MW�RSXEFP]�XLI�GEWI�MR�.VIPERH��[LIVI���	�SJ�VIWTSRHIRXW�HIGPEVIH�HMǲGYPX]��&W�WLS[R�

28� �)�Ě�FX�×�ƕǆōƄž�B¤ǆƕǆwB¤ǆōǆ×�j)�%�şƕǆōƄ�ńŲ�ī°ƊäŷƊ�°Ʋ°ěī°ÅīäŠŢ
29  What ‘making ends meet’ might mean varies across the distribution, and most households face some type of 
äÎńĸńĴěÎ�ÙěýÎƙīƊƺŢ��ń�äƹ°Ĵěĸä�Ɗėěŷ�Ʋ°Ųě°Åīä×�°�)�Ě�FX��ŦƙäŷƊěńĸ�Ƴ°ŷ�ƙŷäÙ×�Ɗėä�ƳńŲÙěĸČ�ńû�ƳėěÎė�ěŷ�°ŷ�ûńīīńƳŷÖ�Ůd�
ėńƙŷäėńīÙ�Ĵ°ƺ�ė°Ʋä�ÙěüäŲäĸƊ�ŷńƙŲÎäŷ�ńû�ěĸÎńĴä�°ĸÙ�ĴńŲä�Ɗė°ĸ�ńĸä�ėńƙŷäėńīÙ�ĴäĴÅäŲ�Ĵ°ƺ�ÎńĸƊŲěÅƙƊä�Ɗń�ěƊŢ��ėěĸĨěĸČ�
of your household’s total income, is your household able to make ends meet, namely, to pay for its usual necessary 
expenses?’
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MR�XLI�JSPPS[MRK�GLETXIVW��XLMW�ǰRHMRK�GLMQIW�[MXL�XLI�TIGYPMEV�TSWMXMSR�SJ�XLI�XST���	�MR�.VIPERH��[LIVI�

economic strains associated with the high cost of living, such as the housing market, and lower provision 

SJ�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW��EǯIGX�IZIR�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW��(SRZIVWIP]��EGVSWW�EPP�HIGMPIW�ERH�IWTIGMEPP]�XLI�

LMKLIWX���[IHMWL�LSYWILSPHW�WIIQ�XS�ǰRH�PIWW�HMǲGYPX]�MR�QEOMRK�IRHW�QIIX��4RP]��	�SJ�XLI�XST���	�

WXEXIH�XLEX�XLI]�JEGI�HMǲGYPXMIW��8LMW�ǰRHMRK�GSVVIWTSRHW�[MXL�8½VQªPILXSưW����������GSRGPYWMSR�XLEX�

EǳYIRX�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�MR��[IHIR�EVI�XLI�PIEWX�PMOIP]�MR�*YVSTI�XS�JEGI�IGSRSQMG�HMǲGYPX]�SV�MRWIGYVMX]�

Figure 2 compares the declared monthly minimum income needed to make ends meet as a percentage 

of total net monthly income per household. Less than 100% means that a household’s income is less 

XLER�XLI]�HIGPEVI�XLI]�RIIH�XS�KIX�F]��8LI�ǰKYVI�WLS[W�XLEX��EGVSWW�XLI�JSYV�GSYRXVMIW��XLI�X[S�TSSVIWX�

deciles make close to, or less than, their declared bare minimum, and the top two deciles earn at least 

X[MGI�XLEX�ǰKYVI��8LSYKL�MX�MW�XS�FI�I\TIGXIH�XLEX�XLMW�TIVGIRXEKI�[MPP�MRGVIEWI�[MXL�MRGSQI��MX�MW�[SVXL�

pointing out that this declared minimum is subjective and also tends to increase along the income 

distribution. To illustrate, the reported minimum is, on average, €1,206 for the lowest decile and €4,130 

for the top decile in Ireland; €1,337 and €3,034 for Spain; €1,206 and €2,875 in Sweden; and £960 and 

£3,163 in the UK. 

The gaps between declared minimum incomes necessary to get by and net earnings across deciles 

WYKKIWX�ǰRERGMEP�WXVYKKPI�JSV�PS[�MRGSQI�LSYWILSPHW�ERH�VIPEXMZI�GSQJSVX�JSV�XLI�XST���	��8LI�EZIVEKI�

RIX�QSRXLP]�MRGSQI�HMǯIVIRXMEPW�JSV�XLI�XST�ERH�FSXXSQ�HIGMPIW�MR�.VIPERH�EVI�ǒ����ZIVWYW�ǒ����� �ǒ����

and €9,788 for Spain; €1,023 and €9,094 for Sweden; and £639 and £8,342 for the UK. The perception 

SJ�GSQJSVX�JSV�XLI�XST���	��[LIR�GSQTEVIH�[MXL�XLI�VIWX�SJ�XLI�TSTYPEXMSR�EPWS�HMǯIVW�EGVSWW�GSYRXVMIW��

Sweden, expectedly, is the most equal in terms of the extent of the population across the distribution 

who declare facing little duress in making ends meet, whereas the UK and Ireland are the most unequal. 

)LJXUH����5HSRUWHG�GLI¿FXOW\�WR�PDNH�HQGV�PHHW�SHU�KRXVHKROG�GHFLOH��WRS�����GDUN�EOXH�
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Figure 2: Ratio between mean declared minimum to make ends meet and actual net monthly 
income per household decile 
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Source: EU-SILC, 2016.

Housing in particular can weigh on perception of economic (dis)comfort. The set of graphs below show 

XLI�HIGPEVIH�FYVHIR�SJ�LSYWMRK�GSWXW�TIV�HIGMPI�?ǰKYVI��A��-IVI�EKEMR��EW�[MXL�QIEWYVIW�SJ�IGSRSQMG�

security, households in Ireland seem to be particularly burdened when compared with those in other 

countries. Meanwhile, Spain has a slight increase at the top in the feeling of burden the higher an 

individual goes in the distribution, though very few declared no burden at all. Swedish households still 

WIIQ�XS�ǰRH�MX�IEWMIV�XS�QIIX�LSYWMRK�GSWXW��IZIR�EX�XLI�PS[IWX�HIGMPIW��[LMPI�MR�XLI�90�XLI�HMWXERGI�

FIX[IIR�XLI�XST�HIGMPI�ERH�XLI�VIWX��F]�XLMW�QIEWYVI��MW�IWTIGMEPP]�WXEVO��+SV�VIJIVIRGI��ǰKYVI���WLS[W�

XLEX�LSYWMRK�GSWXW�HS�RSX� MRGVIEWI�EX�XLI�WEQI�VEXI�EW� MRGSQI�� .X� MW�[SVXL�RSXMRK�XLEX�ƲXLIWI�ǰKYVIW�

include under the same rubric housing costs” regardless of tenancy. For that reason, there is information 

SR�XLI�X]TI�SJ�XIRERG]�TIV�LSYWILSPH�MRGSQI�HIGMPI�MR�ǰKYVI���

Figure 3: Perceived burden of housing cost per household decile
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Figure 4: Total average monthly housing cost per household decile and segment of top decile
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Figure 5: Type of tenancy per household decile������(�������%
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The graphs demonstrate three key aspects of inequality. Expectedly, the burden of housing tends to 

be lower at the top decile. Though housing costs tend to be highest at the top, the increase is not as 

WLEVT�EW�MRGSQI�HMǯIVIRXMEPW��2SVISZIV��XLI�HMWXVMFYXMSR�SJ�XLSWI�S[RMRK�XLIMV�TVSTIVX]�SYXVMKLX�WIIQW��

interestingly, not to be correlated with income, and in Ireland in particular, members of the top decile 

are less likely than the rest to own a home. On the other hand, with the partial exception of Spain, where 

outright ownership is high when compared to the other three countries, the possession of a mortgage 

tends to align strongly with income. 
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Finally, besides perceptions of cost of living expenses and housing, childcare costs also indicate 

potential economic insecurity amongst the top 10%. According to OECD data for 2019,30 net childcare 

costs (for a family of two adults earning the average wage, and two children) as a percentage of total 

LSYWILSPH�MRGSQI�MRGPYHMRK�GLMPHGEVI�FIRIǰXW��EVI���	�JSV�.VIPERH���	�JSV��TEMR���	�JSV��[IHIR��ERH�

28% for the UK. The costs in Ireland and the UK are noticeably higher than in Spain and Sweden; indeed, 

the UK’s childcare costs are the highest in the OECD. This may partly explain both the larger number 

SJ� LSYWILSPHW� GPEMQMRK� IGSRSQMG� HMǲGYPXMIW� ERH� XLI� JEGX� XLEX� XLMW� TIVGITXMSR� I\MWXW� IZIR� EQSRKWX�

households in the top decile in these two countries.

How the top 10% has changed 
8LI�WSGMEP�ERH�IGSRSQMG�TSWMXMSR�SJ�XLI�XST���	�MW�RSX�WXEXMG��.X�ǱYGXYEXIW�[MXL�IGSRSQMG�IZIRXW�ERH�

policies, notably in relation to tax, but also with reforms to education, health, and the job market. 

Change in equivalised household disposable income between 2007-2016 for the top 10% compared 

XS�XLI�QIER�ERH�QIHMER�SJ�XLI�TSTYPEXMSR��MW�WLS[R�MR�XLI�KVETLW�TVIWIRXIH�?ǰKYVI��A� 8LI�ǰKYVI�EPWS�

shows comparative variation in the top 10% and top 1% thresholds during the same time period. With 

the caveat that the 1% threshold is, given its lower sample size, more likely to be volatile, the graphs 

support the idea that the top deciles tend to be susceptible, as do other groups, to downturns and 

recoveries (Roine et al., 2009; OECD, 2017). At a household level, the amount earned by the top 10% has 

RSX�GLERKIH�EX�E�TEVXMGYPEVP]�HMǯIVIRX�VEXI�XS�XLEX�SJ�XLI�QMHHPI�SJ�XLI�HMWXVMFYXMSR��-S[IZIV��XLIVI�MW�E�

RSXMGIEFPI�HMWXERGI�FIX[IIR�XLI��	�SJ�LSYWILSPHW�ERH�XLI�VIWX�SJ�WSGMIX]��MR�PMRI�[MXL�XLI�������VEXMS�

covered above. 

The graphs also provide a good indication of the evolution of income in the four countries since the 

GVMWMW��REQIP]�LS[�XLI�XST�MRGSQI�KVSYTW�LEZI�FIIR�EǯIGXIH�F]�IGSRSQMG�VIGSZIV]��&W��[IHIR�HMH�RSX�

I\TIVMIRGI�XLI�WEQI�IGSRSQMG�WLSGO�HYVMRK�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW���������EW�XLI�SXLIV�GSYRXVMIW��MRGSQI�

ǰKYVIW�LEH�E�WPMKLX�HMT�MR������ǰRERGMEP�]IEV�������FYX�FSYRGIH�FEGO�UYMGOP]�ERH�LEZI�GSRXMRYIH�XS�

grow since 2011. However, as will be discussed in the chapter on Sweden, the distance between the 

top of the distribution and the rest of society is growing larger, in line with other measures that speak 

of growing inequality. In Ireland, since 2015 in particular, income growth during the economic recovery 

LEW�FIIR�IWTIGMEPP]�RSXMGIEFPI�EX�XLI�XST�� .R��TEMR�� MRGSQI�KVS[XL�LEW�ǱEXPMRIH�IZIR�MJ�,)5�KVS[XL�

rates have recovered. The data on the UK precedes the Brexit vote, after which growth rates – not 

WMKRMǰGERXP]�WXVSRK�FIJSVI�XLI�ZSXI�ƭ�[IEOIRIH�EW�MRGSQI�JSV�QSWX�LEW�VIQEMRIH�VIPEXMZIP]�WXEKRERX�

30� ��ėä�j)�%�Ĵä°ŷƙŲäŷ�ĸäƊ�ÎėěīÙÎ°Ųä�ÎńŷƊŷ�ŭƙŷěĸČ�ûƙīīĚƊěĴä�ÎäĸƊŲäĚÅ°ŷäÙ�ÎėěīÙÎ°Ųä×�°ûƊäŲ�°ĸƺ�ÅäĸäÿƊŷ�ÙäŷěČĸäÙ�
Ɗń�ŲäÙƙÎä�Ɗėä�ČŲńŷŷ�ÎėěīÙÎ°Ųä�ûääŷŢ��ėěīÙÎ°Ųä�ÅäĸäÿƊŷ�Î°ĸ�Åä�ŲäÎäěƲäÙ�ěĸ�Ɗėä�ûńŲĴ�ńû�ÎėěīÙÎ°Ųä�°īīńƳ°ĸÎäŷ×�Ɗ°ƹ�
ÎńĸÎäŷŷěńĸŷ×�ûää�ŲäÅ°Ɗäŷ�°ĸÙ�ěĸÎŲä°ŷäŷ�ěĸ�ńƊėäŲ�ÅäĸäÿƊ�äĸƊěƊīäĴäĸƊŷŢ�bäƊ�ÎėěīÙÎ°Ųä�ÎńŷƊŷ�°Ųä�Î°īÎƙī°ƊäÙ�ûńŲ�ÅńƊė�
couples and lone parents assuming two children aged 2 and 3. For couples, one parent earns 67% of the average wage 
ƳėäŲä°ŷ�Ɗėä�ńƊėäŲ�ä°Ųĸŷ�äěƊėäŲ�ĴěĸěĴƙĴ�Ƴ°Čä×�Ƅſš�ńŲ�ōǆǆš�ńû�Ɗėä�°ƲäŲ°Čä�Ƴ°Čäů�ş�ää�j)�%×�ƕǆƕǆŠŢ
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Figure 6: Evolution of annual individual income per decile and segment of top 10%���)�������%
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Source: EU-SILC, 2016

Figure 6 does not consider changes in the proportion of income derived from wealth and property. 

&PXLSYKL�*9��.1(�HSIW�RSX�TVSZMHI�E�QIEWYVI�SJ�EGGYQYPEXIH�[IEPXL�SV�ǰ\IH�EWWIXW��MX�HSIW�KEXLIV�

data on household-level income from capital. The graphs below show the proportion of said type of 

MRGSQI�GETXYVIH�F]�HMǯIVIRX�HIGMPIW�SJ�XLI�TSTYPEXMSR�ERH�WIKQIRXW�SJ�XLI�XST���	��JSV�XLI�]IEVW�������

2012, and 2016 ?ǰKYVI��A� These show that the proportion of income from wealth captured by the lower 

deciles has decreased considerably, especially in Sweden. The share of capital income of the bottom 

��	�LEW�EPP�FYX�ǱEXPMRIH��(SRGSQMXERXP]��XLI�WLEVI�JSV�XLI��[IHMWL�XST���	�VSWI�JVSQ���	�MR������XS���	�

in 2016, though expectedly the top 1% captures the lion’s share (31%). Ireland’s case is similar though 

even starker, as the share of capital income of the top 10% rose from 54% in 2008 to 70% in 2016 (with 

the top 1% earning 33%) while that of the lowest deciles fell to near zero. For Spain, the comparable 

ǰKYVIW�[IVI���	�MR������ERH���	�MR�������ERH�MR�XLI�90����	�MR������ERH���	�MR�������8LIVI�[EW�XLYW�

substantial concentration of income from wealth at the top, but not as extreme as Sweden. In fact, in 

Spain, the share of the top 10% even decreased slightly.
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Figure 7: Evolution of share of total capital income per decile and segment of top 10%
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Source: EU-SILC, 2016.

Comparing concentration of income from capital between the three years, the data suggests that the 

wealth of the top 10% of households (discounting the fact that the survey in question is cross-sectional) 

might have been shielded to a greater extent than the wealth of the rest of the population after economic 

GVMWIW��1SSOMRK�EX�XLI�ǰKYVIW�JSV�.VIPERH�ERH��[IHIR��MX�MW�VIEWSREFPI�XS�WYTTSWI�XLEX�ER]�TEVXMGMTEXMSR�

SJ�XLI�PS[IWX�HIGMPIW�MR�KEMRW�JVSQ�[IEPXL�ƭ�[LMGL��XLSYKL�QIEKVI��HMH�I\MWX�MR�����cƭ�LEW�FIIR�EPP�FYX�

eliminated. Politically, this would mean that for lower wage earners, the possibility of owning assets 

ERH� WYTTPIQIRXMRK� IEVRMRKW� LEW� FIIR� PSWX��&HHMXMSREPP]�� WYGL� E� ǰRHMRK� QE]� WYKKIWX� XLEX�� WMRGI� XLI�

�������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��XLSYKL�QER]�EQSRK�XLI�XST���	�QE]�LEZI�VIGIMZIH�PS[IV�[EKIW��XLIMV�WLEVI�

SJ�XSXEP�[IEPXL�LEW�GSRWSPMHEXIH��8LMW�GSRWSPMHEXMSR�LEW�WLMIPHIH�XLIQ�JVSQ�QSVI�PEWXMRK�IǯIGXW�SJ�XLI�

ensuing economic downturn, such as loss of assets. Although the economic consequences of Covid-19 

for the concentration of income from wealth are yet to be ascertained, there is a distinct possibility that, 

without appropriate policy responses, wealth concentration could become even more accentuated. 

Where does the top 10% work? 

First, the top 10% are more likely to have gone through tertiary education (undergraduate degrees and 

EFSZI��XLER�XLI�VIWX�SJ�XLI�TSTYPEXMSR��8LIWI�HIKVIIW�YRHIVPMI�WXVYGXYVIW�SJ�WSGMEP�WXVEXMǰGEXMSR�ERH�

prepare individuals for jobs in the service sector and professions. 
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Table 5: Highest level of education attained, according to income category and country

�[IHIR �TEMR 90 .VIPERH

*HYGEXMSR Total Top 10% Total Top 10% Total Top 10% Total Top 10%

Less than primary 0.0 0.0 9.0 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.0

Primary 6.9 0.6 16.2 3.4 0.0 0.0 17.0 0.9

Lower secondary 14.0 3.0 23.7 7.9 35.6 8.5 13.6 3.6

Upper secondary 37.1 22.2 20.4 16.8 25.6 14.9 21.1 12.2

Post-secondary non-

tertiary 

6.7 12.6 0.2 0.2 0.0 0.0 6.9 1.0

Tertiary or above 34.2 61.0 29.6 71.6 36.8 75.8 39.8 81.7

Source: EU-SILC, 2016.31

Data from EU-SILC indicate that this population across the four countries tends to concentrate in ISCO 

categories 1 (managers) and 2 (professionals), and, to a lesser extent, 3 (technicians and associate 

TVSJIWWMSREPW�� ƭ� TPIEWI� WII� ǰKYVI� ��� 8LSYKL� XLI� TVSTSVXMSR� SJ� MRHMZMHYEP� MRGSQI� IEVRIVW� GPEWWMǰIH�

in each category varies from country to country,32 the participation of the top 10% in sectors where 

IHYGEXMSREP�GVIHIRXMEPW�EVI�TEVEQSYRX�WYGL�EW�ǰRERGI��XIGLRSPSK]��PE[��LIEPXLGEVI��ERH�IHYGEXMSR��MW�

WMKRMǰGERX��

Figure 8: Membership of income decile per occupation
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Source: EU-SILC, 2016.32

Eurostat data shows that, compounding the concentration of higher degrees amongst the top 10%, 

XLI�GEXIKSVMIW�SJ� ƯTVSJIWWMSREPWư�ERH� ƯWIVZMGI�ERH�WEPIW�[SVOIVWư�LEZI�VIKMWXIVIH�XLI�QSWX�WMKRMǰGERX�

31� ��ńƊ°ī�ŲäûäŲŷ�Ɗń�°īī�ěĸÙěƲěÙƙ°īŷ�ƳěƊė�ěĸÎńĴä�ČŲä°ƊäŲ�Ɗė°ĸ�ǂäŲń�ěĸ�Ɗėä�ŷ°ĴŝīäŢ�FĸÎńĴä�ěŷ�ÙäÿĸäÙ�°ŷ�ěĸ�Ɗ°Åīä�ō×�ƳėěÎė�
is gross personal income from employment (cash, non-cash), self-employment, pensions, educational allowances, 
°ĸÙ�ńƊėäŲ�ÅäĸäÿƊŷŢ�8ƙŲƊėäŲĴńŲä×�°īƊėńƙČė�ƊėäŲä�°Ųä�ěŷŷƙäŷ�ěĸ�Ɗėä�Ù°Ɗ°�ŷƊäĴĴěĸČ�ûŲńĴ�ÙěüäŲěĸČ�Ƴ°ƺŷ�ńû�Îī°ŷŷěûƺěĸČ�
educational levels (especially at a pre-tertiary level), the analysis that follows focuses on tertiary education in particular.
32� ��ėäŷä�ĸƙĴÅäŲŷ�°Ųä�°īŷń�ÎńƲäŲäÙ�ěĸ�ä°Îė�ÎńƙĸƊŲƺ�Îė°ŝƊäŲ×�°ŷ�Ɗėäƺ�°Ųä�ƙŷäÙ�Ɗń�Ùäÿĸä�Ɗėä�ěĸƊäŲƲěäƳ�ŷ°ĴŝīäŢ
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MRGVIEWIW�MR�XLI�PEFSYV�QEVOIX�WII�ǰKYVI�����5VSJIWWMSREPW�EPWS�QEOI�YT�E�QENSVMX]�SJ�XLI�QIQFIVW�SJ�

the top 10%, along with managers, whose numbers have declined since the crisis in all countries but 

Sweden. Meanwhile, at the other end of the distribution, industrial and construction jobs declined after 

2008, though there has been a small recovery in Ireland and Spain.

Figure 9: Employment per occupation (thousands)
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Source: Eurostat.33

According to Eurofound (2017a), an important part of the growth of well-paid jobs in the years following 

XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�LEW�FIIR�MR�XLI�WIVZMGI�WIGXSV� MR�XLI�ǰVWX� NSF�UYMRXMPI���	�SJ�LMKLIWX�TEMH�

jobs) and concentrated in the north of Europe. This tendency is especially visible in Sweden and the 

UK, while Spain has seen a dramatic drop in the number of jobs in the middle quintile. Combined with 

income concentration, it is possible that separate professional environments and a split in the labour 

market (with higher numbers of professionals at the top and service workers at the bottom) could 

exacerbate the isolation of the top 10% from the experiences of the rest.

8LI� TVSTSVXMSR� SJ� QIR� ERH�[SQIR�[LS� SGGYT]� HMǯIVIRX� IGLIPSRW� SJ� XLI� MRGSQI� HMWXVMFYXMSR� EX� ER�

MRHMZMHYEP�PIZIP�MW�WLS[R�MR�ǰKYVI�����&W�XLIWI�TEVXMGYPEVP]�WXVMOMRK�KVETLW�WLS[��MRGSQI�MRIUYEPMXMIW�MR�

terms of gender remain noticeable across all surveyed countries, both before and after redistribution. 

Women tend to be most numerous in the lowest decile of income earners, and, inversely, men in the top 

decile. The proportion of female income earners tends to hover around 40% of the top 10%, and around 

20% of the top 1%. The UK and Ireland tend to perform worse on gender inequality, which Guvenen et al., 

������EWWSGMEXI�[MXL�XLI�ƯTETIV�ǱSSVư��8LMW�XIVQ�VIJIVW�XS�XLI�JEGX�XLEX�XST�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�[LS�LETTIR�

XS�FI�[SQIR�EVI�QYGL�PIWW�PMOIP]�XS�VIQEMR�MR�XLEX�TSWMXMSR�SZIV�XMQI��SJXIR�HYI�XS�XLI�IGSRSQMG�IǯIGXW�

of having children.

33  Data available at [Accessed 01 May 2020] https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/lfs/data/database

Inequality and the top 10% in Europe

40



Figure 10: Gender distribution by individual income decile and segment of top decile
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Source: EU-SILC, 2016.

Views on inequality, meritocracy, and trust in political institutions

Regardless of their relative economic security, however, survey data and the interviews conducted for 

this report reveal that members of the top 10% are aware of the existence of inequality in society, if not 

necessarily of its extent (Paskov and Dewilde, 2012; see also Toynbee and Walker, 2008). The data that 

follows is taken from the European Social Survey (ESS). The permanent rotation of the survey every 

other year includes a number of questions on attitudes towards welfare and some more questions on 

the subject in its rotating modules of 2008 and 2016. 

&W�[MXL�SXLIV�WSYVGIW�SJ�UYERXMXEXMZI�HEXE��XLI�*���LEW�MXW�PMQMXEXMSRW��8LI�ǰVWX�MW�XLEX�MRGSQI�MR�XLI�*���

is measured at the level of weekly or monthly net household wage, and only subdivided in deciles. For 

XLEX�VIEWSR��VIWIEVGLIVW�GERRSX�YWI�XLI�*���XS�QIEWYVI�HMǯIVIRGIW�[MXLMR�XLI�XST���	��8LI�WIGSRH�MW�

that the sources used to determine income vary. Though Ireland uses EU-SILC data, the other three 

countries use other national sources.34 The third and perhaps more important limitation to the ESS is 

that the sample sizes of respondents who belong to the top decile do not necessarily coincide with the 

10% of the total sample size. By way of illustration, and especially dramatically, in 2016 the ESS sample 

for Ireland was 2787, only 68 of whom declared to be part of the top decile. Nevertheless, there is no 

comparable harmonised, pan-European source to gauge attitudes towards inequality, which is why it is 

employed in the paragraphs that follow.

8LI�JSPPS[MRK�KVETLW�?ǰKYVI���A�EVI�HIVMZIH�JVSQ�XLI�*���KVSYT�ƯEKVIIư�ERH�ƯWXVSRKP]�EKVIIư�VIWTSRWIW�

to questions on redistribution and meritocracy, from the top 10% and the rest of the population in 

����� ERH� ������ 8LI� ǰRHMRKW� GSVVIWTSRH� [MXL� ,MPIRWư� ������ TSMRX� XLEX� XLI� XST� ��	� XIRHW� XS� STTSWI�

34  As mentioned previously, in Ireland, the ESS uses EU-SILC to gauge income, the threshold for the top decile 
being over €1,620 per week. In the case of Spain, income deciles are set with reference to the Household Budget 
Survey (Encuesta de Presupuestos Familiares), carried out by the Spanish National Statistics Institute (INE) (top decile 
threshold: €3,700 a month or more). Sweden uses tax registry data to set the thresholds (top decile threshold: SEK 
49,000 a month or more). Finally, the UK uses the Department of Work and Pensions’s Family Resources Survey (FRS) 
şƊńŝ�ÙäÎěīä�ƊėŲäŷėńīÙÖ�Ɖō×ƕōĈwƳääĨ�ńŲ�ĴńŲäŠŢ�
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redistributive policies, and Edmiston’s (2017) contention – substantiated by qualitative data – that high-

income earners are particularly likely to support meritocratic explanations of inequality compared to the 

rest of the population. Nevertheless, ESS respondents have become more supportive of redistribution 

EGVSWW�EPP�GSYRXVMIW�WMRGI�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��&�HIGVIEWI�MR�WYTTSVX�JSV�PEVKI�IGSRSQMG�HMǯIVIRGIW�XS�

VI[EVH�XEPIRX�ERH�IǯSVX�SV�MR�SXLIV�[SVHW��WYTTSVX�JSV�QIVMXSGVEXMG�HMWGSYVWI��FIX[IIR������ERH������

is observable in all countries but Ireland. In Spain, this decrease is especially stark, and to a lesser 

degree in Sweden and the UK. At the same time, though, attitudes towards the acceptability of income 

HMǯIVIRGIW�WXMPP�HMǯIV�FIX[IIR�XLI�XST���	�ERH�FSXXSQ���	��[MXL�XLI�PEXXIV��YRWYVTVMWMRKP]��QSVI�PMOIP]�

XS�EVKYI�EKEMRWX�PEVKI�HMǯIVIRGIW��

.QTSVXERXP]��SR�XLI�FEWMW�SJ�XLI�*����XLIVI�MW�PMXXPI�XS�FI�WEMH�EFSYX�HMǯIVIRGIW�[MXLMR�XLI�XST���	��8LI�

HIGMWMSR�XS�GSRHYGX�UYEPMXEXMZI�MRXIVZMI[W�[EW�NYWXMǰIH�MR�TEVX�F]�RIIHMRK�XS�TVSZMHI�E�QSVI�GSQTPI\�

YRHIVWXERHMRK� SJ� HMǯIVIRGIW� within the top 10%. The country-level chapters will include other data 

WSYVGIW�SR�EXXMXYHIW�XS[EVHW�QIVMXSGVEG]�ERH�MRIUYEPMX]�ERH�[MPP�VIǱIGX�SR�HMǯIVIRGIW�[MXLMR�XLMW�KVSYT��

which, returning to the points made in the introduction, is one whose policy preferences are much more 

likely to coincide with actual policy outcomes than those of the rest of the distribution.

Figure 11: Attitudes of the top 10% versus the remaining 90% towards meritocracy and 
redistribution
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Source: ESS, 2008 and 2016.

Trust in the political system is another important variable for gauging views on policy fairness and 

PMOIPMLSSH� MR� IRKEKMRK�[MXL� TSPMXMGEP� TVSGIWWIW��8LI� KVETLW� MR� ǰKYVI� ���� WLS[MRK� EZIVEKI� WGSVIW�� F]�

decile, on trust in the European Parliament, national parliaments, legal systems, and political parties, 

are based on a scale from zero to ten, where ten represents the utmost trust and zero represents 

none. Across the board, trust in political institutions tends to increase with income, though this is not 

EP[E]W� XLI� GEWI� MR� XLI� RMRXL� ERH� XIRXL� HIGMPIW�� .R� EHHMXMSR�� XLIVI� EVI� MQTSVXERX� HMǯIVIRGIW� FIX[IIR�

countries. Spain has the lowest levels of trust with respect to both national parliaments and political 

parties, as well as the legal system, but UK respondents have the least trust in the European Parliament. 

In contrast, Sweden has the highest levels of trust in the political system by most measures (except in 
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relation to the European Parliament, where Ireland comes out on top). With the exception of Sweden, 

XLI�WGSVIW�SR�XVYWX�WLS[GEWI�PS[�PIZIPW�SJ�XVYWX�EGVSWW�QSWX�HIGMPIW�XLEX�MW��PS[IV�XLER�ǰZI���IWTIGMEPP]�

in Spain. As will be explored in the Spanish chapter, that low level of trust might be correlated with a 

JVIUYIRX� UYEPMǰGEXMSR� QEHI� SJ� ER]� VIHMWXVMFYXMZI� QIEWYVI�� TIVGIMZIH� LMKL� PIZIPW� SJ� GSVVYTXMSR� EVI� E�

barrier for the expansion of the welfare state.

Figure 12: Average score (0-10) on trust in various political institutions per income decile 
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Source: ESS, 2016.

Overall, XLSYKL�XLI�XST���	�LEW�WLS[R�VIWMPMIRGI�WMRGI�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��XLI�WLMJX�MR�EXXMXYHIW�

toward redistribution during the same period suggest that the relative distance generated by income 

HMǯIVIRGIW�ERH�[SVO�LEW�RSX�XVERWPEXIH�MRXS�RIKPIGX�SJ�WSPMHEVMX]�ERH�GSRGIVR�JSV�WSGMIX]��.RHIIH��EW�JEV�

EW�MX�MW�ZMWMFPI�SR�XLI�*����XLI�HMǯIVIRGIW�SJ�EXXMXYHIW�FIX[IIR�XLI�XST�HIGMPI�ERH�XLI�VIWX�MR�VIPEXMSR�XS�

inequality and trust in political institutions are relatively gradual, and perhaps becoming more so. The 

question over how to deal with inequality is more about who this population trusts to enact appropriate 

legislation. Certainly, the evidence points to a correlation between a strong welfare system and trust 

in the state, as seen in the data on Sweden, perhaps the opposite being the case in Spain, where 

interviews showed that one of the main caveats to taxation and redistribution is the perception of 

GSVVYTXMSR��.RHIIH��XLI�GSYRXV]�WTIGMǰG�EREP]WIW�ERH�MRXIVZMI[�HEXE�MR�XLI�JSPPS[MRK�GLETXIVW�I\TPSVI�

this question in more depth.

Conclusion: so far away yet so close
What does this data tell us about the top 10% of income earners? On the one hand, it appears that 

in line with previous research and with what might be expected, this segment is, overall, more 

likely to be male; between the ages of 35 and 60; hold a university degree; work in managerial and 

professional occupations; have more trust in political institutions; and is less likely to support taxation 

and redistribution. This population is also, unsurprisingly, more economically secure than the rest of the 

distribution and more likely to own a house outright or have a mortgage. 
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3IZIVXLIPIWW�� XLIWI� HMǯIVIRGIW� WLSYPH� RSX� FI� I\EKKIVEXIH�� 8LSYKL� MR� WSQI� QIEWYVIW� WYGL� EW�

IHYGEXMSR� ERH� X]TI� SJ� SGGYTEXMSR�� XLI� HMǯIVIRGIW� SJ� XLI� XST� ��	� GSQTEVIH� XS� XLI� VIQEMRMRK� ��	�

are stark, in others (such as subjective economic security and trust) they are much more gradual. It 

MW�IWTIGMEPP]�WYVTVMWMRK��JSV�MRWXERGI��XS�WII�XLI�HIKVII�SJ�HMǲGYPX]�MR�QEOMRK�IRHW�QIIX�XLEX�XLI�XST�

HIGMPI�HIGPEVIW�XS�LEZI�MR�.VIPERH��8LMW�HMWWSRERGI�ƭ�XLSYKL�WYVIP]�VIPEXIH�XS�XLI�JEGX�XLEX�XLI�HIǰRMXMSR�

SJ�ƯHMǲGYPX]�MR�QEOMRK�IRHW�QIIXư�GLERKIW�[MXL�MRGSQI�ƭ�MW�TEVXMGYPEVP]�XIPPMRK�ERH�VEMWIW�ER�MQTSVXERX�

UYIWXMSR��LS[�MW�MX�TSWWMFPI�XLEX�XLMW�HIGMPI��XLI�QSWX�EǳYIRX��IHYGEXIH��ERH�[IPP�TSWMXMSRIH�MR�WSGMIX]��

still faces economic insecurities and strains?

A likely explanation, which will be explored in depth in the following chapters, concerns the fact that in 

countries such as Ireland (and to a degree the UK), healthcare, education, and housing expenses can 

be onerous, even for those earning relatively well. In cities such as Dublin and London, where access to 

elite education and housing is becoming ever more expensive, it is certainly conceivable that members 

of the professional class might struggle to provide the opportunities for their children that those in the 

top 1% do for theirs. Indeed, the growing distance between the top 10% and 1% threshold, mentioned 

earlier in the chapter, points to the possibility that inequality at the top is becoming as pronounced, if not 

more, than inequality between median income earners and those at the 90th percentile. Furthermore, 

as Piketty (2014) pointed out – and as corroborated in our data on the distribution of the share of 

income from capital – wealth inequalities have become ever more pronounced, and substantially more 

so than those of income. The concentration of capital income at the top percentile, even in social-

democratic Sweden, is a stark warning of this growing separation between the top 1% and the rest. 

Such developments risk making a substantial part of the top 10% of income earners being made to 

feel vulnerable, especially those which derive most of their income from wages. This theme, and the 

ambiguity it reveals in relation to their own position, underlies the chapters that follow; very few of the 

interviewees in this report knew, before being told, that they were part of the top 10%.

.R�EHHMXMSR��XLI�I\TIVMIRGI�SJ�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�SJ�E�HIGEHI�EKS�QMKLX�TPE]�MXW�TEVX�XSS��EW�MRGSQIW�

at the top were particularly vulnerable, if recovering quicker than those of the rest. The economic 

GSRWIUYIRGIW�SJ�(SZMH�����]IX�XS�FI�JYPP]�JEXLSQIH��EPWS�XLVIEXIR�XS�EǯIGX�XLI�MRGSQIW�ERH�EGGIWW�XS�

employment, education, healthcare, and housing of professionals and managers. In sum, most of the 

members of the top 10% are better positioned than the majority of the population, but also closer to 

them than would be expected, especially in trying times such as these.
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I think that everybody is running around in their individual silos just trying to get things done. 

Then we don’t have the same rooted feeling and connections with the people around us. But the 

other thing that stops me from doing other things is also fear, we’ve also become much more 

fearful of being involved with other people and of putting ourselves out there to do something.

Hannah, an occupational health consultant

Contextual and policy background
8LI�90�MW�XLI�ǰJXL�QSWX�YRIUYEP�GSYRXV]�MR�*YVSTI�.557��������35 The top 10% take 28% of the country’s 

income, with half of that taken by the top 1% (Dorling, 2016).36 The top 1% have incomes substantially 

higher than those in the top 10%.37 Since the 1960s, inequality has increased between the top 1% and 

the 99%, but fallen within the 99%.38 A rise in minimum wages and reduction in top incomes since the 

�������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�LEW�QIERX�XLEX�MRGSQI�MRIUYEPMX]�LEW�VIGIRXP]�HIGPMRIH�E�PMXXPI��)IWTMXI�XLMW��MR�

2017, an average CEO’s pay was 145 times higher than the average worker (Kalinina and Shand, 2018) 

ERH�XLIVI�MW�E�WM\�JSPH�HMǯIVIRGI�FIX[IIR�MRGSQIW�SJ�XLI�XST�ERH�FSXXSQ���	�/S]GI�ERH�<Y���������8LI�

majority of households in the UK have disposable incomes below the mean income (£34,200 as of 2018) 

(ONS, 2019a). In 2018, households in the bottom 20% of the population had on average an equivalised 

MRGSQI�SJ�f��������[LMPI�XLI�XST���	�LEH�f��������;LIR�SVMKMREP�MRGSQIW�EVI�GSQTEVIH��XLI�VMGLIWX�ǰJXL�

LEZI�ER�MRGSQI�QSVI�XLER����XMQIW�XLI�EQSYRX�IEVRIH�F]�XLI�TSSVIWX�ǰJXL�8LI�*UYEPMX]�8VYWX��������

Wealth inequality is greater than income inequality and has risen much more (Davis et al., 2020; Hills, 

2013; Standing, 2019).39 Due to the rentier character of modern capitalism, net private wealth has risen 

from 300% of the national economy in the 1970s to over 600% today (Alvaredo et al., 2018). Its rise has 

PMXXPI�XS�HS�[MXL�TEMH�IQTPS]QIRX�ERH�MW�EPWS�YRHIVIWXMQEXIH��,PSFEPP]��YRVIGSVHIH�SǯWLSVI�[IEPXL�LEW�

KVS[R�VETMHP]�WMRGI�XLI�����W��F]�WMKRMǰGERXP]�QSVI�XLER�VIGSVHIH�SRWLSVI�[IEPXL��ERH�RIEVP]�HSYFPI�

what it is in other countries - at almost 20% of GDP (Alstadsaeter et al., 2018). And “according to the 

43���XLI�ZEPYI�SJ�PERH�LEW�MRGVIEWIH�ǰZIJSPH�WMRGI�������1ERHS[RIVW�EVI�PEYKLMRK�EPP�XLI�[E]�XS�XLI�

FERO��SZIV�LEPJ�SJ�XLI�90ưW�[IEPXL�MW�RS[�PSGOIH�YT�MR�PERH��H[EVǰRK�XLI�EQSYRXW�ZIWXIH�MR�WEZMRKWƳ�

(Shrubsole, 2019: 5).    

8LI� 90� LEW� WLEVT� MRXIVKIRIVEXMSREP� HMWTEVMXMIW�� 8LI� HMZMHMRK� PMRI� MR� XIVQW� SJ� HMǯIVIRX� KIRIVEXMSRWư�

experiences of consumption and income is between those near or over pension age and the rest 

35� �|ƙńƊěĸČ�°ĸ°īƺŷěŷ�ńû�j)�%�şƕǆōìŠ�ÿČƙŲäŷ�ŷėńƳěĸČ�°�ŷěƹĚûńīÙ�ÙěüäŲäĸÎä�ÅäƊƳääĸ�ěĸÎńĴäŷ�ńû�Ɗėä�Ɗńŝ�ƕǆš�ńû�
households and those of the bottom 20%. The UK is also the third most unequal country by household income in the 
j)�%×�°ûƊäŲ�Ɗėä����°ĸÙ�UńŲä°�şj)�%×�ƕǆōľŠŢ�
36  Due to a runaway rise in top incomes and a weakening of (p)redistributive measures, disparities at the top are such 
that income at the 99th percentile is double that at the 95th (Joyce and Xu, 2019). 
37  Since 1980, the share of income earned by the top 1% in the UK has been generally rising, peaking to 13% in 2015 
(The Equality Trust, 2019).
38  However, it is now around its 1990 level, due to increased distance between the top 1% and the 99% but a fall in 
ěĸäŦƙ°īěƊƺ�ƳěƊėěĸ�Ɗėä�ī°ƊƊäŲŢ�dŷ��ŲěÅÅ�äƊ�°īŢ×�şƕǆōìŠ�äƹŝī°ěĸ×�Ɗėäŷä�ƊƳń�û°ÎƊńŲŷ�ńüŷäƊ�ä°Îė�ńƊėäŲŢ
39  44% of wealth is owned by 10% of the population, 15% having no or negative wealth. Half of England is also owned 
by less than 1% of the population (Shrubsole, 2019). 

Inequality and the top 10% in Europe

46



(Bangham et al., 2019:14; Hills et al., 2015:100).40 An increasing amount of wealth is not being consumed 

during lifetimes leading to intergenerational wealth transfers widening the gap further (Ibid.:16). As Hills 

et al. (2015) state: “what will matter most will be what happens to the wealth of the older generations 

ERH�XS�[LSQ�MX�MW�TEWWIH�SRƳ������������2MPPIRRMEPW�ERH�,IRIVEXMSR�<�HIZSXI�E�KVIEXIV�WLEVI�SJ�WTIRHMRK�

XS� IWWIRXMEPW� XLER� XLIMV� TVIHIGIWWSVW� EX� XLI� XYVR� SJ� XLI� GIRXYV]�� )IWTMXI� FIMRK� FIXXIV� UYEPMǰIH� XLER�

TVIZMSYW�KIRIVEXMSRW��TISTPI�MR�XLIMV�X[IRXMIW�[IVI�[SVWX�LMX�F]�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�MR�XIVQW�SJ�

unemployment, pay and incomes (Hills et al., 2013:6). The UK’s consumption-fuelled growth, since the 

2016 EU referendum, has been driven by spending by 65-year-olds and over. 

For the past forty years, half of the UK population has barely shared in growth, with a declining share of 

national income going to wages and salaries and a rising share going to owners of capital (IPPR, 2019). 

8SHE]�MR�'VMXEMR����	�SJ�XLSWI�GPEWWMǰIH�EW�MR�TSZIVX]�LEZI�WSQISRI�MR�XLI�LSYWILSPH�MR�IQTPS]QIRX��

which is 20% higher than in 1995 (Standing, 2019:13). With household earnings at the bottom stagnant 

over the past decade, average weekly earnings have now decoupled from GDP growth. The country 

MW�KIXXMRK�VMGLIV�FYX�QSWX�TISTPI�EVI�RS�FIXXIV�Sǯ�Ibid.:12). Average weekly earnings among full-time 

employees in London are a third higher than the UK average and nearly two-thirds higher than in the 

RSVXL�IEWX�/S]GI�ERH�<Y��������41 The UK’s older, industrialised and coastal towns have seen a dramatic 

decline in local economies. 

Prior to the second world war, the UK was at the heart of a “European and global web of trade and 

MRǱYIRGIƳ� *KIVXSR�� ������� 5SWX������� LEZMRK� JYPP]� REXMSREPMWIH� MXW� MRHYWXVMIW�� MX� [EW� WXMPP� ER� I\TSVX�

oriented industrial power. However, by the 1970s, its economic growth had started to slow far behind 

France, Germany and Italy (Ibid.). In the early 1970s, the UK joined the European Economic Community, 

became a net exporter of energy and no longer had to export manufacturing products to balance 

imports of food and energy. By 1976, the combination of manufacturing decline, a global energy crisis, 

LMKL�MRǱEXMSR��VMWMRK�YRIQTPS]QIRX��ERH�ER�MRǱY\�SJ�KSSHW�JVSQ�&WME��PIH�XS�MXW�FEMPSYX�JVSQ�XLI�.2+�

']� ������ E� (SRWIVZEXMZI� KSZIVRQIRXưW� QSRIXEVMWX� TSPMGMIW� XS� VIHYGI� MRǱEXMSR� ERH� TYFPMG� WTIRHMRK�

saw tax changes, weakened trade union power, reformed industrial relations, privatisation, openness 

XS� JSVIMKR� MRZIWXQIRX�� HIVIKYPEXMSR� ERH� XLI� GVIEXMSR� SJ� ǱI\MFPI� PEFSYV� QEVOIXW�� .R� XLI� IEVP]� ����W��

with a global recession and a continued loss of industry, closure of factories and coal mines, the UK 

experienced mass unemployment. In spite of this, growth returned and rose to an annual rate of 5% at 

MXW�TIEO�MR�������SRI�SJ�XLI�LMKLIWX�VEXIW�SJ�ER]�GSYRXV]�MR�*YVSTI��;MXL�GSRXMRYIH�ǰRERGMEP�HIVIKYPEXMSR�

ERH�VMWMRK�MRǱEXMSR��'VMXEMRưW�IGSRSQ]�WPMH�MRXS�ERSXLIV�VIGIWWMSR�MR�PEXI�������[MXL�E�FEROMRK�GVMWMW�ERH�

bursting housing bubble, but this time, recovery saw a WMKRMǰGERX�JEPP�MR�YRIQTPS]QIRX��)IWTMXI�XLMW��

the Conservatives were no longer popular and a New Labour government was voted in 1997. 

5VMSV� XS� XLI� ������� ǰRERGMEP� GVMWMW�� 3I[� 1EFSYV� continued many of the reforms brought in under 

8LEXGLIV��E�ǱI\MFPI�PEFSYV�QEVOIX��WXVIRKXLIRMRK�SJ�GSQTIXMXMSR�TSPMG]��STIRMRK�XS�JSVIMKR�MRZIWXQIRX��

innovation and a growth in higher education. UK growth, driven by increased productivity and good 

performance in job markets, was second only to the US. The ten years up to the 2008 crash saw 40 

successive quarters of economic growth, with the UK becoming a world leader in high-tech industries 

ERH�E�TVSZMHIV�SJ�ǰRERGMEP�WIVZMGIW��'YWMRIWW�WIVZMGIW�ERH�HMWXVMFYXMSR�[IVI�EPWS�MQTSVXERX�GSRXVMFYXSVW�

to productivity through increased importance of skills and technology. 

40  The increase in wealth between 2006-8 and 2014-16 experienced by the 1956-65 cohort (the younger half of baby 
boomers) was equal to half (48%) of the overall wealth rise, despite the fact that this group makes up one sixth of the 
adult population. However, inequalities exist with the cohort. For example, women born in the 1946-50 cohort (the 
oldest baby boomers) have just over half the individual wealth that their male counterparts do (Bangham et al., 2019).
41  London, one of the richest regions in northern Europe, also has 27.7% of its inhabitants living in poverty (Trust for 
London, 2020). 
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-S[IZIV�� F]� ������ XLI� 90� LEH� XLI� [SVPHưW� PEVKIWX� GYVVIRX� EGGSYRX� HIǰGMX� �� QEMRP]� HYI� XS� E� PEVKI�

HIǰGMX� MR� QERYJEGXYVIH� KSSHW�� .X�[EW� EHZMWIH� XS� FVSEHIR� XLI� WGSTI� SJ� MXW� ǰWGEP� TSPMG]��;MXL� MR[EVH�

foreign direct investment accounting for 19.31% of its market share in Europe, it had been relying on 

XLMW�MRZIWXQIRX�XS�QEOI�YT�JSV�MXW�HIǰGMX��.X�LEH�FIGSQI�SZIVP]�HITIRHIRX�SR�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�WIGXSV�ERH�

Labour governments had failed to regulate it. Rent had doubled as a share of GDP since 1985. In 2009, 

XLI�90�[EW�XLI�[SVPHưW�QSWX�MRHIFXIH�GSYRXV]��[MXL�LSYWILSPH��ǰRERGI�ERH�FYWMRIWW�HIFX�EX����	�SJ�

GDP (LSE Growth Commission, 2017).

.R�XLI�XIR�]IEVW�JSPPS[MRK�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��90�KVS[XL�[EW�XLI�JEWXIWX�MR�XLI�,��ERH�*YVSTI��

Today the UK’s economic strengths are cited as an historically low unemployment rate, fewer older 

people in poverty, and world-leading sectors.42�.XW�[IEORIWWIW��MXW�GYVVIRX�EGGSYRX�HIǰGMX��EW�QIRXMSRIH��

still the highest in the developed world by 2015; a reliance on foreign investors to plug shortfalls in the 

balance of payments; the worse real wage falls in Europe (growth was last this bad in the 1820s) (LSE 

Growth Commission, 2017); low productivity;43 slowness to adopt new technologies; an overreliance 

SR�LSYWILSPH�HIFX �PEGO�SJ�EǯSVHEFPI�LSYWMRK �E�JSGYW�SR�WLSVX�XIVQ�ǰRERGI �PEGO of investment-led 

growth; neglected infrastructure and, the subject of this report, a substantial increase in inequality. 

8LI� EFWIRGI� SJ� E� [IPP�XVEMRIH� [SVOJSVGI� LEW� EPWS� QEHI� MX� QSVI� HMǲGYPX� JSV� XLI� 90� XS� VIWTSRH� XS�

new economic demands. Britain’s skills gap is exacerbated by a tax system that doesn’t incentivise 

investment in human capital – particularly mid-level skills (Aglion, et al., 2013). From the 1950s to the 

1970s, public expenditure on education increased as a proportion of GDP, peaking at 5.8% in 1975 then 

declining for the rest of the decade and much of the 1980s. The UK’s education and training systems 

LEH�IZSPZIH�XS�QIIX�XLI�RIIHW�SJ�XLI�[SVPHưW�ǰVWX�MRHYWXVMEPMWIH�IGSRSQ]�ERH�SRP]�RIIHIH�E�PMQMXIH�

number of skilled workers. Mass schooling developed late compared to other European countries and 

reinforced the gulf between education and training by giving the academic elite status and leaving 

vocational education to industry in the form of apprenticeships (Gorard and Rees, 2002). 

By the mid-1970s, the Conservative government introduced a quasi-market into education. Driven by 

consumer demands fuelled by publicly available league tables, it ensured the middle class became 

XLI� QENSV� FIRIǰGMEVMIW� SJ� XLI� FIWX� WXEXI� WGLSSPW�� VIWSYVGIW� ERH� JYRHMRK�� 2IER[LMPI�� XLI� YTTIV�

classes continued to use expensive forms of private education (Tomlinson, 2001:262). In turn, this led 

to educational polarisation and employment possibilities by social class ‘in ways not seen since the 

1950s’ (Ibid., 2001). The way in which alumni of top private schools monopolise elite positions in the top 

TVSJIWWMSREP�� ǰRERGMEP� ERH� QEREKIVMEP� NSFW� LEW� FIIR�[IPP� HSGYQIRXIH� )SVPMRK�� ���� � +VMIHQER� ERH�

Laurison, 2019; Jones 2014; Tomlinson, 2001:269).

From the late 1990s to 2010, real terms spending on education increased considerably again – 

averaging about 5% between 1998 and 2010, and peaking at 5.7% in 2011, well above the OECD average 

(Bolton, 2019). However, the state sector’s focus became basic skills of literacy and numeracy (Machin 

and Vignoles, 2006), making it more vocational and relevant to the world of work: “a prop for a global 

market economy, a competitive enterprise in which a rhetoric of ‘opportunities for the many’ covered 

the retreat of policies promoting social justice and equity” (Tomlinson, 2001:267). The middle class were 

persuaded that: 

MRHMZMHYEP� QIVMX� ERH� IǯSVX� [SYPH� FVMRK� WIGYVMX]� ERH� QSFMPMX]�� ;MRRMRK� ?XLIMVA� WYTTSVX� JSV�

IHYGEXMSR� VIEǲVQIH� IHYGEXMSREP� TVMZMPIKI� JSV� XLI� QMHHPI� GPEWW�� XLI� LMKLIV� EGLMIZIQIRXW� SJ�

42  Examples include its service, aerospace, creative, science and tech sectors.
43  Part of the weak productivity puzzle observed in several other advanced economies.
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those from higher social groups being persistently rationalised by the myth of meritocracy 

(Ibid.).

With this dominant ‘narrow economistic’ concept of education, 16 to 19 year olds were encouraged 

XS�VIQEMR�MR�JYPP�XMQI�IHYGEXMSR�[MXL�E�GSVVIWTSRHMRK�ƯQEWWMǰGEXMSRư�SJ�XLI�LMKLIV�IHYGEXMSR�WIGXSV44 

JYRHIH�F]�E�WLMJX�JVSQ�GIRXVEP�KSZIVRQIRX�JYRHW�XS�JYRHMRK�JVSQ�XYMXMSR�JIIW�'IPǰIPH�et al., 2017:22). 

This has had important implications for access to the sector, living standards and levels of student debt. 

Since 2012, there has been a clear decline in real terms spending on education, falling by about 14% 

back to its 2005-6 level (Ibid.). Education for 16 to 18-year-olds has been the biggest long-term loser. 

-MKLIV�IHYGEXMSR�JYRHMRK�LEW�FIIR�IVVEXMG��[MXL�JEPPW�MR�JYRHMRK�SǯWIX�F]�PEVKIV�MRGVIEWIW�MR�XYMXMSR�JIIW�

(Ibid.) – the highest in the OECD, except for the US. Despite this decline, the UK still spends the fourth 

highest proportion of its GDP on primary to tertiary education in the OECD (OECD, 2019).45 

Nevertheless, educational policies have continued “a reproduction of a class structure, relatively 

unchanged despite the economic, political and cultural transformations of post-industrial England” 

(Tomlinson, 2001:271). The correlation between disadvantage and poor educational attainment is 

particularly strong in the UK (Ibid.���4RI�ǰJXL�SJ�GLMPHVIR�MR�*RKPERH�SR�JVII�WGLSSP�QIEPW�HS�RSX�VIEGL�

the expected maths level at age seven. Disadvantaged children generally perform poorly compared 

[MXL�XLIMV�FIXXIV�Sǯ�TIIVW�IZIR�[LIR�PSGEXIH� MR�FIXXIV�WGLSSPW��8LI�EFMPMX]�XS�GLSSWI�WGLSSPW� MW�WXMPP�

E� TVIVSKEXMZI� SJ� FIXXIV�Sǯ� JEQMPMIW� Ibid.). The education system also continues to focus on the 40% 

of students who study A Levels46 and while the economic return to a degree has not fallen – and 

XLI� KVIEXIWX� WSGMEP� QSFMPMX]� KEMRW� GSQI� JVSQ� UYEPMǰGEXMSRW� EX� HIKVII� PIZIP� SV� EFSZI� �SGMEP� 2SFMPMX]�

Commission, 2019:v) – not all degrees lead to economically valuable skills (Crawford et al., 2011). 

.RIUYEPMX]�GSRXMRYIW�MR�XLI�[SVOTPEGI��[MXL�XLI�FIXXIV�Sǯ�WXMPP���	�QSVI�PMOIP]�XS�QEOI�MX�MRXS�TVSJIWWMSREP�

jobs than those from working-class backgrounds (Social Mobility Commission (2018:v).

In terms of the labour market, between 2008-18, almost half a million jobs were lost in manufacturing 

MR�XLI�90�.RQER��������[LMPI�XLI�WIVZMGI�WIGXSV�MRGVIEWIH�WMKRMǰGERXP]��8LI�SZIV[LIPQMRK�QENSVMX]�SJ�

jobs are now in the service sector. It contains 77% of companies and 85% of employees (ONS, 2019a). 

By contrast, 1.135% of jobs are in agriculture and 9.5% in production industries (a decrease from 17.1% in 

1998) (Ibid.). 

With the decline in public sector employment during the 1980s and 1990s, the private sector is the 

UK’s dominant employer. In 2016, self-employment comprised 15% of total employment. Small and 

medium-sized businesses (SMEs) make up 96% of the UK’s businesses, with the vast majority classed 

as ‘micro’ – having no employees other than the owner. Large businesses on the other hand represent 

E�XMR]�JVEGXMSR�SJ�XSXEP�90�ǰVQW��FYX�IQTPS]�����Q�TISTPI���	�SJ�EPP�IQTPS]QIRX��[MXL�XLI�HIEXL�SJ�

medium-sized businesses a long-term concern (LSE Growth Commission, 2017:38-9).

The occupational structure has also changed towards non-routine jobs (Anderson, 2009). Today, 

nearly half of all jobs are professional – people working as managers, professionals and associate 

TVSJIWWMSREPW�ƭ�[LMPI�PIWW�XLER�E�XLMVH�EVI�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�?WII�ǰKYVI����1EFSYV�QEVOIX�WLEVI�F]�WSGMS�

44� �Fĸ�Ɗėä�ōľìǆŷ×�ńĸīƺ�°ÅńƙƊ�ōāš�ńû�ŝäńŝīä�°ČäÙ�ōìĚƕō�ƳäĸƊ�ńĸƊń�ėěČėäŲ�äÙƙÎ°Ɗěńĸ×�Åƺ�ƕǆǆľĚōǆ×�ěƊ�Ƴ°ŷ�ĈƄš�ş�äīÿäīÙ�äƊ�
al., Ibid.). 
45� �Fû�ƺńƙ�ěĸÎīƙÙä�ŝŲěƲ°Ɗä�äƹŝäĸÙěƊƙŲä×�Ɗėä�ƕǆōľ�°ƲäŲ°Čä�äƹŝäĸÙěƊƙŲä�ş°ŷ�°�ŝŲńŝńŲƊěńĸ�ńû�:%zŠ�Ƴ°ŷ�ƄŢƕšŢ�jĸīƺ�bńŲƳ°ƺ×�
bäƳ�«ä°ī°ĸÙ�°ĸÙ��ėěīä�ė°Ʋä�ėěČėäŲ�ÿČƙŲäŷ�ş�ńīƊńĸ×�ƕǆōľŠŢ
46� �dÙƲ°ĸÎäÙ�XäƲäī�Ŧƙ°īěÿÎ°Ɗěńĸŷ�şĨĸńƳĸ�°ŷ�d�XäƲäīŷŠ�°Ųä�ŷƙÅĢäÎƊĚÅ°ŷäÙ�Ŧƙ°īěÿÎ°Ɗěńĸŷ�Ɗė°Ɗ�Î°ĸ�īä°Ù�Ɗń�ƙĸěƲäŲŷěƊƺ×�
ûƙŲƊėäŲ�ŷƊƙÙƺ×�ƊŲ°ěĸěĸČ�ńŲ�ƳńŲĨŢ�¤ńƙ�Î°ĸ�ĸńŲĴ°īīƺ�ŷƊƙÙƺ�ƊėŲää�ńŲ�ĴńŲä�d�XäƲäīŷ�ńƲäŲ�ƊƳń�ƺä°ŲŷŢ�
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IGSRSQMG� GPEWWMǰGEXMSRA�� 8LI� 90� LEW� ER� ƯLSYVKPEWWư� PEFSYV� QEVOIX� TSPEVMWMRK� EX� XLI� XST� ERH� FSXXSQ�

ends in terms of occupation and earnings, with fewer jobs in the middle. A two-tier system of people 

pursuing seamless career progression at the top and those stuck in dead-end jobs, lacking security, 

rights or progression, at the bottom (Major and Machin, 2019:8). Some attribute the occupational shift 

to non-routine jobs as the cause of earnings polarisation. Others see the main contributory factor as a 

skills gap, due to a tax system that doesn’t incentivise investment in human capital (Besley et al., 2013) 

except for increased educational attainment at the top – especially with the rapid expansion of graduate 

labour – and decreased union membership at the bottom, together with the increased participation of 

women in the labour force. 40% of inequalities in earnings are passed through generations. However, 

if you are degree educated, only 20% are passed through earnings. Degree outcomes are therefore an 

importance leveller of income inequality (Social Mobility Commission, 2019:8).

)LJXUH����/DERXU�PDUNHW�VKDUH�E\�VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�FODVVL¿FDWLRQ��
����������

;G

@G

<;G

<@G

=;G

=@G

>;G

=;;= =;;> =;;? =;;@ =;;A =;;B =;;C =;;D =;<; =;<< =;<= =;<> =;<? =;<@ =;<A =;<B =;<C =;<D =;=;

	����&�"�#���&��!�5�%&$��''�$#�! �$+�&�"�#���&��!�5�%&$��''�$#�! 
#(�&"����(��$��)%�(�$#'

�"�!!��"%!$-�&'�5�$+#����$)#(�+$& �&' �$+�&�')%�&*�'$&-�5�(���#���! ��"�2&$)(�#���#��&$)(�#��$��)%�(�$#'

Source: ONS, 2020.

The Social Mobility Commission47 (2019) analysis of ONS48� HEXE� WLS[W� XLEX� XLSWI� JVSQ� FIXXIV�Sǯ�

backgrounds are now 80% more likely to land a top job than their working-class peers (Ibid.:16) Even 

those from working-class backgrounds who do become professionals, earn 17% less than colleagues 

whose parents had professional jobs. Women from working-class backgrounds in professional jobs 

earn 36% less than men from a professional background in professional jobs, compared to a 17% gap 

FIX[IIR�TVSJIWWMSREP�QIR�ERH�[SQIR�FSXL�JVSQ�TVSJIWWMSREP�FEGOKVSYRHW��+SV�XLI�ǰVWX�XMQI��MR������

19, the Commission also began to look at the interaction between class, gender, ethnicity and disability 

– the intersectional dimension is key to deepening our understanding of social mobility: women, people 

with disabilities and minority ethnic groups from working-class backgrounds generally experience 

multiple disadvantages in occupational outcomes (Ibid.:8).

People from working-class backgrounds are now much more likely to be paid below the voluntary living 

wage than those from more advantaged backgrounds, which shows, as the Social Mobility Commission 

47� ��ńÎě°ī�`ńÅěīěƊƺ��ńĴĴěŷŷěńĸ�Ě�:j�Ţ�U
48� �jýÎä�ûńŲ�b°Ɗěńĸ°ī��Ɗ°ƊěŷƊěÎŷÖ�BńĴä
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report concludes, “entrenched social mobility problems within the low paid workforce” (2019:17). Low 

social mobility is therefore driven by educational and employment inequalities. There is a strong link 

between levels of income inequality and intergenerational immobility. Real wage stagnation has 

resulted in falling absolute social mobility, with people’s living standards no better than their parents 

[IVI� MR� TVIZMSYW� KIRIVEXMSRW�� 8LIVI� EVI� WYFWXERXMEP� HMǯIVIRGIW� EX� E� PSGEP� PIZIP�� [LIVI� ]SY� KVI[� YT�

QEOIW�E�HMǯIVIRGI�XS�LS[�QYGL�]SYV�JEQMP]�FEGOKVSYRH�EǯIGXW�]SYV�PMJI�GLERGIW�2ENSV�ERH�2EGLMR��

2019). People from professional backgrounds are much more likely to move and this is a “key inhibitor 

SJ�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]�?���A�QSZMRK�SYX�MW�XSS�SJXIR�RIGIWWEV]�XS�QSZI�YTƳ��SGMEP�2SFMPMX]�(SQQMWWMSR����������

The labour market is dominated by precarious jobs and low pay: one million people work in zero-

LSYV�GSRXVEGXW��.X�LEW�WMKRMǰGERX�KIRHIV�MRIUYEPMXMIW��IXLRMG�TIREPXMIW��ERH�WXEVO�VIKMSREP�IQTPS]QIRX�

HMǯIVIRGIW��1EFSYV�QEVOIX�ǱI\MFMPMX]�LEW�KIRIVEXIH�KVIEXIV�IGSRSQMG�ERH�SGGYTEXMSREP�MRWIGYVMX]�[MXL�

resultant inequality and levels of upward mobility lower than most people believe (Sherman, 2017:6). 

4RI�MR�ǰZI�LSYWILSPHW�LEZI�ER�MRGSQI�FIPS[�XLI�TSZIVX]�PMRI��EJXIV�XLIMV�LSYWMRK�GSWXW�EVI�XEOIR�MRXS�

account (Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG), 2020). Most households living in poverty are also in work. 

One in three children live in relative poverty (Joseph Rowntree Foundation: 2018). The UK has seen a 

stark growth in homelessness and use of food banks (Fitzpatrick et al., 2019; Loopstra and Lalor, 2017). 

In terms of changes to the UK tax system, it remains highly centralised49 and fused with other policy 

goals allowing the government to make increased use of tax instruments which are ill-understood 

by, or less visible to, voters (Alt, Preston and Sibieta, 2010). As a proportion of national income, tax fell 

steadily from 1979 and then remained stable from the mid-1990s at just below 40% of GDP, apart from 

XLI�EJXIVQEXL�SJ�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�50�.R����������MRGSQI�XE\��REXMSREP�MRWYVERGI�GSRXVMFYXMSRW�51 

and VAT accounted for 60% of tax revenue, of which income tax is the main source at 25.4%52 but still 

only a quarter of all taxes paid in the UK (Murphy, 2016:38). Since the Conservatives came to power in 

1979, the income tax structure has been transformed, with the higher rate of tax reduced from 83% in 

the late 1970s to 40% – where it has remained since (with an additional tax rate of 45% for those earning 

over £150,000). However, the overall burden of income tax (as measured by income tax receipts) 

as a proportion of national income has changed little because while statutory rates have been cut, 

XLVIWLSPHW�ERH�EPPS[ERGIW�LEZI�VMWIR�MR�PMRI�[MXL�MRǱEXMSR���ERH�IEVRMRKW�LEZI�MRGVIEWIH��WS�XLIVI�EVI�

QSVI�LMKLIV�VEXI�XE\TE]IVW��;LMPI�XLVII�ǰJXLW�SJ�XLI�90�TSTYPEXMSR�HMH�RSX�IEVR�IRSYKL�XS�TE]�XE\�EX�EPP�

in 2016-17, the number of higher and additional rate taxpayers has grown quickly over the last 30 years 

from 3% of the taxpaying population in 1979 to 15% in 2016-17. The top 10% of income tax payers now 

pay over half of all income tax paid (Pope and Waters, 2020:47). 

Taxation of savings has also been repeatedly adjusted with an increasing bias towards the wealthy 

– those who have pensions, savings and diversify their income. As many have argued, tax relief is as 

MQTSVXERX� EW� FIRIǰXW� MR� TVSXIGXMRK� XLI� MRXIVIWXW� SJ� XLI� FIXXIV�Sǯ�� 7IPMIJ� SR� SGGYTEXMSREP� ERH� TVMZEXI�

TIRWMSR� GSRXVMFYXMSRW� ƭ� SV� ǰWGEP� [IPJEVI� ƭ� LEW� QEHI� E� GSRWMHIVEFPI� HMǯIVIRGI� XS� XLI� MRGSQIW� ERH�

spending power of the middle class. 

However, one of the biggest changes in the tax system has been the growth in the indirect tax, VAT, 

which has doubled its share of total tax revenue. While EU countries raise high proportions of revenue 

49  Less than 5% of total tax revenue is raised locally.
50  when it dropped to 36%. 
51  National Insurance contributions used to act like a tax on earnings, the payment of which would entitle individuals 
Ɗń�ÎäŲƊ°ěĸ�ŷńÎě°ī�ŷäÎƙŲěƊƺ�ÅäĸäÿƊŷŢ�BńƳäƲäŲ×�Ɗėä�īěĸĨ�ė°ŷ�Ƴä°ĨäĸäÙ�ńƲäŲ�ƊěĴä×�°ĸÙ�ĸńƳ�Ɗėäŷä�Åä°Ų�īěƊƊīä�Ųäī°Ɗěńĸ�Ɗń�ä°Îė�
for any individual contributor. 
52  Fuel duties and company taxes - corporation tax and business rates (10%) were the other substantial categories 
(Pope and Waters, 2016).
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through indirect taxes, in the UK, duties and indirect taxes constitute only 10% of revenue, of which fuel 

duties are the largest component (Ibid.). In 2018, in the UK, the poorest households lost one third of 

their disposable income by paying indirect taxes. Bryne (2020) argues that indirect taxes in the UK are 

regressive if assessed in relation to the incomes out of which they are paid. And looking at household, 

VEXLIV�XLER�MRHMZMHYEP��MRGSQI��XLI�XE\�W]WXIQ�HMVIGX�ERH�MRHMVIGX�XE\IW��WIIQW�QSVI�SV�PIWW�ǱEX�EGVSWW�

deciles, with the exception of the lowest decile, who pay the highest proportion of income as all tax of 

any decile. 

Consumer spending accounts for two-thirds of the UK’s GDP.53 While this is described as a stable 

and resilient part of expenditure by some commentators (Nabarro and Schulz, 2019), a high share of 

TVMZEXI�GSRWYQTXMSR�QEOIW�XLI�IGSRSQ]�QSVI�HITIRHIRX�SR�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�[IPP�FIMRK�SJ�LSYWILSPHW��

By March 2019, British households had spent more than they received, or ‘lived beyond their means’ 

JSV�RMRI�GSRWIGYXMZI�UYEVXIVW�5EVXMRKXSR���������[MXL�E�RSXMGIEFPI�LMX�XS�JEQMP]�ǰRERGIW�EJXIV�XLI�'VI\MX�

vote, and sudden drop in the value of the pound. UK household savings are also very low (Banks and 

Tanner, 1999).

Relative levels of spending across the income distribution vary more for some categories than others. 

49% of spending in the bottom income decile was devoted to essentials (housing, fuel, food and clothing) 

in 2017-18 compared to 29% in the top decile (Gardiner, 2019). A survey conducted by Nationwide54 in 

2018 revealed that a third of people privately renting in the United Kingdom – millions of people – 

after paying their rent, gas, electricity and food, had only £23 to spend on everything else each week 

�XERHMRK������������.R�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�]IEV�IRHMRK�������XLI�XST���	�LSYWILSPHW�EPWS�WTIRX�ǰZI�XMQIW�EW�

much on recreation and culture than those in the bottom decile and proportionately more of their total 

spending in this category (ONS, 2019b). 

Young people have experienced the tightest squeeze on spending in recent years. By 2014, 25 to 

34-year-olds had expenditure on non-housing items 15% lower than that of 55-64 year olds. While baby 

boomers have experienced the fastest increases in consumption compared to their predecessors; 

slower-than average consumption expenditure improvements for millennials compared to their 

predecessors represent a real threat to progress in generational living standards (Hirsch, Valadez-

Martinez and Gardiner, 2017).

Prior to the pandemic, one of the starkest indicators of health inequality in the UK was that life expectancy 

has stalled and may start reversing: 2015 saw the largest rise in mortality since the second world war 

(Dorling, 2016; Public Health England, 2018). The UK’s publicly funded, mainly tax-based healthcare 

system55�LEW�PSRK�FIIR�E�[SVPH�VIRS[RIH��HIITP]�IKEPMXEVMER�QSHIP�SǯIVMRK�GEVI�SR�XLI�FEWMW�SJ�RIIH�

rather than ability to pay, membership of a scheme or insurance contributions. The assumption follows 

that the NHS produces health and that improving health is a result of improving medical care (Pascall, 

2012) – an interventionist rather than preventative, individualised framework in which the importance 

of public health is marginalised, as the pandemic has tragically illustrated. At the same time, “the UK 

PEKW� [IPP� FILMRH� SXLIV� REXMSRW� MR� E� RYQFIV� SJ� OI]� EVIEW� XLEX� QEXIVMEPP]� EǯIGX� E� GSYRXV]ưW� EFMPMX]� XS�

improve the health of its population” (Ward and Chijoko, 2018). As such, Ward and Chijoko conclude that 

the question “should perhaps not be why doesn’t the NHS perform better compared to other health 

W]WXIQW�FYX�LS[�HSIW�MX�QEREKI�XS�TIVJSVQ�WS�[IPP�?���A�[LIR�MX�MW�GPIEVP]�YRHIV�VIWSYVGIHƳ�Ibid.).

53  In the G7, only the US has a higher share.
54� �b°ƊěńĸƳěÙä��ƙěīÙěĸČ��ńÎěäƊƺ�ěŷ�°��ŲěƊěŷė�ĴƙƊƙ°ī�ÿĸ°ĸÎě°ī�ěĸŷƊěƊƙƊěńĸ×�Ɗėä�ŷäƲäĸƊė�ī°ŲČäŷƊ�ÎńńŝäŲ°ƊěƲä�ÿĸ°ĸÎě°ī�
institution and the largest building society in the world with over 15 million members. (Wikipedia)
55� �ìǆš�ńû�ėä°īƊėÎ°Ųä�ŷŝäĸÙěĸČ�ěĸ�Ɗėä��U�ěŷ�ÿĸ°ĸÎäÙ�ƊėŲńƙČė�ČńƲäŲĸĴäĸƊ�äƹŝäĸÙěƊƙŲä×�ƳěƊė�Ɗėä�ŲäĴ°ěĸÙäŲ�ÎńĴěĸČ�
ûŲńĴ�ńƙƊĚńûĚŝńÎĨäƊ�äƹŝäĸÙěƊƙŲä×�ƲńīƙĸƊ°Ųƺ�ėä°īƊė�ěĸŷƙŲ°ĸÎä�ńŲ�ńƊėäŲ�ÿĸ°ĸÎěĸČ�ŷÎėäĴäŷ�ş�°ŲÙ�°ĸÙ��ėěĢńĨń×�ƕǆōìŠŢ
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Health is extremely unequal in the UK, related to socio-economic, gender, race and other inequalities. 

Powerful evidence of these inequalities has been published for more than thirty years (the Marmot 

Review56�JSV�I\EQTPI��ERH�EP[E]W�ǰRHW�XLEX�XEGOPMRK�LIEPXL�MRIUYEPMXMIW�QIERW�XEGOPMRK�FVSEHIV�WSGMEP�

inequalities too. Labour government policies made some impact, in particular policies to target child 

poverty and an expansion of early years provision and parenting support (Ibid.). Studies of poorer 

countries than the UK with good health records suggests that equality is key and that for more 

developed economies, waiting for economic growth is not enough. For the reduction of socio-economic 

inequalities and the damage they do, resources need to be redistributed – developing alternatives 

to big business, such as employee ownership, public ownership and reinvigorating cooperation and 

mutual organisations (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). Expensive but the alternative will be major loss of 

life, health and the long-term economic costs resulting from disability, ill-health and healthcare. Social 

care has been an ongoing national crisis for decades – with an aging population, hospital beds have 

declined and the responsibility shifted from hospitals to cash-strapped local authorities and from local 

authorities to families (Lewis and Glennerster, 1996).

Many in the UK now have to face the prospect of living in a country that is going backwards after 

decades framed by a narrative of progress that began with a post-war consensus about the need to 

provide a minimum standard of welfare and security to all citizens and an implicit acceptance of welfare 

capitalism (Toynbee, 2019).57 In that narrative, economic growth would drive the expansion of welfare 

FIRIǰXW�ERH�WIVZMGIW�1S[I���������&W�WYGL��XLI�90ưW�[IPJEVI�VIKMQI�[EW�PSGEXIH�WSQI[LIVI�FIX[IIR�

Esping-Andersen’s (1990) liberal and social-democratic welfare state models.

When the ‘golden age’ of the welfare state came to an end in the 1970s, full employment and economic 

growth, which had underpinned the post-war welfare state, stopped being maintained. With the 

promise of low tax, less state intervention, and lower levels of public spending, the 1980s saw the 

Conservatives winning elections and rolling back the state and an unprecedented growth in inequality 

(Jenkins, 2015:10). However, despite this radical restructuring of the state, welfare spending remained 

stationary between the late 1970s and late 1980s (Glennerster, 2007). Meanwhile, in opposition, New 

Labour developed its ‘third way’ strategy, which saw a move away from equality of outcome to social 

inclusion and opportunity. It promoted market-led reforms in partnership with the private sector, 

GSRXVSPPMRK� MRǱEXMSR� EW� E� TVMSVMX]�� &� ƯVMKLXW� ERH� VIWTSRWMFMPMXMIWư� ETTVSEGL� SǯIVIH� E� ƯLERH�YTư� F]� XLI�

WXEXI��ƯRSX�NYWX�E�LERH�SYXư��[MXL�ǱI\MFPI�PEFSYV�QEVOIXW��PS[IV�HMVIGX�XE\IW��ERH�QIERW�XIWXMRK�[IPJEVI�

provision. During Labour governments, annual GDP growth averaged 1.6% (the 1948-1998 average had 

FIIR����	��ERH�MRIUYEPMX]�HIGPMRIH��FYX�SRP]�F]�SRI�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRX�TSMRX��.R�E�,YEVHMER�EVXMGPI�IRXMXPIH��

‘The Labour Years: Could have done better’, Toynbee and Walker (2010) argued that Labour failed 

to confront the public with the reality that better services have to be paid for: “Blair soothed middle 

England while Brown levied a little more tax by stealth.” Although half a million children no longer lived 

in poor households by 200758 and unemployment fell,59 Labour reforms had done little to address the 

social class dimensions of inequality (Friedman and Laurison, 2019). 

.R� ������ XLI� ǰRERGMEP� GVEWL� HVI[� EXXIRXMSR� XS� VYRE[E]� MRGSQIW� EX� XLI� XST� ERH� EYWXIVMX]� LMKLPMKLXIH�

XLI�TPMKLX�SJ�XLSWI�[MXL�WXEKRERX�MRGSQIW�EX�XLI�FSXXSQ�/S]GI�ERH�<Y�����������ERH�[EW�TEVXP]�HVMZIR�

by unsustainable growth in household debt, which then hindered the recovery (Lucchino and Morelli, 

�������.R�������EGGYWIH�SJ�FIMRK�TVSǱMKEXI�[MXL�TYFPMG�WTIRHMRK��XLI�1EFSYV�KSZIVRQIRX�[EW�VITPEGIH�

56  Marmot, M. et al., (2010) Fair Society, Healthy Lives, The Marmot Review: London.
57� �dīÅäěƊ�Ɗė°Ɗ�ěƊ�ěĸƲńīƲäÙ�ÎńĴŝŲńĴěŷä�°ĸÙ�ÎńĸĀěÎƊ�şäŢČŢ×�:īäĸĸäŲŷƊäŲ×�ƕǆǆſŠŢ�
58  A cut of a quarter from Blair’s promise to halve the number of poor children.
59  Although many of the jobs that were created were in the public sector.
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with a Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government whose main policy response was removing 

XLI�ǰWGEP�WXMQYPYW�ERH�IQFEVOMRK�SR�E�PSRK�TIVMSH�SJ�EYWXIVMX]�60 Public spending cuts were presented 

EW�RIGIWWEV]�JSV�VIHYGMRK�XLI�HIǰGMX��FYX�[IVI�EPWS�E�FMH�XS�HMWQERXPI�[LEX�XLI�KSZIVRQIRX�WE[�EW�ER�

SZIV�GIRXVEPMWIH��MRIǯIGXYEP��ERH�SZIVFIEVMRK�WXEXI��

&YWXIVMX]�YRHIVQMRIH�FYWMRIWW�GSRǰHIRGI�ERH�XLI�MRZIWXQIRX�VIUYMVIH�JSV�KVS[XL�[EW�QYGL�VIHYGIH��

EǯIGXMRK� 'VMXEMRưW� YRHIVP]MRK� TVSHYGXMZMX]�61 Since 2010, the economic recovery has been driven by 

increasing public and private debt. In tandem, quantitative easing – explicitly designed to supply banks 

with liquidity to lend at low interest – has boosted the assets of the richest 10% while lending to UK 

FYWMRIWWIW�LEW�FIIR�RIKEXMZI�1II���������(VIHMX�LEW�MRWXIEH�ǱS[IH�XS�ER�SZIVLIEXMRK�TVSTIVX]�QEVOIX��

fuelling property prices (though in many areas they are now falling). As a result, “the economy has not 

been rebalanced towards private investment, exports or manufacturing” (Ibid., 2015) and the UK’s debt-

driven, consumption-dependent growth model means that it has a ‘fundamental problem of international 

competitiveness’ (Blakeley, 2018). Technological change and the tension between globalisation and the 

nation state continue to threaten the labour market and create a sense of economic insecurity.62 

In 2016, a referendum was held on the UK’s membership of the European Union, with the UK voting 

to leave by 51.89%. While a Brexit deal was agreed in 2018, the Conservatives had failed to obtain a 

majority in the 2017 general election and prolonged parliamentary deadlock led to the policy agenda 

FIMRK�HIǱIGXIH�JVSQ�WSGMEP�ERH�IGSRSQMG�MWWYIW��.R�)IGIQFIV�������ER�IEVP]�ƯWRETư�IPIGXMSR�VIWYPXIH�

in a Conservative landslide majority securing their mandate to ensure the UK’s departure from the EU 

on 31 January 2020.

The political climate surrounding the referendum and Brexit63 brought increasing inequality, stagnant 

incomes, labour market precarity, and anxieties about immigration to the fore. It also showed local and 

national democracies to be in crisis, with a ‘hollowing out of democracy’, lack of genuine political choice 

manifesting in the rise of authoritarian parties and the demise of centre-ground political forces.64 There 

MW�EPWS�ER�MRXIRWMǰIH�GSQTPI\MX]�MR�XLI�VIPEXMSRWLMT�FIX[IIR�ZEPYIW�ERH�TSPMXMGEP�FILEZMSYV�XLI�TSPMXMGEP�

HMQIRWMSR� SJ� PIJX�GIRXVI�VMKLX� FYX� EPWS� XLI� QSVI� WSGMEP� HMQIRWMSR� SJ� PMFIVEP�GIRXVI�EYXLSVMXEVMER��

which means that “voting behaviour will be volatile” for the foreseeable future, as voters and parties 

WIIO�XS�ǰRH�XLIMV�TPEGIW�MR�XLMW�QYPXM�HMQIRWMSREP�WTEGIƳ��YVVMHKI��������

-S[�HS�XLI�XST���	�SJ�XLI�MRGSQI�HMWXVMFYXMSR�JIIP�XLI]�LEZI�JEVIH�MR�XLMW�GSRXI\X$�8LMW�GLETXIV�ǰVWX�

60  Austerity measures from 2009-11 included increased social insurance contributions, introducing an additional top 
ěĸÎńĴä�Ɗ°ƹ�Ų°Ɗä×�ƳěƊėÙŲ°ƳěĸČ�ŝäŲŷńĸ°ī�°īīńƳ°ĸÎäŷ�°Ɗ�ėěČė�ěĸÎńĴäŷ×�ÎƙƊŷ�Ɗń�Î°ŷė�ÅäĸäÿƊŷ�°ĸÙ�Ɗ°ƹ�ÎŲäÙěƊŷ×�°ĸ�ěĸÎŲä°ŷä�
ěĸ�ŷƊ°ĸÙ°ŲÙ��d��Ų°Ɗä×�°ĸÙ�ÎƙƊŷ�Ɗń�ŝƙÅīěÎ�ěĸƲäŷƊĴäĸƊŢ�8ŲńĴ�ƕǆōƕ�ńĸƳ°ŲÙŷ×�°ƙŷƊäŲěƊƺ�ŝńīěÎěäŷ�ƳäŲä�äƲäĸ�ĴńŲä�ŲäČŲäŷŷěƲä×�
ěĸÎīƙÙěĸČ�ûŲääǂěĸČ�ÎėěīÙ�ÅäĸäÿƊ�°ĸÙ�Ɗėä�ŷ°ƲěĸČŷ�ÎŲäÙěƊ�ŝ°ŲƊ�ńû�ŝäĸŷěńĸ�ÎŲäÙěƊ×�ŲäĴńƲěĸČ�ÎėěīÙ�ÅäĸäÿƊ�ûŲńĴ�ėěČėäŲ�Ų°Ɗä�
Ɗ°ƹŝ°ƺäŲŷ×�ŲäûńŲĴŷ�Ɗń�ĴäÙěÎ°ī�ƊäŷƊŷ�ûńŲ�Ùěŷ°ÅěīěƊƺ�īěƲěĸČ�°īīńƳ°ĸÎä×�°ĸÙ�ŷŝäĸÙěĸČ�ÎƙƊŷ�ńĸ�ÎńƙĸÎěī�Ɗ°ƹ�ÅäĸäÿƊŷŢ�
61� �Ƙ�ńû�ƳńŲĨäŲŷ�°Ųä�äĴŝīńƺäÙ�ěĸ�Åƙŷěĸäŷŷäŷ�ƳėäŲä�ŝŲńÙƙÎƊěƲěƊƺ�ěŷ�ÅäīńƳ�°ƲäŲ°Čä�ûńŲ�ƊėäěŲ�ŷěǂä�°ĸÙ�ŷäÎƊńŲ�şX�)�
Growth Commission, 2017:41).
62  Economic forecasts predict slower growth in productivity may be the ‘new normal’, and the same will be true for 
growth in living standards. Real earnings are predicted to increase between now and 2022-23 and as high income 
households get a larger share of their income from earnings, this will increase inequality (Cribb et al., 2018:20). 
63  The referendum outcome is multi-causal and multi-faceted, with many demographic, economic and political 
drivers (see Ferree et al., 2014). Dorling (2016) argues that the Brexit vote was largely a ‘middle class English vote’ based 
on economic inequality, with older, socially conservative, squeezed middle class English Leave voters increasingly 
powerless as a result of globalisation, widening economic inequalities and the failure of successive UK governments 
to redistribute income and wealth more equitably. They are old enough to remember more equitable times and might 
associate the EU with a decline in living standards as the UK has been a member of the EU for roughly the same period 
of time that economic inequality in the UK has worsened (Piketty, 2013). 
64  The under-representation of anti-EU parties in the British parliament is likely a crucial contributing factor to the 
lack of attention in the political process paid to struggling areas, especially in England and Wales. As a result of the 
First Past the Post voting system, the Brexit party currently has no MP in the House of Commons, despite the fact that 
ěƊ�Î°Ĵä�ÿŲŷƊ�ěĸ�Ɗėä�ƕǆōľ�)ƙŲńŝä°ĸ�z°Ųīě°ĴäĸƊ�äīäÎƊěńĸŷŢ��ė°Ɗ�ěŷ�ĴńŲä×�ěƊ�ěŷ�ĸńƳ�ÅäÎńĴěĸČ�Îīä°Ų�Ɗė°Ɗ�°�ÙěüäŲäĸƊ�Ɗƺŝä�
of political activism is required in a world where the interaction of social and conventional media have created huge 
problems for politics (Blair, 2019).
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introduces the individuals who took part in the study and then discusses participants’ perceptions of 

social mobility and inequality. The chapter will discuss how economically secure they feel, their level 

of civic engagement, their use of public services, and their political views and voting behaviour. Later, 

it explores respondents’ attitudes towards inequality, their support for redistribution, and the role the 

state, the private sector, and wealthy individuals have and should have in relation to inequality.

Who are the top 10% in the UK?
In the UK, interviews were conducted with 29 individuals. For the purposes of this research, the sample 

[EW�RSX�MRXIRHIH�XS�FI�WXEXMWXMGEPP]�VITVIWIRXEXMZI��-S[IZIV��MX�[EW�VIEWSREFP]�MRGPYWMZI�ERH�VIǱIGXIH�

the composition of that population in key respects. Figure 2 shows the sample’s composition by 

occupation, income, gender, age and location. Of the 29 participants, 9 are female. This is broadly 

consistent with the proportion in the top 10% of income earners, of whom 28.3% are women (Atkinson, 

Casarico and Voitchovsky, 2018).65 Of the participants, over three-quarters (24 out of 29) are in the 35-

���EKI�FVEGOIX��[LMGL�MW��EW�ǰKYVI���WLS[W��FVSEHP]�GSRWMWXIRX�[MXL�*9��.1(�HEXE�ERH�SXLIV�EZEMPEFPI�

evidence (Joyce et al., 2019). Only three respondents are under 34 years old. 24 are married or partnered 

and 24 have children. 27 participants are white. Despite 14% of the working population being from an 

ethnic minority background, many are concentrated in low-paying jobs. However, this is not uniform 

across ethnicities, some of which are under-represented in the sample.66 

Figure 2: Distribution of the interview sample by occupation, income, gender, age and location
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65  And the proportion of women declines as an individual rises higher on the income scale, with 18.9% of women in 
the top 1% of income distribution (Ibid.).
66  The income distribution for Black/African Caribbean/Black British workers is almost comparable with that for 
White workers and there are now more Indian workers in the top earnings decile than White workers (McGregor-Smith, 
2017:9).
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Figure 3: Age distribution across income deciles in the UK
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Source: EU-SILC, 2016.

By income, the largest group, 12 respondents, are those in the 3% income bracket (earning between 

£97,000 and £169,999), followed by those in the 10% (£53,100- £68,399), the 1% (earning £170,000 

upwards) and the 6% (£68,400-£97,099). The sample is dominated by those living in the south-east (23 

out of 29, with two of those living in both London and the north). This is largely due to the researchers 

being based in the south-east and using ‘snowballing’67 methods to recruit participants. However, 

this dominance of London and the south-east in the sample is broadly consistent with what evidence 

tells us about the concentration of high incomes in these areas (Jenkins, 2015; Trust for London, 2017; 

Joyce et al., 2019).68 Six respondents work in the public sector – broadly consistent with the national 

percentage of workers in public sector jobs, 16.5% in June 2019, according to the ONS – and 23 work in 

XLI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV�43�������F��?�II�ǰKYVI���JSV�MRXIVZMI[�WEQTPI�F]�SGGYTEXMSRA��

Perceptions of meritocracy and social mobility
Interviews began with questions on respondents’ socio-economic backgrounds and careers. 

Interviewers asked when and where they were born and grew up, their parents’ occupation, and their 

education. They were then asked about their marital status, whether they have children, their current 

role, to summarise their career trajectory, whether they have progressed, and how they feel about that 

progression. 

67  In its simplest formulation, snowball sampling consists of identifying respondents who are then used to refer 
researchers on to other respondents. Snowball sampling contradicts many of the assumptions underpinning 
conventional notions of sampling but has a number of advantages for sampling populations such as the deprived, the 
socially stigmatised and elites (Atkinson and Flint, 2001).
68  “15% of London’s population are inside the poorest 10% of the national population. And 14.4% of London’s 
population are inside the richest 10%. This makes London the most unequal region, as it has a relatively high proportion 
of people with high incomes and with low incomes. As a consequence, London has a relatively hollowed out middle of 
Ɗėä�ěĸÎńĴä�ÙěŷƊŲěÅƙƊěńĸ�ƳěƊėěĸ�Ɗėä��UŢ�jƊėäŲ�ŲäČěńĸŷ�ƊäĸÙ�Ɗń�ė°Ʋä�Ųäī°ƊěƲäīƺ�ĴńŲä�īńƳĚěĸÎńĴä�ėńƙŷäėńīÙŷ�ńŲ�Ųäī°ƊěƲäīƺ�
ĴńŲä�ėěČėĚěĸÎńĴä�ėńƙŷäėńīÙŷ�şŷƙÎė�°ŷ�Ɗėä��ńƙƊė�)°ŷƊŠŢ�jĸīƺ�XńĸÙńĸ�ěŷ�ńƲäŲĚŲäŝŲäŷäĸƊäÙ�°Ɗ�ÅńƊė�Ɗėä�Ɗńŝ�°ĸÙ�Ɗėä�
ÅńƊƊńĴ�ńû�Ɗėä�ěĸÎńĴä�ÙěŷƊŲěÅƙƊěńĸŢ��ėěŷ�ÿĸÙěĸČ�ė°ŷ�Åääĸ�ÎńĸŷěŷƊäĸƊ�ěĸ��ŲƙŷƊ�ûńŲ�XńĸÙńĸ�ŲäŝńŲƊŷ�ŷěĸÎä�ƕǆǆľŠŢů�ş�ńƙŲÎäÖ�
XńĸÙńĸŰŷ�zńƲäŲƊƺ�zŲńÿīä×�ƕǆōſ×��ŲƙŷƊ�ûńŲ�XńĸÙńĸÖ�ėƊƊŝŷÖwwƳƳƳŢƊŲƙŷƊûńŲīńĸÙńĸŢńŲČŢƙĨwÙ°Ɗ°wěĸÎńĴäĚěĸäŦƙ°īěƊƺĚ°ÎŲńŷŷĚ
england/)
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15 out of 29 respondents come from families in which one or both parents had a professional job. 

The majority of respondents are managers, professionals and associate professionals, consistent 

[MXL�FSXL�XLI�SGGYTEXMSREP�HMWXVMFYXMSR�SJ�XLI�90�FEWIH�SR������*(��.1(�HEXE�?WII�ǰKYVI��A�ERH�[LEX�

is known about the declining industrial and manufacturing sector and the large-scale expansion of 

the professional and managerial sector. By the 1990s, 37% of all those in the workforce were doing 

professional or managerial jobs (Friedman and Laurison, 2019:6).

Figure 4: Occupational category for total population and top 10%
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Source: EU-SILC, 2016.

The majority of respondents – but particularly those with the greatest social mobility in young adulthood 

and working in the private sector – provide a meritocratic reading of their upward trajectory. Tony, in 

his early 50s, a senior manager with a top 1% income, attributes his mobility to a normative upbringing 

with stable and supportive parents. He describes his working-class background with pride, speaking 

of his father joining the army at 17 and rising to Captain, which was “quite an achievement from his 

LYQFPI�WXSGO�Ƴ�&RH�VIǱIGXW�ƲMJ�Q]�QYQ�ERH�HEH�[IVI�EPMZI��.ưH�WE]�XLI]ưH�FI�TVSYH�SJ�[LIVI�.�YPXMQEXIP]�

ended up.” Tony is one of many respondents keen to emphasise the degree to which he has travelled 

socio-economically. Some do this by describing the areas and communities in which they grew up 

in pathological or culturally negative ways: of ‘God awful comprehensive schools’ ‘getting out of the 

ghetto’ and being one of the ‘few who made it out.’

On the other hand, Christopher, one of only two respondents under 35, already in the top 3% of earners 

working for a global IT service and consulting company, describes himself as ‘massively privileged’ and 

states:

I don’t believe in meritocracy. If you work hard, you can improve your baseline. There are two 

classes in Britain: those born in opportunity and those born in disadvantage, who would need 

to work incredibly hard. Still there are opportunities, networks, etc., which are also unequal.

*ZIR� XLSYKL� (LVMWXSTLIV� EGORS[PIHKIW� XLI� MRǱYIRGI� SJ� LMW� TVMZMPIKIH� YTFVMRKMRK�� LI� RIZIVXLIPIWW�

HIWGVMFIW� LMQWIPJ� EW� GSQMRK� JVSQ� E� FEGOKVSYRH� XLEX� MW� ƯQMHHPI� GPEWW� ?ERHA�ZEPYIW� IHYGEXMSR�ư�;LMPI�
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saying he does not believe in meritocracy, his account still depicts education as enabling individuals to 

progress in an environment of opportunities for all. Indeed, education is central to most respondents’ 

narratives. Nearly everyone agrees that social mobility is often predicated on supportive childhood 

MRǱYIRGIW�ERH�IHYGEXMSREP�STTSVXYRMXMIW�

.XưW�?ƸA�LEZMRK�E�W]WXIQ�EVSYRH�]SY��MRGPYHMRK�]SYV�TEVIRXW��XLEX�EVI�KSMRK�XS�LIPT�]SY�MHIRXMJ]�

opportunities and nurture you. The problem is if the parents haven’t had those opportunities, 

then it’s hard for them to give them to their children. It’s a vicious cycle. (Louise, a 44-year-old 

sales consultant, living in London with a top 1% income)

Gemma – a management consultant, in her late thirties, with a top 3% income – is an example of 

WSQISRI�[LS��[LMPI�RSX�LEZMRK�E�WXEFPI�YTFVMRKMRK��HIWGVMFIW�LIVWIPJ�EW�ƯKIXXMRK�SYXư�SJ�E�ƯǰRERGMEPP]�

ZSPEXMPIư�WMRKPI�TEVIRX�H]REQMG���LI�EXXVMFYXIW�XLMW�QSFMPMX]�XS�FIMRK�EGEHIQMGEPP]�FVMKLX��Ʋ?.A�[EW�E�LMKL�

achiever. Teachers and family said ‘you have to go to uni.’ If I’d been an average student, that wouldn’t 

have happened.” 

Educational abilities are cited as primary factors in social mobility because they are seen as acceptable, 

undebatable attributes that reinforce the belief that your social mobility is deserved. The extent to 

which respondents have had a helping hand in the past varies, and when that support is mentioned, 

it tends to be underplayed. Similarly, respondents vary in the extent they acknowledge their luck in 

RSX�LEZMRK�LEH�ER]�WMKRMǰGERX�WXVYGXYVEP�FEVVMIVW�MQTIHMRK�XLIMV�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]��1EXIV�MR�LIV�MRXIVZMI[��

Gemma does acknowledge this when she tells us that although gaining a place at university did start 

her upward mobility, her ‘very supportive family’ helped with rent during a degree internship in London, 

[LMGL�EPPS[IH�LIV�XS�TYVWYI�E�WXVYGXYVIH�GEVIIV�MR�E�PEVKI�GSVTSVEXI�ǰVQ��TVSZMHMRK�XLI�WXEFMPMX]�WLI�HMH�

not experience growing up. 

While education is central in respondents’ narratives, there is little critique of the distinction between 

IHYGEXMSREP�UYEPMǰGEXMSRW�MR�XLIQWIPZIW�ERH�XLI�RIX[SVOW�ERH�WSGMEP�GETMXEP�XLEX�IHYGEXMSR�GER�TVSZMHI��

in particular, private education. 23 of the 29 respondents were state educated, as you might expect in 

a country in which well over 9 out of 10 people attend state schools (Dorling, 2014:35) but perhaps not 

as many privately schooled participants as you might expect given what research tells us about the 

over-representation of the privately schooled in highly paid jobs (The Sutton Trust: 2019). As the Social 

Mobility and Child Poverty in Great Britain Commission69 put it, those who rise to the top in Britain today 

look remarkably similar to those who rose to the top half a century ago (2015:4). Just one respondent, 

a state school headteacher, mentions bringing education under the state sector as the only way that 

inequality can be properly addressed.

The top 10% and belief in their own agency
Even though educational opportunity is seen as a key driver of social mobility, few respondents mention 

the educational inequalities at play in the labour market. However, some acknowledge that young 

people today do not have the same opportunities they had. 28 out of the 29 respondents had been to 

university or a polytechnic, and spoke about their luck in having had a grant to pay for university, in not 

facing huge debt, in having had the opportunity of a good education, and in not experiencing credential 

MRǱEXMSR��-S[IZIV��XLI�EGORS[PIHKIQIRX�SJ�XLEX�PYGO�MW�UYEPMǰIH�F]�XLSWI�VIWTSRHIRXW�[LS�TSMRX�SYX�

that one still has to apply oneself and make good decisions to make the most out of it. 

69� �dÅńƙƊ�ƙŷ�Ě��ńÎě°ī�`ńÅěīěƊƺ�°ĸÙ��ėěīÙ�zńƲäŲƊƺ��ńĴĴěŷŷěńĸ�Ě�:j�Ţ�U
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This emphasis on individuals’ responsibility to ensure their own employability is also seen in the way 

respondents – particularly working in the corporate sector – talk about the importance of embracing risk 

in the uncertain global marketplace. This showcases the belief that upward mobility is possible solely 

through the cultivation of human potential, as Beck (1992) and Giddens (1998) argued. Ross, one of the 

youngest respondents – the head of his own IT consultancy and with a top 1% income – provides an 

example of an over-individualised sense of his own trajectory. He believes that good decision-making 

LEW�PIH�XS�LMW�GYVVIRX�TSWMXMSR��ORS[MRK�Ʋ?[ALIR�XS�TYVWYI�STTSVXYRMX]��XS�FEPERGI�VMWO�[MXL�VI[EVH�Ƴ�-I�

VIǱIGXW�XLEX�ƲXLMW�QMKLX�FI�VIPEXIH�XS�YTFVMRKMRK�ERH�FIMRK�IRGSYVEKIH�XS�TYVWYI�VMWO�Ƴ�-I�KSIW�SR�XS�

talk about the importance of the ability to ‘reinvent yourself,’ ‘to keep an eye on the trends,’ and ‘to keep 

ahead of the curve’: 

These days it’s about working smarter. We have to see what technology is doing. Why work 

hard as a taxi driver if you might be replaced by a self-driving car.

Keeping ahead of the curve includes remaining competitive against a global workforce, being prepared 

to move from job to job, to relocate and to travel. This is particularly the case for corporate sector 

VIWTSRHIRXW��&�[MPPMRKRIWW�XS�FI�ǱI\MFPI�MW�MQTPMGMXP]�MRGPYHIH�MR�LEZMRK�XLI�VMKLX�EXXMXYHI��.X�MW�GPSWIP]�

associated with making good decisions and leveraging the skills that you have. This commitment to 

ǱI\MFMPMX]�MR�XYVR�EǯIGXW�XLIMV�EXXMXYHIW�XS�MRIUYEPMX]�ERH�XS�XLIMV�PSGEP�GSQQYRMXMIW��

8LI� VMKLX� EXXMXYHI� ERH� WIPJ�QSXMZEXMSR� EVI� JYVXLIV� I\TPEREXMSRW� SǯIVIH� MR� VIWTSRHIRXWư� QIVMXSGVEXMG�

accounts. Sean – a 40-year-old with a top 1% income, who owns a recruitment company, and who did 

not have much parental support growing up – tells us his own motivation and hard work is the reason 

JSV�LMW�WYGGIWW��Ʋ?RASFSH]�GSEGLIH�QI�XS�KS�XS�YRMZIVWMX]�SV�XS�HS�[IPP�JSV�Q]WIPJ�Ƴ�*UYEPP]��8SR]��XLSYKL�

LEZMRK�TEVIRXEP�WYTTSVX��FIPMIZIW�LMW�QSXMZEXMSR�ERH�IǯSVX�EVI�XLI�OI]�HMǯIVIRGI�FIX[IIR�HSMRK�[IPP�SV�

RSX��-I�GSRGIHIW�Ʋ?MX�QE]�FI�HMǲGYPXA�MJ�]SY�WXEVX�EX�XLI�FSXXSQ�?���A�ERH�HSRưX�LEZI�E�KSSH�WGLSSP��FIXXIV�

network but, ultimately, it is a choice and if you don’t strive for more, it means you’re happy being poor.”

Hard work is a consistent trope, particularly for respondents working in the private sector and in those 

[LS� LEZI� WXEVXIH� XLIMV� S[R� FYWMRIWWIW�� 7S]�� E� ���]IEV�SPH� ǰRERGI� HMVIGXSV� [MXL� E� XST� �	� MRGSQI��

comments that hard work can compensate for a lack of natural ability or talent and that being bright is 

RSX�IRSYKL�XS�IRWYVI�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]��Ʋ?.A�[SVO�ZIV]�LEVH��.ưQ�RSX�E�FVMPPMERX�TIVWSR�WS�.�LEZI�XS�[SVO�LEVH�Ƴ�

Some believe that they have worked exceptionally hard. Interviewers asked respondents to comment 

on the relative importance of hard work, good decision making and luck in their success. Jonathan, a 

���]IEV�SPH�JSVQIV�FEVVMWXIV��PMZMRK�MR�1SRHSR��[MXL�E�XST��	�MRGSQI��VIWTSRHW��Ʋ?LAEVH�[SVO��=IW��E�LIPP�SJ�

E�PSX�c.�[SVO�LEVHIV�XLER�ER]SRI�.�ORS[��-MWXSVMGEPP]����HE]W�E�[IIO�ERH����LSYVW�E�HE]�Ƴ

�YWERREL��SR�XLI�SXLIV�LERH��E����]IEV�SPH�GLMIJ�ǰRERGMEP�SǲGIV�JSV�E�QENSV�FERO��[MXL�E�XST��	�MRGSQI��

when responding to the same question,70 tells us all three are important, but then gives an example 

of how important luck is by attributing her current position to being in the right place at the right time, 

when a vacancy came up.

Interviewers asked respondents to comment on the statement: ‘if you work hard you will succeed in 

the UK.’ Interviewees across the sample, including high earners in the private sector, acknowledge that 

hard work does not always guarantee success and that some have to work much harder than others for 

70  What role do you believe these three factors have had in determining your current status? 1. Hard work 2. Good 
decision-making and 3. Good luck.
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WMQMPEV�VI[EVHW��1SYMWI��E����]IEV�SPH�WEPIW�GSRWYPXERX�[MXL�E�XST��	�MRGSQI��XIPPW�YW��Ʋ?.AưQ�WYVI�XLIVI�

are a lot of people who are hard-working who are just in low paid jobs.” 

However, it tends to be those who work outside of the corporate structure, with experience in or with 

XLI�TYFPMG�WIGXSV��ERH�[SVOMRK�[MXL�GSPPIEKYIW�ERH�GPMIRXW�JVSQ�HMǯIVIRX�MRGSQI�KVSYTW�[LS�HMWGYWW�

in any detail the structural barriers preventing social mobility. They not only refer to the realities of low 

[EKI�[SVO��FYX�EPWS�QE]�GSQTEVI�XLIMV�WEPEVMIW�XS�XLSWI�SJ�� JSV�I\EQTPI��[SVOIVW�JYPǰPPMRK�IWWIRXMEP�

roles for little remuneration. Such respondents, Hecht (2017) describes as ‘critical evaluators.’ In this 

study, they also tend to be at the lower end of the top 10% income band.

When asked to comment on the statement that ‘broadly speaking, if you work hard, you will succeed 

in the UK,’ such respondents express strong feelings about inequality, and refer to the realities of low 

[EKI�[SVO��)YRGER��MR�LMW�PEXI�ǰJXMIW��E�HMVIGXSV�SJ�E�RSR�HITEVXQIRXEP�TYFPMG�FSH]�71 living in Scotland, 

and also with a top 10% income, comments:

I struggle with the idea that if you work hard money will come to you. If you’re on a minimum 

wage in this country, working 16 hours a day, you’ll only get a certain amount of income. 

Irrespective of what you do with it, that’s all you’ll get. In theory, being in work means you can 

build networks and relationships and move on and earn more. But frankly, if you’re working for 

minimum wage in McDonald’s, you’re not meeting many people.

Stephen, a law professor living in Manchester with a top 6% income, spoke of people who have to take 

X[S�NSFW�XS�QEOI�IRHW�QIIX��[LS�EVI�[SVOMRK�LEVH��FYX�ƯRSX�I\EGXP]�ǱSYVMWLMRK�ư�;LIR�EWOIH�[LIXLIV�

he thought hard work had a role in determining his current status, Paul, an architect working with the 

public sector, just in the top 10% income band, who splits his week between London and Liverpool, felt 

strongly that it was not:

People who clean hospitals – they work hard. No, that is a terrible suggestion to make. People 

who think they work hard, because they earn hundreds of thousands of pounds, are not working 

as hard as they believe. 

Hannah, a 44-year-old occupational health consultant, earning just above the 10% threshold and living 

MR�XLI�WSYXL�IEWX��XIPPW�YW�MR�VIPEXMSR�XS�XLI�WXEXIQIRX�ƯXLI�VMGLIV�XLI�VMGL��XLI�QSVI�EPP�SJ�WSGMIX]�FIRIǰXWư�

3S��.�HSRưX�EKVII��FIGEYWI�.�XLMRO�XLI�VMGL�KIXXMRK�VMGLIV�FIRIǰXW�XLIQWIPZIW�ERH�.ưQ�RSX�WYVI�

how much of that is passed down, because I think some people get rich at other people’s 

expense.

�YGL� VIWTSRHIRXW� EPWS� GSRǰVQ� XLI� MQTSVXERGI� SJ� RIX[SVOMRK� JSV� WSGMEP� QSFMPMX]�� (PEMVI�� E� XIEGLIV��

living in Manchester, with an income just above the 10% threshold, speaks of the “‘old boys’ network. 

Opportunity comes from having money, contacts, knowing people in places, work experience, and 

connections.” Kai – an under-35-year-old former doctor whose parents emigrated to the UK when he 

was young and who now runs his own company – observes that in his business life he gets to meet a 

lot of wealthy entrepreneurs who, he notes, mostly come from wealthy backgrounds. This, in part, he 

thinks is what made them successful, as they were able to take risks without having to worry about their 

ǰRERGMEP�WIGYVMX]��

71  A non-governmental public body (NDPB) is a “body which has a role in the processes of national government, but 
is not a government department or part of one, and which accordingly operates to a greater or lesser extent at arm’s 
length from ministers.” https://www.gov.uk/guidance/public-bodies-reform
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Several respondents comment that while hard work may have been the route to upward mobility in the 

past, this was no longer true. They felt it had the potential to contribute to economic security, but would 

certainly not secure it. Maria, a marketing director in her forties, living in the south-east with a top 3% 

income, comments that:

8LMW�[EW�XVYI����]IEVW�EKS�?ƸA�IZIR�MJ�]SY�[IVI�[SVOMRK�GPEWW��MJ�]SY�[SVOIH�LEVH�]SY�GSYPH�IEVR�

enough to get your kids through school and then to university, and then they could potentially 

break out of the working class and make the middle class. It’s only just starting to hit the middle 

class that it doesn’t matter how hard you work, you may not earn enough money to break even, 

let alone make it out of your social class. And that is key – that change.

Peter, the young IT consultant with a top 1% income that was previously mentioned, tells us: 

I disagree with the idea that if you work hard, you’ll do well. It used to be the case. But that 

plays back to when career paths were designed and the way to progress was to show that you 

worked harder than anyone else.

;LMPI� MRXIVZMI[IIW� HS� VIJIV� XS� WSQI� WXVYGXYVEP� FEVVMIVW� XS� QSFMPMX]�� MX� MW� WXVMOMRK� XLEX� JI[� LEZI� ǰVWX�

LERH�I\TIVMIRGIW�SJ�WMKRMǰGERX�HMWVYTXMSRW�MR�XLIMV�GEVIIV��8LIVI�EVI�LEVHP]�ER]�VIJIVIRGIW�XS�XVEYQEXMG�

events, chronic illnesses or time out caring for family, for example. It is noteworthy that most male 

respondents in their 40s or 50s describe uninterrupted career trajectories, and most had stable 

upbringings – often with their mother at home. They often seek to replicate that model for their own 

families – with their wives staying at home to look after their children. Only one woman in her late 30s, 

,IQQE��E�QEREKIQIRX�GSRWYPXERX��XIPPW�YW�WLI�[MPP�RSX�VMWO�LIV�ǰRERGMEP�WXEFMPMX]�XS�LEZI�GLMPHVIR��

)MZSVGI��ERH�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�MRWIGYVMX]�XLEX�JSPPS[W��MW�XLI�QSWX�HMWVYTXMZI�IZIRX�QIRXMSRIH�F]�QSVI�XLER�

one respondent. Nobody who starts an ambitious upward trajectory decides to change their career 

path due to, for example, health, or family reasons. The absence of these and other barriers to mobility, 

is critical to understanding this sample’s tendency to attribute their upward trajectories largely to their 

own agency – if with the help of family support and a bit of luck. 

Interviewees’ narratives chime with previous research; those in higher socio-economic positions exhibit 

elevated sense of control over their own situation – individualised agency and rationality (Edmiston, 

2017:11). Socially mobile respondents, to make sense of the places they grew up in and those who have 

not followed the same upward trajectories, reframe the various dimensions of structural disadvantage 

(whether area, housing, employment, education and health inequalities) in terms of a culture of 

TSZIVX]�c8LI�WSYVGI�SJ�[LMGL�GER�FI�XVEGIH�FEGO�XS�XLI�SVMKMRW�SJ�XLI�[IPJEVI�WXEXI�ERH�XLI�GVIEXMSR�

of a distinction between the deserving and undeserving poor in the workhouse (Lowe, 1999) in which 

the able-bodied were judged as not willing to take responsibility for their own lives (Jones, 2000) and 

establishing in British welfare provision that the poor need to be disciplined (Jones, 2000; Englander, 

1998; Lowe, 1999). 

Inequalities of income and wealth, gender, race and disability, rarely feature in their accounts. Martin, in 

his early sixties, another professor in the humanities, with a top 6% income, living in Manchester, is the 

SRP]�VIWTSRHIRX�XS�VIJIV�XS�ƯIZIV]XLMRK�ǱS[MRKư�JVSQ�E�TIVWSREP�I\TIVMIRGI�SJ�VEGMEP�MRNYWXMGI�XLVSYKL�

police violence, which led to his political activism and eventually to an academic career. He describes 

being an academic as ‘an amazing job – a privilege.’ He tells us that “he’s a working-class bloke made 

KSSHƳ�[LS�Ʋ[SVOW�EPP�XLI�XMQI�?EW�LI�JIIPWA�KYMPX]�EFSYX�TVMZMPIKI��.�HSRưX�XLMRO�.ưQ�I\GITXMSREP��.�[SVO�
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hard, and what happened to me gave me a perspective – some of these things are accidents, but 

they’re not luck.”

Where the individualised narrative shows some sign of breaking down is when respondents contemplate 

not their own lives, but those of future generations, particularly their children. Susannah, a 40-year-old 

GLMIJ�ǰRERGMEP�SǲGIV�JSV�E�QENSV�FERO�[MXL�E�XST��	�MRGSQI�PMZMRK�MR�XLI�WSYXL�IEWX��WLEVIW�LIV�GSRGIVR�

about her children’s future job prospects:

I worry about my kids. I don’t know what they’re going to do because all the jobs – and I say 

XLEX�JVSQ�E�ǰRERGMEP�WIVZMGIW�FEGOKVSYRH�ƭ�EPP�XLI�IRXV]�PIZIP�NSFW�JSV�E�PSX�SJ�MRHYWXVMIW�LEZI�

EPP�FIIR�QSZIH�SǯWLSVI��WS�XLI�NSF�XLEX�.�WXEVXIH��XLI�NSF�XLEX�.�HMH�[LIR�.�WXEVXIH�Q]�GEVIIV�EX�

?MRZIWXQIRX�FEROA�MW�RS[�[IPP�ERH�XVYP]�HSRI�MR�.RHME�

Similarly, Paul, an architect, in his late 40s, living in London with an income just above the 10% mark, 

MW�GSRGIVRIH�EFSYX�XLI�IǯIGXW�SJ�MRXIVKIRIVEXMSREP�MRIUYEPMX]�SR�LMW�GLMPHVIR��TEVXMGYPEVP]�SR�LSYWMRK��

especially in the south-east. 

I have told my three children, who’ve been to university in Birmingham, Keele and Manchester, 

that they should consider staying in the north to have a higher standard of living. 

Across interviews, a strong individualising discourse frames the narratives about social mobility, 

particularly for those in the private sector and those who have experienced the most mobility. Educational 

STTSVXYRMX]�MW�SZIVIQTLEWMWIH�ERH�SXLIV�JEGXSVW�ƭ�WYGL�EW�ǰRERGMEP�WYTTSVX�EX�XLI�VMKLX�XMQI�ƭ�SJXIR�

downplayed. However, there is acknowledgement and concern that life transitions (whether in relation 

to education, employment, or housing) are not as they were. This softening of meritocratic belief 

systems is consistent with European Social Survey data showing that the British have become less 

XSPIVERX�SJ�XLI�MHIE�XLEX�PEVKI�HMǯIVIRGIW�MR�MRGSQI�EVI�EGGITXEFPI�XS�VI[EVH�XEPIRX�ERH�IǯSVX�?ǰKYVI��A��

Figure 5: Large differences in income acceptable to reward talents and efforts������(�������&

Source: UK (ESS, 2008 and 2016).
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Insecurity and the top 10% 
Having heard most respondents speak with pride about their upwards trajectories, it might be 

VIEWSREFPI�XS�I\TIGX�XLEX�XLI]�EVI�VIPEXMZIP]�GSRǰHIRX�EFSYX�XLIMV�IGSRSQMG�TSWMXMSR��;LEX�MW�XLIVIJSVI�

surprising is the degree of insecurity, or ‘fear of falling’ (Sherman, 2017) implicit in their accounts. The 

QENSVMX]� SJ� XLSWI� PMZMRK� MR� 1SRHSR� ERH� XLI� WSYXL�IEWX�� ERH� MR� ǰRERGMEP� ERH� GSVTSVEXI� WIGXSVW�� EVI�

‘upward-orientated’ (Ibid., 2017). That is, they compare themselves to higher income earners and, as a 

result, do not feel particularly rich.

Regular comparisons to the super-rich serve as a constant reminder that others are many times richer. 

That frame of reference is not with the population at large, but rather with those higher up in their 

S[R�WIGXSV�SV�XLI�ZIV]�XST�SJ�XLI��	��[LS�WIIQ�E�[SVPH�E[E]��7S]��MR�LMW�WM\XMIW��E�ǰRERGI�HMVIGXSV�JSV�E�

small software consultancy with a top 3% income, shows his upward orientation in commenting “having 

£2 million isn’t rich, but maybe £20 million, because people don’t need that kind of money.” Similarly, 

;MPPMEQ�� MR�LMW���W��E�ǰRERGMEP�GSRWYPXERX� MR�E�FMK�GMX]�ǰVQ��WIIW�LMQWIPJ� MR�XLI�QMHHPI�SJ�XLI� MRGSQI�

spectrum, despite earning over £170,000 per year, which puts him in the top 1% of income earners, a 

status of which he is well aware. He is able to hold two contradicting self-perceptions:

I see myself as fairly middle of the road and average, but objectively, I know this is completely 

untrue. I know I am in the top 1% but I also know that I am a million miles from the super-rich. 

Ben, an IT consultant in his late thirties, living in the south-east, who earns just over £100,000 (top 3%), 

told us he did not consider himself high earning when approached for this research project. He had 

ƲWIPJ�WIPIGXIH� LMQWIPJ� SYX� SJ� XLI� TSXIRXMEP� TSSP� FEWIH� SR� XLEX� ?ƸA� ERH� MX� QMKLX� FI� [SVXL� VI�[SVHMRK�

?XLI� +EGIFSSO� VIGVYMXQIRX� TSWX� JSV� XLI� VIWIEVGL� TVSNIGXA�Ƴ� 4RI� SJ� XLI� UYIWXMSRW� MRXIVZMI[IVW� EWOIH�

was where interviewees would place themselves in the income distribution, which researchers then 

contrasted with EU-SILC data. Dan, a head of client services at a marketing agency in his early forties 

[MXL�E�XST��	�MRGSQI��XLSYKLX�LI�[EW�MR�XLI������	�MRGSQI�FVEGOIX��&R�MRXIVZMI[IV�EWOIH�LMQ�MJ�LI�ǰRHW�

his relative income position surprising:

Yes. It hammers home that there are a lot of people who earn a lot less. When you walk into 

work from Waterloo, I look around and presume everyone earns the same or more, the reality 

is not the case. 

Little contact with those from other socio-economic groups makes it hard to assess what ‘normal’ could 

FI�PMOI�JSV�SXLIV�TISTPI�ƭ�E�XLIQI�VIXYVRIH�XS�PEXIV��c

The high cost of living, especially in relation to housing, is another reason that interviewees do not feel 

rich. 27 out of 29 own their own home or have a mortgage, with some having two. However, 21 also 

live in the south-east. Jonathan, an over-65 year old semi-retired barrister living in London, still earns 

£170,000, but is nevertheless concerned about the possibility of losing his house if a mansion tax is 

MRXVSHYGIH��-I�MW�ERKV]�XS�FI�IZIR�MRGPYHIH�MR�XLI��	�MRGSQI�FERH�[LMGL�LI�ǰRHW�E�ƯRSRWIRWI�FVEGOIXư�

EW� XLIVI� ƲEVI� ZIV]� JI[� ?MR� XLI� �	A� WE]MRK� XLI]ưVI� GSQJSVXEFPI� ?ƸA� ]SYưVI� KSMRK� JVSQ� f�������� XS� f����

QMPPMSR�SV�QSVI�?ƸA�E�VMHMGYPSYW�FVEGOIX�?ƸA �MX�MKRSVIW�EWWIXW�?��TPYW�A�XLIVI�EVI�PERHS[RIVW�Ƴ�

Louise, a 44-year-old sales consultant living in London with a top 1% income, tells us that stamp duty is 

‘too punitive,’ but that is “probably because I’m living in a very expensive area of the country.” William, 

in his 40s, also in the top 1%, always lacks cash and complains “everything I earn goes at the end of the 
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month: school, holidays etc. I never feel cash rich.” He is also eager to point out that his wife only has a 

middle-sized German car and that grandparents pay for the children’s private school fees, suggesting 

that they are not to be counted amongst the super-rich. Given his immediate social environment, he is 

E[EVI�LI�QMKLX�LEZI�E�FMEWIH�ZMI[��7IǱIGXMRK�SR�LMW�SYXKSMRKW��LI�EHHW��Ʋ.�ǰRH�MX�WYVTVMWMRK�XLEX�MX�QYWX�

be very hard for vast numbers of people to make ends meet.”

Only seven respondents, from across all income bands within the 10%, told us the 2008 crisis impacted 

their career progression. William, who worked for a large management consultancy at the time, says 

XLEX�LMW�GEVIIV�[EW�EǯIGXIH��IZIR�XLSYKL�LI�OITX�LMW�NSF�ƭ�FIGEYWI�LMW�XIEQ�ƯHMWETTIEVIH�SZIVRMKLX�ư�

']�GSRXVEWX��2EVME��[MXL�E�XST��	�MRGSQI�ERH�[LS�EPWS�[SVOIH�JSV�E�QEREKIQIRX�GSRWYPXERG]�ǰVQ�MR�

������HMH�RSX�XLMRO�LIV�TVSKVIWWMSR�LEH�FIIR�EǯIGXIH��[SVOMRK�MR�E�PEVKI�GSVTSVEXMSR�QIERX�WLI�LEH�

been ‘insulated.’ A mixture of luck, being relatively cheap to her employer, and hard work, meant she 

was not made redundant: 

8LIVI�[EW� PIWW�[SVO� MR� XE\� FYX� E� PSX� QSVI�[SVO� MR� GSRWYPXMRK� ?ƸA� ERH� .� IRHIH� YT� QSZMRK� XS�

GSRWYPXMRK� ?ƸA� FIGEYWI� XLI]� [ERXIH� WSQISRI� PMOI� QI� LIPTMRK� SZIV� XLIVI�� �S� XLEX� TVSFEFP]�

helped save my job, but I think I‘ve also been lucky in that I do work very hard and also I’m not 

too expensive.

)ER�����]IEVW�SPH��E�QEVOIXMRK�GSRWYPXERX��PMZMRK�MR�XLI�WSYXL�IEWX��[EW�E�GEWYEPX]�SJ�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��

+SV�LMQ�������LEH�E�ƲQEWWMZI�IǯIGX�SR�SYV�MRHYWXV]��5ISTPI�WTIRHMRK�QYGL�PIWW�VIGVYMXMRK�ƭ�IRHIH�YT�

with me being made redundant.” He now works for a smaller HR company with a top 6% income. Paul, 

an architect in his late 40s living in London, is just above the 10% threshold, largely due to now paying 

his employees more than himself, describes the impact of the crash on his practice:

Our practice went to ground zero with recession. I was a partner in an existing practice then set 

my own up. In the recession, I was desperate to keep a job and worried about supporting my 

family. Now that I’m running a practice, I’m worried about keeping everyone else in jobs.”

7IWTSRHIRXW�XEPO�EFSYX�LEZMRK�JIPX�XLI�ƯVMTTPIWư�JVSQ�XLI�GVEWL�FYX�RSX�FIMRK�HMVIGXP]�EǯIGXIH��&PER��E�

50-year-old director for a logistics company in the south-east with a top 3% income, also ‘confessed’ 

XLEX�XLI�GVMWMW�LEH�ƯF]TEWWIH�QIư�FYX�JIPX�Ʋ?MAR�WIVZMGIW�ERH�IǯIGXW�?MX�MWA�RSX�SZIV�JSV�ƯRSVQEPư�TISTPI�Ƴ�

;LMPI�&PER�LEH�RSX�FIIR�EHZIVWIP]�MQTEGXIH�F]�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��LI�MW�SRI�SJ�E�RYQFIV�SJ�SPHIV�QEPI�

VIWTSRHIRXW�XS�HIWGVMFI�MRWIGYVMX]�VIWYPXMRK�JVSQ�HMZSVGI�MR�LMW�PEXI���W��c&X�ER�EKI�[LIR�XLIMV�TEVIRXW�

[SYPH�LEZI�FIIR�QSZMRK�MRXS�GSQJSVXEFPI�VIXMVIQIRX��LEZMRK�TEMH�Sǯ�XLIMV�QSVXKEKIW�ERH�WIIR�XLIMV�

children become independent, they instead found that their upward trajectory had been disrupted. 

Having been through an expensive divorce, Alan talks about the prospect of continuing work into his 

60s and 70s. Paul, also divorced, articulates a similar sense of insecurity about the future, but more 

particularly of being an older person competing in a labour market with younger versions of himself: 

Ʋ?]SYA�ǰRH�]SYVWIPJ�FEGO�MR�XLI�X[IRX]�WSQIXLMRKW�WMXYEXMSR��FYX�[MXL�PIWW�TSXIRXMEP�Ƴ�

A similar insecurity vis-à-vis� E� ǰIVGIP]� GSQTIXMXMZI� PEFSYV� QEVOIX� MW� EPWS� I\TVIWWIH� F]� ]SYRKIV�

respondents. Gemma, a management consultant in her late-thirties with a top 3% income, and one 

of the few respondents with no dependents, nevertheless articulates insecurity about maintaining a 

WYǲGMIRXP]�LMKL�MRGSQI�[MXLMR�XLI�GSVTSVEXI�WIGXSV��-EZMRK�MRMXMEPP]�FIIR�HVE[R�XS�XLI�VMKMH�WXVYGXYVI�

SJ�[SVOMRK� MR� E� PEVKI� GSVTSVEXI� ǰVQ�� WLI� WXEVXIH� XS� JIIP� WLI�[EW� SR� ƯE� XVIEHQMPPư� ERH� PIJX� XS� FIGSQI�

ER� MRHITIRHIRX� GSRXVEGXSV�� -S[IZIV�� WLI� RS[� ǰRHW� XLMW� ƯE� WGEV]� QSZIư�� TEVXP]� FIGEYWI� XLIVIưW� RS�
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ƯWXVYGXYVIH�TVSKVIWWMSRư�FYX�MRWXIEH�WSQI�ǱYMH�WMHI[E]W�QSZIQIRX�[LMGL�QIERW�XLEX�LIV�MRGSQI�ƯQE]�

go up and down a little.’ The pressure is made worse as the amount of money she needs to sustain 

herself is increasing, so “my stable bar gets higher all the time.” Gemma even explains her decision 

RSX�XS�LEZI�GLMPHVIR�MW�TEVXP]�HYI�XS�RSX�[ERXMRK�XS�JIIP�ƲXVETTIH�ǰRERGMEPP]�?ƸA�GSQMRK�JVSQ�E�ZSPEXMPI�

IGSRSQMG�FEGOKVSYRH��[LIVI�QSRI]�[EW�EP[E]W�VIEPP]�XMKLX��ERH�?XLMRKW�[IVIA�YRWXEFPI�Ƴ�;LIR�EWOIH�

[LIXLIV�WLI�LEW�WEZMRKW��,IQQE�EPPYHIW�XS�ǰRERGMEP�MRWXEFMPMX]��Ʋ?.A�LEZI�XS�OIIT�E�TSX�?ƸA�FIGEYWI�Q]�

job’s really unstable.”

While respondents didn’t explicitly refer to the insecurity of their sector, the sense that they always had 

to be moving on, moving up, and could not take their position for granted in any way, was a striking 

feature of the narratives. This lack of expectation about permanence of positions in the private sector 

contrasts with what research has found about greater job retention in the public sector allowing 

employees to become more skilled and earn more over time (ONS, 2017).

Unsurprisingly, insecurity about the future was also raised in relation to Brexit. For those with a partner 

JVSQ�XLI�*9��XLI�ǱI\MFMPMX]�ERH�EKMPMX]�XLI]�HIWGVMFI�EW�XLI�QIERW�SJ�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]�MR�XLIMV�[SVO�PMZIW�

is also applied to their personal lives. For example, one of the interviewees, Alan, has a Finnish partner, 

and feels it is extremely likely that he and his family will relocate after Brexit, and makes the point that 

he has the means to do that. Similarly, Ben, 39, an IT consultant living in the south-east in the top 3%, 

explains:

+SV�Q]�S[R�JYXYVI�[MXLMR�XLI�90��.ưQ�TIWWMQMWXMG��'VI\MX�MW�E�FMK�JEGXSV�GSPSYVMRK�XLEX�?ƸA��2]�[MJI�

MW�'YPKEVMER�WS�Q]�HEYKLXIV�GER�EPWS�LEZI�'YPKEVMER�REXMSREPMX]��c.J�XLMRKW�KS�FEHP]��MXưW�RSX�XSS�

HMǲGYPX�XS�QSZI��.J�MX�KSIW�VIEPP]�FEHP]�MR�XLI�90��.�GER�WII�YW�QSZMRK�SZIVWIEW�

In sum, insecurity tends to be seen in those who may work in the private sector, particularly the 

ǰRERGI� WIGXSV�� ERH�[LS� PMZI� MR� 1SRHSR� ERH� XLI� WSYXL�IEWX�� MR�[LMGL� XLI]� GSQTEVI� XLIQWIPZIW�[MXL�

XLI� ƯWYTIV�VMGLư� ERH� JIIP� XLI� LMKL� GSWX� SJ� PMZMRK�� 8LMW� GSRǰVQW� XLI� ǰRHMRKW� JVSQ� SXLIV� VIWIEVGL� SJ� E�

pervasive uncertainty and chronic insecurity (Standing, 2019:16) about the future of jobs, housing, and 

relationships, present even in the top decile.

Aging is a contributing factor to this, as are disruptions from personal events such as divorce. In the 

background, corporate culture looms large. It stresses the need to keep up in a fast-moving competitive 

world, in which respondents know they can be replaced by younger, more technically skilled candidates. 

More recently, Brexit has added to a feeling of insecurity, as its implications could impact both their 

working and personal lives – albeit that there was no personal concern about its economic impact. 

Respondents are insulated from that, as Ben says above, if it comes to it, they can move with capital.

Giving back: the top 10%
17 out of 29 respondents regularly donate and either currently volunteer or have at some point. 

However, only Nigel, a 52-year-old state school headteacher with a top 3% income, currently volunteers 

extensively. Lack of time is cited as the main barrier. Martin, the law professor mentioned earlier, says, 

‘work is life. That’s it.’ Gemma, who was also quoted earlier, feels that charities should make it easier 

for people in full-time work to volunteer. �LI�EPWS�WE]W�XLEX�WLI�PMOIW�XS�WII�XLI�XERKMFPI�IǯIGX�SJ�LIV�

donation. This desire for seeing where money is spent chimes with a wider concern, discussed further 

SR��XLEX�KSZIVRQIRXW�HS�RSX�YWI�SYV�XE\IW�IǲGMIRXP]��
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2SWX� VIWTSRHIRXW� LEZI�ZSPYRXIIVIH� EW� E� SRI�Sǯ� EGXMZMX]�� FYX� XLSWI� MR� XLI� TVMZEXI� WIGXSV� LEZI� SJXIR�

only done so as part of their employer’s corporate social responsibility initiatives, which as Sean, a 

40-year-old owner of a HR company in the top 3%, admits “is a bit of PR as well, let’s face it.” When asked 

whether he thinks inequality has risen, he does not answer the question directly but instead refers to 

the generosity of CEOs in the corporate world.

As you get up the ladder – I spend a lot of time with CEOs – you see a lot of giving, generosity, 

GLEVMX]�ERH�(�7��.ưQ�TVSFEFP]�WLIPXIVIH�FYX�.�HSRưX�RIGIWWEVMP]�WII�?MRIUYEPMX]A�SR�XLI�MRGVIEWI�

Sean, as he suggests himself, only has a narrow frame of reference with which to judge broader 

inequality. He can only make a judgement about broader inequality through assessing the behaviour 

of those within his own income group. This social distance runs through many of the narratives, being 

more marked for those working in corporate cultures. 

&XXMXYHIW�XS�ZSPYRXIIVMRK�ERH�XMQI�WTIRX� MR� PSGEP�GSQQYRMXMIW�WIIQ�XS�HMǯIV�F]�WIGXSV��KIRHIV��ERH�

JEQMP]�WXVYGXYVI��8LSWI�[MXL�]SYRK�JEQMPMIW�IMXLIV�HMH�ǰRH�XMQI�XS�ZSPYRXIIV�SV�JIPX�GSRǱMGXIH�XLEX�XLI]�

HMH�RSX���YWERREL��JSV�I\EQTPI��[MXL�SRI�SJ�XLI�QSWX�WIRMSV�NSFW�MR�SYV�WEQTPI��E�GLMIJ�ǰRERGMEP�SǲGIV�JSV�

a major bank, and a top 1% earner, manages three local children’s football teams. Meanwhile, Hannah, 

E����]IEV�SPH�SGGYTEXMSREP�LIEPXL�GSRWYPXERX�[MXL�E�XST���	�MRGSQI�PMZMRK�MR�XLI�WSYXL�IEWX��VIǱIGXIH�

SR�XLI�VIEWSRW�XLEX�WLI�ǰRHW�WS�PMXXPI�XMQI�XS�IRKEKI�[MXL�LIV�GSQQYRMX]��

I don’t know, what stops me from doing things in my community? I’ve barely got time to do 

the things that I need to do. I was reading a book with my daughter about the Stone Age and 

someone fell into a hole and ended up back in the Stone Age where villagers are working 

XSKIXLIV��.X�QEHI�QI�XLMRO�?ƸA�[IưVI�EPP�WS�FYW]�VYRRMRK�EVSYRH��PMZMRK�SYV�MRHMZMHYEP�PMZIW�ERH�.�

for one have such little time to do what I feel I need to do, that I haven’t got anything left. I think 

TEVX�SJ�XLMW�MW�FIGEYWI�SJ�MRGVIEWIH�I\TIGXEXMSRW�?ƸA�XLI�LSYVW�XLEX�TISTPI�GSQQYXI��XLI�LSYVW�

XLI]�WTIRH�EX�[SVO�?ƸA�[I�HSRưX�LEZI�XLI�WEQI�GSRRIGXMSRW�� .�HSRưX�ORS[�[LIXLIV�.ưQ�KSMRK�

around in circles. 

7S]��E����]IEV�SPH�ǰRERGI�HMVIGXSV� MR�XLI�XST��	��WE]W�XLEX�[LMPI�LI�HSIWRưX�ZSPYRXIIV�SV�HSREXI��LMW�

wife had worked for Oxfam, implying that he does not feel a moral obligation to do any such activity 

himself as his wife has already contributed. For some men in particular, volunteering is associated with 

something you do when you get older and retire. Christopher, an IT consultant in the top 3%, cites 

QSZMRK�EVSYRH�EW�LMW�FEVVMIV�XS�ZSPYRXEV]�[SVO��ƲEW�WSSR�EW�[I�WIXXPI�HS[R��?;IưVIA�UYMXI�RSQEHMG�EX�XLI�

moment. I would like to do something hands on.” 

It tended to be male respondents who did not see their current level of engagement with their 

community as problematic. When asked about social division in his local area, Ben, 39, an IT consultant 

living in the south-east with a top 3% income, responds: 

Not so much. In some places, like gated communities maybe. But given I’m in the top 3% and 

.ưQ�PMZMRK�MR�ER�IRH�SJ�XIVVEGI�LSYWI�XLEXưW�RSX�IWTIGMEPP]�PEVKI��.�HSRưX�XLMRO�XLEX�HMǯIVIRXP]�XS�

some of the parents I see at school who are unemployed and live in a similar house a few 

streets away. I’m not in a rich area that’s full of Mercedes and around the corner are hovels and 

IZIV]SRI�LEW�ER�SPH�ǰIWXE�

In contrast, Hannah, a 44-year-old occupational health consultant earning just above the 10% threshold 

and living in the south-east with children at the local school, is critical of her existing level of engagement, 
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[LMGL�WLI�WIIW�EW�LEZMRK�VIWYPXIH�MR�E�JIEV�SJ�MRXIVEGXMSR�ERH�HMWXVYWX�SXLIVW��Ʋ?.AJ�IZIV]SRIưW�VYRRMRK�

EVSYRH�MR�MRHMZMHYEP�WMPSW��?[IA�HSRưX�LEZI�XLI�WEQI�GSRRIGXMSR�EVSYRH�YW�c+IEV�EPWS�WXSTW�QI��4J�FIMRK�

involved with people around me.” She compares this to her experience of living in Denmark, where her 

partner is from, and talks about the importance of learning to connect with others at a societal level:

As humans, we ought to care for other people. It’s easier to be compassionate for an individual 

MJ�]SY�LEZI�GSRXEGX�[MXL�XLIQ��XLER�MX�MW�XS�QEOI�E�GSRRIGXMSR�[MXL�[MHIV�WSGMIX]��c�S��MXưW�SR�X[S�

levels – individuals – people you have connection with – but also structure – which should be 

there to guide us all into that.

Moving or travelling frequently for work, compounded the sense of not being tied or belonging to any 

one place. Several respondents’ working lives were characteristic of changing labour market trends, 

including short contracts, constant relocation, and remote working. Several also had, or had partners 

[LS�LEH��FIIR�FSVR�ERH�FVSYKLX�YT�MR�HMǯIVIRX�GSYRXVMIW��WSQIXMQIW�S[RMRK�WIGSRH�LSQIW�MR�XLSWI�

countries. 

However, narratives on the relationship between individuals and community also conveyed a sense 

that not being physically grounded in any one place, is also associated with higher status. Isolation from 

social context is something that only the very wealthy can achieve and why some respondents felt they 

are not negatively impacted by inequality. Alan, a 50-year-old logistics company director in the south-

IEWX�MR�XLI�XST��	��GSQQIRXW��Ʋ?.AJ�]SYưVI�VMGL��]SY�IRKMRIIV�WMXYEXMSRW�[LIVI�MRIUYEPMX]�HSIWRưX�I\MWX�?ƸA�

it’s not a problem to you. You can isolate yourself.” 

Public services and the top 10%
The association of privilege with independence from welfare services led to some respondents 

seeming proud to declare that they do not use them, distinguishing themselves from those who are 

‘dependent’ on them. Alan, when asked whether he uses or has recently used any public service or 

FIRIǰX��VITPMIW�Ʋ?RAS�FIRIǰXW��)SRưX�KIX�ER]��)SRưX�UYEPMJ]��?PEYKLWA�Ƴ�/YWX�EW�XLIVI�MW�WXMKQE�JSV�XLI�TIVWSR�

who needs to use public services, particularly social security, so there is a status attached to the person 

who does not. While some would refer to having their bins collected or going to museums or parks, few 

QIRXMSRIH�XVERWTSVX�ERH�SXLIVW�[ERXIH�GPEVMǰGEXMSR�EW�XS�[LEX�[EW�QIERX�F]�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW��

Some respondents complain that public services are lower quality or less available than in the past 

ERH�I\TVIWW�JIEVW�EFSYX�XLI�IǯIGXW�SJ�XLMW�HIGPMRI��5EYP��ER�EVGLMXIGX�NYWX�MR�XLI�XST���	�MRGSQI�FERH��

manifests this fear in relation to his children:

7IGIRXP]�SRI�SJ�Q]�GLMPHVIR�LEH�XS�GEPP������&�FYVKPEV�LEH�KSX�MRXS�XLI�KVSYRH�ǱSSV�ǱEX�ERH�[EW�

QEOMRK�LMW�[E]�YT�XS�XLI�ǰVWX�ǱSSV��8LI]�HMHRưX�ERW[IV�EX�ǰVWX��8LIR��?XLI�TSPMGIA�HMHRưX�GSQI�JSV�

���QMRYXIW��.XưW�SRP]�YRXMP�WSQISRI�GEPPW�MX�?ER�IQIVKIRG]�WIVZMGIA�XLEX�]SY�XLIR�JIIP�MX�MW�PEGOMRK�

?ƸA�9RXMP�]SY�RIIH�MX��]SY�HSRưX�ORS[�

5YFPMG�WIVZMGIW�EVI�EPWS�GVMXMGMWIH�JSV�XLIMV�MRIǲGMIRG]��[LMGL�MW�YWIH�EW�NYWXMǰGEXMSR��JSV�XYVRMRK�XS��JSV�

I\EQTPI��TVMZEXI�LIEPXLGEVI���IER��E����]IEV�SPH�S[RIV�SJ�E�-7�GSQTER]�MR�XLI�XST��	��GSQQIRXW��Ʋ?.AưPP�

be honest, I have a private GP and any medical attention I’ve had the NHS has failed to deliver. So, I’ve 

gone private.” Some respondents suggest that they would move more towards the private sector, but 

its high costs are out of reach. Dan is under 45 and working in HR with a top 6% income, he lives in the 

south-east with young children at a local state school. He is privately educated, but described private 
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IHYGEXMSR�JSV�LMW�GLMPHVIR�EW�ǰRERGMEPP]�SYX�SJ�VIEGL��&WOIH�[LEX�LI�XLMROW�SJ�GYVVIRX�EGGIWW�XS�YRMZIVWEP�

public services, he replies:

Healthcare services could possibly go private but then they are much more accessible than 

private education.

.R� WYQ�� XLMW� WEQTPI� XIRHW� XS� HMǯIV� F]� KIRHIV�� SGGYTEXMSREP� WIGXSV�� ERH� JEQMP]� WXVYGXYVI� EW� XS� XLIMV�

relationship with their local communities and civic and political engagement more generally. 

7IWTSRHIRXW�XIPP�YW�XLI]�LEZI�PMXXPI�XMQI�JSV�IRKEKMRK�MR�XLIMV�GSQQYRMXMIW�ERH�[MXL�HMǯIVIRX�MRGSQI�

groups. Women tend to worry more about this than men, especially those with children. Social distance 

is expressed, for example, in the tendency to donate rather than volunteer. The exception being 

respondents with young children who are involved in their children’s community activities. 

The responses given about their jobs, self-perception and action also convey a working culture, 

TEVXMGYPEVP]�MR�PEVKI�TVMZEXI�GSVTSVEXMSRW��XLEX�QEOIW�MX�QSVI�HMǲGYPX�JSV�VIWTSRHIRXW�XS�WXVIRKXLIR�XLIMV�

GSRRIGXMSRW�[MXL�XLI�GSQQYRMX]��IWTIGMEPP]�[MXL�HMǯIVIRX�MRGSQI�KVSYTW��;LMPI�JEGXSVW�WYGL�EW�PEGO�

SJ�[SVO�PMJI�FEPERGI�ERH�XVEZIPPMRK�JSV�[SVO�TVIZIRX�XLMW�X]TI�SJ�IRKEKIQIRX��XLMW�MW�GSQTSYRHIH�[MXL�

homogeneity of workplaces and the geographical concentration of high-income housing. This research 

GSRǰVQW�XLI�MQTSVXERGI�SJ�YRHIVWXERHMRK�LMKL�IEVRIVWư�IQTEXL]�[MXL�PS[IV�MRGSQI�KVSYTW�MR�XIVQW�

SJ� XLIMV� IZIV]HE]� I\TIVMIRGI�� Ʋ']�ZMVXYI� SJ� XLIMV�TSWMXMSR�� EǳYIRX� MRHMZMHYEPW� LEZI�E� VIPEXMZIP]� PMQMXIH�

I\TSWYVI�XS�XLI�WXVYGXYVEP�GSRWXVEMRXW�ERH�FEVVMIVW�XLEX�HIXVMQIRXEPP]�EǯIGX�XLIMV�S[R�QEXIVMEP�[IPP�FIMRK�

or agency” (Edmiston, 2017:4).

The competitive, ‘winner takes all’ ethos of corporate culture prevents respondents from valuing 

activities such as volunteering. Its dominance also prevents them from considering the gendered 

TSPMXMGW�SJ�YRTEMH�[SVO��XMQI��ERH�GEVI��7IWTSRHIRXW�FIPMIZI�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�EVI�MRIǲGMIRX�ƭ�ERH�YWI�

XLMW�FIPMIJ�XS�NYWXMJ]�YWMRK�TVMZEXI�TVSZMWMSR��[LMGL�XLI]�EPWS�EXXEGL�E�WXEXYW�XS��4YV�ǰRHMRKW�WYKKIWX�XLEX�

a priority for those seeking to foster social solidarity in this group should be de-stigmatising public 

services – the top 10% should be able to use public services without thinking less of themselves.

Politics and the top 10%
Respondents were asked if they vote, if they are members of a political party, if any party best represents 

their views, which party they last voted for, and for which they would do so in the future (and why). They 

were also asked two questions on the future of the country – are there any societal tendencies that 

make them worry about their futures in the UK, and are they mostly optimistic or pessimistic about the 

country and their own future in it.

.R�XIVQW�SJ�TSPMXMGEP�IRKEKIQIRX��RIEVP]�EPP�VIWTSRHIRXW�ZSXI�c;LIR�EWOIH�[LEX�MRHMZMHYEPW�WLSYPH�HS�

to tackle inequality, Gemma replies that ‘voting is part of it.’ Similarly, Tony comments: “if you want to get 

involved, then you have to vote, take part in the democratic process.” Those who haven’t always voted 

regularly, explained that when they didn’t, it was due to work relocation and not being based in any one 

place for long.

Martin, the law professor in the top 6% living in the north, and Paul, an architect just in the top 10% 

income band, are the only two respondents to have been to protests. Paul is also the only respondent to 

currently be a member of a political party – Labour, of which both his parents had also been members. 

8[S�SXLIV�VIWTSRHIRXW�LEH�FIIR�QIQFIVW�SJ�E�TEVX]��4RI��,IQQE��LEH�FVMIǱ]�FIIR�E�QIQFIV�SJ�
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XLI�1MFIVEP�)IQSGVEXW�EW�TEVX�SJ�ER�MRXIVRWLMT�MR�5EVPMEQIRX��FYX�PIJX�SRGI�MX�LEH�ǰRMWLIH��'IR������ER�.8�

consultant living in the south-east earning just over £100,000 (top 3%), had been a Conservative party 

member but left once the party had ‘taken a lurch to the right.’ When asked about party membership, 

a 70-year-old former barrister living in London, with a top 1% income, comments, almost proudly: ‘I’m 

not really a joiner.’

Only one respondent, Duncan – a director of a non-departmental public body in Scotland who votes for 

the Green party – is a lifelong trade unionist and feels strongly about their role. He has also volunteered 

extensively in the past. The lack of trade union membership in the rest of the sample is unsurprising.72 

Most of the Labour supporters are to the right of the current Labour leadership, just as Conservative 

respondents tend to be on the left of the current Conservative party. At the time of the interviews, both 

WIXW�SJ�VIWTSRHIRXW�XIPP�YW�XLI]�EVI�GSRWMHIVMRK�WYTTSVXMRK�XLI�1MFIVEP�)IQSGVEXW�MR�XLI�?YTGSQMRKA�

2019 general election.

Only four respondents tell us they voted Conservative in 2017, all of whom have young children, and 

three of which work in London in the corporate sector and are in the top 1%.73 Three of them are surprised 

by their position on the income distribution. Upward-orientated, they all think they are placed much 

lower down. Louise, a 44-year-old sales consultant living in London with a top 1% income, is one of 

them. She worries about the high cost of living and does not feel particularly wealthy. She is open about 

her reasons for voting Conservative because “it’s the tax issue, protecting the high earners.” While she 

agrees that those with lots of resources should actively care for those with less, she says she already 

pays a lot of tax, and therefore does not believe increased taxes would solve the problem. Susannah, 

another 1% income earner with young children living in the south-east, is similarly concerned about 

taxes. She feels that both stamp duty and inheritance tax are ‘double taxation’ and you shouldn’t have 

to pay them. In terms of inequality, she feels that there has to be ‘a gap’ – a certain level of inequality 

for society for the economy and businesses to run, that they won’t and people “won’t strive for anything 

HMǯIVIRX�?ƸA�MJ�IZIV]SRI�LEW�XLI�WEQI�Ƴ�&X�XLI�WEQI�XMQI��WLI�XLMROW�XLIVI�MW�E�HYX]�XS�ƲQEOI�WYVI�TISTPI�

at the lower end of the gap can live well and healthily.”

Respondents working in the public sector, who tend to have older children and more contact with 

other income groups, are more likely to vote Labour. Jacqui, a headteacher working in a state school in 

the top 6%, feels that living in the north gives her a more ‘grounded’ political perspective on inequality, 

[LMGL�MW�EPWS�MRJSVQIH�F]�LIV�[SVO��Ʋ?.ARIUYEPMX]�MW�XS�FI�GSRGIVRIH�EFSYX�ƭ�]SY�[ERX�IZIV]�OMH�XS�LEZI�

the opportunity to succeed.” However, others who have voted Labour in the past, feel it is no longer for 

them as it is veering towards the extremes of socialism, the latter, now a ‘dirty word’ and contrasted with 

the pragmatic, centrist politics of the Blair era. 

The same criticism of ‘moving away from its typical centre ground’ is levelled at the Conservative party. 

8LMW�PIEZIW�WSQI�VIWTSRHIRXW�JIIPMRK�XLEX�ƲXLIVIưW�RS�TEVX]�XLEX�.�JIIP�XSXEPP]�EǲRMX]�XSƳ�EW�MR�XLI�GEWI�SJ�

Christopher, an under-35, working for a global IT consultancy, and in the top 3%, who doesn’t vote. Tony, 

in his early 50s, a senior manager in IT with a top 1% income living in the north, comments:

Everything’s ‘far’ – what’s happened to the centre group? It’s not just in politics, it’s in every area 

SJ�PMJI��XLIVIưW�RS[LIVI�IZIV]SRI�GER�QIIX�?ƸA�XLI�EKI�SJ�HIFEXI�MW�HMWETTIEVMRK��8LI�EKI�[LIVI�

72  It is also unsurprising in the national context: trade union membership among the UK employee population 
stood at 23.4% in 2018 (Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2019) and even among Labour party 
members, many of whom work in the public sector, only at 32% (Bale et al., 2018:10).
73  Support for the Conservative party steadily increases by income, while Labour support stays relatively stable 
across income groups but drops among the top 5th quintile of household income distribution. (To explain voting 
intentions, income is more important for the Conservatives than for Labour) Alfonso (2015).
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]SY�GSYPH�TIVWYEHI�TISTPI�SJ�]SYV�STMRMSR�LEW�KSRI��*ZIV]SRI�WIXW�Sǯ�HS[R�E�XVEGO��.�HSRưX�

ORS[�[LIR�MX�LETTIRIH�?ƸA�ERH�XLI]�FIGSQI�TSPEVMWIH��

*ZIR�[LIR�VIWTSRHIRXW�MHIRXMJ]�[MXL�E�TEVX]��QSWX�WXMPP�LEZI�GEZIEXW�c7S]��E����]IEV�SPH�ǰRERGI�HMVIGXSV�

with a top 3% income, says that the Liberal Democrats probably best represent his views, but that he 

[SRưX�RIGIWWEVMP]�ZSXI�JSV� XLIQ�EW�LI�HSIWRưX�WII�[LEX�HMǯIVIRGI� MX�[MPP�QEOI�c/SREXLER��E����]IEV�

old former barrister living in London, with a top 1% income, tells us that he has always been a Labour 

supporter, but that he often doesn’t vote for them. Claire, a teacher living in the north with an income 

NYWX�EFSZI�XLI���	�XLVIWLSPH��HIWGVMFIW�LIVWIPJ�EW�E�ƯǱSEX]�ZSXIV�ư

Out of the 21 participants who responded to questions about their past and potential future voting 

behaviour, most said that they would be voting for the same party in the 2019 general election as they 

had voted for in the last. Most respondents intended to vote for the Liberal Democrats (with Labour 

JSPPS[MRK�EW�XLI�WIGSRH���TVMQEVMP]�FIGEYWI�SJ�XLIMV�TVS�7IQEMR�WXERGI�SR�'VI\MX��8LI�TEVXMIWư�HMǯIVIRX�

stances on Brexit were the main deciding factor for those respondents contemplating changing their 

ZSXI� IMXLIV� JVSQ� XLI� (SRWIVZEXMZIW� SV� 1EFSYV��;LMPI� XLIVI�[EW� RS� WTIGMǰG� UYIWXMSR� SR� 'VI\MX� MR� XLI�

interview, respondents also raised it in the sections of the interview discussing inequality and the 

direction of UK politics. Louise, a 44-year-old sales consultant living in London with a top 1% income, 

comments on Jeremy Corbyn becoming Labour party leader:

The fact that people like Jeremy Corbyn are still leaders. No one ever thought originally that 

he would stay so long. Maybe that’s due, in part, to the inequality across the nation. Yes, it’s 

HIǰRMXIP]�TPE]IH�E�TEVX�

Ben, 39, an IT consultant living in the south-east earning in the top 3%, was one of many to comment 

on inequality and polarisation: 

There’s more polarisation in politics, perhaps because of inequality. You become not so happy 

with how things are organised and you either follow Jeremy Corbyn or the Green Party route, or 

you blame it on foreigners and get into UKIP.

Dan, in his early forties, head of client services at a marketing agency and with a top 6% income, 

describes the turmoil caused by Brexit (interview conducted in April 2019):

'VI\MX�MW�SR�IZIV]SRIưW�QMRH��c&�JI[�[IIOW�EKS��MX�JIPX�PMOI�XLI�GSYRXV]�QMKLX�XIEV�MXWIPJ�ETEVX�c.XưW�

questioned friendships, political standing, democracy as a vehicle for governing, and that’s 

quite scary. People seem hell-bent on destroying what was a democratic process. MPs are not 

acting on behalf of the public. The whole thing is an abomination.

In broad terms, this group regrets the decline of the centre-ground in UK politics and, without that centre, 

don’t feel particularly well represented by any party, even though most still vote. While respondents fear 

GYVVIRX�ƯI\XVIQMWQư�ERH�TSPEVMWEXMSR�ERH�EX�XMQIW�EGORS[PIHKI�XLI�IǯIGXW�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]�SR�HIQSGVEG]��

RSFSH]�IPEFSVEXIW�SR�XLI�VEQMǰGEXMSRW�SJ�XLIWI�HMZMWMSRW�JSV�90�WSGMIX]�EW�E�[LSPI�ƭ�[LEX�'VI\MX�LEW�

revealed about the ‘stark age divide’ and ‘divides along the lines of the spread and centralisation of 

[IEPXLư�)SVPMRK���������3SV�HS�XLI]�UYIWXMSR�[LIXLIV�XLI�GYVVIRX�W]WXIQ�SJ�ǰRERGMEPMWEXMSR�ERH�EYWXIVMX]��

that has worked for some of them to a certain extent, will continue to do so?
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Inequality: what do the top 10% think about it?
Interviewers asked several questions about inequality – what are your feelings about it? Is it increasing? 

And if so, how is it noticeable? Is it a cause for concern, inevitable, or even necessary? And what are its 

primary causes? 

Three-quarters of respondents feel inequality is increasing and, when asked how this is noticeable, 

speak of the more visible elements of poverty, such as homelessness and food banks. Nearly all are 

concerned about inequality at its most extreme and feel people should not be ‘struggling on the 

breadline’. They see providing for those with less resources as a moral duty or responsibility, if a reluctant 

SRI��*YVSTIER��SGMEP��YVZI]�HEXE�?ǰKYVI��A�WLS[W�XLEX��IZIR�[LMPI�XLI�XST���	�MW�PIWW�JEZSYVEFPI�XLER�

the rest of the population to redistribution, and therefore more disagree than agree with the statement 

XLEX�XLI�KSZIVRQIRX�WLSYPH�VIHYGI�HMǯIVIRGIW�MR�MRGSQI�PIZIPW��XLIMV�EXXMXYHI�LEW�FIIR�GLERKMRK��8LI�

UK now looks more like that of other countries. In 2016, respondents were more open to the suggestion 

of redistribution than they were in 2008.

Figure 6: Government should reduce differences in income levels

Source: ESS 2008 and 2016.

While those earning 1% and 3% top incomes tend to feel this duty is already being carried out by the 

rich paying more tax, others - often those working in the public sector - disagree. Claire, a teacher living 

MR�XLI�RSVXL��NYWX�EFSZI�XLI���	�XLVIWLSPH�GSQQIRXW�XLEX�Ʋ?XALI�VMGL�WLSYPHRưX�FI�VMGL�EX�XLI�HIXVMQIRX�

of the poor. There should be a basic standard. They should have a duty.” This concern about a society’s 

duty of care is consistent with European Social Survey data showing an increase in the percentage of 

'VMXMWL�TISTPI�[LS�EKVII�WXVSRKP]�EKVII�[MXL�XLI�WXEXIQIRX�Ʋ+SV�E�JEMV�WSGMIX]��HMǯIVIRGIW�MR�WXERHEVH�

SJ�PMZMRK�WLSYPH�FI�WQEPPƳ�?ǰKYVI��A�
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Figure 7: For a fair society, differences in standards of living should be small 
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Source: ESS, 2008 and 2016.

�YWERREL��E����]IEV�SPH�GLMIJ�ǰRERGMEP�SǲGIV�JSV�E�QENSV�FERO��[IPP�MR�XLI�XST��	��[EW�SRI�SJ�WIZIVEP�

respondents who struggle to separate out inequality from relative poverty74 and better standards 

of living. She thinks that rather than being on the increase, the public might only be more aware of 

inequality: 

.�XLMRO�?MRIUYEPMX]A�TVSFEFP]�LEW�?MRGVIEWIHA��FYX�.�HSRưX�ORS[�?ƸA�[LIXLIV�MX�MW�QSVI�RSXMGIEFPI��

FIGEYWI�?TISTPIA��ERH�.�MRGPYHI�Q]WIPJ�MR�XLMW��TPEGI�QSVI�MQTSVXERGI�SR�XERKMFPI�MXIQW�ERH�

FIMRK�TSVXVE]IH�XS�LEZI�XLI�FIWX�XVEMRIVW��XLI�FIWX�GEV��XLI�FIWX�XIPP]�?ƸA��WS�.�HSRưX�ORS[�[LIXLIV�

it’s because it’s risen or whether it’s just because we have more access to those items and 

therefore it’s become more visible.

Interviewer: So, there’s more competition at the level of consumption, of showing you have 

enough to spend on these things?

Susannah: Yes, and it’s become more of a status symbol – ‘I’m doing well because I’ve got a 

new car’, or ‘I’m doing well because I’ve gone on this holiday’ or whatever it might be.

8LI�PEGO�SJ�I\TSWYVI�XS�HMǯIVIRX�MRGSQI�KVSYTW�F]�XLSWI�[SVOMRK�MR�XLI�GSVTSVEXI�ERH�ǰRERGMEP�WIGXSV��

MW�E�WMKRMǰGERX�FEVVMIV�XS�XLIMV�YRHIVWXERHMRK�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]��8LI]�LEZI�ƯEZEMPEFMPMX]�FMEWư�-IGLX��������MR�

spending their working and social time in a homogenous reference group (made worse by geographical 

concentration). Trevor, a 27-year-old privately and Oxford-educated strategy consultant for a major 

KPSFEP�GSRWYPXERG]��I\TPEMRW�XLI�IǯIGX�XLMW�LEW�SR�LMW�EFMPMX]�XS�RSXMGI�MRIUYEPMX]��-I�GSQQIRXW�LI�LEW�

heard, through the media, that inequality has risen, but “if you’re in a privileged position, and all your 

friends are from a similar background, then you don’t think about it on a day to day basis.” He comments 

that he had seen clearer signs of inequality previously, when working as a teacher. Corporate culture, 

particularly travelling for work, also leads some respondents to compare the UK’s levels with the rest of 

the world, concluding that our level of inequality is unproblematic. 

74  Relative poverty exists where people may have some resources but do not have enough to take part in the kind of 
activity accepted as normal by the conventions of the society in which they live. They are poor relative to the standards 
of their society. This concept was popularised by research carried out in the UK by Peter Townsend. It is also sometimes 
referred to as relative deprivation or social exclusion (Blackwell Dictionary of Social Policy, 2002).
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Notwithstanding this global outlook, most respondents commented on regional inequalities. The 

north-south divide was mentioned by many, working in both the private and public sectors, living in 

the north and the south. As Paul puts it, ‘it matters where you’re born.’ Inequalities of access to housing 

are commonly referenced, as are educational and employment disparities in the context of structural 

transformations in the labour market. Ben, a 39-year old IT consultant living in the south-east, and in the 

top 3%, talks of the changing value of various skills:

You might have trained to be a mechanic or butcher, but once those services are not in demand 

anymore your entire skill set is gone. You might not want to stack shelves because it won’t pay 

the bills and there is little opportunity to correct that. Some people may be highly skilled at 

I\XVEGXMRK�WXIIP�JVSQ�XLI�KVSYRH�EX�E�JEGXSV]�XLEXưW�GPSWMRK�HS[R��.XưW�HMǲGYPX�JSV�XLSWI�TISTPI�

to re-enter the workforce doing something other than menial tasks. 

It is noticeable that no one in the sample mentions the macroeconomic challenges facing the UK, 

such as wage stagnation, skills shortages or low growth. The absence of any economic critique from 

XLSWI�[SVOMRK�MR�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�WIGXSV�[EW�TEVXMGYPEVP]�WXVMOMRK��8LIVI�[EW�E�TIVZEWMZI�WIRWI�EGVSWW�XLIWI�

interviews of having to present the private sector in the most positive way possible.

The gender pay gap was an aspect of inequality respondents in both the public and private sector were 

more comfortable discussing, as it was presumably still compatible with meritocratic discourse. As EU-

SILC data shows, only about 18% of the top 1% income earners are women – and within that 1%, there is a 

great spread of income. Rachel, a group treasurer for a multinational organisation with a top 1% income 

is clear she is by no means considered highly paid within her organisation, “there are 7,500 employees 

in my organisation and I am not in the 1% of them.” She stresses that while there has been much hype 

around gender inequality in the media, little has actually been done to address it.

Some male respondents saw an inevitability to gender inequality – both in relation to the male 

breadwinner model and in terms of not being able to envisage another system in which care is shared 

more equally between genders. As Paul, an architect working in the public sector just in the top 10% 

MRGSQI� FERH�� TYXW� MX�� Ʋ?QAIR�[MPP� HIQERH� E� GIVXEMR�[EKI�� I\TIGX� MX�Ƴ� )ER�� XLI� LIEH� SJ� E� HMZMWMSR� EX� E�

marketing agency, with a top 6% income, told us:

+VSQ�E�KIRHIV�TSMRX�SJ�ZMI[��?Q]�[MJIA�[SVOW�TEVX�XMQI��LIV�[SVO�WYTTSVXW�SYV�GLMPHVIR��-IV�

GEVIIV�LEWRưX�TVSKVIWWIH�EW�JEV�EW�MX�QMKLX���S��XLIVIưW�ER�IPIQIRX�SJ�MRIZMXEFMPMX]�XS�?MRIUYEPMX]A��

so the world can progress. The cold hard practicality of planning a career around children. 

;LEX�MX�QIERW��MW�XLEX�SRI�TIVWSR��SJXIR�XLI�[SQER��WEGVMǰGIW�XLIMV�GEVIIV�EWTMVEXMSR�FIGEYWI�

there’s another need. 

Those respondents who revert to a ‘culture of poverty’ perspective when accounting for their social 

mobility do the same when asked about inequality. Those who have not experienced a similarly upward 

XVENIGXSV]�EVI�ƯSXLIVIH�ư�7S]��E����]IEV�SPH�ǰRERGI�HMVIGXSV�MR�XLI�XST��	��QEOIW�E�HMWXMRGXMSR�FIX[IIR�

‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor:

I don’t think much about inequality in the UK, because even the very poor have a bit with 

welfare. I don’t think they are poor enough for me to feel sorry for them. I feel sorry for homeless 

TISTPI�ERH�TISTPI�[MXL�QIRXEP�LIEPXL�TVSFPIQW��?ƸA�'YX�FVSEHIV�TSZIVX]�HSIWRưX�FSXLIV�QI�XLEX�

QYGL�?ƸA�8LI�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ�EVI�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ�FIGEYWI�SJ�WGLSSPMRK��FVSOIR�JEQMPMIW��YRIHYGEXIH�

JEQMPMIW��PEGO�SJ�GSRXVSP��FPEQI�IZIV]XLMRK�SR�XIEGLIVW�?ƸA�;LIVI�]SY�LEZI�WSGMIXMIW�[LIVI�WSQI�
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people are very rich, others very poor and no middle class, you’re going to have problems. But 

when there are more echelons, when there’s more of a spectrum, it’s better, which is more or 

less where I think we are.

Those who mentioned austerity tended to work in or with the public sector, in sectors such as healthcare, 

law, and education, and often were Labour voters. Only one respondent from the private sector, Ross, 

an IT consultant with a top 1% income in his early thirties, is supportive of austerity measures based 

on his understanding of what happened in Greece and that he does not agree with Labour’s idea of 

ƲWTIRHMRK�SYV�[E]�SYX�SJ�XLI�VIGIWWMSR�Ƴ�-I�EGORS[PIHKIW�XLEX�ƲEYWXIVMX]�GYXW�LEZI�RIKEXMZIP]�EǯIGXIH�

those on the lowest incomes.”

Even if some are concerned about inequality, they are mostly unable to imagine an alternative. As 

/SREXLER��E����]IEV�SPH�JSVQIV�FEVVMWXIV� PMZMRK� MR�1SRHSR�ERH�TEVX�SJ�XLI�XST��	�TYXW� MX�� Ʋ?.A�HSRưX� PMOI�

?MRIUYEPMX]A��.�HSRưX�FIPMIZI�MXưW�MRREXI��)S�.�FIPMIZI�MXưW�RIGIWWEV]$�.XưW�HMǲGYPX�MQEKMRMRK�E�[SVPH�[LIVI�

everyone earns the same. That’s not going to be achieved in my lifetime.” 

�YTTSVX�JSV�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR�[EW�QM\IH��.J�FIPMIJ�MR�KSZIVRQIRX�MRIǲGMIRG]�[IVI�XEOIR�EW�E�TVS\]�JSV�PS[�

trust in the state, this sample does not have much trust in the government. Ben, 39, an IT consultant in 

XLI�XST��	��[EW�SRI�SJ�QER]�[LS�NYWXMǰIH�RSX�[ERXMRK�XS�TE]�QSVI�XE\IW�FIGEYWI�

&�PSX�SJ�KSZIVRQIRX�MRMXMEXMZIW�EVI�[SIJYPP]�MRIǲGMIRX��;LIVI�XLIVI�MW�E�RI[�WGLIQI�SV�

project, it seems they end up paying hundreds of millions or billions more than what it 

should have cost. Outside government, if you put £10 worth of help into inequality you 

QE]�KIX�f���[SVXL�SJ�IǯIGX��'YX�TYXXMRK�XLEX�WEQI�f���XLVSYKL�XLI�KSZIVRQIRX�[MPP�

KMZI�f�����[SVXL�SJ�SZIVEPP�IǯIGX�

This sense that the government overspends and that it is not a question of spending more, but rather 

‘spending better’ is a widespread belief in those working in the private sector and consistent with 

*YVSTIER� �SGMEP� �YVZI]� HEXE� WLS[MRK� ER� MRGVIEWI� MR� XLI� TIVGIRXEKI� SJ� 'VMXMWL� TISTPI� [LS� EKVII�

WXVSRKP]�EKVII�XLEX�WSGMEP�FIRIǰXW�WIVZMGIW�TPEGI�XSS�KVIEX�E�WXVEMR�SR�XLI�IGSRSQ]�?ǰKYVI��A�

)LJXUH����6RFLDO�EHQH¿WV�VHUYLFHV�SODFH�WRR�JUHDW�D�VWUDLQ�RQ�WKH�HFRQRP\������+����������&

Source: ESS, 2008 and 2016.

Inequality and the top 10% in Europe

74



There is therefore a tension in the data in that the top 10% agree with more distribution but also agree 

XLEX�WSGMEP�FIRIǰXW�ERH�WIVZMGIW�TPEGI�XSS�KVIEX�E�WXVEMR�SR�XLI�IGSRSQ]��8LMW�GSYPH�FI� MRXIVTVIXIH�

IMXLIV�EW�E�XVEHI�Sǯ�FIX[IIR�XLIMV�EXXMXYHIW�SR�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR�ERH�KVS[XL�SV�EW�VIǱIGXMRK�ER�EXXMXYHI�XLEX�

WSGMEP�FIRIǰXW�ERH�WIVZMGIW�EVI�RSX�IǲGMIRX��4YV�VIWIEVGL�WYKKIWXW�XLI�PEXXIV�

Some respondents also argue that reducing inequality creates disincentives – both in terms of fostering 

welfare dependence and in relation to industry, quashing innovation and progression. Gemma, a 

QEREKIQIRX�GSRWYPXERX�MR�LIV�PEXI�XLMVXMIW�MR�XLI�XST��	��GSQQIRXW��Ʋ?]ASY�LEZI�XS�LEZI�XLI�STXMSR�XLEX�

people can achieve whatever they want to. You have to have the option of higher incomes to motivate 

people.” Similarly, Michael, a 49-year-old, engineer just in the top 10% living in the south-west, told us:

8LIVIưW� RS� TSMRX� TYVWYMRK� IUYEPMX]�� &RH� .� HSRưX� WII� XLEX� MXưW� FIRIǰGMEP�� .R� JEGX�� .� XLMRO� MXưW�

disadvantageous, because I think there’s a lot to be said for having something to aspire to. And 

if you are someone with a strong work ethic, it’s nice to feel that you are being rewarded for that 

LEVH�[SVO��=SYưVI�FIMRK�HMǯIVIRXMEPP]�VI[EVHIH�GSQTEVIH�XS�WSQISRI�[LSWI�TYXXMRK�MR�PIWW�

[SVO�?ƸA�.�LEZI�E�TVSFPIQ�[MXL�XLI�MHIE�XLEX�XLIVI�MW�WSQI�KVIEX�FIRIǰX�XS�FI�KEMRIH�F]�XV]MRK�

to put everyone in exactly the same situation. I think that’s the wrong focus.

Gemma and Kai are the only two respondents who told interviewers that policy should address 

MRIUYEPMX]�FIGEYWI�MX�MW�ǰRERGMEPP]�VEXMSREP�XS�HS�WS��,IQQE�VIQEVOW�XLEX�ƲTISTPI�MR�TSZIVX]�EVI�QSVI�

costly to the state,” so policies should not be short term as helping those in poverty would save money 

overall. Kai, similarly, running his own company, is frustrated at the lack of awareness of the positive 

IǯIGXW�XLEX�GSQI�JVSQ�E�QSVI�IUYEP�WSGMIX]��-I�QIRXMSRW�XLI�FSSO�The Spirit Level75��Ʋ?XALI�OI]�XLMRK�

for me is that if people understood that equality leads to more productivity overall, that would have an 

MQTEGX��&W�WSQISRI�[LS�IQTPS]W�WXEǯ�Q]WIPJ��LEZMRK�IQTPS]IIW�[LS�HSRưX�LEZI�XS�[SVV]�EFSYX�HIFX�

is more productive, can make a better contribution.”

)IWTMXI�HMǯIVIRX�TIVWTIGXMZIW�SR�XLI�I\XIRX�MRIUYEPMX]�WLSYPH�FI�EHHVIWWIH��MRXIVZMI[IIW�EVI�GSRWMWXIRX�

in not wanting more of it. The perceived growth of hate and resentment by lower income groups, the 

sense that ‘the masses are rebelling’ was a very real fear. Christopher, a young IT consultant with a top 

3% income, is not the only respondent to give Brazil as an example of the negative consequences of 

PMZMRK�MR�ER�I\XVIQIP]�YRIUYEP�WSGMIX]��-I�QIRXMSRW�XLEX�EǳYIRX�TISTPI�LEZI�XS�PMZI�KEXIH�E[E]�MR�JIEV�

of being kidnapped because the life of the rich is ‘worth more’ in such a society.

In sum, while respondents notice and are concerned by the more visible signs of poverty, they often 

do not distinguish between relative poverty and inequality. Those working in corporate cultures and 

PEGOMRK� I\TSWYVI� XS� HMǯIVIRX� MRGSQI� KVSYTW� ǰRH� MX� LEVHIV� XS� VIPEXI� XS� MRIUYEPMX]��8LMW� QERMJIWXIH� MR�

XLI�WYVTVMWI�XLEX�WSQI�VIWTSRHIRXW� MR�XLI��	�FVEGOIX�LEH�SR�ǰRHMRK�SYX�XLI]�[IVI�XLEX�LMKL�YT�XLI�

income distribution. It also surfaced in replies to the question about the extent to which respondents 

LEH�MRXIVEGXMSR�[MXL�TISTPI�JVSQ�HMǯIVIRX�WSGMS�IGSRSQMG�FEGOKVSYRHW��7EGLIP��E�KVSYT�XVIEWYVIV�JSV�

a multinational organisation in the top 1% is a good illustration of this. When asked this question, she 

responds:

How much interaction are we talking? Friends and family? No. But my kids go to the local 

swimming pool on a poor estate and I happily participate with other parents. My son goes to 

their houses to play.

75� ��ěīĨěĸŷńĸ×�~Ţ×Ƣ°ĸÙ�zěÎĨäƊƊ×�UŢƢşƕǆōǆŠ��ėä��ŝěŲěƊ�XäƲäīÖ��ėƺ�)Ŧƙ°īěƊƺ�ěŷ��äƊƊäŲ�ûńŲ�)ƲäŲƺńĸäŢ�XńĸÙńĸÖ�zäĸČƙěĸŢ
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Some inequalities are recognised, particularly those concerning the labour market and the north-

WSYXL� HMZMHI�� �YTTSVX� JSV� VIHMWXVMFYXMSR� MW� QM\IH�� [MXL� WXEXI� MRIǲGMIRG]� FIMRK� XLI� QEMR� VEXMSREPI� JSV�

not supporting tax increases. Nearly all fear society becoming more unequal – often because they are 

scared of crime and the potential resentment of those with lower incomes.

Inequality: do the top 10% see a role for the state in addressing it?
2SWX�VIWTSRHIRXW�JIIP�XLEX�ƯMR�XLI�ǰJXL�VMGLIWX�GSYRXV]�MR�XLI�[SVPH�ư�XLI�W]WXIQ�MW�RSX�[SVOMRK��-S[IZIV��

XLSWI�[SVOMRK�MR�XLI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV�ERH�XLSWI�IEVRMRK�EFSZI�f��������MR�TEVXMGYPEV��EVI�GSRǱMGXIH�EW�XS�

the role the state should play. Jonathan, a 70-year-old former barrister living in London and part of the 

top 1%, starts by being clear that it is the government’s duty to address inequality of outcome, then mid-

interview argues instead that its role is only to ensure equality of opportunity, and from there concludes 

that its duty is purely to ensure people’s basic standard of living:

Its duty is to provide education and opportunity and a basic standard of living. A basic standard 

of living – adequate, at least. 

Sean, a 40-year-old with a top 1% income, who owns a recruitment company, is clearer:

I hate these questions about the government because I don’t know if the government should 

ǰ\�ER]XLMRK�MR�XLMW�GSYRXV]��8LI]�LEZI�E�HYX]�XS�QEOI�WYVI�XLEX�TISTPI�EVI�RSX�PMZMRK�FIPS[�XLI�

poverty line and they have a general duty to keep people safe and protected.

Interviewees also discussed the relative importance of cash transfers as opposed to services and 

infrastructure. Michael for example, a 49-year-old engineer earning just above the 10% threshold living 

in the south-west, is not alone in thinking that the emphasis should be taken away from universal 

FIRIǰXW��QEOMRK�XLIQ�QIERW�XIWXIH�� .RWXIEH��TSPMG]�WLSYPH�JSGYW�SR� MRZIWXMRK� MR�XLI�ƲMRJVEWXVYGXYVI�

?XLEX�MW�GYVVIRXP]A�QMWWMRK�JSV�FIXXIV�IHYGEXMSR��GSYRGMP�LSYWMRK��GLMPHGEVI�Ƴ�

Support for universal services as they are organised now (e.g., the NHS) was weaker from those 

respondents working in the private sector, with little reference to the social solidarity function a universal 

system provides. Even the few who refer to the tradition of universalism, often end up arguing in favour 

of means-testing. Dan, head of client services at a marketing agency with a top 6% income, argues that 

MJ�WIVZMGIW�EVI�TEVXMEPP]�TEMH�JSV�F]�XLIMV�FIRIǰGMEVMIW��XLI]�[MPP�MQTVSZI�XLVSYKL�GYWXSQIV�HIQERH�JSV�

better quality:

If you pay a contribution to your son going to school then there’s an expectation of what you’re 

getting back. If you pay council tax, you expect bins to be collected and local services to 

function.

Ben, 39, an IT consultant in the top 3%, also argues that people can’t be trusted not to abuse the system:

5EVX�SJ�XLI�TVSFPIQ�MW�XLEX�?XLI�3-�A�MW�YRMZIVWEP�ERH�EFWSPYXIP]�JVII��ERH�WSQI�TISTPI�EFYWI�

XLEX��.J�]SY�KMZI�TISTPI�E�JVII�VIWSYVGI��XLIVIưW�RS�VIMKRMRK�MR�HIQERH�JSV�MX��?.A�XLMRO�XLEX�WLSYPH�

change to slightly more means-tested.

However, he then makes clear that this does not mean he favours a US-style health service:

If you’ve been run over and are taken to hospital you shouldn’t have to show payslips before 

XLI]�STIVEXI��.ưQ�XLMROMRK�?MRXVSHYGI�QIERW�XIWXIH�TE]QIRXW�JSVA�TVMQEV]�GEVI��&�FMX�PMOI�HIRXEP�
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care, in certain situations you get it completely free and the same with prescriptions. I think we 

ought to do something like that with GPs as well.

Duncan, a director of a non-departmental government body,76 refers to the erosion of the political 

consensus around universalism:

It’s quite frightening because it undermines all of the principles from after the second world 

war, which were about caring for everyone and a communal approach to life based on people’s 

experience. The creation of the welfare state and the NHS were two of those which society 

generally accepted. A lot of that has been eroded in the past twenty years, so it seems a bad 

XLMRK�MRWXIEH�SJ�E�KSSH�SRI��.XưW�WIIR�EW�YREǯSVHEFPI�JSV�XLI�VMGL��3SX�XLI�WYTIV�VMGL��NYWX�XLSWI�

with income – there’s more an attitude of: ‘I’d rather pay for myself than pay into a pot.’ It would 

be good to try and reverse some of that.

The relatively weak support for universalism – especially from those working in the private sector – and 

the few references made to austerity, is understandable. Nobody in the sample describes having to 

make frequent use of public services, such as the NHS. Most of those that mention health problems 

LEZI�TVMZEXI�LIEPXLGEVI�ƯJSV�IQIVKIRGMIW�ưc�MQMPEVP]��RSFSH]�PMZIW�MR�WSGMEP�LSYWMRK�SV�RIIHW�WSGMEP�GEVI��

Where respondents have children of school age, they are either in private schools or in state schools in 

VIPEXMZIP]�EǳYIRX�EVIEW�

There was no overall support for increased public spending. Instead, a ‘rights and responsibilities’ 

discourse (Lister, 2004:166) runs through many respondents’ accounts. They feel that the government 

should be ‘helping people to help themselves.’ Michael, a 49-year-old engineer just above the 10% 

XLVIWLSPH�PMZMRK�MR�XLI�WSYXL�[IWX��[EW�SRI�SJ�E�JI[�XS�GSRGIHI�XLEX�FIRIǰXW�SRP]�TVSZMHI�E�QMRMQYQ�

standard of living. This may stem from his experience of living in relative poverty as a child:

&R]�SRI�SJ�YW�GER�ǰRH�SYVWIPZIW�MR�E�WMXYEXMSR�[LIVI�[I�VIEPP]�LEZIRưX�KSX�ER]�QSRI]�ERH�MX�GER�

LETTIR�VIEPP]�UYMGOP]�?ƸA�ƭ�EPXLSYKL�YRIQTPS]QIRX�MW�PS[�EX�XLI�QSQIRX��MX�GER�WXMPP�FI�HMǲGYPX��

FIGEYWI� XLIVIưW� E� PSX� SJ� GLSMGI� SYX� XLIVI��=SY� GER� IEWMP]� ǰRH�]SYVWIPJ�[MXL� RS� MRGSQI� JSV� E�

[LMPI��.J�]SY�HS�KS�SRXS�[IPJEVI�XLIR�MXưW�E�ZIV]��ZIV]�HMǲGYPX�WMXYEXMSR��8LI�[IPJEVI�WXEXI�[MPP�KMZI�

you really not quite enough money for what you need. It might give you enough to live on. But 

XLMRKW�PMOI�QEMRXIRERGI��ER]XLMRK�XLEX�VIUYMVIW�ER]�OMRH�SJ�YTOIIT���]SY�UYMGOP]�[MPP�ǰRH�]SY�

GERưX�VYR�E�GEV��ERH�XLIR�?ƸA�]SY�GERưX�KIX�E�NSF�?ƸA�WS��XLIVIưW�E�HMZMHI��E�[EXIVWLIH�TSMRX��EX�[LMGL�

if you go beyond an economic line, it all decays, the whole situation collapses very quickly. 

As discussed earlier, many respondents promote educational opportunity as a route out of poverty. 

-S[IZIV�� XLIMV� VIWTSRWIW� EVI� OITX� EX� E� XLISVIXMGEP� PIZIP��[MXL� RS� WTIGMǰG� VIJIVIRGIW� XS� XLI� RIIH� JSV�

increased funding. That a child’s future should be determined by how hard they work, not how rich their 

parents are, “is in some ways deceptive: in theory, it’s so easy to accept that it’s espoused by politicians 

of every stripe but in practice, political parties would need to promote vast changes to occur in order to 

achieve it (or anything close)” (Ryan, 2017). 

While there may not be much support for income redistribution, there is certainly more for redistributive 

regional policies. Respondents, especially those with experience of living in the north, feel that more 

investment is needed there. Those who had moved to the south for employment opportunities 

76� �d�Îī°ŷŷěÿÎ°Ɗěńĸ�°ŝŝīěäÙ�Åƺ�Ɗėä��°ÅěĸäƊ�jýÎä×��Ųä°ŷƙŲƺ×�Ɗėä��ÎńƊƊěŷė�:ńƲäŲĸĴäĸƊ�°ĸÙ�Ɗėä�bńŲƊėäŲĸ�FŲäī°ĸÙ�
Executive to quangos (quasi-autonomous non-governmental organisations). NDPBs are not an integral part of any 
government department and carry out their work at arm’s length from ministers, although ministers are ultimately 
responsible to Parliament for the activities of bodies sponsored by their department. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Non-departmental_public_body).
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recognise that that is no longer a possibility for younger generations. This is further acknowledgement 

of the role luck played in their trajectories, but which might not apply to younger people.

Most respondents think some level of ‘compensation’ for inequality is necessary, but are clear that 

increasing taxes can only be done to a degree. Otherwise, economic disincentives are created, with the 

threat of ‘brain drain’ mentioned by many. Several thought that it would be unfair to further tax the rich 

and are honest about not wanting a larger tax bill for themselves. 

.RXIVZMI[IIWư�ZMI[W�SR�XLI�MRGSQI�FERH�EX�[LMGL�XE\IW�WLSYPH�FI�MRGVIEWIH�EVI�EPWS�EǯIGXIH�F]�XLIMV�

upward orientation. Rachel, a group treasurer for a multinational organisation in the top 1% is a good 

illustration of this. When speaking about the primary causes of inequality, she starts by saying there 

should be more local-level funding, of community centres, to get the young “more engaged and more 

able to help themselves and their communities.”’ She then adds:

&RH� EX� XLI� SXLIV� IRH� SJ� ?XLI� MRGSQI� HMWXVMFYXMSRA�� XLI� WLIIV�[IEPXL� ?ƸA� .�[SYPHRưX� FI� EFPI� XS�

WTIGYPEXI�?ƸA�RSX�XLSWI�IEVRMRK�f��������E�]IEV��FYX�XLI�QMPPMSRW�TIV�]IEV��RIIH�XS�TE]�QSVI�XE\�

and engage with more charity.

.R� SXLIV� [SVHW�� 7EGLIP� HSIW� RSX� HIǰRI� WSQISRI� IEVRMRK� f�������� EW� [IEPXL]�� �LI� IWXMQEXIW� LIV�

income to be on the 70th percentile – in other words, she believes 30% of the population earn more than 

£170,000. She therefore does not support the idea of increasing tax for her own income band. When 

asked whether she interacts often with people whose socio-economic background is substantially 

HMǯIVIRX�JVSQ�LIV�S[R��WLI�ERW[IVW��Ʋ?]AIW��FYX�[MXL�XLI�WYTIV�[IEPXL]�ƭ�XLSWI�[LS�IEVR�SZIV�f��QMPPMSR�Ƴ

While there is divided opinion on whether taxes should be raised or not, nearly all respondents feel 

more needs to be done about tax avoidance and that the current level of tax evasion is not in the spirit 

of taxation. The state is seen as failing to tax some areas, particularly wealth. Although not all were 

GSRZMRGIH�XLEX�MX�[EW�TSWWMFPI�XS�XE\�[IEPXL��FIGEYWI�LMKLIV�MRGSQI�TISTPI�[MPP�ǰRH�[E]W�SJ�EZSMHMRK�

tax, as Kai, who runs his own medical technology company, and has used investment vehicles himself 

in the past, pointed out. Recognition of the extent of manipulation of the tax regime by those higher up 

also leads some respondents to suggest the need for an overhaul of the entire system. 

)LJXUH����6RFLDO�EHQH¿WV�VHUYLFHV�FRVW�EXVLQHVVHV�WRR�PXFK�LQ�WD[HV�FKDUJHV�
����	�#�������	�� 

Source: ESS, 2008 and 2016.
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Many respondents feel strongly that large companies are not paying their fair share of corporation 

XE\��8LMW�VIǱIGXW�*YVSTIER��SGMEP��YVZI]�ǰRHMRKW�XLEX�XLIVI�LEW�FIIR�EPQSWX�E���	�HIGVIEWI�MR�XLSWI�

[LS�FIPMIZI�WSGMEP�FIRIǰXW�WIVZMGIW�GSWX�FYWMRIWWIW�XSS�QYGL�MR�XE\IW�GLEVKIW�?ǰKYVI��A��&W�3MKIP��

a 52-year-old headteacher in the public sector with a top 3% income, puts it: “corporations perceive 

XE\EXMSR�EW�XLIJX�ERH�IQTPS]�QER]�TISTPI�[LSWI�HYX]�MX�MW�XS�QMRMQMWI�XLIMV�XE\EXMSR�FYX�[IVI�XLI�ǰVWX�

to write strong letters of complaint about levels of public services.” He also points out that the impact 

of corporation tax very much depends on the size of the business:

I have many friends in the private sector and have had this discussion many times over. 

Government should intervene in Starbucks and Amazon, but there are thousands of small 

business people, who, unless they minimise tax illegally, will go out of business and see it as 

XE\�IǲGMIRG]�

As with those concerned about brain drain, some respondents are nevertheless worried about 

companies leaving the UK if tax was too high. They feel that corporation tax evasion is something that 

needs to be dealt with on a European or global level.

8LIVI� EVI� QM\IH� ERH� GSRǱMGXIH� VIWTSRWIW� SR� MRLIVMXERGI� XE\�� VERKMRK� JVSQ� WYTTSVXMZI�� GSRǱMGXIH��

ERH� WXVSRKP]� STTSWIH�� c ,IQQE��[LS� HSIW� RSX� LEZI� GLMPHVIR� ERH� MW� RSX� WIX� XS� MRLIVMX� ER]XLMRK� JVSQ�

her parents, supports it, as allowing people to inherit ‘doesn’t tally with meritocracy.’ Ben, who does 

LEZI�GLMPHVIR�ERH�MW�GSRǱMGXIH�EFSYX�MX��ƲMJ�]SYV�PSZIH�SRI�LEW�HMIH�ERH�PIJX�]SY�QSRI]��XLI�XE\�QER�

WIIQW�PMOI�E�ZYPXYVI�TMGOMRK�EX�XLEX��4R�XLI�SXLIV�LERH��WSQI�TISTPI�LEZI�KSX�FMPPMSRW�SJ�TSYRHW�?ƸA�ERH�

they’re continuing the advantage for their family.” Dan, also with young children, feels strongly that it is 

“aggressively unfair because someone has already paid tax on it. It feels fundamentally wrong.” Nigel, 

a 52-year-old headteacher, feels it is about balance, that “you have sympathy with people who work all 

their lives to get a house – there’s a balance to be struck there.”

Several respondents consider the tax system, as a whole, to be regressive. However, Alan, a 50-year-

SPH�HMVIGXSV�JSV�E�PSKMWXMGW�GSQTER]�PMZMRK�MR�XLI�WSYXL�IEWX��UYEPMǰIW�XLMW��-I�WYTTSVXW�

 A progressive tax system, not an outrageous tax system. Not a tax rate of 95% at the top that 

doesn’t encourage wealth creation. There should be balances. We should be like Nordic 

GSYRXVMIW��-MKL�XE\EXMSR�FYX�LMKL�FIRIǰXW�EW�[IPP�

As already discussed, many members of this income group feel the cost of housing, and therefore think 

that both stamp duty77 and council tax need reforming and that inequality manifests itself in the lack of 

EǯSVHEFPI�LSYWMRK��8LI]�EVI�GSRGIVRIH�EX�XLI�MREFMPMX]�SJ�XLIMV�GLMPHVIR�XS�FY]�LSYWIW�MR�XLI�WSYXL�IEWX��

and about a possible mansion tax. 

In conclusion, while respondents are clear that the state has a duty to provide some level of care, they 

EVI�GSRǱMGXIH�EW�XS�XLI�PIZIP�ERH�X]TI�SJ�XLEX�TVSZMWMSR��8LSWI�[SVOMRK�MR�XLI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV�WLS[�PIWW�

support for universalism, and few respondents claim to have made extensive use of public services. 

There is no overall support for increased public spending, although the need for more investment in 

the north is widely recognised. There is similarly no support for income tax increases for their band, and 

GSRǱMGXMRK�ZMI[W�SR�MRLIVMXERGI�XE\��FYX�E�WXVSRK�JIIPMRK�XLEX�XE\�EZSMHERGI�F]�XLI�ZIV]�[IEPXL]�ERH�

corporate tax evasion should be addressed – albeit that they also fear a ‘brain drain.’

77  Stamp duty is a land tax you pay if you buy a property or land over a certain price in England and Northern Ireland. 
https://www.gov.uk/stamp-duty-land-tax

The top 10% of income earners in the United Kingdom

79



The private sector’s role in addressing inequality: the top 10% view
Most respondents have not given much thought to the relationship between the private sector and 

inequality. A majority believe the private sector’s overriding function is to generate wealth, make a 

TVSǰX�� ERH� QE\MQMWI� VIXYVRW� JSV� MXW� WLEVILSPHIVW�� ;LIR� EWOIH� MJ� XLI� WIGXSV� LEW� E� VSPI� MR� VIPEXMSR� XS�

inequality, Tony, in his early 50s, a senior manager with a top 1% income, responds:

3S�?PEYKLWA��RSX�EX�EPP��8LI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV�MW�XLIVI�XS�JYPǰP�E�TYVTSWI��[LMGL�MW�XS�QSZI�QSRI]�

EVSYRH�XLI�IGSRSQ]�?ƸA�[LMGL�YPXMQEXIP]�KSIW�FEGO�XS�XLI�KSZIVRQIRX�MR�XLI�JSVQ�SJ�XE\IW��8LI�

TVMZEXI�WIGXSV�?���A�MW�XLI�IRKMRI�SJ�XLI�IGSRSQ]�

4XLIVW� JIIP� QSVI� GSRǱMGXIH�� ,IQQE� JIIPW� XLEX� ƲTEVX� SJ� MX� GSQIW� FEGO� XS� XE\EXMSR�� .� YRHIVWXERH� XE\�

IǲGMIRG]��FYX�XLIVIưW�EPWS�LEZMRK�E�WSGMEP�GSRWGMIRGI�?ƸA�,SSKPI�ERH�SXLIVW�XEPO�EFSYX�WSGMEP�GSRWGMIRGI�

but business practices don’t match the rhetoric.” This point about companies signing up to a more 

socially responsible agenda while not changing their practice – and in many cases while aggressively 

avoiding tax – is made by several respondents. However, Gemma also points out that if people are going 

to criticise this behaviour, they also need to change their own behaviour as “it’s supply and demand! You 

still buy things from Amazon.”

Dan, head of client services at a marketing agency, feels that the most important job the sector can 

do is to ‘pay fairly.’ Alan, a director for a logistics company, felt the sector needed to be “reinvesting 

TVSǰX�FEGO� MRXS�IHYGEXMSR�ƭ�IHYGEXMSR�FEGO� MRXS�IQTPS]IIW�� MRXS�PSGEP�WGLSSPW� ?ƸA� MRZIWXMRK� MR�JYXYVI�

employees.” Julie, a sales consultant living in London, isn’t sure what that enlarged role should be: 

7IEPP]�KSSH�UYIWXMSR��.ưZI�RIZIV�XLSYKLX�SJ�XLEX��.�XLMRO�MX�WLSYPH�LEZI�E�VSPI��FYX�MXưW�HIǰRMXIP]�

RSX�WS�HIǰRIH�c=SY�HS�WII�TVMZEXI�GSQTERMIW�HS�XLMRKW�PMOI�ETTVIRXMGIWLMTW��'YX�.�GERưX�XLMRO�

of any private companies that are really investing in society. You have corporate responsibility 

TVSKVEQQIW��FYX�XLI]�EVI�RSX�XST�SJ�XLI�EKIRHE��8LIVI�MW�?ER�EVKYQIRXA�XLEX�XLI]�GSYPH�ERH�

WLSYPH�FI�TE]MRK�QSVI�c'YX�Q]�ǰVWX�XLSYKLX�[EW�KSZIVRQIRX��

Phillip, working for a global IT consulting company, feels that the private sector should share its 

knowledge and principles:

The private sector has the obligation to work with the government to understand problems. 

Many businesses have employees who can’t reach their potential. The private sector has skills, 

MRJSVQEXMSR�ERH�TSXIRXMEP��8LI�W]WXIQ�SJ�WLEVILSPHIV�GETMXEPMWQ�?���A��.�HSRưX�XLMRO�MXưW�[VSRK��FYX�

WLSYPH�FVSEHIR�XS�WSGMIXEP�FIRIǰXW��3SX�SRP]�LMKLIV�[EKIW��FYX�EPWS�WOMPPW�XVEMRMRK��KMZMRK�FEGO�

XS�WSGMIX]�FIGEYWI�YPXMQEXIP]�XLI]�FIRIǰX�JVSQ�WSGMIX]�

However, this wider role was not something any respondents working in the private sector conveyed 

[LIR�EWOIH�EFSYX�XLI�VSPI�SJ�XLIMV�S[R�[SVO�SR�WSGMIX]���YWERREL��E����]IEV�SPH�GLMIJ�ǰRERGMEP�SǲGIV�

for a major bank, was surprised to be asked the question:

&LL��PEYKLW��3SX�QYGL�VIEPP]���4R�WSGMIX]�EX�PEVKI�?ƸA�[IPP��.�WYTTSWI�]SY�GSYPH�WE]�XLEX�.�EQ�

LIPTMRK�XS�QEOI�WYVI�XLEX�?REQI�SJ�FEROA�EVI�IǲGMIRXP]�WTIRHMRK�ERH�XLIVIJSVI�XLI]�LEZI�E�

huge customer base, globally, especially in the UK, and therefore we are helping to deliver 

TVSHYGXW�EX�E�QSVI�EǯSVHEFPI�TVMGI�TEYWIW��ERH�XLI�GYWXSQIV�WIVZMGI�XLI]�KIX�EVSYRH�MX� MW�

FIXXIV��?'AYX�MJ�.�GSQTEVI�XLEX�XS�Q]�LYWFERHưW�GSRXVMFYXMSR�EW�E�TSPMGI�SǲGIV�?ƸA�LMW�MW�[E]�QSVI�
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In relation to wealthy individuals’ roles in addressing inequality, respondents are clear that it is very 

much a personal choice. Others felt that they should ‘set the right example’ or, as already discussed, 

XLEX�XLI]�LEH�E�HYX]�XS�WSGMIX]��,VIK��MR�LMW�ǰJXMIW��[SVOMRK�JSV�E�KPSFEP�.8�GSQTER]�ERH�MR�XLI�XST��	��

tells us:

Duty of care, that’s a right principle. I have a lot more money, so it’s right that I should pay more, 

pay into charities etc. But I do not believe in a nanny state. People are responsible for their own 

actions. 

Several respondents commented that there are limits to what wealthy people should do and that action 

LEH�XS�FI�EX�ER�MRWXMXYXMSREP�PIZIP��2SWX�WEMH�MX�EPWS�HITIRHIH�SR�LS[�Ư[IEPXL]ư�MW�HIǰRIH��2MGLEIP��E�

49-year-old engineer, told us:

&X�[LEX�TSMRX�HS�]SY�HIGMHI�[LEX�MW�E�PSX�SJ�QSRI]$�2]�ERRYEP�MRGSQI�MW�f�������c)MǯIVIRX�

TISTPI�LEZI�KSX�HMǯIVIRX�ZMI[W�SR�XLEX��8LSWI�IEVRMRK�f��������ƭ�XS�XLIQ�f�������MW�E�XVMZMEP�

amount, they wouldn’t consider it. For those on £12,000, it’s amazing. 

While most respondents believe wealthy philanthropists could make a great contribution, Paul, an 

architect working with the public sector in the lower part of the top 10%, is one of only a few to explicitly 

refer to the negative impact of the rich on the rest of society:

8LI�VMGL�EVI�WGEVIH�EX�MRIUYEPMX]�FIMRK�HERKIVSYWP]�QERMJIWX�?���A�XLI]�[IVI�GSQTPEGIRX�?ƸA�XLI]�

are now feeling threatened. They have imposed grossly unfair austerity on people and the 

result has been Brexit, which is damaging those who voted for it. This makes the rich more 

entrenched, focusing on retaining their wealth. It’s a self-fuelling position.

Kai, a former doctor, also emphasises that the wealthy’s focus is on maintaining their position, stressing 

that “everything has been engineered in favour of the wealthy” and concludes “society kind of creates 

these structures to accommodate the desire of the wealthy to stay wealthy.”

In conclusion, while many respondents think that the private sector does not have much of a role to play 

in addressing inequality, others felt that large corporations such as Google, should be more socially 

responsible. Investing in education and in knowledge sharing are two other roles that respondents think 

the private sector should develop. Those working in private sector roles, even when they are senior, 

do not see how their role impacts on society. Wealthy individuals are seen as having a limited ability to 

address inequality; instead their focus is on protecting their wealth. 

Conclusion: are the top 10% ready for a new social contract?
This chapter presented analysis on what the British top 10% think about their own socio-economic 

position, economic security, use of public services and civic engagement, drawing on analysis of ESS 

and EU-SILC data and the semi-structured interviews conducted in the UK. It discussed the voting 

behaviour and political activity of the top 10% as well as revealing their attitudes to inequality, what 

should be done about it, and what role the state, the private sector and wealthy individuals should take 

MR�VIHYGMRK�MX��8LIWI�ǰRHMRKW�VEMWI�UYIWXMSRW�EFSYX�XE\�VIJSVQ��PIZIPW�ERH�HMWXVMFYXMSR�SJ�[IPJEVI�WXEXI�

spending and public service reform in the UK.
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This chapter has described the UK sample – thirty top 10% income earners who are mainly white 

men, between 36 and 66 years old, married and working as managers, professionals and associate 

professionals for private companies in London or the south-east, and tend to be in the top 3% income 

bracket of between £97,000 and £169,999. However, the sample is heterogenous and its attitudes to 

WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]��MRIUYEPMX]��TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�ERH�TSPMXMGW�HMǯIV�F]�EKI��KIRHIV��JEQMP]�WXVYGXYVI��SGGYTEXMSREP�

sector, and position within the top 10%. 

8LI�WXYH]�LEW�GSRǰVQIH�TVIZMSYW�VIWIEVGL�XLEX�XLMW�MRGSQI�KVSYT��TEVXMGYPEVP]�XLSWI�[SVOMRK�MR�XLI�

private sector, present a meritocratic narrative and belief in their own agency as the explanation for 

social mobility. There is limited understanding of structural barriers preventing social mobility or the 

realities of low wage work. However, these narratives break down when respondents compare their 

own trajectories to those of current generations and particularly when talking about their children.

8LI�ǰRHMRKW�SR�XLI�EXXMXYHIW�SJ�XLI�XST���	�XS�IHYGEXMSR�VIǱIGX�XLI�TSPMG]�WLMJX�JVSQ�ZMI[MRK�IHYGEXMSR�

as a collective project for all to a neoliberal responsibility of the individual. This is similar to Swedish 

ǰRHMRKW�EW�MW�XLI�EXXMXYHI�XLEX�ƯLEVH�[SVOư�MW�OI]�XS�WYGGIWW��3IEVP]�EPP�XLI�'VMXMWL�VIWTSRHIRXW�WXVIWWIH�

XLI�MQTSVXERGI�SJ�IHYGEXMSREP�STTSVXYRMX]��8LMW�MW�E�HSQMRERX�ǰRHMRK�EGVSWW�XLI�GSYRXVMIW�MR�XLMW�VITSVX��

Respondents reveal a surprising degree of insecurity in the top 10%, consistent with other recent 

research and symptomatic of a tendency to look upwards at the top 1% or 0.1% (Sherman, 2017). Unlike 

Sweden, but as in Ireland, this is linked to the high cost of living. Those working in the private sector in 

TEVXMGYPEV�VIǱIGX�XLI�MRWIGYVMX]�SJ�XLI�ǱI\MFPI�PEFSYV�QEVOIX�(1&�����������8LI�'VMXMWL�XST���	�QE]�JIIP�

comfortable, but not rich. Together with similar education, occupation and income to family, friends 

ERH�SV�GSPPIEKYIW��XLI]�EVI�EPWS�PMOIP]�XS�PMZI�MR�E�KISKVETLMGEP�GSRGIRXVEXMSR�SJ�LMKL�MRGSQI��VIWYPXMRK�

in a distorted sample from which they relate to wider society (Burrows, Webber and Atkinson, 2017). 

8LI�90�ǰRHMRKW�EPWS�VIZIEP�XLI�I\XIRX�XS�[LMGL�XLI�XST���	�MHIRXMJ]�[MXL�SV�LEZI�IQTEXL]�JSV�PS[�MRGSQI�

IEVRIVW�MW�HIXIVQMRIH�FSXL�F]�XLIMV�PIZIP�SJ�MRXIVEGXMSR�[MXL�SXLIVW�JVSQ�HMǯIVIRX�MRGSQI�KVSYTW�ERH�XS�

what extent they have experienced structural constraints themselves. Some respondents have a very 

narrow frame of reference from which to judge broader inequality. While many of the top 10% donate; 

XLI]�HS�RSX�ǰRH�XMQI�XS�ZSPYRXIIV�ERH�EXXMXYHIW�XS�XLMW�ERH�SXLIV�X]TIW�SJ�YRTEMH�[SVO�ERH�GEVI�[IVI�

QEVOIHP]� HMǯIVIRX� F]� KIRHIV�� SV� JIEV� KIXXMRK� QSVI� MRZSPZIH� MR� XLIMV� PSGEP� GSQQYRMX]��&� GSQTIXMXMZI�

corporate culture also prevents respondents valuing such activities and again reinforces a limited face-

to-face engagement with other income groups.

In terms of political behaviour, while the top 10% vote, most do not feel well-represented by any one 

party and regret the move away from the centre ground in British politics. Those on the left tend to work 

in the public sector, while those to the right, vote mainly for the Liberal Democrats, largely as a result 

SJ�XLIMV�7IQEMR�'VI\MX�WXERGI�EX�XLI�XMQI�SJ�ǰIPH[SVO��8LIVI�MW�EPWS�E�JIEV�SJ�GYVVIRX�TSPEVMWEXMSR�ERH�

GSRGIVR�JSV�XLI�IǯIGXW�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]�SR�HIQSGVEG]��

&�WXVMOMRK�ǰRHMRK�JVSQ�XLI�90�MRXIVZMI[W�MW�XLI�MWSPEXMSR�GSRZI]IH�F]�XLI�XST���	��8LMW�MW�IZMHIRX�[LIR�

they talk about their move from one socio-economic position to another or the role of their work in 

WSGMIX]��.WSPEXMSR�MW�WIIR�MR�RSX�LEZMRK�XMQI�XS�ERH�SV�FIMRK�JIEVJYP�SJ�IRKEKMRK�MR�XLIMV�GSQQYRMX]�SV�

[MXL�HMǯIVIRX� MRGSQI�KVSYTW��2SZMRK�JVIUYIRXP]�JSV�[SVO�QE]�EPWS�QIER�XLI]�HS�RSX�LEZI�E�WXVSRK�

connection to any one place, creating a lack of trust compounded by a sense of status associated with 

the geographical mobility that a career has provided. 
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The respondents are fearful of growing inequality in the UK. They are intuitively aware of some 

of its consequences. Brazil is given as an example of a country where the rich have to live in gated 

communities for fear of crime. Reference is also made to the perceived growth of hate and resentment 

by lower income groups in the UK. Our research shows that even a group who are comfortable by most 

measures and tick all the boxes – have high status occupations, are healthy, well educated, on the up 

and happy with what they’ve achieved – have a pervasive sense of anxiety about political instability and 

polarisation, and are insecure about their positions and those of their children. 

While respondents support public services in theory, there is also a status associated with not being 

dependent on them and having the option to go private. However, at the same time, there is fear 

that those services will not adequately provide for them and their children in future. A tension exists, 

between their belief that inequality needs to be reduced and the attitude, particularly among those 

[SVOMRK�MR�XLI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV��XLEX�XLI�TYFPMG�WIGXSV�MW�RSX�IǲGMIRX���YTTSVX�JSV�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR�MW�XLIVIJSVI�

mixed because respondents don’t trust the state to redistribute, or improve and reform its services or 

the government to overspend. 

This chapter has set out views held by the top 10% on the state’s role in reducing inequality. Similar to 

XLI��[IHMWL�ǰRHMRKW��XLIWI�MRGPYHI�E�VIWMHYEP�VSPI�JSGYWIH�SR�EFWSPYXI�TSZIVX]�ERH�E�WXEXI�JSGYWIH�SR�

equality of opportunity and not outcome. While some respondents support tax increases, high living 

GSWXW� ERH� E� XIRHIRG]� XS� PSSO� YT[EVHW� EX� XLIMV� VMGLIV� TIIVW� QIERW� XLEX� XLIWI� EVI� SRP]� NYWXMǰEFPI� JSV�

those higher up the income scale. All respondents want reform of the tax system – for the government 

XS�HS�QSVI�SR�IǯIGXMZI�XE\�EZSMHERGI��XS�QEOI�PEVKI�GSQTERMIW�TE]�XLIMV�JEMV�WLEVI�ERH�XS�XE\�[IEPXL�

more.

8LI�ǰRHMRKW�WYKKIWX�XLEX�[LMPI�XLI�XST���	�JIIP�XLEX�XLI�TYFPMG�WIGXSV�MW�QEMRP]�VIWTSRWMFPI�JSV�VIHYGMRK�

inequality, private companies could play their part – by becoming better employers for example. 

They also reveal a lack of trust in the state to deliver public services. This is not surprising. Even if 

RSX� HMVIGXP]� EǯIGXIH� F]� EYWXIVMX]� ERH� MX�[EW� SRP]� QIRXMSRIH� F]� XLSWI�[SVOMRK� MR� XLI� TYFPMG� WIGXSV���

respondents are aware of service decline from long-term underfunding. In contrast to Spanish and 

Irish respondents, the British top 10%, particularly those working in the private sector and with little 

ORS[PIHKI�SJ�XLI�MWWYIW�JEGIH�F]�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW��EVI�STXMQMWXMG�EFSYX�XLI�IǯIGXW�SJ�QEVOIX�QIGLERMWQW�

in, for example, the health service. Preference for means-testing also appeared perhaps more than in 

the other countries. 

Respondents have a limited understanding of inequality, absolute and relative poverty. They do not 

comment on the association between inequality and poverty, that higher inequality in a country 

often goes with higher poverty (Atkinson, 2015; Hills et al., 2019) and therefore that policy can support 

inequality reduction for the instrumental reason that it will also help reduce poverty (Davis et al., 2020; 

Hills et al., 2019). They accept the false dichotomy presented in political debates between whether to 

aim for equality of outcome or opportunity (when public policy needs to address both high inequality 

and low social mobility) (Major and Machin, 2019). Respondents also have a lack of understanding about 

XLI�[IPJEVI�WXEXI�MXWIPJ�TEVXMGYPEVP]�[LS�FIRIǰXW�JVSQ�MX��ERH�F]�I\XIRWMSR��GSRǱMGXW�SZIV�XLI�VSPI�SJ�XLI�

state in relation to poverty and inequality. The majority of the public will rely on the welfare state at 

some point during our lifetimes, and Hills (2014) estimates that most people get back as much as they 

put in. Respondents convey both a highly individualised sense of self and a low level of trust in public 

services. 
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3IZIVXLIPIWW��ERH�E�GVMXMGEP�ǰRHMRK�SJ�XLMW�GLETXIV��MW�XLEX�XLI�XST���	�EVI�E[EVI�XLEX�MRIUYEPMX]�MR�XLI�

UK is increasing and do not want it to increase further. Those working in the private sector tend to see 

MRIUYEPMX]� MR� XIVQW� SJ� E� KPSFEP� VEGI� ERH� XS� GSRǱEXI� XLI� HMǯIVIRGI� FIX[IIR� MRIUYEPMX]�� VIPEXMZI� ERH�

absolute poverty. However, respondents are preoccupied with insecurities about their own socio-

economic position and also want to ensure their children’s social mobility. In particular, they are aware 

SJ� XLI� MQTPMGEXMSRW� SJ� LSYWMRK� MRIUYEPMXMIW� SR� WYFWIUYIRX� KIRIVEXMSRW� ERH� ǰRH� WSQI� HMQIRWMSRW� SJ�

inequality more acceptable to discuss than others, such as gender inequality, depending on the extent 

to which choice is involved. 

This chapter was researched before the 2020 pandemic. As outlined at the beginning of this chapter, 

the UK went into it with a decade of stagnation in median earnings, rising household earnings inequality 

and a large fraction of households with low savings and high debt. The crisis has emphasised and 

exacerbated those and other existing deep structural inequalities in income, work, health, education, 

housing, savings, ethnicity and age. The top 10% in the UK are less likely to be in lockdown sectors, more 

likely to still be in work, working from home (Adams-Prassl et al., 2020), have access to green space, be 

less medically vulnerable to the virus78 or social isolation, spending less, and less of their income on 

IWWIRXMEPW�ERH�XS�FI�TE]MRK�HS[R�HIFX��-MKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�EVI�IWXMQEXIH�XS�FI�f����FIXXIV�Sǯ�TIV�

week (Berry, 2020; Blundell et al., 2020). Those who work and are on low income will ultimately bear the 

brunt of the crisis, with 1 in 5 families already reporting that they are not able to access enough food 

(Berry, Macfarlane and Nanda, 2020). 

Early research on the UK government’s response to the crisis shows that there is a “huge tilting of the 

scales towards the asset-owning rich” (Berry, 2020) – the ‘rentier’ class has been most insulated. And 

while the state has spent amounts of money (from large-scale public borrowing and newly-created 

money from the Bank of England) unprecedented since the second world war, commentators have 

cautioned against assuming that outcomes will be progressive. With 45% of the money spent on the 

KSZIVRQIRXưW�JYVPSYKL�WGLIQI�KSMRK�XS�FEROW�ERH�PERHPSVHW��EW�[MXL�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��XLI�90�

looks set to continue to rely on pumping private debt into the economy. 

Whether the government will decide to live with the debt – the largest since the second world war 

– as long-term interest rates are kept low and what decisions it will make in relation to tax policy are 

yet to be seen. Any tax increases in the short term would be counterproductive as they “would suck 

demand out of the economy just when that economy will need to be re-established as the recovery 

proceeds” (Murphy, 2020). However, what is becoming clear is the need for large-scale reform of the UK 

tax system after the pandemic, away from its bias towards wealth79 and by extension against work (“as 

XLSWI�[LS�?PMZIA�SR�[LEX�XLI]�IEVR�LEZI�XS�TE]�REXMSREP�MRWYVERGI�SR�XLIMV�IEVRMRKW�ERH�XLSWI�[LS�PMZI�

Sǯ�MRZIWXQIRX�MRGSQI�HS�RSX�Ƴ�.FMH�����������]SYRK�TISTPI��[LS�XIRH�RSX�XS�LEZI�[IEPXL�ERH�[SQIR��EW�

wealth ownership is male dominated. Will the government, for example, equalise tax rates on income 

and those on wealth? Will it reform land taxation? Will it address the longstanding under taxation of 

middle class assets? At the time of writing, the idea of ‘taxing those with the broadest shoulders’ may 

look economically rational and appealing as a longer-term means of recovering from the crisis.

The top 10% have so far been relatively insulated - both literally and economically - from the impact of 

78� ��ėäŲä�ė°Ʋä�Åääĸ�ŷė°Ųŝ�ÙěüäŲäĸÎäŷ�ěĸ�Ùä°Ɗėŷ�ûŲńĴ��ńƲěÙĚōľ�ƳěƊė�°ČäĚ°ÙĢƙŷƊäÙ�Ùä°Ɗė�Ų°Ɗäŷ�ěĸ�Ɗėä�ĴńŷƊ�ÙäŝŲěƲäÙ�
tenth of areas in the UK more than double those in the least deprived tenth. Those on lower incomes are the most likely 
to have underlying medical conditions making them vulnerable to Covid-19 and some ethnic minority groups have far 
higher death rates than the white British population (Blundell et al., 2020). 
79  Aside from having no tax on wealth, the clearest indications of this bias are the levels of taxes on income derived 
from wealth and the support that the tax system provides to saving, reduced capital gains and inheritance taxes 
(Murphy, 2020).
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Covid-19. However, more of them are likely to have experienced state help than before. And it will have 

been hard to ignore that the pandemic’s economic shock has exposed a much eroded safety net, that 

E�HIGEHI�SJ�FIRIǰXW�GYXW��HMWMRZIWXQIRX�ERH�TVMZEXMWEXMSR�SJ�TYFPMG�MRJVEWXVYGXYVI�LEW�PIJX�SRI�SJ�XLI�

VMGLIWX�GSYRXVMIW�MR�XLI�[SVPH�YRTVITEVIH��[MXL�E�WMKRMǰGERXP]�[IEOIRIH�LIEPXLGEVI�W]WXIQ�-EVQER��

2020) and that deepening inequalities impact on the essential workers on which public services depend. 

As Piketty has commented, the crisis has reinforced the legitimacy of public investment in public health 

and healthcare (Spinney, 2020). Inequality, far from being pushed down the political agenda, is now at 

its forefront (Blundell et al., 2020). Campaigns for a fairer society to be ‘built back better’ are widespread. 

However, whether that opens up the debate for a new social contract between income groups, beyond 

the false dichotomy between equality of outcome and that of opportunity and includes recognition of 

XLI�MRIUYEPMXMIW�SJ�[IEPXL�MRGPYHMRK�ǰRERGMEP�MRZIWXQIRX�ERH�LSYWMRK��XLEX�WIX�XLI���	�ETEVX�JVSQ�XLI�

rest – remains to be seen. 
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The values and attitudes 
of high-income earners 
in Sweden

Of course, I know that I earn a good salary; I know what salary I have, but I rarely think about 

MX�ERH�.�WTIRH�UYMXI�E�PSX�SJ�XMQI�[MXL�TISTPI�[LS�EVI�RSX�EQSRK�XLI�XST���	�?ƸA�I\GITX�Q]�

GSPPIEKYIW�SJ�GSYVWI��4J�GSYVWI�� .�ORS[�.�FIPSRK�?XLIVIA��FYX�.�HSRưX�XLMRO�EFSYX� MX�� .�TVSFEFP]�

wouldn’t think of myself as one of them.

Erika, a doctor

Introduction
Erika, a doctor, does not see herself as a high-income earner, even though she is well aware that 

her salary makes her one. Several other Swedish high-income earners that were interviewed think 

EPSRK�WMQMPEV� PMRIW��8LI]�HS�RSX�WII�XLIQWIPZIW�EW�TEVXMGYPEVP]�EǳYIRX � MR�*VMOEưW�[SVHW�� XLI]�HS�RSX�

think of themselves ‘as one of them’. This chapter looks at their values and attitudes to meritocracy, 

redistribution, and inequality.80 

In the decades following the second world war, inequality in Sweden decreased according to most 

QIEWYVIW��VIEGLMRK�E�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRX�SJ������ MR�������SRI�SJ�XLI�PS[IWX�IZIV�VIGSVHIH�EQSRK�4*()�

countries (OECD, 2011). The period between 1944 and 1974 was characterised by reduced income and 

wealth gaps (Bengtsson et al., 2012) and coincided with the expansion of the Swedish welfare state. 

Indeed, one of the welfare state’s main purposes was, as Edlund (1999:106) notes, ‘to decrease marked-

generated inequalities.’

During the decades that the welfare state expanded, governments decreased economic inequality 

XLVSYKL�E�LMKL�HIKVII�SJ�GSRXVSP�SZIV�XLI�IGSRSQ]�ZME�XE\EXMSR�SR�GETMXEP��GETMXEP�GSRXVSPW��ǰRERGMEP�

regulation, and a large public sector. Analysing the income concentration in Sweden during the 20th 

GIRXYV]��7SMRI�ERH�;EPHIRWXV½Q�������WLS[�E�HIGPMRI�MR�XST�MRGSQI�WLEVIW�HYVMRK�XLI�ǰVWX�LEPJ�SJ�XLI�

century, as well as during the expansion of the welfare state. However, these have risen sharply since 

the end of the 1980s. 

Therborn (2018) describes the 1980s as a turning point for inequality in Sweden. He argues that it was 

the product of ascendant right-wing politics, which led to neoliberal policies and the emergence of 

ǰRERGMEP�GETMXEPMWQ��8LI�PEFSYV�QSZIQIRX�RS�PSRKIV�LEH�XLI�WEQI�MRǱYIRGI��&W�E�VIWYPX���[IHIR�LEW�

experienced increases in inequality for several decades. The incomes of the Swedish ‘power elite’ 

illustrate this increase. The ‘power elite’ is a group consisting of 200 CEOs, top-level politicians and civil 

servants whose incomes the Swedish blue-collar trade union confederation Landsorganisationen (LO), 

80� �Fĸ�Ɗėěŷ�ƊäƹƊ×�ŮƊńŝ�ōǆšŰ�ŲäûäŲŷ�Ɗń�Ɗėä�Ɗńŝ�ÙäÎěīä�ńû�ěĸÎńĴä�ä°ŲĸäŲŷ�ěĸ��ƳäÙäĸŢ�FĸÎńĴä�ěŷ�ÙäÿĸäÙ�°ŷ�ČŲńŷŷ�ī°ÅńƙŲ�
income, that is: income before tax, and excluding capital incomes. The income distribution is often divided in deciles, 
that is in groups of 10%. The top 10% is the 10th decile. Expressed in percentiles, the top 10 % is P90. 
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has measured since the year 1950. In 1950, the power elite’s average pre-tax income corresponded to 

�����XMQIW�XLI�EZIVEKI�[EKI�SJ�MRHYWXVMEP�[SVOIVW��.R�������XLMW�HMǯIVIRGI�[EW�EX�MXW�PS[IWX��EX�����XMQIW��

-S[IZIV��MR�������XLMW�ǰKYVI�VIEGLIH������&PQUZMWX���������

�[IHIRưW�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRX�JSV������[EW�������XLI�XIRXL�MR�XLI�4*()�4*()������E���7IGIRX�HIZIPSTQIRXW�

LEZI� FIRIǰXXIH� XLI� [IEPXLMIWX� TEVX� SJ� XLI� TSTYPEXMSR�� 8LI� 4*()� ����F�� RSXIW� XLEX� ƲMRGSQI� LEW�

increased for all income groups in Sweden, but more strongly in the upper part of the distribution.” As 

indicated by the OECD (2015b): 

The growth in inequality between 1985 and the early 2010s was the largest among all OECD 

countries, increasing by one third. In 2012, the average income of the top 10% of income earners 

was 6.3 times higher than that of the bottom 10%. This is up from a ratio of around 5.75 to 1 in 

2007 and a ratio of around 4 to 1 during much of the 1990s.

�MRGI� XLI� QMH�����W�� MRGSQI� HMǯIVIRGIW� LEZI� MRGVIEWIH� QEMRP]� HYI� XS� WXVSRK� MRGSQI� KVS[XL� MR�

the upper part of the distribution, with capital incomes becoming ever more important at the top 

(Långtidsutredningen, 2019:10).81 Roine and Waldenström (2010:330) note that there are important 

HMǯIVIRGIW� FIX[IIR� �[IHIR� ERH� SXLIV� GSRXMRIRXEP� *YVSTIER� GSYRXVMIW�� EVKYMRK� XLEX� XLI� KVS[XL� MR�

gains from capital renders them closer to Anglo-Saxon countries:

']�������XST�MRGSQI�WLEVIW�LEH�EPVIEH]�HVSTTIH�QSVI�MR��[IHIR�XLER�MR�ER]�SXLIV�GSYRXV]�?ƸA�

and the further increases in marginal taxes, as well as ‘solidarity wage policies’, caused them to 

HVST�IZIR�JYVXLIV�MR�XLI�����W��-S[IZIV��XLI�QSWX�VIQEVOEFP]�HMǯIVIRX�EWTIGX�SJ�XLI��[IHMWL�

data appears over the past decades. During this period, when top income shares increased 

WMKRMǰGERXP]� MR�&RKPS��E\SR� GSYRXVMIW�� QEMRP]� HYI� XS�[EKI� MRGVIEWIW�� FYX� VIQEMRIH�ZMVXYEPP]�

unchanged in continental Europe, the Swedish development depends largely on how realized 

capital is treated. If researchers include realised capital gains, Swedish top income shares 

look like the Anglo-Saxon ones; if researchers do not include them, top income shares have 

increased slightly but still resemble the continental European experience.

The chapter focuses on how Swedish high-income earners view such developments. There are several 

reasons why high-income earners’ opinions and political values are important to study. One is that, in 

recent decades, there have been changes to Swedish redistributive policies that favour high-income 

earners. It is therefore interesting to know more about high-income earners’ views on equality and 

social responsibility. Another important reason is that more qualitative research on groups with power 

ERH�MRǱYIRGI�MR�WSGMIX]�MW�RIGIWWEV]�WII�*VMOWWSR��-SPQUZMWX��ERH��SLP������ �-SPQUZMWX������F���8LI�

chapter is based on 25 interviews with members of this group carried out in 2019 and survey data from 

the European Social Survey (ESS, 2008, 2012 and 2016) and the European Survey of Income and Living 

Conditions (EU-SILC, 2016).82 As mentioned in the comparative chapter, it is important to note that the 

ESS constructs its income variable on self-reported household income, while individual salary is the 

basis for the interview sample. This means that we do not know how much the individual respondents 

to the ESS survey actually earn, only that they consider themselves as belonging to the top decile. 

Approximately 15% of the respondents to ESS have estimated themselves to be in the highest decile in 

XIVQW�SJ�LSYWILSPH�MRGSQI��.X�MW�EPWS�[SVXL�RSXMGMRK�XLEX�MR�XLI�*����MRGSQI�MW�HIǰRIH�EX�E�LSYWILSPH�

81  As noted by Boschini, Gunnarsson and Roine (2017:2) previous studies on top incomes have “shown the importance 
ńû�ÙěŷƊěĸČƙěŷėěĸČ�ÅäƊƳääĸ�ÙěüäŲäĸƊ�ŷńƙŲÎäŷ�ńû�ěĸÎńĴä×�ěĸ�ŝ°ŲƊěÎƙī°Ų�Ɗń�ÎńĸŷěÙäŲ�ěĸÎńĴäŷ�ûŲńĴ�Î°ŝěƊ°ī×�°ĸÙ�°īŷń�Ɗń�ŷƊƙÙƺ�
Ɗėä�ÙěƲäŲŷä�ÙäƲäīńŝĴäĸƊŷ�°ÎŲńŷŷ�ÙěüäŲäĸƊ�ČŲńƙŝŷ�ƳěƊėěĸ�Ɗėä�Ɗńŝ�ńû�Ɗėä�ěĸÎńĴä�ÙěŷƊŲěÅƙƊěńĸŢů
82� �Fĸ�Ɗėä�Ù°Ɗ°�ûŲńĴ�)���°ĸÙ�)�Ě�FX��ƙŷäÙ�ěĸ�Ɗėěŷ�Îė°ŝƊäŲ×�°īī�ÙěüäŲäĸÎäŷ�ÅäƊƳääĸ�Ɗńŝ�ōǆš�ėěČė�ěĸÎńĴäĚä°ŲĸäŲŷ�°ĸÙ�
Ɗėä�ŲäŷƊ�ńû�Ɗėä�ŝńŝƙī°Ɗěńĸ�°Ųä�ŷěČĸěÿÎ°ĸƊ�°Ɗ�°Ɗ�īä°ŷƊ�°�ľāš�ŷěČĸěÿÎ°ĸÎä�īäƲäī�şńŲ�ŝĚƲ°īƙä�ıŢǆāŠŢ
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level, after tax and deductions, and from all sources. Furthermore, as mentioned earlier in this report, 

the ESS data has a limited sample size (see chapter 2). For the background on high-income earners 

in Sweden, data is used from EU-SILC, which collects cross-sectional and longitudinal microdata on 

income and living conditions. 83 For the purpose of sampling for the interviews, this chapter uses a 

monthly income of SEK 49,200 (see below) as the threshold for belonging to the top 10%, based on 

EU-SILC data.

This chapter begins by describing the Swedish socio-economic context, high-income earners in 

Sweden, and the interview sample. An analysis of the interview material begins with interviewees’ 

perceptions of meritocracy and upward mobility and is followed by their perceived economic security 

and their attitudes to economic inequality, the welfare state, taxation, social responsibility, and the 

role of the private sector. The last section contains an analysis of the political participation and civic 

engagement of respondents. 

Background: the Swedish context 
84 

In 1900, Sweden had “more severe economic inequality than the United States” (Bengtsson, 2019:40). 

The Swedish working class was, however, as Bengtsson (2019:35) puts it, “the most well organized in 

the world.” Partly thanks to successful labour organising, in the 1920s, the foundations were laid for a 

[IPJEVI�WXEXI�XLEX�[EW�WIIR�EW�ER�ERW[IV�XS�XLI�GSRǱMGX�FIX[IIR�GETMXEP�ERH�PEFSYV��;LIR�*WTMRK�

&RHIVWIR� ��������� HIZIPSTIH� LMW� MRǱYIRXMEP� ƭ� MJ� GSRXIWXIH� ƭ� GEXIKSVMWEXMSR� SJ�[IPJEVI� VIKMQIW�� LI�

described the Swedish welfare state as a social democratic project. He regarded Scandinavian welfare 

states as the most successful in dealing with inequalities. Esping-Andersen highlights the ability of the 

Social Democratic welfare state regime to create solidarity between the middle and the working class 

through the social insurance systems. In particular, social justice and increased equality was important 

(Korpi, 1978). One goal for the Social Democratic Party and the labour movement during that period was 

the elevation of the working class by providing access to housing, healthcare, and unemployment and 

health insurance through the welfare system. 

In more recent research, the image of the welfare state as a social democratic project is seen as 

ER� SZIVWMQTPMǰGEXMSR�� RSX� PIEWX� FIGEYWI� MX� [EW� FEWIH� SR� ƲXLI� VIJSVQMWX� EPPMERGI� FIX[IIR� XLI� PMFIVEP�

intelligentsia and the labour movement” (Bengtsson, 2019:37). Arguably, the Swedish welfare state 

project was based on a class compromise (see Fraser, 2003) and the creation of what de los Reyes 

(2006:7) calls a “consensus around the social order, even if the content of the welfare state has been 

XLI�WYFNIGX�SJ�TSPMXMGEP�RIKSXMEXMSRW�ERH�MHISPSKMGEP�GSRǱMGXWƳ�85 This shaped the self-image of Swedish 

society and gave the country a reputation for being among the most equal in the world (Pred, 2000). 

According to de los Reyes (2006), the emergence of the Swedish welfare model was based on the ideal 

of equality through redistribution, and hence that access to welfare would be equal for all. 

Still, Swedes have access to relatively generous universal public services, such as subsidised 

healthcare, free education,86�ERH�YRMZIVWEP�FIRIǰXW�WYGL�EW�GLMPH�ERH�TEVIRXEP�FIRIǰXW��(LMPHGEVI�ERH�

public transportation are subsidised, though the level of service varies between municipalities. Public 

XVERWJIVW�XLEX�HITIRH�SR�MRGSQI�MRGPYHI�WMGO�PIEZI�GSQTIRWEXMSR��YRIQTPS]QIRX�FIRIǰXW��TIRWMSRW�

83  Data from Sweden was updated in 2016. 
84  This part of the chapter is partly based on Sohl (2014). 
85� �jƙŲ�ƊŲ°ĸŷī°ƊěńĸŢ�
86  Swedes have access to free primary and secondary education and universal student grants, including tuition-free 
tertiary education.
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and transfers to people who are unable to work. In 2003, a state inquiry concluded that only 18% of public 

revenues were spent on redistribution between individuals. The remainder, over 80% of resources, were 

redistributed over individuals’ life courses (Pettersson and Pettersson, 2003:85).

However, the Swedish welfare state has its limitations. For example, access to various social service 

provisions is dependent on employment status. Since the labour market is marked by inequalities 

of gender and ethnicity, this design has reproduced those inequalities. In addition, Pringle (2011:145-

146) has suggested that, when comparing the UK and Sweden, the ‘state-collective’ and consensus-

oriented Swedish system has in some ways been relatively unsuccessful in challenging racial or gender 

HMWGVMQMREXMSR�� 2IER[LMPI�� XLI� QSVI� MRHMZMHYEPMWXMG� ERH� GSRǱMGXYEP� IXLSW� SJ� 'VMXMWL� MRWXMXYXMSRW� LEW� MR�

WSQI� VIWTIGXW� QSVI� IǯIGXMZIP]� EHHVIWWIH� XLI� WSGMEP� KETW� GVIEXIH� F]� ƯVEGIư� ERH� KIRHIV� XLER� XLI�

Swedish system, where questions of class have been historically more central. Furthermore, as noted 

by Fritzell (2011), high poverty rates for those with migrant backgrounds go against the equality ideals 

of the Nordic countries. 

In addition, neo-liberal reforms during recent decades – such as the introduction of ‘free choice’ 

and voucher systems in schools, health and social care – have changed the character of the public 

WIGXSV��8SHE]�� QSVI� XLER� SRI� SYX� SJ� ǰZI� TYFPMG� WIGXSV�[SVOIVW� EVI� IQTPS]IH� F]� E� TVMZEXI� IQTPS]IV�

(Ekonomifakta, 2019a). Changes have been particularly striking in primary and secondary education. 

In 1992, a charter school reform was introduced, along with a voucher-system. Privately-run charter 

schools entitled to public funding began to emerge. Today, schools are run either by municipalities, 

MRHITIRHIRX�RSR�TVSǰX�TVSZMHIVW��SV�MRGVIEWMRKP]��JSV�TVSǰX�WGLSSP�GSVTSVEXMSRW��(LEVXIV�WGLSSPW�JYRHIH�

by public money are not allowed to charge fees. However, because they can freely choose where to 

establish themselves, the charter school reform has increased school segregation based on ethnic and 

class backgrounds, and has thus led to increased educational inequality (see Allelin, 2019; Eurofound, 

2017; Nyström, 2012). 

During the last three decades, a number of policy changes have contributed to increased inequality, 

XIRHMRK�XS�FIRIǰX�XLI�VIPEXMZIP]�[IPP�Sǯ��5EVXMGYPEVP]�WMRGI�XLI�WXEVX�SJ�XLI���WX�GIRXYV]��XLIVI�LEZI�FIIR�

I\XIRWMZI�GLERKIW�XS�XLI��[IHMWL�XE\�W]WXIQ��&W�HIWGVMFIH�F]�XLI�4*()�����F�����Ʋ?MAR��[IHIR��PMOI�

in most other Nordic countries, tax reforms over the 1990s have decreased the tax burden also and 

sometimes particularly for wealthier households, e.g., by decreasing capital taxation and lowering or 

abandoning wealth taxation.” In 2005, both the inheritance and gift taxes were abolished by the Social 

Democratic government. The wealth tax was abolished in 2007 by the right-wing coalition government, 

which led to an increase in wealth inequality primarily due to “more unequal holdings of apartments 

and bank savings” (Lundberg and Waldenström, 2018:540). Since the abolition of the wealth tax, there 

EVI� RS� SǲGMEP� WXEXMWXMGW� SR� [IEPXL�� WMRGI� FEROW� ERH� SXLIV� ǰRERGMEP� IRXMXMIW� EVI� RS� PSRKIV� SFPMKIH� XS�

TVSZMHI� HEXE� SR� ǰRERGMEP� EWWIXW� ERH� PMEFMPMXMIW� 'IRKXWWSR� et al., 2012). In 2007, earned income tax 

credits (jobbskatteavdrag) were introduced by the right-wing coalition government and expanded 

until 2014. With this policy, disposable income increased substantially for those with a job. At the same 

time, the government tightened both payments from and access to social security for those outside 

XLI� PEFSYV� QEVOIX�� MRGPYHMRK� YRIQTPS]QIRX� FIRIǰXW� ERH� WMGO� PIEZI�� [LMGL� GSYPH� FI� HIWGVMFIH� EW�

FIRIǰXW� EYWXIVMX]�� 8E\� HIHYGXMSRW� FIRIǰXXMRK� LMKL�MRGSQI� IEVRIVW� MRGPYHI� XLSWI� JSV� XLI� VITEVEXMSR�

and renovation of self-owned housing (ROT-deduction, not available for tenants); for domestic services 

such as cleaning, baby-sitting and gardening (RUT-deduction, introduced in 2007); for interest rates on 

mortgages (ränteavdrag); and pension savings. 
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The tax deduction for domestic services has been widely debated and, as shown by Anving and Eldén 

�������MXW�IǯIGX�LEW�FIIR�ER�MRGVIEWI�MR�GPEWW��ƯVEGIư�ERH�KIRHIV�MRIUYEPMXMIW��,EZEREW����������EVKYIW�

that the growth of the domestic service sector should be understood in relation to the downsizing 

SJ� XLI� [IPJEVI� WXEXI� W]WXIQ�� Ʋ?XALI� �[IHMWL� QEVOIX� JSV� HSQIWXMG� WIVZMGI� MW� I\TERHMRK� EW� E� VIWYPX� SJ�

welfare state cutbacks, as well as privatization of public care, deregulation, internationalization and 

ǱI\MFMPM^EXMSR�SJ�PEFSYV�QEVOIXW�Ƴ�+YVXLIV��MR�������XLI�EHHMXMSREP�WXEXI�MRGSQI�XE\�värnskatt) – collected 

JVSQ�ERRYEP� MRGSQIW�SZIV��*0���������ƭ�[EW�VIQSZIH��[LMGL�QIERW�XLEX� XLI�[IPP�Sǯ�[MPP�TE]� PIWW�

XE\��8LMW�LEW�XMPXIH�XLI�VIHMWXVMFYXMZI�TVSǰPI�SJ�XLI�KSZIVRQIRX�FYHKIX�JSV������LIEZMP]�MR�JEZSYV�SJ�XLI�

top 10% of income earners (Swedish Government, 2019a). Although Sweden remains a strong welfare 

state, in the sense that high-income earners also use public services, these services are increasingly 

provided by publicly-funded private companies. In that sense, the privatisation of welfare that began in 

the 1990s has transformed relations between public and private capital (Allelin et al., 2018). An example 

of this is housing. Polanska and Richard (2019:142) show:

The national housing regime is regarded as a cornerstone of Sweden’s welfare politics. This 

model, introduced in the country after the Second World War, is internationally distinguished 

for its universality and egalitarian approach, such as its high percentage of public housing, 

strong tenants’ rights and exceptionally good standard in housing. 

Polanska and Richard argue that at least three decades of deregulation have resulted in ‘high levels 

SJ� VIWMHIRXMEP� WIKVIKEXMSRư� EW� [IPP� EW� ƲMRGVIEWMRK� HMWTPEGIQIRX� SJ� PS[�MRGSQI� LSYWILSPHW� ?ERHA� XLI�

creation of ‘urban nomads’ (people moving several times due to renovations and raised rents)” (Ibid.:142).

+YVXLIVQSVI��WMRGI�XLI�����W���[IHMWL�ǰVQW�LEZI�MRGVIEWMRKP]�FIGSQI�TEVX�SJ�KPSFEPMWIH�TVSHYGXMSR�

chains. Capital controls were abolished in 1989, and in 1995, Sweden joined the EU and the WTO. As 

noted by Pareliussen et al., ���������� Ʋ?TASPMGMIW� XS� VIHMWXVMFYXI� [IEPXL� LEZI� [IEOIRIH� GSRWMHIVEFP]�

in the Nordics over the past few decades, partly as a response to globalisation, and encouraged by 

organised interests from the business community.” Beginning in the 1980s, in Sweden, as elsewhere, 

ǰRERGMEP�HIVIKYPEXMSR�XSSO�TPEGI�[MXL�XLI�SFNIGXMZI�SJ�IRLERGMRK�KVS[XL��7SMRI�������TSMRXW�SYX�XLEX�

WYGL�TSPMG]�GLERKIW�[IVI�QEMRP]�EFSYX�HIVIKYPEXMRK�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�WIGXSV�ERH�WLVMROMRK�XLI�XE\�W]WXIQ��

In Sweden, these policies contributed to a bursting housing bubble and a banking crisis in 1990-91, 

whose repercussions were felt throughout the 1990s. The political answer to the ensuing economic 

crisis was a further neoliberalisation of the economy: the privatisation of parts of the public sector; 

XLI�MRWXMXYXMSR�SJ�E�TYVTSVXIHP]�MRHITIRHIRX�GIRXVEP�FERO �ERH�XLI�WIXXMRK�SJ�ER�MRǱEXMSR�XEVKIX�KMZIR�

TVMSVMX]�SZIV�JYPP�IQTPS]QIRX��8LI�TVSTSVXMSR�SJ�TISTPI�MR�TSZIVX]�MRGVIEWIH�WLEVTP]�HYVMRK�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�

crisis that Sweden underwent in the 1990s (Waldenström, 2010). In 2008, however, Sweden was not as 

severely hit as other European countries. 

In terms of its labour market, Sweden is characterised by a high rate of employment: 77.1% of the working 

age population were employed in the last quarter of 2019 (OECD, 2020). Levels of union density are 

high, particularly among white-collar employees, which is unique in an international perspective. While 

union density has decreased in general, levels have remained high: it was 77% in 2006 and 67% in 2018 

(72% among white-collar employees; see Kjellberg, 2019:7). An even larger percentage of the workforce 

is covered by collective bargaining agreements: nine out of ten (Ibid.:8). Employment is generally stable, 

and there has not been any substantial increase in the share of temporary employment during the past 

ten years. However, it is important to note that precarisation has increased, since temporary jobs have 

become more insecure (Wingborg, 2019). 

Inequality and the top 10% in Europe

92



High-income earners in Sweden 
Based on Statistics Sweden’s87 (2018a) data on salary dispersion by sector, the lower threshold of the 

top 10% high-income group is a monthly wage of SEK 49,200 before tax. For women, this is SEK 45,000 

and for men SEK 53,100, while the average monthly wage in 2018 was SEK 34,600 before tax (Statistics 

Sweden, 2018a). According to data from EU-SILC (2016), women are clearly under-represented among 

the top 10% high-income earners. As shown by Boschini, Gunnarsson, and Roine (2017:3) the share of 

women in the top decile has “steadily increased since the 1970s. In the distribution of total income 

(including capital gains) the share of women in the top 10% group more than doubled from about 12% 

MR� ����� XS� EFSYX� ��	� MR� �����Ƴ� 8LIMV� WXYH]� MRHMGEXIW� XLEX� VIEPMWIH� GETMXEP� KEMRW� LEZI� ER� MRǱYIRGI� SR�

the gender composition of the top decile. In 1995, the share of total income of the top 10% in Sweden 

was 19.7%. In 2017, the share of the top 10% had risen to 27.2 % of total income. (Swedish Government, 

2019b:27). 

&W�ǰKYVI���WLS[W��XLI�RYQFIV�SJ�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�MR�XLI�XST���	�MRGVIEWIW�EJXIV�XLI�EKI�SJ����ERH�

begins to decline from the age of 60.

Figure 1: Percentage of top 10% of income earners by age
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Source: EU-SILC, 2016.

Individuals with high grades in secondary education have a higher probability of becoming high-

income earners later in life than those with lower grades. However, the likelihood for secondary school 

graduates of becoming high-income earners is greater for men than for women (Statistics Sweden, 

2017). Income is to a great degree related to education: high-income earners tend to have higher 

IHYGEXMSREP�PIZIPW�XLER�XLI�VIWX�SJ�XLI��[IHMWL�TSTYPEXMSR�*�����������&W�XLI�KVETL�WLS[W�?ǰKYVI��A��

[MXLMR�XLI�XST���	����	�FIPSRK�XS�XLI�LMKLIWX�IHYGEXMSR�GEXIKSV]�MR�XLI�.�(*)�GPEWWMǰGEXMSR �XLEX�MW��

they have tertiary education.88 Conversely, according to EU-SILC data, approximately 35% of the top 10% 

LEZI�WIGSRHEV]�IHYGEXMSR�UYEPMǰGEXMSRW�EW�XLIMV�LMKLIWX�UYEPMǰGEXMSRW��-S[IZIV��XLMW�[EW�XVYI�SJ�SRP]�

two interviewees in our sample. 

87� ��Ɗ°ƊěŷƊěÎŷ��ƳäÙäĸ�ěŷ�°�ČńƲäŲĸĴäĸƊ�°ČäĸÎƺ�Ɗė°Ɗ�ŝŲńÙƙÎäŷ�ńýÎě°ī�ŷƊ°ƊěŷƊěÎŷŢ�
88� ��ėäƢFĸƊäŲĸ°Ɗěńĸ°ī��Ɗ°ĸÙ°ŲÙ��ī°ŷŷěÿÎ°Ɗěńĸ�ńû�)ÙƙÎ°ƊěńĸƢşF��)%Š�ěŷ�°�ŷƊ°ƊěŷƊěÎ°ī�ûŲ°ĴäƳńŲĨ�ûńŲ�ÎńĴŝ°ŲěĸČ�äÙƙÎ°Ɗěńĸ�
across countries. It refers to the highest completed education level or, for those still in the education system, their 
ÎƙŲŲäĸƊ�īäƲäīŢ��ėěŷ�Îī°ŷŷěÿÎ°Ɗěńĸ�ěŷ�ÙäŷěČĸäÙ�Åƺ��b)��jŢ�dÎÎńŲÙěĸČ�Ɗń��b)��jŰŷ�ÙäÿĸěƊěńĸ×�ƊäŲƊě°Ųƺ�äÙƙÎ°Ɗěńĸ�ěĸÎīƙÙäŷ�
academic education as well as advanced vocational or professional education. It comprises ISCED levels: 5 (short-cycle 
tertiary education), 6 (Bachelors or equivalent level), 7 (Masters or equivalent level), and 8 (Doctoral or equivalent) 
ş�b)��j×�ƕǆōƕŠŢ
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Figure 2: Highest educational degree of top 10% of income earners 

Source: EU-SILC, 2016.

In terms of national origin, the majority (89.5%) of the top 10% were born in Sweden, compared to 80.1% 

among the rest. Geographically, high-income earners are over-represented in, for example, Mälardalen 

(Stockholm), western Sweden (Gothenburg), and southern Sweden (Malmö) (ESS, 2016). They also tend 

to move to the same neighbourhoods within cities, which is particularly evident in Stockholm (Statistics 

Sweden, 2018c). 

According to ESS (2016) data, 98% of the top 10% voted in the 2014 national elections. Among the rest 

of the population it was over 91%. Statistically, high-income earners are more likely to vote for right-of-

centre parties. &W�VITSVXIH�F]�/]PLª��7]HKVIR��ERH��XVMQPMRK�����������Ʋ?LAEZMRK�E�LMKL�MRGSQI�MW�QSWX�

common among Conservative voters: 29% of Conservative voters have a monthly income of over SEK 

40,000, which may be compared with 16% of Social Democrat voters and 14% of Sweden Democrat 

voters.”89 Research on political values shows that people in higher class positions tend to be on the 

VMKLX�SR�UYIWXMSRW�GSRGIVRMRK�XLI�IGSRSQ]��8LI]�EPWS�XIRH�XS�FI�QSVI�PMFIVXEVMER�SR�XLI�PMFIVXEVMER�

authoritarian dimension.90�.R�GSRXVEWX��XLIc[SVOMRK�GPEWW�MW�PMOIP]�XS�FI�SR�XLI�PIJX�SR�UYIWXMSRW�GSRGIVRMRK�

the economy and hold authoritarian attitudes regarding culture and individual liberty. Class can explain 

TSPMXMGEP�EXXMXYHIW�SR�XLI�VMKLX�PIJX�HMQIRWMSR��FYX�PIZIP�SJ�IHYGEXMSR�MW�XLI�QEMR�JEGXSV�MR�TSWMXMSR�SR�XLI�

PMFIVXEVMER�EYXLSVMXEVMER�HMQIRWMSR�'IRKXWWSR��'IVKPYRH��ERH�4WOEVWSR������ �'IVKPYRH�ERH�4WOEVWSR��

2010). In the US context, Gilens (2012) has found that the top 10% of income earners are more likely than 

the rest of the population to take a number of positions that in many contexts are considered left-wing, 

such as liberal views on abortion, immigration, and same-sex marriage, while at the same time leaning 

to the right on economic issues.

89  In this chapter, interviewees are considered to be on the left if they have voted for the Social Democrats, the Left 
z°ŲƊƺ×�Ɗėä�:Ųääĸ�z°ŲƊƺ×�°ĸÙ�8äĴěĸěŷƊ�FĸěƊě°ƊěƲä�ěĸ�Ɗėä�ī°ŷƊ�äīäÎƊěńĸŢ�jĸ�Ɗėä�ŲěČėƊ×�Ɗėńŷä�Ƴėń�ƲńƊäÙ�ûńŲ�Ɗėä�`ńÙäŲ°Ɗä�z°ŲƊƺ×�
the Centre Party, the Liberals, and the Christian Democrats – that is, the parties that in the 2018 election still constituted 
the so-called Alliance – are placed on the right. The chapter also includes the Sweden Democrats on the right. 
90  The category ‘Libertarian’ includes attitudes in favour of cultural diversity, individual freedom, acceptance of 
ĴěĸńŲěƊƺ�ČŲńƙŝŷ�şäƊėĸěÎěƊƺ×�ŮŲ°ÎäŰ×�ŷäƹƙ°īěƊƺ×�äƊÎŢŠƢ°ĸÙ�ûŲääÙńĴ�ûŲńĴ�°ƙƊėńŲěƊƺŢ�dƙƊėńŲěƊ°Ųě°ĸ�ěĸÎīƙÙäŷ�°�Åäīěäû�ěĸ�ŷńÎě°ī�
ėěäŲ°ŲÎėƺ�°ĸÙ�ěĸƊńīäŲ°ĸÎä�ńû�ÎƙīƊƙŲ°ī�ÙěüäŲäĸÎäŷ�°ĸÙwńŲ�ĸńĸĚÎńĸûńŲĴěƊƺŢ�Ƣ
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The Swedish interview study
In total, the interview sample consists of 25 semi-structured interviews,91 which lasted between 45 and 

90 minutes. The interviewees were selected on the basis of their salary.92 In the sample, respondents 

have a range of monthly wage incomes from SEK 50,000 to 400,000 (Statistics Sweden, 2018a).93 Six 

interviewees also receive bonuses. In addition, researchers actively looked for people who are in the 

highest income group, the top 1%. 

Researchers used a combination of convenience sampling and strategic selection to include 

VIWTSRHIRXW� JVSQ� HMǯIVIRX� MRGSQI� KVSYTW� ERH� JVSQ� SGGYTEXMSRW� GSQQSR� XS� LMKL�MRGSQI� IEVRIVW� 

A convenience sample was chosen due to the relatively limited time frame for the study.94 The 

VIWIEVGLIVW� EPWS� GLSWI� XS� VIGVYMX� MRXIVZMI[IIW� XLVSYKL� WXVEXIKMG� WEQTPMRK�� EMQMRK� XS� GSZIV� WTIGMǰG�

TVSǰPIW��.R�TVEGXMGI��MRXIVZMI[IIW�[IVI�VIGVYMXIH�FSXL�XLVSYKL�GSRXEGXW and by emailing employees in 

seven workplaces where many high-income earners work.

Of the 25 respondents that were interviewed, ten are women and 15 are men. Ten respondents are 

35-40 years old, nine are between 41-50, four are between 51-60, and two are over 60. Seventeen 

work in the private sector and eight in the public sector. The sample is dominated by those living in 

Stockholm (16 out of 25) and other places in Mälardalen (4). Of the rest, three live in Gothenburg and 

two in cities in the north of Sweden. Twenty-four respondents were born in Sweden, one in another 

western European country. Of those born in Sweden, one had parents who were both born in another 

western European country, and one had one parent who was born in the US. Twenty-three interviewees 

LEZI�LMKLIV�IHYGEXMSR�UYEPMǰGEXMSRW��[LMPI�X[S�LEZI�YTTIV�WIGSRHEV]�IHYGEXMSR�UYEPMǰGEXMSRW�EW�XLIMV�

LMKLIWX�UYEPMǰGEXMSR��8[IRX]�X[S�TEVXMGMTERXW�EVI�TEVXRIVIH�

8LIMV�TEXLW�XS�FIPSRKMRK�XS�XLMW�WIKQIRX�SJ�XLI�TSTYPEXMSR�HMǯIV��WSQI�[IVI�FSVR�MRXS�JEQMPMIW�[LIVI�

both parents were highly educated high-income earners; others came to belong to this group through 

educational and career pathways. They are therefore diverse in terms of their family background, 

inheritance, education, and social networks. There is also an interesting dissociation within this group in 

VIPEXMSR�XS�PMJIWX]PI���IZIVEP�MRXIVZMI[IIW�HIWGVMFI�XLIMV�S[R�PMJIWX]PI�EW�FIMRK�QEVOIHP]�HMǯIVIRX�JVSQ�

what they associate with high-income earners. A majority of our interviewees vote for right-of-centre 

parties. However, it is worth noting that the interviews also had several left-leaning respondents, both in 

XIVQW�SJ�ZSXMRK�ERH�MR�VIPEXMSR�XS�XLIMV�S[R�WIPJ�HIWGVMTXMSR��8LYW��XLIVI�MW�KVIEXIV�HMǯIVIRXMEXMSR�MR�XIVQW�

of values and attitudes among the interviewees than is arguably the usual perception of high-income 

earners.

Perceptions of meritocracy and upward mobility
&W� *YVSJSYRH� ����E���� HIWGVMFIW�� WSGMEP� ǱYMHMX]� GER� FI� YWIH� EW� ƯER� MRHMGEXSV� SJ� WSGMIXEP� STIRRIWWư�

EW�[IPP�EW�SJ�ƲXLI�MRIUYEPMX]�FIX[IIR�MRHMZMHYEPW�JVSQ�HMǯIVIRX�SGGYTEXMSREP�GPEWWIW�MR�XIVQW�SJ�XLIMV�

chances of occupying one destination class rather than another.” Eurofound reports decreasing social 

ǱYMHMX]�MR��[IHIR�SZIV�XLI�XLVII�EKI�GSLSVXW�WXYHMIH�FSVR�����������������������ERH�������������ERH�

for both men and women. Eurofound (2017a:32) explains this decrease as follows: 

91  Twenty-four interviews were conducted by Mikael Svensson and one by Lena Sohl. They were conducted in 
Swedish, recorded and then transcribed. We have translated the quotes used in this chapter into English. 
92  The interviewees were asked about their average monthly income. 
93  The income data is based on what interviewees reported during the interviews. 
94� �dīƊėńƙČė�ÎńĸƲäĸěäĸÎä�ŷ°Ĵŝīäŷ�Ĵ°Ĩä�Ɗėä�ŲäŷƙīƊŷ�ĴńŲä�ÙěýÎƙīƊ�Ɗń�ČäĸäŲ°īěŷä�ş�ŲƺĴ°ĸ×�ƕǆōìŠ×�Ɗė°Ɗ�ěŷ�ĸńƊ�Ɗėä�Ĵ°ěĸ�
goal of qualitative research.
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An increase in the freedom of choice in public services (for example, school choice) 

has widened the gap between families, income inequalities have increased and income 

redistribution has decreased. It remains an open question whether a reduction in mobility in 

Sweden is temporary or not.

.R� XLI� MRXIVZMI[� QEXIVMEP� YWIH� JSV� XLMW� GLETXIV�� XLIVI� EVI� XLVII� HMǯIVIRX� EWTIGXW� XS� TIVGITXMSRW� SJ�

meritocracy and upward mobility: 1) Several interviewees focus on the Swedish education system as 

crucial to achieving equality. 2) When it comes to their own career trajectory, interviewees told us they 

attained their position thanks to the education system, their (class) background, hard work, opportunities 

(structural preconditions), luck and social skills. 3) Interviewees see a connection between success and 

hard work, though some acknowledge that not all who work hard get their just rewards.

Access to higher education is therefore presented as essential by our respondents. Although higher 

education is free of charge in Sweden, working-class children are underrepresented in higher education 

(see Bengtsson et al.,� ������� 8LYW�� GPEWW� HMǯIVIRGIW� EVI� VITVSHYGIH� [MXLMR� XLI� IHYGEXMSR� W]WXIQ�

(Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2018, Holmqvist, 2018a). Several interviewees talk about the fact that education 

divides Sweden along class lines. Some present this as an information problem: if people knew about 

available opportunities, they would take advantage of them. For instance, Carl uses his own upbringing, 

in an upwardly mobile family, to describe the conditions of those with a privileged background. Whether 

higher education is considered a possibility is, according to Carl, clearly dependent on class. Against 

this backdrop, he believes the education system should remain free, including universities. He also 

thinks that the fact that education is free for all should be more widely disseminated. 

For Carl, the importance of education is clear when other people assume that he comes from a family 

of lawyers because he is a lawyer himself. He sees education as especially important for families who, 

PMOI�LMW��LEZI�E�QMKVERX�FEGOKVSYRH��Ʋ?IAHYGEXMSR�MW�E�WXITTMRK�WXSRI��.�XLMRO�Ƴ�-I�XIPPW�YW�XLEX�XLI�YT[EVH�

class mobility experienced by his family was due to the educational opportunities provided in Sweden.

Several other interviewees also emphasise that, thanks to the Swedish education system being free, 

they have had access to higher education regardless of their class background. Some have highly 

IHYGEXIH� TEVIRXW�[MXL� E�[SVOMRK�GPEWW� FEGOKVSYRH��[LMPI� SXLIVW� EVI� XLI� ǰVWX� MR� XLIMV� JEQMP]� XS� LEZI�

gone onto higher education. Education is central to several interviewees’ narratives, with the majority 

seeing their pursuit of higher education as logical in the context of their class backgrounds. For instance, 

*VMOE�VEMWIW�XLI�WYFNIGX�SJ�LIV�YTFVMRKMRK�EX�XLI�FIKMRRMRK�SJ�XLI�MRXIVZMI[��Ʋ?.A�XLMRO�.�LEZI�E�JEMVP]�X]TMGEP�

�[IHMWL�QMHHPI�GPEWW�FEGOKVSYRH��)EH�[EW�XLI�ǰVWX�MR�LMW�JEQMP]�[LS�[IRX�SR�XS�LMKLIV�IHYGEXMSR��LI�

is a civil engineer. Mum worked as a secretary.” Others, like Antonia, who has middle-class professional 

parents, thinks her family expected her to go to university. Sara, who works as a doctor, told us it is not 

possible to fail once you manage to get into medical school. She adds that there was ‘no discussion’ at 

home about whether she should attend university. 

As mentioned earlier, interviewees tend to explain where they have ended up by recourse to education, 

hard work, opportunities, luck, and social skills. Lars tells us about opportunities, luck, and his ability 

XS� XEOI� EHZERXEKI� SJ� GMVGYQWXERGIW�� Ʋ?.A� [SYPH� WE]� XLEX� MX� MW� PEVKIP]� F]� GLERGI� ERH� XLI� [MPP� XS� WIM^I�

XLIQ� ?STTSVXYRMXMIWA��[LIR� XLI]� GSQI�Ƴ�&GGSVHMRK� XS� 'EWXERM� ERH�;EPHIRWXV½Q� ������� LMKL�MRGSQI�

IEVRIVW��QSVI�SJXIR�XLER�SXLIVW��XLMRO�XLEX�E�TIVWSRưW�IGSRSQMG�TSWMXMSR�MW�XLI�VIWYPX�SJ�IǯSVX�ERH�LEVH�

work. In our interviews, similar to the UK ones, hard work is a recurring theme. An example of stressing 

the importance of hard work comes from Annika, [LS�MW�LIEH�SJ�E�PSGEP�KSZIVRQIRX�HITEVXQIRX��Ʋ?.ưA

Q�RSX�ZIV]�WQEVX�?PEYKLWA�ERH�.�LEZIRưX�FIIR�ZIV]�WTIGMEPMWIH�MR�ER]XLMRK�IMXLIV��'YX�XLIR�.ưQ�E�TVIXX]�

ambitious person.” 
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.X� MW�[SVXL�RSXMGMRK��LS[IZIV��XLEX�JI[�GPEMQ�XLIMV�S[R�XEPIRX�SV�IǯSVX� MW�XLI�only explanation for their 

favourable position. It also seems that several interviewees do not see a strong link between success 

and hard work, though some do make this connection. One is Helena, a medical professor, who believes 

XLEX�XLSWI�[LS�QEOI�ER�IǯSVX�KIX�QSVI�FYX�XLMW�HSIW�RSX�RIGIWWEVMP]�QIER�XLI]�KIX�[LEX�XLI]�HIWIVZI��

Others, like Rikard, working in the medical industry, argue that there is no connection between the 

IǯSVX�TISTPI�QEOI�ERH�XLIMV�ǰRERGMEP�WMXYEXMSR��Ʋ?RAS��&FWSPYXIP]��RS��RS��RS��&FWSPYXIP]�RSX�Ƴ�*EVP]�MR�XLI�

interview, Rikard notes that, although people who work as carpenters or nurses have demanding jobs, 

they are not rewarded in proportion to their hard work, especially when compared to the pay more 

TVMZMPIKIH�TISTPI�QMKLX�KIX�VIKEVHPIWW�SJ�XLIMV�IǯSVX��2EVOYW��[LS�[SVOW�MR�XLI�.8�WIGXSV��EPWS�XIPPW�YW�

LI�MW�RSX�WYVI�XLIVI�MW�E�GSRRIGXMSR�FIX[IIR�IǯSVX�ERH�VI[EVH�

.R�WSQI�GEWIW��]IW��FYX�XLIR�]SY�EPWS�LEZI�GPEWWIW�?ƸA�WYGL�EW�RYVWMRK�EWWMWXERXW��[LS�[SVO�ZIV]�

much, work nights, or warehouse workers who work really hard physically, but maybe not earn 

so much. So that’s unfairly distributed, I think. Then there are also some people who maybe 

kind of just surf along because of their social backgrounds. For me it has been quite easy, 

maybe only because of my social skills.

&W�JSV�[LS�XIRHW�RSX�XS�KIX�XLIMV�JEMV�WLEVI��2EVOYW��PMOI�7MOEVH��XLMROW�ǰVWX�SJ�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�TVSJIWWMSRW��

Markus adds a dimension: the importance of people’s class background. He acknowledges that while 

some work hard without being paid well, others earn well thanks to their upbringing and the social skills 

XLEX�GSQI�[MXL�MX��2EVOYW�GPEMQW�LMW�WSGMEP�WOMPPW�IREFPIH�LMQ�XS�VIEGL�XLI�TPEGI�LI�MW�MR��-I�XIPPW�YW��Ʋ?.A�

LEZI�LEH�E�ZIV]�TVMZMPIKIH�FEGOKVSYRH��-EH�TEVIRXW�[LS�[IVI�[IPP�Sǯ�IGSRSQMGEPP]�ERH�[I�EW�JEQMP]�

had it safe.” In addition, Hugo, who is a programmer, explains why he managed to get a coveted job with 

E�LMKL�WEPEV]��Ʋ?]AIW��.�EQ�[LMXI�ERH�QER�?PEYKLXIVA�ERH�MX�TVSFEFP]�LEW�E�PSX�XS�HS�[MXL�MX�Ƴ�;LIR�I\TPEMRMRK�

how he ended up where he is, Markus does not bring up hard work, but rather it is his social skills that 

EVI�XLI�HIǰRMRK�JEGXSV��MHIRXMǰIH�EW�IWWIRXMEP�JSV�FIGSQMRK�TEVX�SJ�XLI��[IHMWL�IPMXI�-SPQUZMWX���������

Some interviewees also highlight gendered dimensions of inequality, for instance when Markus takes 

the example of a nursing assistant, a low paid female-dominated occupation in which people work hard 

for little pay. An interesting view on injustice emerges: people in working-class professions might work 

hard in demanding jobs without getting a fair wage while others – as Markus and Hugo point out – are 

better paid thanks to their privileges in terms of class, gender, and ‘race’. Nevertheless, and regardless 

of whether they sympathise with the left or the right, a majority believe there is some connection 

FIX[IIR�[SVOMRK�LEVH�ERH�XLI�WMXYEXMSR�MR�[LMGL�TISTPI�ǰRH�XLIQWIPZIW��+SV�XLIQ��IǯSVX�HSIW�LEZI�

a reward, if uneven. This argument is most prevalent among those on the right. Some interviewees on 

the left talk about unequal opportunities in education and several, as mentioned earlier, point out that 

people in working-class positions often work hard for little reward.

Education is central for a majority of interviewees, as it opens up possibilities for upward mobility – 

hence the importance of the education system being free of charge. It should also be noted that, as part 

SJ�XLI�RIS�PMFIVEP�WLMJX�SJ�XLI��[IHMWL�[IPJEVI�WXEXI��Ʋ?XALI�YRHIVWXERHMRK�SJ�YT[EVH�QSFMPMX]�GLERKIH�

from a collective project to an individual responsibility to improve one’s life conditions” (Sohl, 2018a:96). 

Interviewees express support for one of the core tenets of the Swedish welfare state that working-class 

children should have access to higher education (see Sohl, 2018a), albeit it that the system has always 

FIIR�WXVEXMǰIH��
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High-income earners in Sweden: an economically secure group
According to ESS data, respondents who consider themselves as belonging to the top 10% highest 

income households feel economic security to a greater extent than the rest. There have been no major 

changes over time, but the proportion of the group who answered “Living comfortably on present 

income” has increased slightly over the years. Compared to 2008, the group of high-income earners 

feels even safer in 2016 (ESS, 2008 & 2016). A majority reported that they feel they can live comfortably 

on their income in 2016.

Figure 3: Feeling about household’s income nowadays�	����������

Source: ESS, 2016

&W�WLS[R�MR�GLETXIV����SRP]�EFSYX��	�SJ�EPP�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�GPEMQ�XS�LEZI�HMǲGYPXMIW� MR�QEOMRK�

ends meet, compared to 28% in Ireland (EU-SILC, 2016). This might explain why higher salaries do not 

seem to be especially important for interviewees in deciding what jobs to pursue. Rather, they are more 

likely to be motivated by new challenges in their working lives. In addition, high-income earners, as 

I\TPEMRIH�IEVPMIV��LEZI�FIRIǰXXIH�JVSQ�E�RYQFIV�SJ�GLERKIW�XS�XLI�XE\�W]WXIQ�

In line with survey data, our interviewees also describe a feeling of economic security. Our interviews 

indicate that this feeling of economic security might be linked to their stable position in the labour 

market, which they expect to maintain. Indeed, our participants were not worried about unemployment. 

None of our interviewees worry about money. This is evident, for example, when they were asked 

whether they ever feel like they do not have enough money. For several interviewees, this just does not 

happen. Amanda, who runs a business with several employees, told us:

.�IEVR����?�����*0A�ERH�XLIR�.�LEZI�SXLIV�WMHI�NSFW�XLEX�MRGVIEWI�XLI�XE\�.�TE]��FYX�?ƸA�.�LEZI�RIZIV�

experienced the money running out, do you understand what I mean?

Similarly, Helena tells us that she barely knows how much she earns nowadays. She adds that it is 

‘embarrassing’ to negotiate her salary as she already earns so much. 

Some interviewees mention situations in which they would have liked to have more economic resources. 

Despite the fact that he works part-time and has an income that places him comfortably above the top 

10% threshold, Sebastian mentions housing costs and says he would not be able to make renovations 
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XS�LMW�GYVVIRX�ǱEX��SV�QSZI�MRXS�XLI�MRRIV�GMX]�SJ��XSGOLSPQ��Ʋ?.A�GSYPH�RSX�EǯSVH�XLEX��WS�XLEX�JIIPW�PMOI�E�

ǰRERGMEP�PMQMXEXMSR�Ƴ�-S[IZIV��XLIWI�GSQQIRXW�EVI�RSX�EFSYX�FIMRK�YREFPI�XS�QIIX�LMW�RIGIWWMXMIW��FYX�

rather about not being able to spend at the level he would wish and in comparison to those earning 

QSVI���IFEWXMER��[LS�[SVOW�MR�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�MRHYWXV]�ERH�[EW�FSVR�MR�ERSXLIV�[IWXIVR�*YVSTIER�GSYRXV]��

XIPPW�YW�XLEX�LI�HSIW�RSX�VIEPP]�JIIP�PMOI�E�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIV��Ʋ.�HS�RSX�JIIP�VMGL�SV�ǰRERGMEPP]�ǱI\MFPI�Ƴ�

He compares himself to those with high incomes born in Sweden, claiming that there are notable 

HMǯIVIRGIW�FIX[IIR�XLIQ�ERH�LMQ��-I�RSXIW�XLEX�SJXIR��XLSWI�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�[LS�[IVI�FSVR�MR�

Sweden have inherited assets that span generations:

=IW��XLI�QSRXLP]�WEPEV]�.�QE]�EKVII�SR�?QEOIW�LMQ�E�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVA��FYX�MJ�]SY�PSSO�EX�Q]�

Swedish colleagues who grew up and have had a family here, there is much more prosperity 

behind them. Of course, you don’t travel during the summer because your family have a 

summer house.

;LMPI��IFEWXMER�EKVIIW�XLEX�LMW�QSRXLP]�WEPEV]�UYEPMǰIW�LMQ�EW�E�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIV��LI�MW�RSX�EW�[IEPXL]�

as his colleagues who were raised in Sweden and who have assets. To be a native Swede is here used 

as signifying a distinction from other high-income earners who have immigrated to Sweden and have 

no inherited assets in the form of, for example, summer houses. Inherited assets are associated with 

E�GPEWW�WTIGMǰG��[IHMWLRIWW��&PXLSYKL�QER]��PMOI��IFEWXMER��TPE]�HS[R�XLIMV�S[R�TSWMXMSR�MR�VIPEXMSR�

XS�SXLIVW�[LS�EVI�FIXXIV�Sǯ��XLI]�WXMPP�I\TVIWW�E[EVIRIWW�XLEX�XLI]�EVI�LMKL�IEVRIVW��(VMWXMER��E�PE[]IV��

compares himself with colleagues in other countries: 

If you compare yourself to the Germans and English, you are hardly seen as a high-income 

IEVRIV��8LI]�IEVR�WS�QYGL�QSVI��+VSQ�E��[IHMWL�TIVWTIGXMZI��]IW��.�TVSFEFP]�HS�?IEVR�E�PSXA��.X�

GER�WSQIXMQIW�LMX�QI�?ƸA�.�HSRưX�JIIP�PMOI�.�GER�WTIRH�QSRI]�SR�[LEXIZIV�.�[ERX��

3IZIVXLIPIWW��(VMWXMER�EHHW�XLEX�IZIR�XLSYKL�XLI]�GERRSX�EǯSVH�[LEX�LI�GEPPW�ƯQIKE�I\GIWWIWư��LI�ERH�

his partner do not have to save to buy what they want. Thus, interviewees tend to compare themselves 

ǰVWX�[MXL� XLSWI�[LS� IEVR� QSVI� XLER� XLI]� HS��8LIWI� GSQTEVMWSRW� GSYPH� FI� YRHIVWXSSH� EW� E�[E]� SJ�

marking class-based boundaries, but also as attempts to play down their own privilege, which chimes 

with previous research on Swedish middle and upper classes (Sohl, 2018b). Those who live in Stockholm 

tend to draw these kinds of boundaries in particular, and they tend to compare themselves with people 

living near them. One example is Susann, a medical doctor. Following her divorce, she now rents a 

LSYWI�MR�E�ZIV]�EǳYIRX�EVIE�SJ�XLI�GMX]��ERH�GPEMQW�LIV�JEQMP]�MW�ƯXLI�TSSVIWX�[LIVI�.�PMZIư���LI�XIPPW�YW�

that although she has a high salary, she cannot get a mortgage as she has no savings. 

Several interviewees, however, are well aware of their relative privilege. This applies regardless of 

whether they are at the top of our sample or in the lower income range. Even though Susann tells us 

XLEX�WLI�GERRSX�KIX�E�QSVXKEKI�XS�FY]�XLI�LSYWI�WLI�[ERXW��WLI�HIWGVMFIW�LIV�PMJI�GMVGYQWXERGIW��Ʋ?.A�

belong to those who lead a good life. I live beautifully, I have my animals, I have everything.” Likewise, 

)ERMIP�XIPPW�YW�LMW�JEQMP]�RIZIV�LEW�XS�GSRWMHIV�LS[�QYGL�XLMRKW�GSWX��Ʋ?XALEX�MW�E�KVIEX�TVMZMPIKI��.�XLMRO�Ƴ�

Previous research on middle and upper-class women in Sweden (Sohl, 2018b), has found that they often 

describe their lives as ‘good’ and ‘privileged’. In this study, it is also clear high-income earners are aware 

of their privilege and that their earnings are good in comparison to most, even though respondents, 

WYGL�EW�*VMOE��E�HSGXSV��HS�RSX�XLMRO�EFSYX�MX�ZIV]�SJXIR�MR�XLIMV�HEMP]�PMZIW��Ʋ?SAJ�GSYVWI�.�ORS[�[LIVI�.�

belong, but I do not think about it.”
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Interestingly, several interviewees also make distinctions upwards. For instance, Henrik compares 

LMQWIPJ�XS�XLSWI�ƯEX�XLI�XSTư��Ʋ?.A�EQ�VIEPP]�RSX�EX�XLI�XST��.X�MW�E�LYKI�HMǯIVIRGI�XS�FI�EX�XLI�XST�MR�XIVQW�SJ�

pay. Then you can really talk about being very wealthy.” Similarly, Lars who is at the top of our sample in 

XIVQW�SJ�MRGSQI��XIPPW�YW�EFSYX�LMW�I\TIVMIRGI�EX�E�GSPPIEKYIưW�[IHHMRK��Ʋ?WAYHHIRP]��.�VIEPMWIH�IZIV]SRI�

LI�ORI[�LEH�KSRI�XS�1YRHWFIVK�?E�TVIWXMKMSYW�TVMZEXI�WGLSSPA�[MXL�LMQ��&RH�XLEX�MW�RSX�WSQIXLMRK�.�HMH��

so it is a world which I am not in at all.” Other interviewees also mention those ‘above’ them in the social 

hierarchy, who have more than their fair share, thus underlining social injustices in Sweden. 

They describe their own present and future situations in positive terms. However, some respondents 

belong to households with two high-income earners, whereas in others only one person enjoys a high 

MRGSQI��'YX�IZIR�MR�XLI�PEXXIV�GEWIW��XLI]�HS�RSX�WIIQ�XS�JEGI�ǰRERGMEP�TVSFPIQW��+SV�MRWXERGI��2EVOYW�

tells us he is the main earner in his family, as his wife works in the cultural sector. He compares his family 

[MXL�LSYWILSPHW�[MXL�X[S�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW��Ʋ?WAMRGI�Q]�[MJI�HSIW�RSX�QEOI�ER]�QSRI]��[I�QMKLX�

not be super rich if you compare us with other friends who have two incomes over say 51,000.” However, 

Markus tells us he has never felt any stress over money.

As interviewees feel economically secure, they claim that the pursuit of new challenges in their careers 

motivates their decisions about their working lives to a greater extent than pay increases. For example, 

Daniel says his salary was not the main factor when he last switched from being a consultant to a less 

well-paid job in a state-owned company: 

.X�[IRX�HS[R�F]���������.�XLMRO��'YX�MX�JIPX�XSXEPP]�SOE]��.�[ERXIH�XS�HS�WSQIXLMRK�HMǯIVIRX�ERH�

XLSYKLX�.�[SYPH�NSMR�E�RI[�SVKERMWEXMSR��&RH�.�WXMPP�XLSYKLX�XLEX�XLI�WEPEV]�.�[EW�KIXXMRK�[EW�?ƸA�.�

had no problems supporting myself. 

&JXIV� XLEX� QSZI�� LI�[SVOIH� LMW�[E]� YT� ERH� XSHE]� LI� LEW� E� WMKRMǰGERXP]� LMKLIV� WEPEV]� XLER�[LIR� LI�

started. This is a recurring pattern when interviewees talk about their future in the labour market. 

Another example comes from Stefan, who works in a large corporation: 

8LMW�QMKLX�WSYRH�VIEPP]�WXVERKI��FYX�EX�TVIWIRX�MX�?IGSRSQMG�VI[EVHA�MW�RS�HVMZMRK�JSVGI��3S��XLI�

driving force is that the company I am working for is doing well and that the people who work 

there feel good as well as the customers who come there to shop.

�MQMPEVP]��1EVW��[LS�[SVOW�MR�ǰRERGMEP�MRZIWXQIRX�ERH�MW�WIPJ�IQTPS]IH��WE]W�XLEX�E�LMKLIV�WEPEV]�[EW�RSX�

the reason he pursued the position he is currently in, and the salary is no longer a criterion for him when 

he is looking for a job, since salaries are good everywhere. Lars, who reports earning up to SEK 400,000 

TIV�QSRXL��[LMGL�TYXW�LMQ�EQSRK�XLI�XST��	�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW��EHHW�XLEX�LEZMRK�ǰRERGMEP�QEVKMRW�QIERW�

that in the event of being unemployed – which he sees as unlikely – he would be able to manage for at 

PIEWX�LEPJ�E�]IEV��Ʋ?EAFWSPYXIP]��.X�LEW�FIIR�PMOI�XLEX�JSV�TVSFEFP]�?ƸA�X[IRX]�]IEVW�EX�PIEWX�Ƴ�

Another indication of interviewees’ feelings of economic security is that many are not union members. 

It is worth noting that in Sweden, trade union membership is more prevalent among white-collar 

than blue-collar workers. According to Statistics Sweden (2018b), employees (aged 16-64) with post-

secondary education are more likely to be members of a trade union or employer organisation than 

those without: 74% compared to 54%. Rikard tells us that he is not worried about unemployment but 

LI�WXMPP�[ERXW�XS�KYEVERXII�LMW�MRGSQI�F]�FIMRK�E�QIQFIV�SJ�E�YRMSR��Ʋ?[AIPP��XLI�SRP]�VIEWSR�.�EQ�E�

QIQFIV� MW� EGXYEPP]� FIGEYWI� .� KIX� MRGSQI� MRWYVERGI� ?[MXL� Q]� QIQFIVWLMTA�� 3SX� FIGEYWI� .� XLMRO� .ưQ�

KSMRK�XS�FIGSQI�YRIQTPS]IH��FYX�?���A�]IW��]SY�WPIIT�E�PMXXPI�FIXXIV�EX�RMKLX�Ƴ��SQI�VIWTSRHIRXW�LEZI�
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chosen to be part of a union, not, presumably, because they need the membership to feel secure, 

because they already do. However, like Rikard, – and somewhat contradictorily – some interviewees 

still like to have that extra security, even though they do not think they will need it. 

Besides the fact that their current income provides them with a good standard of living, the security 

of having a well-paid job in the future also appears to be crucial to their feeling of economic security. 

They feel secure in being able to retain their current job, and in knowing that their education and work 

I\TIVMIRGI��[SYPH�IREFPI�XLIQ�XS�ǰRH�ERSXLIV�IUYMZEPIRX�NSF��MJ�RIGIWWEV]�

Attitudes towards inequality and the welfare state 
&GGSVHMRK�XS��ZEPPJSVW����������Ʋ?EAXXMXYHIW�XS[EVH�XLI�[IPJEVI�WXEXI�ERH�SXLIV�TYFPMG�MRWXMXYXMSRW�WLSYPH�

be seen as central components of social order, governance, and legitimacy of modern societies.” As for 

support for the welfare state, Svallfors (2011) has shown that there were no major changes in Sweden 

between 1981 and 2010. This is also evident in data from annual national surveys carried out by the SOM 

Institute at Gothenburg University95 since 1986 (Nilsson, 2019). However, support for the public sector 

has increased substantially since 2010. In 2017, there were twice as many opposing cuts to the public 

sector as those in favour of a smaller public sector. As shown in previous research, people’s views on the 

welfare policy in Sweden are closely linked to class, education and income (Svallfors, 1989). This pattern 

MW�ZMWMFPI�MR�HEXE�SR�WYTTSVX�JSV�PS[IVMRK�MRGSQI�HMǯIVIRGIW�MR�WSGMIX]��&GGSVHMRK�XS�E�WYVZI]�GEVVMIH�

SYX�MR���������	�SJ��[IHIW�XLMRO�MX�MW�E�JEMVP]�KSSH�SV�E�ZIV]�KSSH�MHIE�XS�PS[IV�MRGSQI�HMǯIVIRGIW�MR�

WSGMIX]��8LI�VEXI�MW�WMKRMǰGERXP]�LMKLIV�EQSRK�TISTPI�[LS�LEZI�RSX�GSQTPIXIH�GSQTYPWSV]�IHYGEXMSR�

(79%) and lowest among those with a university degree or more (58%) (Wärnlöf-Bové, 2019). Another 

study has shown that certain high-income earning professions, such as lawyers, economists, and civil 

engineers, support reducing the public sector and would like to see more privatisation (Brante et al., 

2015).

ESS data shows that just over 40% of the top 10% (as opposed to over 60% of the rest of the income 

HMWXVMFYXMSR��WYTTSVX�XLI�GPEMQ�XLEX�ƲJSV�E�JEMV�WSGMIX]��HMǯIVIRGIW�MR�PMZMRK�WXERHEVHW�WLSYPH�FI�WQEPPƳ�

and that there have been no major changes in these attitudes over time (ESS, 2008, 2012 and 2016). 

ESS data (2008, 2016) also shows that those who consider themselves as belonging to the top 10% 

LSYWILSPHW�EKVII�[MXL�XLI�GPEMQ��Ʋ?PAEVKI�HMǯIVIRGIW�MR�MRGSQI�EVI�EGGITXEFPI�XS�VI[EVH�XEPIRXW�ERH�

IǯSVXWƳ� XS� E� KVIEXIV� I\XIRX� XLER� XLI� VIWX�� 8LMW� MW� XVYI� MR� FSXL� ����� ERH� ������ -S[IZIV�� WSQI� QMRSV�

changes over time are noticeable: in both groups, the proportion of ‘agree’ responses diminished. In 

XLI�MRXIVZMI[W��XLIVI�[IVI�HMǯIVIRX�EVKYQIRXW�EFSYX�MRIUYEPMX]��.RXIVZMI[IIW�SR�XLI�PIJX�WIIQ�XS�XLMRO�

that reducing inequality in outcomes would be good for society, while several on the right argue that 

equality of opportunity is more important. Another view is that inequality is not bad in itself. Instead the 

focus should be on the actual living standards of the very poorest in society.

In an ESS data-based study on age, class, and attitudes towards government responsibilities and 

MRGSQI�VIHMWXVMFYXMSRW���ZEPPJSVW��0YPMR�ERH��GLREFIP�����������ǰRH�XLEX�JSV�)IRQEVO�ERH��[IHIR��

Ʋ?GAPEWW�HMǯIVIRGIW�EVI�WYFWXERXMEPP]�WQEPPIV�MR�FSXL�GSYRXVMIW�MR������XLER�XLI]�[IVI�MR��������YTTSVX�

for redistributive policies increased in all classes in the two Scandinavian countries between 2006 and 

2008, but increased more among the most sceptical - that is, among members of service class I.”96 

95� ��j`�FĸŷƊěƊƙƊä
96  Svallfors, Kulin and Schnabel (2012:169) explain their class categorisation as follows: “[w]e collapse the Erikson-
Goldthorpe schema into six classes: unskilled workers, skilled workers, routine non-manuals, service class II, service 
class I, and the self-employed.”
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Moreover, they (Ibid�������GSRGPYHI��Ʋ?[AMXL�EPQSWX�RS�I\GITXMSRW��[I�ǰRH�[SVOIVW�XS�FI�QSVI�WYTTSVXMZI�

of extensive welfare policies than the self-employed and the high salariat.” 

The interviews seem to indicate relatively strong support for welfare policies in general, especially for 

JVII�IHYGEXMSR�EXXMXYHIW�XS�IHYGEXMSR�EVI�JYVXLIV�HMWGYWWIH�FIPS[���.R�XLI�WEQTPI��XLIVI�EVI�HMǯIVIRGIW�

between those on the right and on the left in relation to three questions: are current levels of inequality 

a problem or, on the contrary, are they necessary or even positive? Should inequality be considered 

in absolute or relative terms – that is, should poverty and absolute living standards be the focus or 

is inequality a problem in itself? And lastly, should everyone be given equal opportunities or should 

society seek equality of outcomes?

There is a range of views among respondents on the left, between those who think economic inequality 

is problematic at the level it is today, to those who merely think it should not increase. An example of 

XLI�JSVQIV�MW�1EVW��[LS�XIPPW�YW�MRGSQI�MRIUYEPMXMIW�WIIQ�XS�QEOI�QSVI�SJ�E�HMǯIVIRGI�MR�TISTPIưW�PMZIW�

today than they used to: 

.�[EW�E�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIV�MR�XLI�RMRIXMIW��8LIR��MX�JIPX�PMOI�XLIVI�[EW�RS�QENSV�HMǯIVIRGI��3S[�

XLIVI� MW� E� QYGL� FMKKIV� HMǯIVIRGI��[MXL� EPP� TVMZEXI� MRWYVERGI� ERH� LIEPXLGEVI� GSQTERMIW� ERH�

798�WXYǯ�ERH�748�97 Everything like that clearly favours, I think, those who earn a little more. I 

think society has become less equal.

Conversely, Johanna ,who works as a civil servant, believes only that inequality should not grow beyond 

its current levels. She told us 50% income tax should be the absolute maximum, thus setting a limit for 

income redistribution. 

There are also those on the right who agree inequality should be addressed. When asked about the 

causes of income inequality, Cristian mentions the increasing gap between income from wages and 

MRGSQI�JVSQ�GETMXEP�KEMRW��Ʋ?EAW�.�YRHIVWXERH�MX��XLIVI�LEW�RIZIV�FIIR�E�PEVKIV�KET��RSX�WMRGI�XLI�����W�

or something, and I don’t think that’s good.” Several interviewees point to the negative consequences 

of inequality, including for the rich, as it contributes to more crime. Cristian, who voted for the Moderate 

5EVX]��XSPH�YW�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�QMKLX�YPXMQEXIP]�FI�EǯIGXIH�RIKEXMZIP]�F]�E�PEVKI�MRGSQI�KET��Ʋ?MAX�

creates friction. I think it creates a bad social climate. I imagine it creates crime. Everything like that. So, 

.�HIǰRMXIP]�HSRưX�XLMRO�MXưW�KSSH�Ƴ�&W�MRXIVZMI[IIW�HMWGYWW�[LEX�WSGMIX]�[MPP�FI�PMOI�MR�XLI�JYXYVI��WIZIVEP�

envisage a more fragmented one. Mats discusses the wealthy area he lives in, and predicts he might 

need more security measures than just surveillance cameras to protect his house in the future:

.�HSRưX�LEZI�JIRGIW�LIVI��.XưW�RSX�FIGEYWI�.�GERưX�EǯSVH�XS�FYMPH�E�JIRGI��FYX�MXưW�FIGEYWI�.�HSRưX�

have to. Now I have surrounded myself with lots, lots of cameras, it’s because I need it. But I 

can give it twenty more years and you can be sure that I will live in an area with security guards.

In a similar vein, Daniel ponders what kind of country he thinks Sweden will be in ten years’ time. He 

FIPMIZIW�WSGMEP�WXVEXMǰGEXMSR�[MPP�FI�QSVI�TVSRSYRGIH�ERH�XLEX�MX�[MPP�FI�ƲIZIR�LEVHIV�XS�ǰRH�GSQQSR�

projects for all segments of society” to rally around. 

There are other interviewees on the right who do not think that a more equal society is necessarily 

inherently desirable. Henrik, who works in PR and communications, thinks this depends on what you 

mean by inequality:

97� �~j��ěŷ�°ĸ�°ÅÅŲäƲě°Ɗěńĸ�ûńŲ�Ųäŝ°ěŲŷ×�ÎńĸƲäŲŷěńĸŷ×�°ĸÙ�äƹƊäĸŷěńĸŷ×�°ĸÙ�~���ŷƊ°ĸÙŷ�ûńŲ�Îīä°ĸěĸČ×�Ĵ°ěĸƊäĸ°ĸÎä×�°ĸÙ�
ī°ƙĸÙŲƺŢ�Fû�ƺńƙ�ėěŲä�°�ŝäŲŷńĸ�Ɗń�Ùń�Ɗėäŷä�ŷäŲƲěÎäŷ�ěĸ�ƺńƙŲ�ėńƙŷäėńīÙ×�ƺńƙ�Î°ĸ�°ŝŝīƺ�ûńŲ�°�~j��ńŲ�~���ÙäÙƙÎƊěńĸ�ńĸ�Ɗėä�
labour cost (Swedish Tax Authority, 2020-03-18).
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I really hope and do believe that it is possible in Sweden to come from Rinkeby [a marginalised 

RIMKLFSYVLSSH� MR� �XSGOLSPQA� SV� WSQIXLMRK� ERH� FIGSQI� (*4� SJ� *VMGWWSR�� .� VIEPP]� XLMRO� MXưW�

special for those born today. And at the same time, I am not for any form of redistribution of 

MRGSQI� ?���A� [EKI� EHNYWXQIRXW� FIX[IIR� GSQQYRMXMIW�� ?.AJ� ]SY� QIER� MX� [SYPH� FI� QSVI� IUYEP�

then, I wouldn’t agree.

-IRVMO�KSIW�IZIR�JYVXLIV��ERH�XIPPW�YW�LI�[ERXW�KVIEXIV�MRGSQI�HMǯIVIRGIW��Ʋ?.A�[SYPH�FIRIǰX�JVSQ�MX��

&FWSPYXIP]��&RH�.�XLMRO�WSGMIX]�[SYPH�FIRIǰX�JVSQ�MX���[IHIR�[SYPH�FIRIǰX�JVSQ�MX�Ƴ�-IRVMO�IQTLEWMWIW��

LS[IZIV��XLEX�XLMW�WLSYPH�RSX�QIER�XLEX�XLI�QSWX�WSGMEPP]�I\GPYHIH�WLSYPH�FI�[SVWI�Sǯ��-I�FIPMIZIW�

HMǯIVIRGIW�MR�WSGMIX]�EVI�RSX�RIKEXMZI�TIV�WI��EW�XLI]�GER�FI�E�HVMZMRK�JSVGI��-EZMRK�ZSXIH�JSV�XLI�(IRXVI�

Party in the last election, he believes it would be positive if Sweden became more unequal. He thinks 

that politicians are afraid to admit they want a society with larger economic gaps, and that they would 

ǰRH�XLEX�QER]�WYTTSVX�PEVKIV�MRIUYEPMXMIW��Ʋ?.AX�MW�GPIEV�XLEX��[LIR�EPQSWX�LEPJ�SJ�XLI�TSTYPEXMSR�ZSXI�JSV�

it, then it is a view that a large part of the population has.” Henrik adds: 

.X�MW�VIEPP]�WSQIXLMRK�XLEX�MW�EP[E]W�QIRXMSRIH�?ƸA�XLEX�XLI�KETW�MR��[IHIR�EVI�FIGSQMRK�PEVKIV��

'YX�XLI�[E]�MX�KSIW��]IW��MX�MW�SFZMSYW�XLEX�XLI]�EVI��8LI�TVSTSWEPW�?JSV�XE\�GYXWA�XLEX�LEZI�FIIR�

QEHI�F]�VIGIRX�KSZIVRQIRXW�?���A�[MPP�PIEH�XS�MRGVIEWIH�KETW��

Henrik, like other interviewees, seems to think society needs some amount of inequality. Sebastian, 

[LIR�VIWTSRHMRK�EW�XS�[LIXLIV�QSVI�IUYEPMX]� MW� MRLIVIRXP]�HIWMVEFPI��GPEMQW��ƲMX� ?WSGMIX]A�WLSYPH�RSX�

be too administrative or static either. There is a certain dynamic in that you have the opportunity to 

HMWXMRKYMWL�]SYVWIPJ�JVSQ�SXLIVW��MX�MW�E�HVMZMRK�JSVGI�XSS��WS�?WSQI�MRIUYEPMX]A�MW�SOE]�Ƴ�4XLIV�MRXIVZMI[IIW��

especially on the right, like Amanda, think along similar lines. For her, one of the most important aspects 

of inequality is that it contributes to other problems such as ‘exclusion’ and ‘segregation’ from which 

everyone loses out. But ultimately, for her, inequality is not really the problem:

People can make a billion if they want. If they pay 65% of it in tax, then we should be damn happy 

that there are companies that bring in a lot of taxable money to Sweden. 

In Amanda’s opinion, high entry wages, which she believes many trade unions have negotiated in recent 

years, contribute to inequality. She thinks these wage agreements keep many people outside the 

labour market: “because of this, society has been torn apart. And I wonder if the trade union movement 

understands this.” However, Amanda, who runs a business with several employees but earns just above 

the 10% threshold, does not see inequality as bad in itself, putting an emphasis instead on avoiding 

WSGMEP�I\GPYWMSR�ERH�EFWSPYXI�TSZIVX]��Ʋ?WASGMIX]�QYWX�LEZI�E�QMRMQYQ�PIZIP�XLEX�MW�EGGITXEFPI�Ƴ�&QSRK�

our interviews, there are those who believe inequality can incentivise people to improve their situation 

– those who think poverty is the problem rather than inequality. Others, meanwhile, see inequality itself 

EW�E�TVSFPIQ�FIGEYWI�MX�EǯIGXW�TISTPIưW�PMZMRK�GSRHMXMSRW��+SV� MRWXERGI��/IRR]��E�TVSKVEQQIV��RSXIW�

that society is built on injustice: “no one can be rich if no one is poor, because it is a relative concept.” 

�LI�FIPMIZIW��[IHIR�[SYPH�FIRIǰX�JVSQ�QSVI�IUYEPMX]��ƲXLSWI�[LS�LEZI�MX�[SVWI�[SYPH�FI�FIXXIV�Sǯ��

and that is a gain in itself.” In the sample, there are several interviewees whose views on inequality are 

similar to Jenny’s. 

As mentioned in the introduction, Sweden has experienced a rapid increase in inequality in the past 

few decades (OECD, 2015b). When it comes to explaining why, there are some common themes among 

the interviews. First, there are those who describe increasing inequality as a consequence of political 

decisions. Interviewees on the left, and some on the right, discuss how the impact of neo-liberal 
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reforms of the welfare state has transformed society. Among those on the right, this development 

is not described as purely negative. Second, some interviewees associate inequality with increased 

individualisation, an explanation which is based on their comparison with previous decades. The third 

dimension of the interviewees’ views and attitudes on inequality, discussed previously, namely whether 

everyone should be given equal opportunities or equal rights, can be illustrated by interviewees’ 

concerns about the deterioration of the education system. 

As previously mentioned, respondents agree on the importance of the education system regardless 

of their party political views. They consider it the welfare state’s responsibility to provide everyone with 

free access to good quality education. Based on previous research (Martinsson and Weissenbilder, 

2017), highly educated and high-income earners regard the school system as one of the most 

pressing societal problems. In addition, the education system is also the facet of the welfare state that 

MRXIVZMI[IIW�XLIQWIPZIW�LEZI�QSWX�FIRIǰXXIH�JVSQ��[LMGL��JSV�MRWXERGI��1EVW�IQTLEWMWIW��.R�EHHMXMSR�

to the education system, Lars also mentions the low cost of pre-schools as an important part of the 

Swedish welfare system, as the low cost enables both parents to work, and he compares himself with 

friends in England, whom he says have to spend much more on childcare.

Carl, a lawyer, also highlights how the education system can contribute to equality. He uses as an 

example a project in a marginalised area with which he volunteers through work — talking with 

secondary school pupils: 

I told them “it’s free to have an education like mine. If you work hard, you get good grades. Put 

IǯSVX�MRXS�]SYV�IHYGEXMSR�ERH�]SY�GER�KIX�XLMW�?OMRH�SJ�PMJIA��=SY�KIX�MX�JSV�JVII�Ƴ�.�HSRưX�ORS[�[LEX�

an education like mine costs, it’s pretty cheap, let’s say a couple of hundred thousand, you get 

that from the state, then you work and pay taxes.

(EVP� FIPMIZIW� XLEX� MR� �[IHIR�� MX� MW� TSWWMFPI� XS�[SVO� LEVH�� QEOI� ER� IǯSVX�� ERH� FI� VI[EVHIH� JSV� MX�� +SV�

those, like Carl, who highlight the importance of equal opportunities, it is central that everyone gets the 

same chance to develop their potential. 

The respondents’ focus on the education system is not that surprising. Previous research (Svallfors, 

1989) has found that higher grade professionals and the highly educated generally want to spend more 

SR�IHYGEXMSR�ERH��MRHIIH��XLI�QENSVMX]�SJ�MRXIVZMI[IIW�EVI�LMKLP]�IHYGEXIH�ERH�LEZI�FIRIǰXXIH�JVSQ�

free education. 

Interviewees also agree that primary and secondary schools have undergone negative changes and 

are more strongly segregated by class than before. An example comes from Stefan, who votes for the 

Moderate Party:

I am not that excited about ‘free schools,’ for example. I think that you should go to school in 

your neighbourhood with your friends and that it should create the same opportunities for 

IZIV]SRI�XLIVI�?ƸA �XLI�TVSXIGXIH�WGLSSPMRK�XLEX�[I�LEH�MR�XLI�����W��GSQTEVIH�XS�[LEX�XLSWI�

FSVR�MR�XLI�����W�ERH�MR�����W�LEZI�?ƸA��.X�MW�UYMXI�E�FMK�HMǯIVIRGI�

Several interviewees seem to think that the school system has failed to meet the needs of some groups, 

such as migrants and working-class children, and this failure has increased knowledge-gaps between 

HMǯIVIRX�KVSYTW��*VMOE�MW�SRI�SJ�XLI�MRXIVZMI[IIW�[LS�EVKYIW�XLEX��[IHIR�LEW�ƯFIGSQI�E�QSVI�YRIUYEP�

society’ with reference to the education system: 

Inequality and the top 10% in Europe

104



.�XLMRO�XLI�[E]�MR�[LMGL�XLI�WGLSSP�W]WXIQ�LEW�HIZIPSTIH��ERH�EFSZI�EPP�?���A�[MXL�GLEVXIV�WGLSSPW��

[LIVI�MX�MW�SFZMSYW�ƭ�EPXLSYKL�MR�XLISV]�ER]SRI�GER�ETTP]�?XS�XLIQA��?ƸA�WSQI�?TEVIRXWA�ORS[�

how to navigate the system and others don’t. So, informal inequality takes place. 

Erika is concerned about increasing levels of inequality and about charter schools contributing to 

inequality and ethnic segregation. In such accounts, the education system is seen as both having the 

potential to make Sweden more equal and to contribute to inequality – especially in its current form 

through privately-run charter schools. 

Most interviewees do not feel that growing inequality is positive, even for the very wealthiest. They are 

concerned that large inequalities could lead to rising crime rates and that the rich will have to protect 

themselves in gated communities (which today are unusual in Sweden). Several interviewees also 

believe that the education system has deteriorated. They associate inequality in education primarily 

with the existence of private charter schools. The fact that Swedish schools are administered by 

municipalities, which spend varying amounts on education, is also seen as contributing to inequalities. 

Some believe that possible solutions include the central state being in charge of schools and improved 

dissemination of information on access to higher education. 

Historically, education played an important role in the construction of the Swedish welfare state. 

(Nyström, 2012). As Nyström points out, education policies in Sweden have historically been central to 

XLI�[IPJEVI�WXEXI�TVSNIGX��8EGOPMRK�WXVEXMǰGEXMSR�FEWIH�SR�GPEWW�ERH�KIRHIV�[EW�XVEHMXMSREPP]�VIKEVHIH�

as an important function of the education system. Despite this, education has remained a stratifying 

factor in Sweden, for instance in relation to access to tertiary studies for those from working-class 

backgrounds (Kahlroth, 2019). Even though the education system has never been equal, inequalities 

LEZI�RSXMGIEFP]�MRGVIEWIH��3]WXV½Q����������HIWGVMFIW�XLMW�EW�E�GSRWIUYIRGI�SJ�TSPMXMGEP�VIJSVQW��Ʋ?MAR�

the rear-view mirror, it is clear that the reforms of the 1990s seem to have increased the importance of 

pupils’ class backgrounds, at the individual level and, to an even greater extent, at school level.”98 At the 

same time, prestigious publicly-run schools are increasingly attractive to upper middle-class children 

(Lidegran, 2018).

Taxation and social responsibility99 
Sweden’s tax-to-GDP ratio has decreased dramatically since the year 2000, from 49% to 44%, but is 

WXMPP�SRI�SJ�XLI�LMKLIWX�[MXLMR�XLI�4*()��8LI�4*()�EZIVEKI�XE\�XS�,)5�VEXMS�MW������	�XLI�PEXIWX�ǰKYVIW�

are from 2017, see OECD, 2019b). Compared to other OECD countries, Sweden also has a much higher 

tax revenue on personal income. Proportionally higher payroll taxes also contribute to the decrease in 

individuals’ disposable income in Sweden compared to other OECD countries (OECD, 2019c).

As shown by previous research (Edlund, 1999), there is relatively strong support for progressive taxation 

in Sweden. However, Edlund (Ibid.:120) notes that “those with lower service class occupations and the 

self-employed are less supportive. The ‘deviant’ case of the higher service class is noticeable.”100 In recent 

years, the Swedish tax system has become less progressive. While income tax for high-income earners 

is fairly high, other taxes for this income band are low from an international perspective. In addition, as 

shown by Bastani and Waldenström (2019), university education is strongly positively correlated with 

98� �jƙŲ�ƊŲ°ĸŷī°ƊěńĸŢ�
99  The question “Government should decrease/increase taxes and social spending” is not included in the Swedish 
part of the ESS. 
100��jÎÎƙŝ°Ɗěńĸ°ī�Îī°ŷŷěÿÎ°Ɗěńĸŷ�°Ųä�Ɗ°Ĩäĸ�ûŲńĴ�Ɗėä�F��z��ńÎě°ī�FĸäŦƙ°īěƊƺ�ŷƙŲƲäƺ�ńû�ōľľƕ�ş)ÙīƙĸÙ�ōľľľŠŢ�
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support for almost all forms of taxation. Top 10% high-income earners, however, seem to hold more 

negative attitudes to progressive taxes, such as inheritance and wealth taxes, and this is especially true 

of state income tax. The explanation for this could be, according to Bastani and Waldenström (2019), 

that it is high-income earners who pay these taxes. 

Some interviewees believe that the tax system needs reforming, especially income and corporation 

XE\��EW�XLI]�FIRIǰX�XLSWI�EX�XLI�ZIV]�XST��8LIVI�MW�E�TEXXIVR�EQSRK�MRXIVZMI[IIW��XLI]�XEPO�EFSYX�XLI�

MQTSVXERGI� SJ� ǰRERGMRK� [IPJEVI� WIVZMGIW� XLVSYKL� XE\IW� VEXLIV� XLER� GLEVMX]�� 8LMW� MW� WSQIXLMRK� XLEX�

everyone seems to agree on, no matter where they are on the political scale. Several interviewees told 

us they are in favour of redistributive policies. Concerning the progressivity of the tax system, Sebastian 

WEMH��Ʋ?XALIVI�MW�E�HMǯIVIRGI�FIX[IIR�QI��.�[SYPH�WE]��ERH�XLI�XST�?ƸA�XLSWI�[LS�IEVR�E�PSX�SJ�QSRI]��.�

pay the top tax rate, as far as I’ve understood. And it feels a little unfair.” He also believes it is reasonable 

that high-income people pay more in taxes: “Yes, yes. Yes, I do not like my tax rate, I just think I am not 

EX�XLI�XST�SJ�XLI�T]VEQMH�]IX��.�XLMRO�?XLI�XE\�VEXIA�GSYPH�FI�QYGL�LMKLIV�Ƴ�

.RXIVZMI[IIW� EPWS� TSMRX� SYX� XLEX� WSQI� XE\IW� WLSYPH� FI� VIJSVQIH��&PXLSYKL� XLI� XE\� W]WXIQ� FIRIǰXW�

(VMWXMER��EW�E�TEVXRIV�MR�E�PE[�ǰVQ��LI�MW�RIZIVXLIPIWW�GVMXMGEP�SJ�MX�EW�LI�FIPMIZIW�XLEX�XE\�VIJSVQ�[SYPH�

help deal with mounting inequalities: 

=IW�� .� XLMRO�XE\� MW�E�KSSH�[E]� ?XS�EHHVIWW� MRIUYEPMX]A�� MJ�]SY�HS� MX� VMKLX��5IVWSREPP]��EW�E�LMKL�

income earner, I sometimes think it goes a bit wrong. After all, quite a few people become high-

income earners and I think it hits the middle and upper-middle class hard. While the extremely 

?���A�VMGL��MJ�]SY�[ERX�XS�GEPP�XLIQ�XLEX�?ƸA�ERH�XLI�GSVTSVEXMSRW�SV�XLI�GSQTERMIW�KIX�E[E]�QYGL�

easier. 

At the same time, Cristian says the tax system disadvantages other parts of the middle class. He 

believes it could be reformed; that is, that the largest companies could pay considerably more tax than 

they do now, and that such changes could help reduce inequality. Another example comes from Nils: 

Ʋ?MAX�WLSYPH�TE]�Sǯ�XS�[SVO�?ƸA�MX�MW�E�PMXXPI�WXVERKI�XLEX�]SY��]SY�TE]�QSVI�XE\�SR�WEPEV]�XLER�]SY�HS�SR�

WXSGO�TVSǰXW�Ƴ�8EOMRK�MRXS�EGGSYRX�XLEX�SYV�MRXIVZMI[IIW�EVI�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�[LS�HIVMZI�QSWX�SJ�

their earnings from employment, it is not surprising that the taxation of income is seen by several as 

being too high. 

Interviewees also discuss other taxes. Cristian draws attention to the fact that the abolition of inheritance 

tax has contributed to wealth building up in a way that allows those he calls the ‘aristocracy’ to transfer 

EWWIXW�SZIV�KIRIVEXMSRW��.R�WIIQMRK�XS�FIRIǰX�XLSWI�[LS�EPVIEH]�LEZI�EWWIXW��LI�PMOIRW��[IHIRưW�XE\�

system to that of the United States, which goes against the image of the country as a pioneer of equality 

(See Nyström, 2012; Pred, 2000). Indeed, many interviewees think high-income earners should pay 

higher taxes, some even believe they should pay higher rates than they do today. Some are critical of 

income tax levels; either because they are too high or too low. One example of the former is Henrik. He 

thinks tax levels in Sweden ‘could probably be lower’ and would like to see reform of state income tax 

(statlig skatt), municipal income tax (kommunalskattA�ERH�XLI�EHHMXMSREP�WXEXI�MRGSQI�XE\�värnskattA�101 

Several interviewees, such as Maja, feel that the tax on capital should be higher: 

.J�]SY�IEVR�QSVI��]SY�WLSYPH�TE]�LMKLIV�XE\IW��.�XLMRO�]SY�WLSYPH�?���A�MRZIWX�QSVI�MR�GSQQYRMX]�

WXVYGXYVIW�XLEX�FIRIǰX�IZIV]SRI��.X�HSIWRưX�KIX�FIXXIV�NYWX�FIGEYWI�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�IEVR�

QSVI�ERH�GER�?ƸA�KMZI�XLIMV�PSZIH�SRIW�KSSH�LIEPXLGEVI�SV�KSSH�IHYGEXMSR��8LEX�HSIW�RSX�WIVZI�

the system or the community.

101  Additional income tax was abolished in January 2020.
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Like Maja, several interviewees told us they think that those who earn more should contribute more; 

some even say they enjoy paying taxes. Sebastian says that one of the most important ways to achieve 

solidarity is to ensure that taxes that should be paid are paid, and that “there is no tax evasion or Panama 

papers102�WXYǯ��XS�WLS[�XLSWI�[LS�QE]�JIIP�XLI]�EVI�EX�XLI�FSXXSQ�?���A��XLEX�]IW�?���A�XLI�WXEXI�EGXYEPP]�KSIW�

after the rich.” For Sebastian, it is important that the state acts against tax evasion. On a similar note, 

Cristian comments:

5ISTPI�[LS�[SVO�E�PSX��RS�QEXXIV�[LEX�XLI]�HS�?ƸA�QYWX�LEZI�XLI�STTSVXYRMX]�XS�GVIEXI�E�WQEPP�

JSVXYRI�EW�[IPP��&RH�.�XLMRO�XLEX�MW�HMǲGYPX�XSHE]��EGXYEPP]��JSV�QSWX�SJ�YW��*ZIR�MJ�]SY�IEVR�E�PSX�MX�

is not like you can save and have a million in the bank. But on the other hand, I think that those 

who are in the top layer earn too much. 

Cristian tells us that he also thinks that there should be more focus on corporate tax. A noticeable 

pattern is that interviewees tend to perceive the tax burden on income as too heavy – though there are 

exceptions. 

Taking a closer look at interviewees’ views on the social responsibility of high-income earners, it is 

noticeable that some say they automatically take responsibility by paying taxes - an interesting example 

MW�&RRMOE�[LS� GSRWIRXW� XS� TE]MRK� LMKL� XE\IW� ERH� XLMROW� XLEX� WLI� MW� EYXSQEXMGEPP]� JYPǰPPMRK� LIV� WSGMEP�

responsibility in doing so. Beyond that, she does not feel she has any other responsibility. Further, she 

FIPMIZIW�IZIV]SRI�LEW�E�VIWTSRWMFMPMX]��ERH�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�EVI�RSX�WTIGMEP�MR�XLMW�VIWTIGX��Ʋ�?.A�XLMRO�

everyone has equal responsibility.” 

When asked if high-income earners have a special responsibility to contribute to society, Carl conveys 

a similar point of view:

One contributes to a great extent by paying a larger share of tax. If I get a wage increase now, 

XLIR�MX�FIRIǰXW�XLI�[IPJEVI�WXEXI�EW�[IPP��8LI�[IPJEVI�WXEXI�IEVRW�QSVI�JVSQ�MX�XLER�.�HS��ERH�XLI�

social services that I use are the same as they were before. In a way, I think that you contribute 

QSVI��&�WTIGMEP�VIWTSRWMFMPMX]�?���A �RS��.�HSRưX�XLMRO�WS��

-IPIRE�EPWS�FIPMIZIW�XLEX�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�LEZI�E�VIWTSRWMFMPMX]�XS�TE]�XE\IW��Ʋ?]AIW��.ưQ�RSX�HSMRK�

ER]� XE\� TPERRMRK�� .� HSRwX� HS� XLMRKW� PMOI� XLEX� XS� XV]� XS� KIX� E[E]� JVSQ� TE]MRK� XE\�� .� QEHI� E� KSSH� TVSǰX�

JVSQ�WIPPMRK�Q]�LSQI�ERH�EQ�RSX�GSQTPEMRMRK�XLEX�.�[MPP�TE]�XE\�SR�XLI�TVSǰX��.R�XYVR��.�LEZI�VIGIMZIH�

interest rate tax deductions on my mortgage (ränteavdrag).” Helena, like other interviewees, believes 

high-income earners should not ‘complain’ about high taxes.

However, others think high-income earners have a responsibility, beyond paying taxes, as they wield 

considerable power over the direction that society takes. For instance, Nils argues that high-income 

IEVRIVW�LEZI�EHHMXMSREP�VIWTSRWMFMPMX]�ƲFIGEYWI�MX�?FIMRK�E�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVA�MW�SJXIR�PMROIH�XS�KVIEXIV�

MRǱYIRGI��TIVLETW��.R�WSQI�TPEGIW�EX�PIEWX�Ƴ�&RH�1EVW�XIPPW�YW��Ʋ?EAW�E�TVMZMPIKIH�?TIVWSRA�MR�WSGMIX]��]SY�

have to start taking more responsibility.” Similarly, Markus describes high-income earners as having a 

TEVXMGYPEV�VIWTSRWMFMPMX]��Ʋ?]ASY�YWYEPP]�LEZI�QSVI�TS[IV�ERH�EVI�EFPI�XS�MRǱYIRGI�XLI�HIZIPSTQIRX�SJ�

society.” However, Markus has the view that high-income earners mainly have right-wing opinions and, 

in order to improve society, he argues they “must drop their individualism and think more collectively.” 

102���ėä�z°ĸ°Ĵ°�ŝ°ŝäŲŷ�ŲäûäŲŷ�Ɗń�Ɗėä�ōōŢā�Ĵěīīěńĸ�īä°ĨäÙ�äĸÎŲƺŝƊäÙ�ÎńĸÿÙäĸƊě°ī�ÙńÎƙĴäĸƊŷ�Ɗė°Ɗ�ƳäŲä�Ɗėä�ŝŲńŝäŲƊƺ�ńû�
z°ĸ°Ĵ°ĚÅ°ŷäÙ�ī°Ƴ�ÿŲĴ�`ńŷŷ°ÎĨ�8ńĸŷäÎ°Ţ��ėä�ÙńÎƙĴäĸƊŷ�ƳäŲä�Ųäīä°ŷäÙ�ńĸ�dŝŲěī�Ə×�ƕǆōƄ×�Åƺ�Ɗėä�:äŲĴ°ĸ�ĸäƳŷŝ°ŝäŲ×�
�ƝÙÙäƙƊŷÎėä�«äěƊƙĸČ�ş�«Š×�ÙƙÅÅěĸČ�ƊėäĴ�Ɗėä�Ůz°ĸ°Ĵ°�ŝ°ŝäŲŷŰŢ��ėäƺ�ŷėńƳäÙ�ėńƳ�Ɗėä�ÿŲĴ�ėäīŝäÙ�ÎīěäĸƊŷ�ī°ƙĸÙäŲ�
money, dodge sanctions and evade tax. (https://www.investopedia.com/terms/p/panama-papers.asp#:~:text=The%20
Panama%20Papers%20refer%20to,them%20the%20%E2%80%9CPanama%20Papers.%E2%80%9D)
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In sum, most interviewees seem to agree that taxes are a good way to redistribute economic resources. 

Nevertheless, some see themselves as disadvantaged because of Swedish taxation’s focus on income, 

VEXLIV�XLER�SR�GETMXEP�SV�[IEPXL��8S�YRHIVWXERH�SYV�MRXIVZMI[IIWư�ZMI[W�SR�HMǯIVIRX�XE\IW��MX�MW�MQTSVXERX�

to remember that almost every one of them relies on a salary as their main source of income. They 

HIWGVMFI�TISTPI�[LS�EPWS�LEZI�ǰRERGMEP�VIWSYVGIW�MR�XLI�JSVQ�SJ�GETMXEP�MRGSQI�SV�MRLIVMXIH�[IEPXL�EW�

the economic elite and place that elite above themselves. 

The role of the private sector: create jobs and pay taxes
Interviewers asked all interviewees in what ways they thought the sector in which they worked 

contributed to society. Those working in the private sector describe it in mostly positive terms. 

Respondents on the right in particular argue that the private sector creates jobs and contributes 

to society by paying taxes. Besides jobs and taxes, interviewees seldom, if at all, refer to any other 

contribution made by the sector. They do not believe the private sector has a role to play in relation to 

inequality beyond creating jobs and bolstering economic growth. Amanda, who runs her own business, 

describes the way her company contributes to society:

I see every month what my company pays in taxes and fees. And I can be damn happy and 

TVSYH�SJ�MX�FIGEYWI�MJ�.�LEH�RSX�WXVYKKPIH�XLSWI�ǰVWX�]IEVW�[SVOMRK�[MXLSYX�TE]�ERH�[MXL�EPP�XLI�

VMWOW�.�XSSO�XLIR�?ƸA��.RWXIEH�SJ�KEMRMRK�[SVO�I\TIVMIRGI�EJXIV�Q]�]IEVW�EX�YRMZIVWMX]��.�MRZIWXIH�MR�

something of my own. This has meant that many people have had jobs and good wages to pay 

taxes every month as well.

In Amanda’s view, entrepreneurs who work hard contribute by creating jobs and generating tax revenue. 

Similarly, Mats says that his companies have paid hundreds of millions in taxes over the past decade, 

but no one thanks him for the fact that many schools have been able to run because of this tax revenue. 

�MQMPEV�XS�&QERHE��LI�EVKYIW�XLEX�XLIWI�OMRHW�SJ�GSRXVMFYXMSRW�EVI�RSX�WYǲGMIRXP]�ZEPYIH�MR��[IHIR��

4XLIVW��PMOI�&RXSRME��XIPP�YW�XLEX�XLI�GSQTER]�WLI�[SVOW�JSV�FIRIǰXW�WSGMIX]�XLVSYKL�XLI�TVSHYGXW�XLI]�

make. Stefan, who works for a large corporation, believes that his company contributes to increasing 

solidarity in society by the way it treats its employees: 

 We do a lot today. We talk a lot about people’s equal value and that every person should have 

E�TPEGI�ERH�KIX�E�GLERGI��;I�GSYPH�HS�QSVI��?;AI�[SYPH�RIIH�XS�VIEPPSGEXI�WSQI�VIWSYVGIW�

WS�XLEX�[I�GSYPH�SǯIV�WSQI�XVEMRMRK�JSV�GIVXEMR�KVSYTW�SJ�TISTPI�XLEX�[I�JIIP�[I�[SYPH�PMOI�XS�

invest a little more in.

Stefan believes large Swedish companies could take more social responsibility by investing in, for 

example, youth sports activities. In addition, Peter, who works in the car industry, comments that it is 

important for him to work on environmental issues and that he would not work for the company if it did 

RSX�XEOI�XLIQ�WIVMSYWP]��Ʋ?.A�EQ�GSRWXERXP]�PMZMRK�[MXL�E�GSRGIVR�XLEX�XLI�GSQTER]�MW�RSX�HSMRK�VMKLX��WS�

to speak.”

Most interviewees do not seem to see any value in companies being engaged in the third sector, 

except for small commitments, such as immigrant integration projects in schools, as discussed before. 

As previously mentioned, Carl visits schools in marginalised neighbourhoods as part of his company’s 

corporate social responsibility. Hugo’s company, similarly, works one week per year in a charity. Although 

he thinks this is positive, it is not something that he has had time to get involved in. 
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Interviewees do not think companies have to make large investments or engage in structural changes. 

However, some stress that the company they work for could take responsibility beyond paying taxes. 

When Markus discusses the company he works for, he brings up the responsibilities they take and 

could take in the future:

We are a large private company that earns lots of money. We pay a lot of money in Sweden in 

XE\�ERH�EPWS�XV]�?ƸA�MR�XLI�GSYRXVMIW�?[LIVIA�[I�HS�FYWMRIWW�[I�?ƸA�LIPT�SVKERMWI�XVEHI�YRMSRW�ERH�

try to help to raise wages, even though wages are far too low in those countries. But it is also 

possible to take even more social responsibility on the part of the business, absolutely.

In addition, Stefan describes his company as ‘a positive partner in society’. He believes companies are a 

TSWMXMZI�JSVGI�XLEX�GSYPH�IRKEKI��JSV�MRWXERGI��MR�LIPTMRK�VIJYKIIW�ǰRH�IQTPS]QIRX�ERH��FI]SRH�XLEX��

QEOMRK�XLIQ�JIIP�[IPGSQI�MR��[IHMWL�WSGMIX]��-S[IZIV��LMW�ZMI[�HMǯIVW�JVSQ�XLI�HSQMRERX�STMRMSR�

XLEX�XLI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV�MW�RSX�VIWTSRWMFPI�JSV�QEOMRK�E�HMǯIVIRGI��.RXIVZMI[IIW�SR�XLI�PIJX�IQTLEWMWI�

that companies could do more, for instance, for workers’ rights, while those on the right tend to talk 

EFSYX�XLI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSVWư�GSRXVMFYXMSR�XLVSYKL�XE\�VIZIRYI�ERH�HMǯIVIRX�GSVTSVEXI�WSGMEP�VIWTSRWMFMPMX]�

projects in marginalised neighbourhoods. 

Political participation and civic engagement 
There is a tendency for the top 10% to be somewhat more interested in politics than the remaining 90% 

of the income distribution. 71% of the top 10% are very or quite interested in politics, compared to 64% of 

the rest of the distribution (ESS, 2016). However, a large majority have not volunteered or been involved 

MR�TSPMXMGW� MR�XLI�TEWX�]IEV��8LMW�ETTPMIW�XS�FSXL�KVSYTW��8LIVI�EVI�RS�WMKRMǰGERX�HMǯIVIRGIW�FIX[IIR�

the top 10% and the rest of the population. No trends can be seen over time (ESS 2008, 2012 and 2016). 

As shown in previous studies (e.g., Olofsson, 2018), high-income earners are more likely to vote than 

the rest. As far as class voting in Sweden is concerned, it is known from previous research (Oskarson, 

���� � :IWXMR� ERH� 4WOEVWSR�� ������ XLEX� GPEWW� MW� WMKRMǰGERX� JSV� TEVX]� W]QTEXLMIW� ƭ� TYFPMG� SǲGMEPW� ERH�

entrepreneurs tend to sympathise with parties on the right while blue collar and lower level white 

collar workers tend to vote for the left. However, in recent decades there has been a decline in voting 

EGGSVHMRK�XS�GPEWW�HMǯIVIRGIW�:IWXMR�ERH�4WOEVWSR������ �:IWXMR��������

8LI�JEGX�XLEX�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�WIIQ�XS�LEZI�ER�MRXIVIWX�MR�TSPMXMGW�MW�EPWS�VIǱIGXIH�MR�XLI�MRXIVZMI[W��

However, only a few have ever worked or volunteered for a political party or organisation. The most 

common reasons they give for not wanting to get involved include that it is time-consuming; that they 

regard political work as boring; or they do not share the groupthink they associate with political parties. 

The political context in which the interviews were conducted was that of an – for Sweden – unusually 

HMǲGYPX�TVSGIWW�SJ�JSVQMRK�E�KSZIVRQIRX�[LIR�XLI������KIRIVEP�IPIGXMSR�IRHIH�MR�E�HIEHPSGO��3SRI�

of the traditional blocks managed to secure the 175 seats needed to form a coalition because none 

of them – or any of the parties for that matter – were willing to form a government that would be 

dependent upon support from the far-right party, the Sweden Democrats. The relationship with the 

�[IHIR�)IQSGVEXW�LEW�HSQMREXIH��[IHMWL�TSPMXMGW�WMRGI�XLI]�ǰVWX�IRXIVIH�MRXS�TEVPMEQIRX�MR�������&JXIV�

three months of negotiations, the Social Democrats and the Green Party formed a minority government 

based on support from the Liberal and the Centre Party through the so-called ‘January Agreement’ 

signed in 2019 between the Social Democrats, the Centre parties, the Liberals and the Green Party.
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Few interviewees had ever worked for a political organisation, for instance as a local part-time politician. 

In relation to political participation and civic engagement, there are three dimensions in the interviews 

worth highlighting. First, all interviewees but one state that they generally vote in general elections. 

Second, the majority are not actively involved either in party political or civil society organisations. Third, 

many donate small sums of money, preferably to NGOs. 

Respondents were asked why they voted as they did in the last election. Jenny explains: 

I personally have such a good life that I may not have to vote. I don’t have to worry. No matter 

[LS�[MRW��MX�[SRưX�QEOI�QYGL�HMǯIVIRGI�XS�QI��.�[MPP�WXMPP�FI�EFPI�XS�KS�XS�[SVO�ERH�HVMZI�Q]�GEV�

MJ�.�[ERX��'YX�XLIR�.�GER�MRWXIEH�ZSXI�JSV�WSQISRI�[LS�MW�[SVWI�Sǯ�

Jenny tells us that she does not primarily vote out of self-interest. As a high-income earner, she can live 

her life as usual no matter what political party is in power. Instead, she wants to use her voice to improve 

the lives of those in a less fortunate position. 

Indeed, several interviewees actively reject the Sweden Democrats, regardless of where they are on 

the political spectrum. For example, Susann states that she voted for the Social Democrats because 

she did not want the Sweden Democrats to gain more power. The exception to this is Mats. He is 

the only interviewee who voted for the Sweden Democrats in the 2018 election, and also in 2014. 

Research by The SOM Institute has shown that the Sweden Democrats had weak support among high-

income earners in both the 2014 and 2018 elections (Sannerstedt, 2016:172). When compared to Social 

Democrat voters, a recent study shows that Sweden Democrats voters have roughly the same income 

distribution, though it is little more common for Sweden Democrat voters to have a very high income 

(over SEK 70,000 per month) (Jylhä, Rydgren and Strimling, 2019). Mats says his decision to vote for the 

Sweden Democrats was for ‘purely strategic reasons’ and explains: 

.X�MW�SRP]�XLMW�[E]�?F]�ZSXMRK�JSV�XLI��[IHIR�)IQSGVEXWA�XLEX�]SY�GER�JSVGI�XLI��SGMEP�)IQSGVEXW�

MR�E�LIEPXL]�HMVIGXMSR��8LI��SGMEP�)IQSGVEXW��?JSVQMRK�E�GSEPMXMSRA�XSKIXLIV�[MXL�XLI�,VIIR�5EVX]��

that has been the most dangerous thing we have done. That is, when we brought in the Green 

5EVX]�?MRXS�KSZIVRQIRXA�ERH�PIX�XLI�,VIIR�5EVX]�LEZI�ER�MRǱYIRGI�SR�QMKVEXMSR�TSPMG]��XLIR�[I�

became completely extreme.

Mats explains his decision to vote for the Sweden Democrats by referring to earlier migration policies; 

a change in a liberal direction that was largely driven by the Green Party who were in a government 

coalition with the Social Democrats from 2014. However, it should be noted that the Social Democrats’ 

migration policies have changed dramatically in the other direction since the refugee situation at the 

end of 2015. Mats’ views could also be understood in light of what existing research tells us about the 

position of the elite, that is, as Khan, (2016:9) puts it: “‘populist’ ethno-nationalist movements” appeal to 

“some sub-set of élites.”

&RRMOE�MW�SRI�MRXIVZMI[II�[LS�ǱEKKIH�QMKVEXMSR�EW�MQTSVXERX��ERH�LEW�FSXL�ZSXIH�JSV�ERH�FIIR�EGXMZI�

in the Social Democrats. However, after the restrictive migration agreement the party made with 

the right and the Green Party, she says that she can no longer vote for them. Mats, in contrast, has 

previously been active in, as well as voted for, the Social Democrats but now votes for the far-right 

party, the Sweden Democrats, because of migration and integration. Mats is an exception; most other 

interviewees think the Sweden Democrats must be curtailed. However, some believe it is dangerous to 

exclude them from negotiations and coalitions. For instance, Peter says he has no time to spare for the 
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Sweden Democrats, but he does not think it is right to isolate them politically, which happened after 

the last parliamentary election: 

They must be let in and then you have to debate, and make visible, the downside of their way of 

thinking. By shutting them out, it becomes like Germany in the 1930s, they become martyrs and 

XLIVI�[MPP�FI�QSVI�ERH�QSVI�TISTPI�[LS�XLMRO�Ʋ?]AIW��FYX�[I�NYWX�[ERX�XS�FVMRK�EFSYX�E�GLERKIƳ�

and do not care what change.

In the latest parliamentary election, Amanda voted for the Moderate Party, and not for the Sweden 

Democrats, but believes that ‘it is not democratic’ to exclude a party, the way the Sweden Democrats 

LEZI�FIIR�I\GPYHIH�JVSQ�TSPMXMGEP�RIKSXMEXMSRW�ERH�GSEPMXMSRW�WMRGI�XLI]�IRXIVIH�TEVPMEQIRX�JSV�XLI�ǰVWX�

time in 2010.

It is worth noting that some interviewees are swing voters: they view both left and right parties as viable 

alternatives. The voting behaviour of some interviewees can be understood through the GAL-TAN scale 

-SSKLI��2EVOW�ERH�;MPWSR��������YWIH�XS�HIWGVMFI�HMǯIVIRX�WMHIW�SJ�XLI�TSPMXMGEP�WTIGXVYQ��GAL stands 

for green, alternative, and libertarian, while TAN (TAN stands for traditional, authoritarian and nationalist). 

Some interviewees, like Stefan, express political views that can be associated with the left, yet vote for 

parties on the right. Others, like Rikard and Annika, most often vote for parties associated with the left 

but have considered voting for the Centre Party, at times for reasons related to gender representation. 

Annika, who has been active in the Social Democrats, tells us: 

*ZIR� XLSYKL� .� ZSXI� JSV� +M� ?+IQMRMWX� .RMXMEXMZIA� ?PEYKLXIVA�� .ưQ� RSX� XLEX� JEV� JVSQ� (IRXVI� TSPMXMGW�

IMXLIV��&RH�.�[SYPH�PMOI�XS�LEZI�E�JIQEPI�TVMQI�QMRMWXIV���S�]IW��.�XLSYKLX�Ư?���A�.�GSYPH�ZSXI�JSV�

&RRMI�1½½Jư�?XLI�PIEHIV�SJ�XLI�(IRXVI�5EVX]A�

�SQI�VIWTSRHIRXW�LEZI�FIIR�PSGEP�TSPMXMGMERW�ERH�SRI�MW�E�TSPMXMGEPP]�ETTSMRXIH�JYPP�XMQI�SǲGMEP��&RRMOE�

ERH�2EXW�LEZI�FIIR�EGXMZI�MR�XLI��SGMEP�)IQSGVEXW��4XLIVW�LEZI�[SVOIH�JSV�WTIGMǰG�TSPMXMGEP�GEQTEMKRW��

Cristian, for example, was part of the campaign for Sweden to join the European single currency, where 

he did paid work in the campaign for a ‘yes’ vote. A majority of the high-income earners in this study vote 

in general elections, though few of them are or have been active in a political party. It is also worth noting 

that interviewees are often critical of the content and direction of current policy, though not necessarily 

of the political system per se. While a majority of interviewees are not interested in becoming politically 

active, this does not seem to be due to a feeling of distance from politics. Rather, they believe engaging 

[MXL�TSPMXMGEP�TEVXMIW�MW�FSVMRK�ERH�XMQI�GSRWYQMRK��*VMOE�EHHW�XLEX�WLI�[SYPH�LEZI�HMǲGYPXMIW�EPMKRMRK�

herself with a party, and similarly Peter refuses to have to share a way of thinking with a political party: 

Ʋ?MAX�FIGSQIW�GSRJSVQMWX�ERH�MX�FIGSQIW�WMQTPMWXMG��3S��.�HSRưX�XLMRO�MXưW�KSSH��.�VIEPP]�PMOI�TISTPI�XS�LEZI�

complete freedom of choice. I don’t like groupings.” However, there are exceptions, such as Cristian. He 

tells us that he thinks it would be fun to be politically active, but he does not think he has time to fully 

contribute. 

Although several interviewees seem reluctant to become active in a political party, some engage in 

broader political commitments. Those who are – or considering becoming – involved politically, have 

three main areas of interest: migration, immigrant integration, and the environment. Concerning the 

latter, it is clear that these interviewees consider environmental issues important, but few of them 

are actively involved. Those who are, donate or have donated money to Greenpeace, while others, 

such as Peter, describe their reason for working professionally with environmental issues as a way of 

contributing. 

The values and attitudes of high-income earners in Sweden

111



In contrast, several interviewees are involved in integration projects, and it is striking how many 

of the interviewees seem to equate civic engagement with working with immigrants. None of our 

respondents mentioned doing charity work for poor non-immigrants, such as contributing to food 

banks or volunteering at shelters for homeless people. The impression is that social marginalisation and 

ZYPRIVEFMPMX]�ƭ�WSGMEP�MRNYWXMGI�ƭ�TVMQEVMP]�EǯIGX�MQQMKVERXW���SQI�VIWTSRHIRXW�LIPT�QMKVERXW�XLVSYKL�

XLIMV�[SVO �SXLIVW�NSMR�ERH�QIIX�TISTPI�XLVSYKL�HMǯIVIRX�OMRHW�SJ�MRXIKVEXMSR�TVSNIGXW �SRI�[SVOW�JSV�E�

RIX[SVO�SǯIVMRK�TVEGXMGEP�WYTTSVX�XS�VIJYWIH�EW]PYQ�WIIOIVW��7MOEVH��[MXL�E�FEGOKVSYRH�SJ�FIMRK�EGXMZI�

in his student union, highlights the environment and integration as political issues that are important to 

him. He argues that to achieve the latter, it is important that newly arrived immigrants join the labour 

QEVOIX�ƭ�[LMGL�MW�SJXIR�HMWGYWWIH�MR��[IHMWL�TYFPMG�HIFEXI��7MOEVH�MW�GEVIJYP�XS�EHH��Ʋ?]ASY�WLSYPH�RSX�

see the group itself as a problem. You should see it as an opportunity.” 

Other respondents have also tried to get involved in projects integrating migrants. Through work, Carl 

volunteered for a project in a marginalised area in Stockholm and contrasts it with the inner-city district 

[LIVI�LI�PMZIW��-I�HIWGVMFIW�FIMRK�EǯIGXIH�F]�QIIXMRK�XLI�]SYRK�TISTPI�[LS�XSSO�TEVX�ERH�LS[�XLI]�

are forced to take responsibility for their parents’ situations: 

3S[��NYWX�WMXXMRK�LIVI�MR��½HIVQEPQ�ERH�QSZMRK�MR�Q]�S[R�GMVGPIW�?ƸA��.X�[EW�ER�I]I�STIRIV�XS�

KS�SYX�XS�?E�QEVKMREPMWIH�EVIE�MR��XSGOLSPQA�ERH�QIIX�IMKLXL�KVEHIVW�ERH�WII�[LEX�?���A�[LEX�MXưW�

PMOI�XLIVI��.X�XSYGLIH�QI�HIITP]�?���A�[LIR�E�]SYRK�KY]�WEMH�XLEX�LI�LEH�XS�I\TPEMR�XLI�TSPMXMGEP�

W]WXIQ�XS�LMW�QSXLIV�?���A�WYGL�E�LYKI�VIWTSRWMFMPMX]�JSV�E����]IEV�SPH�

Carl became more aware of people’s unequal chances in Sweden by leaving his own neighbourhood 

ERH�WSGMEP�GMVGPIW��QIIXMRK�]SYRK�TISTPI�MR�HMǯIVIRX�WSGMS�IGSRSQMG�GMVGYQWXERGIW��-I�JIPX�XLEX�SRI�

TSWWMFPI�[E]�XS�QEOI�E�HMǯIVIRGI�[EW�XS�MRJSVQ�]SYRK�TISTPI��XLVSYKL�JEGI�XS�JEGI�MRXIVEGXMSRW��EFSYX�

the opportunities that exist elsewhere in society. Other interviewees tell us that they are active in – or 

are thinking about becoming involved in – integration initiatives. For instance, Stefan told us that he 

would consider getting involved in ‘creating possibilities for young people and newcomers.’ Helena, a 

soon-to-retire professor, tells us that the integration of refugees is an area she might get involved in. 

She says that she might invite a refugee for dinner with her friends. Rather than inviting a Roma asking 

JSV�QSRI]�SYXWMHI�LIV�RIEVIWX�KVSGIV]�WXSVI��WLI�[SYPH�MRZMXI�Ʋ?EAGEHIQMGW�JVSQ��]VME��[LS�EVI�ZIV]�

WMQMPEV�XS�YW�MR�QER]�[E]W��?TEYWIA�9RJSVXYREXIP]��.�[SYPH�TVIJIV�XS�HS�XLEX�Ƴ�-IPIRE�LEW�E�WIPJ�GVMXMGEP�

tone when she adds that she thinks that she would prefer inviting refugees who, like herself, are highly 

educated. Helena is also active in a charity project for an orphanage in the global south. 

Those interviewees highly critical of the Sweden Democrats also defend those who signed the January 

Agreement. One aim of which was to enable the Social Democrats and the Green Party to stay in power, 

ERH�OIIT�XLI��[IHIR�)IQSGVEXW�SYX��EJXIV�XLI������KIRIVEP�IPIGXMSR��8LI�EKVIIQIRX�MW�FIRIǰGMEP�JSV�

high-income earners, with tax cuts for their income band on the political agenda. Notwithstanding, 

some interviewees considered the agreement problematic, as it would lead to compromised and 

FPYVVIH�TEVX]�FSYRHEVMIW��[LMGL�MR�XYVR�[SYPH�QEOI�ZSXIVW�PSWI�GSRǰHIRGI�MR�XLI�TSPMXMGEP�W]WXIQ��

Erika is one respondent who, concerned at the possibility of the political situation shifting, given the 

emerging anti-democratic right-wing politics in Europe, is considering becoming more politically 

IRKEKIH��8LMW�ETTPMIW�FSXL�XS�XLSWI�SR�XLI�PIJX�ERH�XLI�VMKLX��*VMOE��HIǰRIW�LIVWIPJ�EW� PIJX�[MRK�ERH�

has been active in student politics and involved with ATTAC, an international network critical of neo-

PMFIVEP�KPSFEPMWEXMSR�ERH�GEQTEMKRMRK�JSV�XLI�VIKYPEXMSR�SJ�ǰRERGMEP�QEVOIXW��*VMOE�MW�GYVVIRXP]�IRKEKIH�

in asylum issues as a member of the board of the Asylum Committee of her town, the local branch of 
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The Swedish Network of Refugee Support Groups, FARR. She says she might become more politically 

engaged if the situation changes:

.QEKMRI��XLEX�[I�IRH�YT�MR�E�WMXYEXMSR�[LIVI�MX� MW�PMOI�5SPERH�SV�-YRKEV]�?���A� XLIR�.�[SYPH�FI�

E�PSX�QSVI�GSQQMXXIH�MJ�.�JIPX�XLEX�MQTSVXERX�VMKLXW�PMOI�?���A��8LIR�QE]FI�.�[SYPH�FI�JSVGIH�?���A�

MJ�MX�FIGEQI�E�QSVI�?���A�IZIR�QSVI�TSPEVMWIH�WMXYEXMSR��8LI�JEGX�XLEX�.�EQ�EGXMZI�MR�XLI�EW]PYQ�

GSQQMXXII�MW�?���A�TVIXX]�QYGL�E�VIEGXMSR�XS�XLI�JEGX�XLEX�.�XLMRO�MX�LEW�FIGSQI�PMOI�XLEX��

While Erika tells us that she is involved in asylum issues because of her concern at the growth of right-

wing nationalism in Europe, including Sweden, she points out that she does not engage with political 

parties. Carl feels it is important to make sure that European cooperation will not be undermined by 

authoritarian right-wing forces and talks about some integration projects he is considering getting 

involved with. Having previously emphasised the importance of education, he tells us that he has 

donated money for sports projects in marginalised areas. This chimes with the importance other 

interviewees attach to integration — an issue for which there is appetite for engagement. 

;MXLMR�XLI�MRXIVZMI[�HEXE��XLIVI�EVI�XLVII�MHIRXMǰEFPI�XVIRHW�MR�VIWTSRHIRXWư�MRZSPZIQIRX�MR�TSPMXMGW�ERH�

the third sector. First, interviewees (with one exception) vote and seem to attach great importance to 

participating in elections. Second, even though they have a genuine interest in politics – and several 

have a pronounced political ideology – most (although there are exceptions) are not active in any 

political organisation. Third, when it comes to their involvement in civil society and the third sector, many 

express ambivalence about charity. While sceptical, they have made a pragmatic decision to continue 

to donate money – mainly to large established organisations such as the Red Cross, Greenpeace, Save 

the Children, and Médecins Sans Frontières – but do not view charity as a long-term solution. This can 

FI�YRHIVWXSSH�MR�VIPEXMSR�XS�XLI�VIGIRX�LMWXSV]�SJ��[IHIR �XLI�WXEXI��VEXLIV�XLER�RSR�TVSǰX�SVKERMWEXMSRW��

is seen as responsible for providing support to those who need it. The interviews do not show any 

TSPMXMGEP�HMǯIVIRGI�MR�EXXMXYHIW�XS�XLMW�FIX[IIR�XLSWI�SR�XLI�VMKLX�SV�XLI�PIJX��*ZIR�XLI�JSVQIV�EKVII�XLEX�

it is primarily the state that should take responsibility for people living in poverty. 

Conclusion: the top 10% feel secure for themselves, but not for society 
It is striking that, regardless of whether interviewees are on the left or right of the political spectrum, 

most believe that the education system is one of the most important institutions through which equality 

GER�FI�EGLMIZIH��.R��[IHIR��MRZIWXQIRX�MR�IHYGEXMSR�MRXIRWMǰIH�HYVMRK�XLI�ƯKSPHIR�]IEVWư�SJ�XLI�[IPJEVI�

state – creating universal access to pre-school and introducing universal grants and subsiding student 

GVIHMXW�JSV�LMKLIV�IHYGEXMSR�ƭ�MR�ER�IǯSVX�XS�IPIZEXI�XLI�[LSPI�SJ�XLI�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�WII��SLP������E���

However, following neo-liberal reforms to the welfare state, upward mobility came to be understood as 

XLI�VIWTSRWMFMPMX]�SJ�MRHMZMHYEPW��MX�[EW�YT�XS�XLIQ�XS�MQTVSZI�XLIMV�S[R�PMJI�GSRHMXMSRW�c

8LMW� MW� VIǱIGXIH� MR� XLI� VIWTSRHIRXWư� REVVEXMZIW�� 4R� XLI� SRI� LERH�� XLI]� WXVIWW� XLI� MQTSVXERGI� SJ� E�

universal education system, as the main mechanism for upward mobility. This chimes with the fact that, 

as mentioned earlier, a majority of respondents have a university degree. On the other hand, they also 

TSMRX�XS�XLIMV�S[R�EKIRG]�ERH�MRHMZMHYEP�IǯSVXW�EW�HIGMWMZI�JSV�XLIMV�TSWMXMSR�SR�XLI�MRGSQI�WGEPI��

What is characteristic about Swedish high-income earners – compared to those in Ireland, Spain, and 

the UK – is that they do not worry about money and mostly feel secure about their economic position, 

but not about that of society as a whole. According to EU-SILC data (2016), only about 3% of high-
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MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�MR��[IHIR�GPEMQ�XS�JEGI�WSQI�HMǲGYPX]�MR�QEOMRK�IRHW�QIIX��&GGSVHMRK�XS�XLI�*����

XLI�XST���	�JIPX�WEJIV�MR������XLER�MR����� �WYKKIWXMRK�XLEX�XLI������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�HMH�RSX�WMKRMǰGERXP]�

EǯIGX�XLIQ��

Their feeling of economic security is tied to their access to stable employment and good labour market 

opportunities. For instance, several are not members of a trade union, and do not seem to be worried 

about becoming unemployed. It is also notable that few respondents express concern about housing 

GSWXW�c

Interviewees strongly support the welfare state. They also put the primary responsibility for reducing 

inequality on the state, regardless of whether they are on the right or left of the political spectrum. Our 

interviews indicate that, besides paying their taxes, the majority do not think high-income earners have 

a particular responsibility for addressing inequality. 

8LI�MRXIVZMI[IIWư�ZMI[W�SR�MRIUYEPMX]�HMǯIV���SQI�HIWGVMFI�PEVKI�MRIUYEPMXMIW�EW�RIKEXMZI��FSXL�JSV�XLSWI�

at the bottom and at the top; others see inequality as necessary or positive. Several interviewees voice 

concerns about growing inequalities in the education system due to school segregation.cThe Swedish 

interviewees also seem to understand poverty as an issue of integration.

Although not unanimous, there is support among most interviewees for taxation as a redistributive 

mechanism. This is interesting in the light of public debates about taxes being too high, particularly 

for high-income earners. Nevertheless, some respondents argue that the tax system needs reform, 

ǱEKKMRK� YT� XLEX� VIJSVQ� SJ� GSVTSVEXI� ERH� EWWIX� XE\IW� MRGPYHMRK� MRLIVMXERGI� XE\�� MW� RIIHIH� FIGEYWI�

XLI]� GYVVIRXP]� FIRIǰX� XLSWI� EX� XLI� XST�� �IZIVEP� FIPMIZI� XE\� IZEWMSR� MW� QSVEPP]�[VSRK� ERH� E� TVSFPIQ�

XLEX�RIIHW�XS�FI�EHHVIWWIH�� .X� MW� MQTSVXERX�XS�RSXI�XLEX�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�EVI�IWTIGMEPP]�EǯIGXIH�

by taxes on income. Some believe that their taxes should be even higher and more progressive, while 

others think taxes in general should be lower, arguing that if people retain more of their income it would 

incentivise them to work harder.

Interviewees working in the private sector talk about it in mostly positive terms. For instance, they claim 

it creates jobs and contributes to society through taxation. However, respondents on the left highlight 

that companies could take more responsibility for workers’ rights, for example. Conversely, interviewees 

on the right stress the private sector’s contribution through tax revenues and projects in marginalised 

EVIEW��&�QENSVMX]�HS�RSX�WIIQ�XS�VIKEVH�XLI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV�EW�GIRXVEP�MR�EHHVIWWMRK�MRIUYEPMX]�c

Previous studies (e.g., Olofsson, 2018) have found that high-income earners are more likely to vote than 

the rest. Several respondents have an interest in politics and strongly held political views. However, few 

have worked or campaigned for a political organisation or party. Previous research (e.g., Oskarson, 2010; 

:IWXMR�ERH�4WOEVWSR��������LEW�WLS[R�XLEX�GPEWW�MW�WMKRMǰGERX�JSV�TEVX]�W]QTEXLMIW��IZIR�XLSYKL�XLIVI�

has been a decline in class voting in Sweden in recent decades (Vestin and Oskarson 2017; Vestin 2019). 

Today, the GAL-TAN scale is often used to describe new political dividing lines. For our respondents, 

however, a traditional right-left scale seems to explain the interviewees’ values and attitudes: those 

who favour increased redistribution through higher taxes place themselves to the left, and vice versa. 

They clearly reject xenophobic parties and right-wing populism, bar one interviewee who voted for the 

Sweden Democrats. Several interviewees express political attitudes and values that tend to be more 

left-wing than indicated by the voting behaviour of high-income earners as a group. Strikingly, several 

interviewees tend to express left-wing attitudes, even if they vote for political parties on the right. 
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It is clear that most interviewees regard meritocracy as a key characteristic of a fair society. Hence, they 

emphasise the importance of the education system in achieving upward mobility. Why are narratives 

EFSYX�YT[EVH�QSFMPMX]�WS�TS[IVJYP$�4RI�ERW[IV�MW�XLEX�WYGL�REVVEXMZIW�ƲǰX�MR�[MXL�XLI�REXMSREP�ƯWYGGIWW�

story’” (Sohl, 2014: 467) of the Swedish welfare state. Social mobility is also often equated with equality 

and social justice, a view which, for instance, Paulsen (2010) is critical of (see also Lawler and Payne, 

�������-S[IZIV��WSQI�MRXIVZMI[IIW�EGORS[PIHKI�XLEX�XLIVI�EVI�PMQMXEXMSRW�XS�[LEX�MRHMZMHYEP�IǯSVX�ERH�

hard work can achieve. 

They point out that having an immigrant background is an impediment to upward mobility, and that this 

is exacerbated by housing and educational segregation. Several also identify class-related injustices 

that impede people’s life chances, pointing out that those in working-class professions are often 

not proportionately rewarded for their work. In general, interviewees stress the connection between 

success and hard work, even though some acknowledge that people in working-class jobs often work 

hard without being fairly paid. 
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The top 10% of income  
earners in Spain

I am in favour of public services, but there should be more investment, especially in healthcare, 

EW�MRZIWXQIRX�LEW�JEPPIR�E�KVIEX�HIEP��&JXIV�XLI�?�������ǰRERGMEPA�GVMWMW��XLI�TYFPMG�LIEPXL�W]WXIQ�

worsened considerably. It was one of the best in the world, now it has huge waiting lists, people 

[LS�HSRưX�VIGIMZI�GEVI�[LIR�XLI]�RIIH�MX�?���A��8LSWI�SJ�YW�[LS�GER�EǯSVH�TVMZEXI�MRWYVERGI�EVI�

very lucky because the public health system is in a very bad state. 

Javier, a ship captain

Introduction
8LMW�UYSXI�GSYPH�LEZI�FIIR�LIEVH�MR�ER]�WXVIIX�MR��TEMR�HYVMRK�XLI�(SZMH����TERHIQMG��XLI�IǯIGXW�SJ�

which still remain to be seen, having hit the country in March 2020, collapsing the health system. It was 

said, however, a year earlier, during a conversation about inequality, its roots and its consequences. 

Javier, a 38-year-old ship captain from Barcelona, believes himself to be “in the middle of the income 

HMWXVMFYXMSRƳ�ERH�MW�E[EVI�XLEX�LI�MW�[IPP�TSWMXMSRIH��Ʋ?.A�HS�GSRWMHIV�Q]WIPJ�TVMZMPIKIH�XS�LEZI�E�[IPP�

paid job that allows me to travel and have free time.” He is also happy to contribute to the welfare 

W]WXIQ�LI�XLSVSYKLP]�HIJIRHW�� Ʋ?.AJ� .ưQ�PYGO]�IRSYKL�XS�IEVR�E�PMXXPI�QSVI�XLER�SXLIVW�� .ưQ�RSX�KSMRK�

to complain about contributing a little more.” However, Javier is, in fact, among the 10% top income 

earners – he earns over two times the average income in Spain and almost three times the median 

MRGSQI��-MW�QMWTIVGITXMSR�SJ�[LIVI�LI�ǰXW�MR�XLI�MRGSQI�HMWXVMFYXMSR�MW�RSX�YRGSQQSR��.R�JEGX��RSRI�

of the thirty high-income earners that were interviewed placed themselves higher than the top 25%, 

despite all being above the top 10% threshold.103

Inequality in Spain was already a concern prior to the pandemic, which has evidenced and enhanced 

I\MWXMRK� HMǯIVIRGIW� FIX[IIR� XLI� ƯIGSRSQMGEPP]� WIGYVIư� ERH� XLI� QSVI�ZYPRIVEFPI��8LI� YT[EVH� XVIRH�

SFWIVZIH�MR�WIZIVEP�MRIUYEPMX]�MRHMGEXSVW�WMRGI�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�[EW�RSX�SRP]�EGORS[PIHKIH�

by the average Spaniard; all of our sample also considered inequality to be a major problem for the 

country, and many had strong opinions about the importance of taking action against its social and 

political consequences. 

The introduction to this report addressed the need to explore the ‘black box’ of the top 10% – a group 

rarely studied in the context of inequality studies. This chapter aims to do that in the Spanish case, 

which, although having the lowest threshold for belonging to the top 10% of income earners (an annual 

gross personal income104 of €36,265.58) among the study’s four countries is, by many indicators, the 

most unequal country among them. 

103  In the section of the interview entitled ‘Self-perception and action’ respondents were asked the question ‘Where 
Ùń�ƺńƙ�ŷää�ƺńƙŲŷäīû�ěĸ�ƊäŲĴŷ�ńû�ěĸÎńĴäŨ��ėäŲä�Ùń�ƺńƙ�ƊėěĸĨ�ƺńƙ�ÿƊŨ�ş°ÅńƲä�°ƲäŲ°Čä×�Ɗńŝ�ƕāšwōǆšwāšwōšŨŠŢŰ�8ńŲ�Ɗėä�
interview schedule in full, please refer to the appendix.
104  That is, gross personal income from employment (cash, non-cash), self-employment, pensions, educational 
°īīńƳ°ĸÎäŷ×�°ĸÙ�ńƊėäŲ�ÅäĸäÿƊŷ�ş)�Ě�FX�×�ƕǆōƄŠŢ
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8LI�GLETXIV�ǰVWX�SYXPMRIW�XLI�IGSRSQMG�GSRXI\X�SJ� MRIUYEPMX]� MR��TEMR�� MRGPYHMRK�XLI�HIZIPSTQIRX�SJ�

its welfare state and redistributive policies. It then describes the socio-economic characteristics and 

political behaviour of the Spanish top 10% and those of the sample. This will help in understanding the 

results of the interview process, which will be discussed in subsequent sections on their perceptions of 

social mobility and their feeling of economic security; their attitudes towards inequality and redistribution; 

their evaluation of the welfare state and taxation; and their connection with the rest of society. A last 

section of concluding remarks will lay the ground for a series of policy recommendations, which will be 

later developed in ‘Policy recommendations. Inequality and the top 10% in Europe’ (TASC, 2020).

The extent of inequality in Spain

.R�SRI�SJ�XLI�ǰVWX�GSQTEVEXMZI�VITSVXW�SR�MRIUYEPMX]105 (Sawyer, 1976), a rather sharp picture of the extent 

of inequality across industrialised countries showed that the Nordic countries clearly enjoyed the lowest 

PIZIPW�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]�QEMRP]�EW�E�GSRWIUYIRGI�SJ�XLI�I\XIRWMSR�SJ�XLIMV�XE\�ERH�WSGMEP�FIRIǰXW�W]WXIQW���

XLI�9RMXIH��XEXIW�LEH�XLI�LMKLIWX��ERH��TEMR�[EW�TPEGIH�RSX�JEV�FILMRH��[MXL�SRI�SJ�XLI�LMKLIWX�ǰKYVIW�

JSV�XLI�������VEXMS�106

Four decades later, the picture has not substantially changed for Spain. According to the latest Eurostat 

data,107�XLI�GSYRXV]�WXMPP�LEW�SRI�SJ�XLI�LMKLIWX�������VEXMSW�MR�XLI�*9�����SRP]�FIPS[�'YPKEVME��7SQERME��

1MXLYERME��1EXZME��ERH�.XEP]��8LI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�LEW�LEH�E�QEVOIH�MRǱYIRGI�SZIV�XLI�IZSPYXMSR�SJ�

this indicator in Spain.108 In 2007, the ratio was at 5.48, but by 2015 it had gone up to 6.87, a 25% increase. 

Though the ratio had fallen slightly by 2018, at 6.03, it is still far from reaching pre-crisis levels. As with 

WIZIVEP�SXLIV�MRHMGEXSVW��XLMW�MW�EPWS�XLI�LMKLIWX�ǰKYVI�SYX�SJ�XLI�JSYV�GSYRXVMIW�MR�XLMW�VITSVX�ƭ�XLI�90�

has a ratio of 5.63, Ireland of 4.23 and Sweden of 4.13 – and is almost one point higher than the EU-28 

average (5.12). A similar conclusion can be reached when comparing the top and bottom deciles. Using 

XLI� 4*()ưW� PEXIWX� EZEMPEFPI� HEXE� JSV� ������� �TEMR� WXMPP� LEW� XLI� LMKLIWX� 5���5��� VEXMS� XLI� HMǯIVIRGI�

FIX[IIR�XLI�PEWX�ERH�ǰVWX�HIGMPIW��SYX�SJ�XLI�JSYV�GSYRXVMIW��VIEGLMRK�E�ZEPYI�SJ�����109

�TEMR�EPWS�LEW�SRI�SJ�XLI�LMKLIWX�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRXW�MR�XLI�*9��[IPP�EFSZI�XLI�*9����EZIVEKI��.R�������XLI�

,MRM�GSIǲGMIRX�JSV�IUYMZEPMWIH�HMWTSWEFPI�MRGSQI�EJXIV�XE\IW�ERH�XVERWJIVW��[EW�����110 in Spain, far from 

the European average (30.4), and again higher than both Sweden (27) and Ireland (28.9). The UK only 

VIGIRXP]�WYVTEWWIH��TEMR��EJXIV�MRGVIEWMRK�JVSQ������MR������XS������MR����� �XLI�ǰVWX�XMQI�XLEX�XLI�90�LEW�

LEH�E�LMKLIV�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRX�XLER��TEMR��

Poverty levels have also still not come back to what they were pre-crisis and remain among the highest 

in Europe. Spain has a high monetary poverty risk111 index (21.5% of the population in 2018), 4.4 points 

above the EU average (17.1%) and, again, higher than those of the UK (18.6%), Sweden (16.4%) and Ireland 

105  A report not without its methodological limitations: the data was biased by problems of homogeneity of sources 
and simplicity of some methodological decisions, such as using per capita income instead of income adjusted 
according to the characteristics and size of households applying equivalence scales.
106���ėä��ìǆw�ƕǆ�Ų°Ɗěń�ěŷ�Ɗėä�ŷė°Ųä�ńû�°īī�Ùěŷŝńŷ°Åīä�ěĸÎńĴä�ŲäÎäěƲäÙ�Åƺ�Ɗėä�Ɗńŝ�ŦƙěĸƊěīä�ÙěƲěÙäÙ�Åƺ�Ɗėä�ŷė°Ųä�ńû�Ɗėä�ÿŲŷƊ�
one.
107���ėä�Ù°Ɗ°�ƙŷäÙ�ėäŲä�ÎńĴäŷ�ûŲńĴ�Ɗėä�)�~j��d��%°Ɗ°Å°ŷä�şƕǆƕǆŠ×�ƳėěÎė�ŲäûäŲŷ�Ɗń�ƕǆōì�ÿČƙŲäŷ�Ě�Ɗėä�ī°ƊäŷƊ�°Ʋ°ěī°Åīä�
data.
108��dīƊėńƙČė�Ɗėä�äüäÎƊ�ńĸ�ěĸÎńĴä�ÙěŷƊŲěÅƙƊěńĸ�ńû�Îė°ĸČäŷ�°Ɗ�Ɗėä�Ĵ°ÎŲńäÎńĸńĴěÎŷ�īäƲäī�Ĵ°ƺ�Åä�ÎńĸÙěƊěńĸäÙ�ěĸ�ä°Îė�
country by demographics and institutions, pioneering studies such as Blank and Blinder (1986) and Cutler and Katz 
(1991) agree that recession periods can be correlated with increases in inequality and a special toll on households with 
lower income levels, while the expansionary periods are usually associated with improvements in equality levels. 
109��ŮFĸÎńĴä�FĸäŦƙ°īěƊƺŰ�şj)�%Š�
110� �Ů:ěĸě�ÎńäýÎěäĸƊ�ńû�äŦƙěƲ°īěŷäÙ�Ùěŷŝńŷ°Åīä�ěĸÎńĴä�Ù°Ɗ°Ű�ş)ƙŲńŷƊ°ƊŠ�
111� ��ėä�Ù°Ɗ°�ÎńĴäŷ�ûŲńĴ�Ɗėä�ė°ŲĴńĸěŷäÙ�ěĸûńŲĴ°Ɗěńĸ�ÎńīīäÎƊäÙ�Åƺ�)�~j��d�×�ƳėěÎė�ěŷ�ńÅƊ°ěĸäÙ�ûŲńĴ�)�Ě�FX��°ĸÙ�
ECHP (European Community Household Panel).
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(14.9%) (Eurostat, 2020). This population is even higher when looking at the latest ‘at risk of poverty or 

social exclusion’ (AROPE) index for 2018, designed for measuring poverty within the EU 2020 Strategy 

framework.112 This index, which widens the scope to account for people “at risk of relative monetary 

TSZIVX]�ERH�SV�WIZIVIP]�QEXIVMEPP]�HITVMZIH�ERH�SV�PMZMRK�MR�LSYWILSPHW�[MXL�ZIV]�PS[�[SVO�MRXIRWMX]�Ƴ113 

WLS[W�XLEX�QSVI�XLER�E�UYEVXIV�����	��SJ�XLI��TERMWL�TSTYPEXMSR�EVI�TEVX�SJ�XLMW�KVSYT��E�ǰKYVI�XLEX�MW�

again higher than those of the UK (23.1%), Ireland (21.1%), Sweden (18%) and EU-27 average (21.6%). This 

ǰKYVI� EPWS� RS[� MRGPYHIW� E� LMKLIV� TVSTSVXMSR� SJ� Ư[SVOMRK� TSSVư� XLER�[LIR� XLI� ������� ǰRERGMEP� GVMWMW�

started, as, given the issues faced by the Spanish labour market since reform in 2012,114 more young and 

low-income workers fall under the poverty threshold. Ever since that reform, and having gone down to 

TVI��������GVMWMW�PIZIPW�MR������115 the in-work at-risk-of-poverty rate has increased.

8LI�SYXGSQI�SJ�XLI�HMWXVMFYXMZI�IǯIGXW�SJ�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�MW�XLIVIJSVI�GPIEVP]�VIKVIWWMZI��E�

double loss of income took place in Spanish society, with average levels in real terms lower than a 

decade ago, and an increase in the share of income gathered by the richest.

&PP�MR�EPP���TEMR�LEW�QEMRXEMRIH�MXW�TVI��������GVMWMW�GLEVEGXIVMWEXMSR�EW�E�GSYRXV]�[MXL�LMKL�MRIUYEPMX]�

PIZIPW�� [MXL� XLI� GVMWMWư� HMǯIVIRXMEP� MQTEGX� SR� YRIQTPS]QIRX� EW� HMWGYWWIH� FIPS[�� JYVXLIV� MRGVIEWMRK�

inequality of income distribution. Nevertheless, what may be more striking is the lack of apparent 

GLERKIW� MR� XLI� PSRK� XIVQ�� KMZIR� XLI� WMKRMǰGERX� I\TERWMSR� SJ� XLI� TSPMG]� MRWXVYQIRXW� JSV� XEGOPMRK�

inequalities in primary incomes. Public expenditure and revenue have grown intensely since the 

beginning of the Spanish transition to democracy in the late 1970s. As Ayala (2016:2) has pointed out, “the 

apparent immobility of the inequality indicators seems surprisingly alien to this extensive development 

of redistributive public intervention.”

Redistribution in the Spanish welfare state

8LI�HEXE�WLS[W�XLI�I\XIRX�SJ�MRGSQI�MRIUYEPMX]�MR��TEMR�EW�[IPP�EW�WIVMSYW�HMǲGYPXMIW�JEGIH�F]�XLSWI�

in the lower part of the income distribution. According to the latest Report on Inequality in Spain (2018), 

published biennially by Fundación Alternativas, this trend of inequality and poverty is the consequence 

SJ� WMKRMǰGERX� WXVYGXYVEP� JEGXSVW� MRHITIRHIRX� SJ� XLI� IGSRSQMG� G]GPI�� TSMRXMRK� XS� XLI� MREFMPMX]� SJ� XLI�

Spanish economy to create stable employment, the high concentration of capital income and the 

PMQMXIH�VIHMWXVMFYXMZI�GETEGMX]�SJ�XLI�XE\�ERH�FIRIǰXW�W]WXIQ�&]EPE�ERH�7YM^�-YIVXE��������������

8LI�IǯIGXW�SJ�XLI��������IGSRSQMG�GVMWMW�SR�YRIQTPS]QIRX�GIVXEMRP]�WIX��TEMR�ETEVX�JVSQ�XLI�SXLIV�

three countries. In 2013, Spain had an unemployment rate of 26.1% and, although it went down to 

����	�MR�+IFVYEV]������XLI�PEWX�QSRXL�FIJSVI�XLI�TERHIQMGưW�HIZEWXEXMRK�IǯIGX�SR�IQTPS]QIRX��� MX�

was still more than double the EU average (6.5%) 116. Meanwhile, youth unemployment rates – which 

reached a staggering 55.5% in 2013 – remain at 32.5% (as of 2019) (Ignacio Conde-Ruiz et al., 2020), 

again more than twice the EU average (Eurostat, 2020).117 This recovery in absolute terms, however, has 

come predominantly from an increase in precarious jobs, such as temporary employment (three times 

112� �ŮdƊ�ŲěŷĨ�ńû�ŝńƲäŲƊƺ�ńŲ�ŷńÎě°ī�äƹÎīƙŷěńĸŰ�şd~jz)Š�
113� ��ėäŷä�°Ųä�Ɗėä�ÎŲěƊäŲě°�°ŝŝīěäÙ�Åƺ�Ɗėä�d~jz)�ěĸÙěÎ°ƊńŲŢ�`ńŲä�ěĸûńŲĴ°Ɗěńĸ�ńĸ�Ɗėä�ěĸÙěÎ°ƊńŲ�Î°ĸ�Åä�ûńƙĸÙ�°ƊÖ�ŮBńƳ�ěŷ�
poverty measured?’ (EAPN) 
114� ��ėä�ŲäûńŲĴ�ěĸƊŲńÙƙÎäÙ�ěĴŝńŲƊ°ĸƊ�Îė°ĸČäŷ�ěĸ�ī°ƺĚńü�ŲäČƙī°Ɗěńĸŷ×�ÎńīīäÎƊěƲä�Å°ŲČ°ěĸěĸČ�°ĸÙ�°ÎƊěƲä�ī°ÅńƙŲ�Ĵ°ŲĨäƊ�
policies. For more information, see Malo (2012). 
115  ‘In-work at-risk-of-poverty rate’ (Eurostat)
116  As a consequence of the pandemic, the most cautious estimates place the unemployment rate at the end of this 
year at almost 20% (European Commission, 2020).
117� �Ů¤ńƙƊė��ĸäĴŝīńƺĴäĸƊ�~°ƊäŰ�ş)ƙŲńŷƊ°ƊŠ
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XLI�*9�EZIVEKI��ERH�MRZSPYRXEV]�TEVX�XMQI�NSFW��EPP�SJ�[LMGL�HMWTVSTSVXMSREXIP]�EǯIGX�]SYRK�[SVOIVW�118 

The implications of this are evident: the in-work at-risk-of-poverty rate for temporary workers (21.3%) is 

almost three times as high as those with a permanent job (7.3%) (Eurostat, 2020).119 

At the other end of the scale, wage gaps and capital income concentration at the top are also very high 

in Spain and, particularly the latter, have in fact increased during the crisis. Although determining capital 

income is not easy, while wage inequality dropped slightly between 2014 and 2017, non-labour income 

went the opposite way, a trend that is likely related to the increase in rent prices in recent years (Anghel 

et al., 2018). 

This increase in market inequality has not been matched by an equally ambitious push to correct those 

HMǯIVIRGIW�XLVSYKL�XE\EXMSR�ERH�TYFPMG�WTIRHMRK��8LI�GETEGMX]�SJ�XLI��TERMWL�WXEXI�XS�HS�WS�ƭ�IWTIGMEPP]�

HYVMRK�XLI�PEWX�]IEVW�SJ�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW���LEW�FIGSQI�IZIV�QSVI�PMQMXIH��5YFPMG�I\TIRHMXYVI�

cuts (Neguerela, 2020), changes in the revaluation mechanism of the public pension system120 and a 

downward trend in direct taxation121 are some of the factors explaining the lower redistributive capacity 

of the Spanish public sector. A rather simple calculation of redistributive capacity can be achieved by 

WYFXVEGXMRK�XLI�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRX�SJ�HMWTSWEFPI�MRGSQI�JVSQ�XLI�,MRM�FIJSVI�WSGMEP�XVERWJIVW��&W�'YIRH´E�

and Molero (2018) show, among Eurozone countries, only Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania redistribute less 

than Spain. Some countries with higher levels of market inequality, as in the case of Ireland, have better 

VIWYPXW�MR�XIVQW�SJ�HMWTSWEFPI�MRGSQI�MRIUYEPMX]��[LMGL�MRHMGEXIW�E�QSVI�TS[IVJYP�VIHMWXVMFYXMZI�IǯIGX�

of their public expenditure and revenue system.

8LMW�HMǯIVIRGI�MR�VIHMWXVMFYXMZI�GETEGMX]�MW�WLS[R�F]�GEPGYPEXMRK�RIX�ERH�KVSWW�LSYWILSPH�MRGSQI�EW�E�

TIVGIRXEKI�MR�IEGL�SJ�XLI�VITSVXưW�JSYV�GSYRXVMIW��8LIVI�MW�GSRWMHIVEFPI�HMǯIVIRGI�FIX[IIR�XLI�FIJSVI�

XE\� ERH� EJXIV� XE\� ,MRM� GSIǲGMIRX� MR� �TEMR� JVSQ� ������ XS� �������� XLSYKL� PIWW� WS� XLER� MR� .VIPERH� [LMGL�

KSIW�JVSQ�XLI�LMKLIWX�TVI�XE\�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRX�EQSRK�XLI�JSYV�GSYRXVMIW�EX�������XS����������TEMR�HSIW��

however, show less capacity for public redistribution both for the population average (the mean Spanish 

household keeps 83.4% of their gross income) and for the top 10% (80.2% for Spain, 73.7% for Ireland, 

73.6% for the UK and 70.3% for Sweden). This percentage also varies the least within the top 10%, as the 

percentage only goes down seven points (to 73.2%) at the top 1% level.”

118  This situation has worsened considerably as a consequence of the current coronavirus crisis, because a large 
ĸƙĴÅäŲ�ńû�ƊäĴŝńŲ°Ųƺ�ƳńŲĨäŲŷ�şĴ°ěĸīƺ�ƺńƙĸČŠ�ė°Ʋä�Åääĸ�Ɗėä�ÿŲŷƊ�Ɗń�īńŷä�ƊėäěŲ�ĢńÅŷŢ
119  ‘In-work at-risk-of-poverty rate by type of contract’ (Eurostat)
120��dÎƊ�ƕƏwƕǆōƏ×�ŝ°ŷŷäÙ�ěĸ�Ɗėä�ĴěÙŷƊ�ńû�Ɗėä�ÿĸ°ĸÎě°ī�ÎŲěŷěŷ×�ěĸƊŲńÙƙÎäÙ�Ɗėä�°ŝŝīěÎ°Ɗěńĸ�ńû�Ɗėä�zäĸŷěńĸ�~äƲ°īƙ°Ɗěńĸ�
Index (IRP in Spanish), which substituted the use of the Consumer Price Index (IPC in Spanish). The IRP is an automatic 
ěĸÙěÎ°ƊńŲ×�ƳėěÎė�ńÅĢäÎƊěƲäīƺ�ŷäƊŷ�Ɗėä�ŲäƲ°īƙ°Ɗěńĸ�Ɗė°Ɗ�ŷėńƙīÙ�Åä�°ŝŝīěäÙ�Ɗń�°īī�äƹěŷƊěĸČ�ŝäĸŷěńĸŷ�Ɗń�°ÎėěäƲä�Ɗėä�ÿĸ°ĸÎě°ī�
equilibrium of the pension system within a few years. With Act 1/2020, the new government decided to reinstate the 
IPC. 
121  The increase in personal income tax by the Rajoy government in 2012 was the beginning of several other increases 
Ɗ°Ĩäĸ�ƳěƊė�Ɗėä�ŝŲäƊäƹƊ�ńû�Ɗėä�ÿĸ°ĸÎě°ī�ÎŲěŷěŷŢ�X°ƊäŲ×�°�~ńƺ°ī�%äÎŲää�ľwƕǆōā�äŷƊ°ÅīěŷėäÙ�°�ŷäŲěäŷ�ńû�Ĵä°ŷƙŲäŷ�Ɗń�ŲäÙƙÎä�
the tax burden of personal income tax payers, as well as reducing income tax for non-residents.
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Table 1: Net household income as percentage of gross household income

.VIPERH �TEMR �[IHIR 90

Mean 80.0% 83.4% 72.8% 78.1%

Median 91.5% 88.1% 75.8% 86.5%

Top 10% threshold 73.7% 80.2% 70.3% 73.6%

Top 6% threshold 70.8% 78.9% 67.9% 72.5%

Top 3% threshold 65.6% 75.8% 65.1% 69.3%

Top 1% threshold 64.2% 73.2% 61.8% 64.4%

Gini (before tax) 0.545 0.525 0.432 0.520

Gini (after tax) 0.297 0.345 0.278 0.360

)MǯIVIRGI�MR�,MRM 0.248 0.180 0.154 0.160

Source: EU-SILC, 2016.

.RHIIH��ǰWGEP�TVIWWYVI�MR��TEMR�MW�PS[IV�XLER�XLI�*9�EZIVEKI�ERH��IZIR�XLSYKL�XLI�MQTPMGMX�XE\�VEXI�SR�

consumption122 is very low, the last few years have seen a shift from a predominance of direct to indirect 

taxation. That is due, in part, to a fall in the capacity of corporate tax to raise revenue and, in part, to the 

lowering of personal income tax (Ruiz-Huerta, 2019). At every income level, the latter’s progressivity is 

now lower than that of most EU-28 countries.123 In comparison to the other countries in this report, Spain 

LEW�PS[�ǰWGEP�TVIWWYVI�EX�XLI�XST�SJ�XLI�MRGSQI�HMWXVMFYXMSR�

The redistributive capacity of direct taxation in Spain is limited and seems to be trending downwards 

(Cantó, 2013; Ruíz-Huerta et al., 2011; Ruiz-Huerta, 2019).124 Moreover, taxes on capital or its transmission 

QE]� FI� XLI� LEVHIWX� XS� VEMWI� ERH� EVI� MR� JEGX� XVIRHMRK� HS[R[EVHW�� MR� TEVX� HYI� XS� HS[R[EVH� ǰWGEP�

competition resulting from increased decentralisation.125

A big part of Spain’s high levels of inequality can be attributed to the late and partial development of its 

welfare state. As in the case of Ireland, the Catholic church played a key institutional role in its origins, 

providing education, charity and assistance to the elderly, poor and sick. This dominant conservative 

attitude linked to the idea of charity was a central concept in the Catholic church (Cotarelo, 1987). It was 

not until the beginning of the 20th century that proposals for social reform were incorporated into the 

conception of the modern state (Moreno and Sarasa, 1992).

Even in the early 20th century, and unlike in the rest of Europe (Moreno and Sarasa, 1992), labour 

QSZIQIRXW�HMH�RSX�LEZI�QYGL�VITVIWIRXEXMSR�MR�XLI�ǰIPH�SJ�TYFPMG�WSGMEP�EWWMWXERGI�W]WXIQW��EPXLSYKL�

public pressure led to legal recognition of some social rights, and the establishment of some social 

122  Calculated by dividing all consumption taxes by total household consumption expenditure.
123� �Fĸ�Ɗėä�)ƙŲńŷƊ°Ɗ�Ù°Ɗ°×�Ɗėä�ŲäÙƙÎƊěńĸ�ěĸ�FŲäī°ĸÙŰŷ�ÿŷÎ°ī�ŝŲäŷŷƙŲä�ěŷ�ŝ°ŲƊěÎƙī°Ųīƺ�ŲäĴ°ŲĨ°ÅīäŢ
124  In another piece of work, Ruiz-Huerta (2019), using SILC data, carried out a comparison of Reynolds-Smolensky 
ěĸÙäƹäŷ�ûńŲ�ſ�)ƙŲńŝä°ĸ�ÎńƙĸƊŲěäŷ�Ɗń�ŷää�Ɗėä�ŲäÙěŷƊŲěÅƙƊěƲä�äüäÎƊ�ńû�ŝäŲŷńĸ°ī�ěĸÎńĴä�Ɗ°ƹ�°ĸÙ�ŷńÎě°ī�ÎńĸƊŲěÅƙƊěńĸŷŢ��ŝ°ěĸ�
°ĸÙ�8Ų°ĸÎä�ƳäŲä�Ɗėä�ÎńƙĸƊŲěäŷ�ƳěƊė�Ɗėä�īńƳäŷƊ�ŲäÙěŷƊŲěÅƙƊěƲä�äüäÎƊ�ěĸ�ƕǆǆì�°ŷ�Ƴäīī�°ŷ�ěĸ�ƕǆōƄ�şƊėä�ƊƳń�ƺä°Ųŷ�Ɗė°Ɗ�ƳäŲä�
analysed).
125  Since the 1980s, the decentralisation of part of the Personal Income Tax and some state taxes, such as the 
�ä°īƊė��°ƹ�ńŲ�FĸėäŲěƊ°ĸÎä�°ĸÙ�:ěûƊŷ��°ƹäŷ×�ė°ŷ�ŷŝ°ŲĨäÙ�°�ŝŲńÎäŷŷ�ńû�Ɗ°ƹ�ÎńĴŝäƊěƊěńĸ�ÅäƊƳääĸ�ÙěüäŲäĸƊ�dƙƊńĸńĴńƙŷ�
Communities (the main administrative division in Spain), who compete to attract tax bases from other territories. The 
ŲäŷƙīƊ�ńû�Ɗė°Ɗ�ŝŲńÎäŷŷ�ė°ŷ�Åääĸ�°�ŝŲńČŲäŷŷěƲä�ÙŲńŝ�ěĸ�Ɗ°ƹ�ŲäƲäĸƙä�°ĸÙ�°�ƊäĸÙäĸÎƺ�ƊńƳ°ŲÙŷ�Ɗėä�äüäÎƊěƲä�Ùěŷ°ŝŝä°Ų°ĸÎä�
of some of these taxes (Ruiz-Huerta, 2015).
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insurance instruments.126� -S[IZIV�� XLIWI�[IVI� SRP]� JVEKQIRXIH� FIRIǰXW� ERH� ER]� IǯSVXW� XS� FYMPH� ER�

MRXIKVEXIH�W]WXIQ�SJ�WSGMEP�TVSXIGXMSR�[IVI�ǰREPP]�LEPXIH�[MXL�XLI�HMGXEXSVWLMT�SJ�5VMQS�HI�7MZIVE������

1930) and the following period of ‘soft dictatorship’ (1930-31), as it was called. 

The proclamation of the Second Spanish Republic in 1931 and its constitution, approved that same 

]IEV��STIRIH�YT�XLI�TSWWMFMPMX]�JSV�GLERKI��FSXL�MR�XLI�ǰIPH�SJ�XLI�VIGSKRMXMSR�SJ�MRHMZMHYEP�VMKLXW127 and 

MR�XLI�MRGSVTSVEXMSR�ERH�HIZIPSTQIRX�SJ�WSGMEP�VMKLXW�ERH�XLI�WIVZMGIW�ERH�FIRIǰXW�SJ�ER�IEVP]�[IPJEVI�

state. In this time, the project for a compulsory insurance system (excluding unemployment insurance) 

was reinstated, and new laws were enacted, including divorce law and laws to distribute power among 

territories (the statutes of Catalonia, Basque Country, and Galicia) and agrarian reform law, all of which 

WTEVOIH�WIVMSYW�WSGMEP�GSRǱMGXW�ERH�GSRXVMFYXIH�XS�XLI������������TERMWL�GMZMP�[EV��

While limited provision was introduced for some workers between 1939 and 1963, this was more 

minimal, partial and fragmentary than its equivalent in other European countries. In 1963, a minimum 

[EKI�[EW�IWXEFPMWLIH�JSV�XLI�ǰVWX�XMQI��ERH�XLI��SGMEP��IGYVMX]�&GX�[EW�TVSQYPKEXIH��[MXL�YRMZIVWEPMWX�

GPEMQW��&RSXLIV�WIX�SJ�VIJSVQW�[IVI�ETTVSZIH�F]�XLI�+VERGSMWX�KSZIVRQIRXW��FSXL�MR�XLI�ǰIPH�SJ�WSGMEP�

insurance and in other welfare state services, such as education or healthcare. However, these were 

partial and fragmentary and the resources were scarce when compared to their European equivalents.

It was not until the transition to democracy and the approval of the 1978 constitution that Spain started 

XS� FYMPH�[LEX� GSYPH� FI� VIJIVVIH� XS� EW� E� TVSTIV�[IPJEVI� WXEXI��8LI� GSRWXMXYXMSR� VEXMǰIH� MRHMZMHYEP� ERH�

social rights, recognised the autonomous communities (ACs) and created a new map of distribution of 

power between central administration and autonomous governments. The extension of constitutional 

principles through a wide range of legislation allowed the construction of a welfare state similar to 

XLSWI� MR� SXLIV� *YVSTIER� GSYRXVMIW��8LMW� PEXI� GSRWSPMHEXMSR� TVSGIWW� LIPTW� I\TPEMR� XLI� HMǯIVIRGIW� WXMPP�

apparent today between the Spanish and other European welfare states.

The Spanish case is often included, along with other Mediterranean states, in what Ferrera (1996) 

has called the southern model of welfare, following Esping-Andersen’s classic typology of welfare 

capitalism (1990). In contrast, Ireland and the United Kingdom are traditional liberal welfare models, 

[LMPI��[IHIR�ǰXW�MRXS�XLI�WSGMEP�HIQSGVEXMG�QSHIP���IZIVEP�EYXLSVW��LS[IZIV��EZSMH�WYGL�E�GPIEV�GYX�

HMǯIVIRXMEXMSR��GPEMQMRK�XLEX��EPXLSYKL��TEMR�WLEVIW�XLI�PEXI�HIZIPSTQIRX�SJ�WSGMEP�TVSXIGXMSR�W]WXIQW�

[MXL�SXLIV�WSYXLIVR�*YVSTIER�GSYRXVMIW���TEMRưW�[IPJEVI�WXEXI�LEW�HIZIPSTIH�WIZIVEP�XVEMXW�XLEX�ǰX�FIXXIV�

MRXS�SXLIV�QSHIPW�)IP�5MRS���������8LI��TERMWL�[IPJEVI�QSHIP�GER�FI�HIǰRIH�F]�QSVI�PMQMXIH�TYFPMG�

expenditure in relation to GDP and a lower level of public revenues; a contributory and pay-as-you-go 

pension system; the importance of the family as a welfare provider; and universal, free education and 

healthcare services decentralised and managed by the autonomous communities. Thus, as Del Pino 

(2020) has argued: 

8LI��TERMWL�[IPJEVI�W]WXIQ�LEW�GSQFMRIH�[MXLMR�MX�XLVII�HMǯIVIRX�PSKMGW�JSV�[IPJEVI�TVSXIGXMSR��

universal healthcare, education, and to some extent long-term care have become social 

HIQSGVEXMG �MRGSQI�QEMRXIRERGI�TSPMGMIW�GSRXVMFYXSV]�TIRWMSRW�ERH�YRIQTPS]QIRX�FIRIǰXW��

have remained corporatist; and social services and social assistance have become liberal or 

126��8ńŲ�äƹ°Ĵŝīä×�Ɗėä�X°ÅńƙŲ�dÎÎěÙäĸƊ�X°Ƴ�ěĸ�ōľǆǆ×�jÅīěČ°ƊńŲƺ��ńŲĨäŲ�~äƊěŲäĴäĸƊ�ěĸ�ōľōľ×��äĸƊŲ°ī�`°ŲěƊěĴä��ŲäÙěƊ�8ƙĸÙ�
in 1919, and Statute of Passive Classes in 1926.
127� ��ėä�ōľƏō��ńĸŷƊěƊƙƊěńĸ�Ƴ°ŷ�Ɗėä�ÿŲŷƊ�Ɗń�Ų°ěŷä�Ɗėä�ŝŲěĸÎěŝīä�ńû�äŦƙ°īěƊƺ�ÅäƊƳääĸ�Ĵäĸ�°ĸÙ�ƳńĴäĸŢ�dŲƊěÎīä�ƏƄ�
established the right to vote independently of gender and article 53 entitled both men and women to be elected as 
representatives. Among other legislation, divorce law and civil marriage laws were enacted in 1932.
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means-tested.

Despite this complexity, worrying trends existed even before the Great Recession and still persist 

XSHE]��XLI�SRKSMRK�TVSFPIQ�SJ�YRIQTPS]QIRX�ERH�PS[�[EKI�IQTPS]QIRX �XLI�HMǲGYPX]�JSV�TSWWMFPI�

expansionary cycles to substantially alter the wage structure; inertia in inequalities related to capital 

MRGSQI �ERH�XLI�PMQMXW�SJ�XLI�WSGMEP�FIRIǰXW�W]WXIQ�XS�QSHIVEXI�MRIUYEPMX]�SJ�TVMQEV]�MRGSQIW�[LMGL�

are the basic features of Spain’s distributive model). Without changes in the main redistributive 

instruments, it was unlikely that, even in a favourable economic cycle, the notable distance between 

Spain’s inequality indicators and those of neighbouring countries would be reduced. The new economic 

crisis sparked by the Covid-19 pandemic has therefore hit Spain in the midst of a recovery from the 

previous crisis that has failed to undertake necessary welfare reforms, increasing the risk of further 

YRIZIR�HMWXVMFYXMSR�SJ�XLI�IǯIGXW�SJ�XLI�IGSRSQMG�HS[RXYVR�

8LI�XST���	�[IVI�RSX�YREǯIGXIH�F]�XLI��������GVMWMW��.RHIIH��EW�4*()�������HEXE�WLS[W��[LMPI�XLI]�

fared quite well between 2007 and 2010, their real disposable income dropped by 13.9% in the crisis’ 

second downturn between 2010 and 2014.128 It is clear, however, that this drop has not been as hard as 

XLI�SRI�WYǯIVIH�F]�PS[IV�HIGMPIW�JSV�XLI�TIVMSH�FIX[IIR������ERH�������XLI�XST���	�LEH�E����	�HVST�

MR�VIEP�HMWTSWEFPI�MRGSQI��[LMPI�XLI�FSXXSQ���	�LEH�E�����	�HVST�ERH�XLI�QIHMER��E����	�HVST�?ǰKYVI�

�A���ERH�XLEX�VIGSZIV]�JSV�XLI�XST���	�MR�XLI�JSPPS[MRK�]IEVW�[EW�JEWXIV��

Figure 1: Cumulative change in real disposable income in Spain
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Source: OECD, 2007-2014.

Historically, the top 10% in Spain has had a relatively stable share of the national income (more so than 

MR�XLI�SXLIV�XLVII�GSYRXVMIW�MR�XLI�WXYH]���-S[IZIV��EW�ǰKYVI���WLS[W��WMRGI�XLI�FIKMRRMRK�SJ�XLI��������

ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��XLIVI�LEW�FIIR�E�GPIEV�[MHIRMRK�SJ�XLI�KET�FIX[IIR�XLI�XST���	�ERH�XLI�VIWX��,MZIR�XLMW�

evolution in their economic levels, it might be assumed that those at the top of the income distribution 

would in fact welcome a redistributing system with a limited capacity to correct market inequalities. 

128��ŮFĸÎńĴä�%ěŷƊŲěÅƙƊěńĸ�%°Ɗ°Å°ŷä�şF%%ŠÖ�:ěĸě×�ŝńƲäŲƊƺ×�ěĸÎńĴä×�`äƊėńÙŷ�°ĸÙ��ńĸÎäŝƊŷŰ�şj)�%Š
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However, as the following sections will show, inequality has become a widespread concern and those 

EX�XLI�XST�LEZI�ZIV]�HMǯIVIRX�TIVGITXMSRW��EXXMXYHIW�ERH�STMRMSRW�EW�XS�LS[�MX�EǯIGXW�XLIQ�ERH�XLSWI�

around them.

Figure 2: Share of income by bottom 40%, top 10% and top 1% deciles between 1995 and 2018 $)�(*�%$�&����;?C�� )*( �+* %$�%�� $�%#�2
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Source: EU-SILC and ECHP surveys.

Who are the top 10% in Spain?
Socio-economic characteristics of the sample and political behaviour

Interviews were conducted with 30 respondents belonging to the top 10% in terms of income in Spain, 

who were recruited with the aid of a polling agency129, according to four variables: level of income 

WTVIEH�EGVSWW�XLI�XST���	���KIRHIV��EKI��ERH�TPEGI�SJ�VIWMHIRGI�?WII�+MKYVI��A��4GGYTEXMSR�[EW�EPWS�

YWIH�XS�IRWYVI�TEVXMGMTERXW�[IVI�VIGVYMXIH�JVSQ�HMǯIVIRX�WIGXSVW�ERH�TVSJIWWMSREP�PIZIPW��

129 The research agency 40dB assisted in the recruitment of eligible respondents as well as in the design of the 
interview process for the Spanish chapter.
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Figure 3: Distribution of the interview sample by income, gender, age and place of residence

Secondary analysis conducted in preparation for recruiting respondents, calculated the threshold for 

belonging to the top 10%, using EU-SILC data, as a gross personal income of €36,265.58. Researchers 

subsequently divided the top 10% into four ranges: from top 10% to top 6% (up to €42,651.77), from 

top 6% to top 3% (up to €54,264.35), from top 3% to top 1% (up to €78,693.59) and the top 1% (above 

€78,693.59). Accordingly, our sample includes 12, nine, six and three individuals from each range, 

respectively, maintaining the proportion for each bracket and allowing us to gather data from across 

the whole top 10%.

With regard to the second variable, the sample includes 18 men and 12 women, which is broadly 

consistent with the actual gender distribution of the top decile. Men are indeed predominant within the 

top 10%, making up 64.4% of the top decile (while women make up 35.6%) as is the case in most of the 

LMKLIV�HIGMPIW�.3*���������&W�WLS[R�MR�ǰKYVI����[SQIR�EVI�SRP]�TVIHSQMRERX�MR�XLI�PS[IV�JSYV�HIGMPIW��

after which the distribution changes, with more men as an individual goes up the income ladder. This 

imbalance is most striking at the very top, as the top 1% comprises 76% men and 24% women. 
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Figure 4: Gender distribution divided by deciles $)�(*�%$�&����;@;���$��(�� )*( �+* %$�� , �����/���� "�)2
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Source: EU-SILC 2016.

Additionally, respondents range in age between 31 and 62 years old, evenly distributed above and 

below 45 years old, which, according to the Spanish National Statistics Institute, slightly over-represents 

XLSWI�FIPS[����]IEVW�SPH�XLI�ǰKYVI�JSV�XLI�LMKLIWX�HIGMPI� MW�����	��XS�XLI�HIXVMQIRX�SJ�XLSWI�EFSZI�

(62.5%) (INE, 2020). Lastly, in acknowledgement of the decentralised nature of the country, interviewees 

[IVI�XEVKIXIH�MR�ǰZI�GMXMIW�MR�XLI�VIKMSRW�SJ��TEMR�[MXL�XLI�LMKLIWX�TVSTSVXMSR�SJ�LMKL�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�

(INE, 2020), namely Madrid, Barcelona, Seville, Valencia, and Bilbao. 

Occupation, although not used as a deciding variable in the recruiting process, was used to ensure the 

sample included respondents from a range of professions and sectors. As expected, some professions 

EVI�QSVI�PMOIP]�XS�MRGPYHI�QIQFIVW�SJ�XLI�XST���	�XLER�SXLIVW��+SV�MRWXERGI����	�SJ�XLSWI�MR�ǰRERGI�ERH�

insurance can be found above the top 10% threshold, despite only accounting for 12% of the whole top 

10% population. In contrast, only 15% of education professionals are found above the threshold, despite 

having the same proportion of members in the top 10% (INE, 2020). However, while most directors and 

managers will be found among the top 10%, there is also a fair share of mid-range professionals and 

technicians, given their higher proportion within the overall population. This means that the top 10% in 

Spain is a more heterogeneous group than might be expected, formed of professionals in health and 

education, business and administration or science and engineering at various professional levels (EU-

SILC, 2016). The interview sample therefore includes businessmen and employees alike, coming from 

HMǯIVIRX�WIGXSVW��HSGXSVW�ERH�RYVWIW��TVMQEV]�WGLSSP�XIEGLIVW��FEROIVW�ERH�FERO�FVERGL�IQTPS]IIW��

public servants, lawyers, engineers, etc. Of the thirty respondents, 11 are employers, 12 are private 

sector employees, and seven are public sector employees. As it will be shown later, this ‘nature of 

employment’, when crossed with variables such as political preferences or attitudes towards taxes, has 

explanatory power of its own. That is to say, whether a respondent is a private or public sector employee, 

or an employer, predicts, to a certain degree, their attitudes towards economic redistribution.
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In terms of the sample’s educational backgrounds, 26 respondents have university degrees, while the 

VIQEMRMRK� JSYV� LEZI� ZSGEXMSREP� XVEMRMRK� UYEPMǰGEXMSRW�� 8LI� PIZIP� SJ� UYEPMǰGEXMSRW� EQSRK� XLI� WEQTPI�

GSVVIWTSRHW�EPQSWX�I\EGXP]�[MXL�XLI�ǰKYVI�ƭ�����	�ƭ�XLEX�XLI�*GSRSQMGEPP]�&GXMZI�5STYPEXMSR��YVZI]130 

*&5���KMZIW�JSV�XLSWI�MR�XLI�XST���	�[MXL�LMKLIV�IHYGEXMSREP�UYEPMǰGEXMSRW �YRWYVTVMWMRKP]��F]�JEV�XLI�

highest proportion in any decile (INE, 2020).

17 of the respondents are married, seven are divorced and six are single. In addition, 22 interviewees 

have children. Of those with children who answered the question about their education, 14 respondents 

educate their children in private or subsidised131 schools, while only four have opted for state-funded 

education.

Of the 30 interviewees, 25 own at least one property or have a mortgage; three are renters and two 

did not respond. While this may seem like a high proportion of home ownership, this is in the context 

of Spain being one of the EU countries with the highest home ownership. According to the Spanish 

Centre for Sociological Research (CIS, 2019a), 75.1% of Spaniards own their home or are in the process 

of owning it through a mortgage, while only 18.4% rent their accommodation. Among those who live in 

rented housing, 45% claim they do so only because of lack of income or access to credit. Considering 

this widespread ‘culture of home ownership’ and given the purchasing power of the population that was 

MRXIVZMI[IH��MX�WIIQW�VIEWSREFPI�XS�ǰRH�WYGL�E�LMKL�TIVGIRXEKI�SJ�S[RIVW�

Lastly, as was explained in the comparative chapter, wealth was not used for selecting the sample (only 

income). However, interviewers were able to gather data on respondents’ wealth during the interviews. 

A total of 17 respondents (57%) have received an inheritance; six of the 13 who answered this question 

receive property income (46%); and out of the 17 who are married, 11 receive income from their spouse 

(65%).

Political behaviour

There is widespread academic consensus that those with higher incomes participate more, both in 

conventional and unconventional ways.132 Abundant empirical evidence shows that income is directly 

related not only to electoral participation (Rubenson et al., 2007), but also other forms of participation133 

in political and social life (Stockemer, 2014).

In terms of political and electoral participation, the study’s results are consistent with previous research. 

The sample shows almost full electoral participation: only two of the 30 interviewed do not vote.134 By 

contrast, participation in Spanish general elections since 1977 has been 73.8% on average. Moreover, 

the two interviewees who admit to not voting do so as a political choice, claiming they do not agree 

[MXL�XLI�W]WXIQ�SV�[MXL�XLI�TSPMXMGEP�GPEWW�ERH�TVSZMHI�IPEFSVEXI�NYWXMǰGEXMSRW�JSV�XLIMV�EFWXIRXMSR��4RI�SJ�

130  ‘Economically Active Population Survey’ (National Statistics Institute)
131  In Spain, some traditionally private schools (most of them linked to the Catholic church) have been supported by 
Ɗėä�ČńƲäŲĸĴäĸƊ�ŷěĸÎä�ōľìƏ�ÅäÎ°ƙŷä�ńû�ƊėäěŲ�ÙěýÎƙīƊěäŷ�ÎńƲäŲěĸČ�ÎńŷƊŷŢ
132  Authors usually make a fundamental distinction between two types of political participation: conventional and 
non-conventional (Kaase & Marsh, 1979). Conventional participation is that which is channelled through traditional 
ŝńīěƊěÎ°ī�°ÎƊńŲŷ�°ĸÙ�ŝŲńÎäÙƙŲäŷ�şŝńīěƊěÎ°ī�ŝ°ŲƊěäŷ×�ƊŲ°Ùä�ƙĸěńĸŷ×�äīäÎƊěńĸŷ�ńŲ�b:jŷŠŢ�bńĸĚÎńĸƲäĸƊěńĸ°ī�ŝ°ŲƊěÎěŝ°Ɗěńĸ�
ěĸÎīƙÙäŷ�Ɗėńŷä�ÅäƺńĸÙ�Ɗėä�äīäÎƊńŲ°ī�ŝŲńÎäŷŷ�°ĸÙ�ŝńīěƊěÎ°ī�ŷƺŷƊäĴ×�ŷƙÎė�°ŷ�ÅńƺÎńƊƊěĸČ�ŷŝäÎěÿÎ�ŝŲńÙƙÎƊŷ×�ŷěČĸěĸČ�
petitions, sharing political content online, or taking part in demonstrations and other forms of protest. Although the 
ī°ƊƊäŲ�ěŷ�ĴńŲä�Ùěüƙŷä�°ĸÙ�ÙěýÎƙīƊ�Ɗń�Ĵä°ŷƙŲä×�ŭƙĸÎńĸƲäĸƊěńĸ°ī�ŝ°ŲƊěÎěŝ°Ɗěńĸ�ė°ŷ�ÅäÎńĴä�ĸńŲĴ°ī�ŷěĸÎä�Ɗėä�ōľſǆŷ�ěĸ�
post-industrial societies” (Inglehart and Catterberg, 2002).
133� �FĸÙěƲěÙƙ°īŷ�ƳěƊė�ėěČėäŲ�ěĸÎńĴäŷ�ƊäĸÙ�Ɗń�äĸČ°Čä�ĴńŲä×�ûńŲ�ěĸŷƊ°ĸÎä�ƳěƊė�b:jŷ×�äŷŝäÎě°īīƺ�ƊėŲńƙČė�Ùńĸ°ƊěńĸŷŢ�
There are other forms of political participation, however, in which this relationship with income is less evident, such as 
ƙĸěńĸěŷ°Ɗěńĸ�şƳėěÎė�ěŷ�ěĸŷƊä°Ù�ěĸĀƙäĸÎäÙ�Åƺ�ěĸÙƙŷƊŲƺŠŢ
134  Studies on participation also show, however, that there is a social desirability bias that might make electoral 
participation more recognised than it actually is.
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these respondents, Raúl, a 40-year-old sales manager at a training company for civil servants in Seville, 

tells us: 

Politicians should be accountable to citizens, in a similar way to the functioning of the private 

WIGXSV��ERH�FI�GPSWIV�XS�XLI�TISTPI��9RXMP�XLMW�LETTIRW��YRXMP�XLMRKW�EVI�HSRI�VMKLX�ERH�IǲGMIRX�

policies are implemented, I will not vote. 

Those who do vote say that they always do so, and do not give explanations for it when asked, nor 

HS� XLI]� WIIO� NYWXMǰGEXMSR�� 8LIMV� EXXMXYHI� [LIR� XEPOMRK� EFSYX� XLMW� MWWYI� WLS[W� XLI]� WII� MX� EW� RSVQEP�

behaviour and do not consider abstaining.

However, while a majority of respondents vote, they do not vote in the same way. According to most 

authors, the party system in Spain is characterised by a traditional left-right economic axis, which 

almost completely splits party positions on all political issues at the national level (Equipo Piedras de 

Papel, 2015; Rico, 2009). Respondents show as much heterogeneity as the rest of the population in 

XIVQW� SJ� TEVX]� MHIRXMǰGEXMSR��ZSXMRK� QIQSV]��ZSXMRK� MRXIRXMSR� SV� MHISPSKMGEP� TSWMXMSR� SR� XLI� PIJX�VMKLX�

axis. Respondents mention all the major national parties135 (as well as some of the sub-national Catalan, 

Valencian, and Basque parties136) when answering questions about which party they support and who 

they voted for in the last election. Additionally, their responses to being asked to position themselves on 

ER�MHISPSKMGEP�WGEPI�SRI�QSWX�XS�XLI�PIJX��XIR�QSWX�XS�XLI�VMKLX���VIǱIGX�XLSWI�SJ�XLI�KIRIVEP�TSTYPEXMSR��

[MXL�ER�EZIVEKI�SJ�GPSWI�XS�ǰZI�ERH�E�GSRGIRXVEXMSR�SJ�QSWX�GEWIW�EVSYRH�XLI�GIRXVI�

Almost a third of respondents have voted for Ciudadanos; a social-liberal party born in 2006 that has 

tried to embrace the political centre-right. At the time of the interviews (February and March 2019), 

the party had placed itself in a block of Spanish right-wing parties (together with PP and, though not 

HMVIGXP]�� :4<��� [MXL� E� WXVSRK� ERXM�(EXEPERMWX� WXERGI� SR� XLI� MWWYI� SJ� WIGIWWMSR�� .R� E� ����� (.�� WYVZI]��

Spaniards placed this party at seven on the ideological scale. At the time the interviews for this study 

were conducted, Ciudadanos was the most popular party among those with the highest incomes (CIS, 

����F���8LIVIJSVI�MX�MW�RSX�WYVTVMWMRK�XLEX�XLI�TVIJIVIRGI�[MXLMR�XLI�WEQTPI�HSIW�RSX�VIǱIGX�XLI�PS[IV�

results obtained by the party in the April 2019 elections (two months after the interviews took place), 

where it only managed to gather 15.86% of the vote (which made it the third political party in terms of 

votes, with only half the votes of the Socialist Party).137

All respondents who work in the public sector (with just one exception) vote for left-wing parties. 

Occupational status – in terms of being an employer or public or private sector employee – seems to 

be the dominant factor determining respondents’ political preferences. As mentioned previously, civil 

servants show more favourable attitudes to left-wing parties, while business owners and private sector 

employees have preferences closer to liberal economic thinking and to the right in general.

135  The four main national parties were, in order of representation in the Parliament at the time of the interviews: the 
�ŝ°ĸěŷė��ńÎě°īěŷƊ��ńŲĨäŲŷŰ�z°ŲƊƺ�şz�j)Š×�Ƴėń�Ƴ°ŷ�ěĸ�ČńƲäŲĸĴäĸƊ�°Ɗ�Ɗėä�ƊěĴäž�Ɗėä�zńŝƙī°Ų�z°ŲƊƺ�şzzŠ×�Ɗėä�ƊŲ°ÙěƊěńĸ°ī�ŲěČėƊĚ
wing party and the main party in opposition, who had been ousted from government after several corruption scandals; 
Unidas Podemos, a left-wing party founded in 2014 in the spirit of the Indignados movement; and Ciudadanos, a liberal 
ŝ°ŲƊƺ�Ƴėń×�°Ɗ�Ɗėä�ƊěĴä×�Ƴ°ŷ�°ěĴěĸČ�Ɗń�Ɗ°Ĩä�ÎńĸƊŲńī�ńû�Ɗėä�ÎäĸƊŲäĚŲěČėƊŢ�dÙÙěƊěńĸ°īīƺ×��ńƹ×�°�û°ŲĚŲěČėƊ�ŝ°ŲƊƺ�Ɗė°Ɗ�ė°Ù�Č°ěĸäÙ�
momentum in the Andalusian local elections in December 2018, entered into the national Parliament with 24 seats, two 
months after the interviews took place. 
136  Respondents mentioned Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC), a left-wing Catalan pro-independence party, 
Junts per Catalunya (JxCat), its right-wing counterpart and coalition partner in the Catalan government, the Basque 
b°Ɗěńĸ°īěŷƊ�z°ŲƊƺ�şzb�Š�°ĸÙ��ńĴŝŲńĴĜŷ×�°��°īäĸÎě°ĸěŷƊ�īäûƊĚƳěĸČ�ŝ°ŲƊƺŢ
137  After refusing to negotiate support for a Socialist government until the very end of the legislature, which resulted 
in a hung parliament, Ciudadanos lost over two and a half million votes and 47 seats in the next election, which took 
place in November 2019, gathering only 6.79% of the vote.
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Investigating social mobility and economic security in Spain
Parental background and social mobility success

The sample stands out for its heterogeneity in terms of parental occupation. In some cases, respondents’ 

TEVIRXW�LEZI�SV�LEH�SGGYTEXMSRW�XLEX�GER�FI�PMROIH�XS�E�PS[�WSGMS�IGSRSQMG�TVSǰPI�SV�E�PS[�UYEPMǰGEXMSR�

level. Such is the case for a public health nurse, whose parents were a housewife and a bus driver; a 

LMKL�VEROMRK�GMX]�TSPMGI�SǲGMEP��[LSWI�JEXLIV�[EW�E�GSRWXVYGXMSR�[SVOIV�ERH�LMW�QSXLIV�E�GPIERIV �E�

businesswoman, daughter of a ‘hospital attendant and housewife’; and a bank clerk, son of a ‘housewife 

and an electrician in a garage.’

All in all, using their parents’ occupations as an indicator of socio-economic background, the sample can 

be segmented into three groups: those who come from the working class; those from the middle class; 

ERH�XLSWI�JVSQ�TVMZMPIKIH�JEQMPMIW��8LI�ǰVWX�KVSYT�MW�WMKRMǰGERX��EX�PIEWX�E�XLMVH�SJ�MRXIVZMI[IIW�GPEMQ�XS�

come from what can be considered working-class families, while only seven come from families at the 

top of the income distribution, at least in occupational terms. Such are the cases of a bank manager 

whose father had two companies and her mother one; a primary school teacher, whose father was a 

chemist and her mother a doctor; a lawyer, whose father was a company director, while his mother 

worked in banking; and an engineer, whose father worked at the international relations department of a 

bank and whose mother is a professor.

This heterogeneity in terms of family origin seems to be in line with what researchers know about 

intergenerational mobility in Spain. In a 2016 study of 24 countries, Spain was placed in the middle, with 

approximately 40% of parental income inequality transferred to children (Corak, 2016). Within Europe, 

however, Spain and Italy are the countries with the least social mobility (Antonova et al., 2015), though 

others put Spain at a similar level to France (and higher than Italy). When analysing the reasons for this 

position, Cervini-Plá (2015) points to three factors: 

(LMPHVIR�PIEZI�XLI�TEVIRXEP�LSQI�EX�E�ZIV]�PEXI�EKI��[LMGL�VIMRJSVGIW�XLI�MRǱYIRGI�SJ�TEVIRXW�

SR�GLMPHVIR��+YVXLIVQSVI��XLIVI�MW�WXVSRK�TIVWMWXIRGI�MR�SGGYTEXMSRW�ERH�QER]�NSFW�EVI�ǰPPIH�

through social referral. Finally, although education is an important factor for explaining the high 

persistence of income in Spain, we observe some elements in the Spanish education system 

that promote some degree of intergenerational mobility and perhaps explain why we observe 

more intergenerational mobility in Spain than in Italy.

8LI�WXYH]ưW�VIWYPXW�VIǱIGX�EX�PIEWX�E�QSHIVEXI�HIKVII�SJ�MRXIVKIRIVEXMSREP�QSFMPMX]�[MXLMR�XLI�WEQTPI��

which indicates that the Spanish economic and social system has generated a certain degree of 

YT[EVH�QSFMPMX]�SZIV�XLI� PEWX� JI[�HIGEHIW��8LSWI�[LS�HS�WII�E�HMǯIVIRGI�FIX[IIR�XLIMV�UYEPMX]�SJ�

PMJI� ERH� XLEX� SJ� XLIMV� TEVIRXW�� QEOI� VIJIVIRGI� XS� GIVXEMR� W]WXIQMG� JEGXSVW� MRǱYIRGMRK� XLIWI� GLERKIW��

such as the growth of the Spanish economy in recent decades and the expansion of higher education. 

&RE�� E� ���]IEV�SPH� RYVWI� [SVOMRK� MR� E� TYFPMG� LSWTMXEP�� GSQQIRXW�� Ʋ?XALI� QSWX� MQTSVXERX� HMǯIVIRGI�

between us and our parents has been that we have had greater access to education.” Similarly, María, 

E� ���]IEV�SPH� IRKMRIIV� [SVOMRK� EW� E� TVSNIGX� QEREKIV� MR� XLI� EYXSQSXMZI� MRHYWXV]�� WE]W� Ʋ?[AIưZI� LEH�

opportunities that our parents did not have.” Indeed, Cervini-Plá  points out that the extension of the 

Spanish education system and the fact that it is fully comprehensive up to the age of 16 have facilitated 

this intergenerational mobility, particularly for those children ‘born into richer families’ (2015:824). 
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It should be noted, however, that the generation to which the interviewees belong (from 31 to 62 years 

old) is the most likely to have experienced this upward intergenerational mobility, due, to a great extent, 

to the economic growth linked to Spain’s transition to democracy in the late 1970s (Rodríguez Menés, 

1993). Studies show that this upward mobility between generations is no longer taking place at such a 

high rate, and even less so within the same generation. Indeed, in a study of intragenerational mobility 

MR� �TEMR� FIX[IIR� ����� ERH� ������ '§VGIRE� ERH� 2SVS� WLS[� XLEX� ƲEJXIV� XLI� ?������� ǰRERGMEPA� GVMWMW�� MX�

seems that income increases are less frequent and even less so those that entail great gains,” with 

an increasing appearance, as in other European countries, of decreases in income and less frequent 

income gains (2018:180).

This idea of a lack of upward intragenerational mobility seems to have permeated into society recently. 

In the last Survey on the Perception of Economic Inequalities in Spain (FUNCAS, 2019) two out of three 

(66.1%) Spaniards either disagree or strongly disagree with the statement: “In Spain, there is equality of 

opportunities to progress in life.” In turn, only 15.1% of the respondents agree or strongly agree with it.

The respondents were asked about their views on opportunities for social mobility, both for themselves 

and others. They were asked to give their views on the following statement: “If you work hard, you will 

WYGGIIH�?MR��TEMRA�Ƴ�8LIMV�VIWTSRWIW�HMZMHI�XLIQ�MRXS�XLVII�HMWXMRGX�KVSYTW��8LI�ǰVWX�TIVGIMZI�LEVH�[SVO�

as a guarantee of (or at least a necessary condition for) success. Such is the view of Enrique, a 43-year-

SPH�FYWMRIWWQER��[LS�GPEMQW�XLEX�Ʋ?MAJ�]SY�[SVO�LEVH�ERH�]SYV�TIIV�HSIWRưX��]SYưPP�FI�WYGGIWWJYP�ERH�]SYV�

peer won’t.” Along the same lines, Pablo, a 49-year-old bank branch manager, assures his interviewer 

XLEX�Ʋ?MAR��TEMR��MJ�]SY�HS�]SYV�NSF�[IPP��]SY�EVI�KSMRK�XS�IEVR�QSRI]�Ƴ

In contrast, a second group believes hard work is important, but that other factors play a role in achieving 

a good standard of living. In the opinion of Alejandro, a 58-year-old entrepreneur in the textile industry, 

WSGMEP�WXEXYW�MW�TEVEQSYRX��Ʋ?.A�EQ�WYGGIWWJYP�MJ�.�[SVO�LEVH�FIGEYWI�.ưQ�ER�IRXVITVIRIYV��FYX�ER�STIVEXSV�

is not going to earn more, no matter how hard he works.” This 60-year-old business manager feels 

XLEX��Ʋ?XALIVIưW�E�TEVX�XLEXưW�LEVH�[SVO��FYX�STTSVXYRMXMIW�SV�MRXIPPMKIRGI�EVI�SXLIV�JEGXSVW�XLEX�LEZI�XS�FI�

taken into account.” Jorge, a 37-year-old businessman, while agreeing with the statement in principle, 

FIPMIZIW�XLEX�Ʋ?]ASY�LEZI�XS�[SVO�LEVHIV�MR��TEMR�XLER�MR�SXLIV�GSYRXVMIW�Ƴ

&�XLMVH�KVSYT�GSQTVMWIH�XLSWI�WGITXMGEP�SJ�XLI�MRǱYIRGI�SJ�LEVH�[SVO�SR�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]��Ʋ8LI�VMKMHMX]�SJ�

XLI�QEVOIX�MXWIPJ�QIERW�XLEX�]SY�GER�[SVO�LEVH�FYX�ǰRH�]SYVWIPJ�[MXLSYX�XLI�TSWWMFMPMX]�SJ�TVSQSXMSR�Ƴ�

explains 56-year-old Fernando, head of training for a restaurant chain. Widespread precarity in the job 

market is frequently discussed by many, even Isabel, a 62-year-old doctor in the public sector, who tells 

YW��Ʋ?SARI�GER�[SVO�LEVH�]IX�WXMPP�VIGIMZI�XLI�WEQI�WEPEV] �TISTPI�[SVO�QSVI�LSYVW�XLER�XLI]�WLSYPH��

Employment is precarised.”

Nepotism also emerges in interviews as a determining factor in who gets to ‘go up’ in the Spanish ‘social 

lift.’ It is frequently raised in relation to social mobility, with many references to ‘having good contacts’ 

and coming from a ‘good family’ as the main tools for succeeding in the labour market. What is more, 

interviewees often imply that this is a peculiar characteristic of Spanish society. As Cristina, a 39-year-

SPH�WIRMSV�RYVWI�[SVOMRK�MR�XLI�TYFPMG�WIGXSV�TSMRXW�SYX��Ʋ?MAR��TEMR�]SYV�WYGGIWW�HITIRHW�SR�[LS�]SYV�

ƯKSHJEXLIVư� MWƳ � SV�&PMGME�� E� ���]IEV�SPH� LYQER� VIWSYVGIW� GSRWYPXERX�� Ʋ?XALIVI� EVI� TISTPI�[LS��[MXLSYX�

QEOMRK� QYGL� SJ� ER� IǯSVX�� IRH� YT� MR� E� KSSH� TPEGI� FIGEYWI� XLI]� LEZI� E� KSSH� RIX[SVO� SJ� GSRXEGXW�Ƴ�

Javier, quoted at the beginning of the chapter, sums it up well:
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Spain is a very particular country, where not only hard work guarantees success. Unfortunately, 

]SY� RIIH� XS� LEZI� QER]� GSRXEGXW� ?���A�� .J� ]SY� HSRưX� LEZI� GSRXEGXW�� [LEX� ]SY� ORS[� ERH� ]SYV�

I\TIVMIRGIW�HSRưX�KIX�ZEPYIH�EW�QYGL�?���A��.R��TEMR�XLIVIưW�E�WE]MRK�?���A��Ư[MXLSYX�E�KSHJEXLIV�]SY�

won’t get married.’

.R�WLSVX��XLIVI�WIIQ�XS�FI�X[S�QEMR�ǰRHMRKW�SR�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]�JVSQ�XLI�MRXIVZMI[W�[MXL�XLI�XST���	��

Firstly, intergenerational social mobility has taken place and some people have become high-income 

earners, including those coming from a lower socio-economic background. Secondly, the perception 

of social mobility among those with higher incomes is quite heterogeneous. Some believe that there is 

WSQI�QIEWYVI�SJ�IUYEPMX]�SJ�STTSVXYRMX]��[LMPI�SXLIVW�FIPMIZI�XLEX�XLMW�TVMRGMTPI�GER�RIZIV�FI�WYǲGMIRXP]�

put into practice. However, there seems to be a consensus that nepotism – or at least having access to 

a good network – is a fundamental factor in social advancement in Spain and one that hinders social 

mobility.

Perceived economic security

During the recruitment process, interviewees were not told that they belong to the top 10%. The interview 

schedule was designed so that interviewees could respond to questions about their economic situation 

before being told their actual position on the income distribution.

Practically all of them admit that they feel comfortable in economic terms. As might be expected, none 

SJ� XLIQ� GPEMQ� XS� JEGI� ǰRERGMEP� LEVHWLMT�� (PEVE�� E� ���]IEV�SPH� IRKMRIIV�� EHQMXW� XLEX� WLI� LEW� EPVIEH]�

‘solved her economic life.’

At a material level, special value is given to access to housing as a guarantee of future economic 

stability, which goes in line with the aforementioned widespread ‘culture of home ownership’ in Spain, 

TEVXMGYPEVP]�EQSRK�XLI�KIRIVEXMSRW�[MXLMR�XLI�WEQTPI��&W�GER�FI�WIIR�MR�ǰKYVI���SJ�XLI�GSQTEVEXMZI�

chapter, out of the four countries, the top 10% in Spain are the most likely to already own a home, with 

93% either owning it outright (64%) or with a mortgage (29%). 

-S[IZIV��EPXLSYKL�MRXIVZMI[IIW�EHQMX�XS�FIMRK�GSQJSVXEFPI��XLI]�EVI�RSX�WEXMWǰIH��8LI]�EGORS[PIHKI�

their good economic fortune because there are many in a worse position, but aspire to continue their 

YT[EVH�XVENIGXSV]��+SV�I\EQTPI��5EFPS��XLI����]IEV�SPH�FERO�FVERGL�QEREKIV��GPEMQW��Ʋ?.A�GERưX�EǯSVH�

luxuries, but I know there are people who are more disadvantaged.” In the same vein, Juan, a 51-year-

SPH�PE[]IV��WXEXIW��Ư?.A�LEZI�WXEFMPMX]��FYX�RSX�QYGL�QSRI]�ư�.R�QSWX�GEWIW��XLI]�LEZI�E�XIRHIRG]�XS[EVHW�

comparing themselves to those above, a tendency that shows up several times in the interviews 

ERH�XLEX�7EGLIP��LIVQER�������HIǰRIW�EW�FIMRK�ƯYT[EVH�SVMIRXIH�ư�8LMW�JIIPMRK�WIIQW�XS�HVMZI�XLIMV�

IGSRSQMG�EWTMVEXMSRW��Ư?.A�EWTMVI�XS�QSVI�ư�GSRGPYHIW�7EJEIP��E����]IEV�SPH�IRKMRIIV�

&W�HMWGYWWIH�JYVXLIV�SR��XLMW�RYERGI�FIX[IIR�JIIPMRK�WIGYVI�ERH�JIIPMRK�WEXMWǰIH�QE]�FI�TEVXMGYPEVP]�

important in order to understand this group, all of which belong to the top 10% but do not necessarily 

JIIP�EǳYIRX�SV�TEVX�SJ�ER�IPMXI��.RHIIH��XLSYKL�XLI�*9��.1(�WLS[W�XLEX�SRP]���	�SJ�XLI�XST���	�MR��TEMR�

GPEMQ�XS�LEZI�EX�PIEWX�WSQI�HMǲGYPX]�MR�XLIMV�EFMPMX]�XS�QEOI�IRHW�QIIX��XLIMV�WIPJ�EWWIWWQIRX�SJ�XLIMV�

own economic situation may be more related to a feeling of ‘relative privilege’ (Pettigrew, 2002). 

Interviewees were asked whether they feel privileged. Although similar to previous questions about 

XLIMV�IGSRSQMG�WIGYVMX]��WTIEOMRK�EFSYX�TVMZMPIKI�EHHW�X[S�MQTSVXERX�HMQIRWMSRW��8LI�ǰVWX�MW�XLEX�MX�RSX�

only focuses on economics, but invites the interviewee to highlight which aspects of his or her life are 
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most valuable; the second is that it encourages them to compare themselves to others. Only three out 

of 30 respondents clearly state that they do not feel privileged. 

Those who do feel privileged generally put forward three types of arguments. The most common is 

that they see themselves as privileged compared to the rest of society and observe that many face very 

XSYKL�IGSRSQMG�GMVGYQWXERGIW��Ʋ?.A�HS�JIIP�TVMZMPIKIH�FIGEYWI��PSSOMRK�EX�WSGMIX]��.�XLMRO�XLIVI�EVI�QER]�

in worse situations and I think I can’t complain. With my salary I have a good standard of living, but the 

ZEWX�QENSVMX]�SJ�WSGMIX]�?HSIWA�RSXƳ�SV�Ʋ?.A�EQ�E�TVMZMPIKIH�TIVWSR�MR�GSRXVEWX�[MXL�SXLIVW�[LS�LEZI�RSX�

been so lucky and who have been as prepared or more than me, or who may have worked more, but 

that due to the circumstances of their life have not had so much fortune.” These are examples of what 

�LIVQER�������GEPPW�FIMRK�ƯHS[R[EVH�SVMIRXIHư�ƭ�GSQTEVMRK�]SYVWIPJ�[MXL�WSQISRI�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ�

By contrast, the other two arguments are not strictly economic. One centres on securing a good future 

for yourself and your family. Two small business owners, for instance, consider themselves privileged 

FIGEYWI� XLI]� ƯGER� KMZI� ?XLIMVA� GLMPHVIR� E� TIEGIJYP� JYXYVIư� SV� ƯTE]� JSV� ?XLIMVA� GLMPHVIRưW� I\TIRWIW�ư� 8LI�

XLMVH�X]TI�SJ�EVKYQIRX�TYXW�ZEPYI�SR�JIIPMRK�JYPǰPPIH�TVSJIWWMSREPP]��EW�GER�FI�WIIR�JVSQ�XLI�JSPPS[MRK�

I\EQTPIW��Ʋ?.A�GER�[SVO�MR�WSQIXLMRK�.�PMOIƳ �Ʋ?.A�JIIP�TVMZMPIKIH�FIGEYWI�.�HS�[LEX�.�PMOI�ERH�.�EQ�LETT]Ƴ�

ERH�Ʋ?.A�ǰRH�Q]WIPJ� MR�E�TVSJIWWMSREP�IRZMVSRQIRX�MR�[LMGL�.�JIIP�JYPǰPPIH��FSXL�IGSRSQMGEPP]�ERH�NSF�

wise.” Such discourses imply that, for many respondents, key determinants of their well-being are not 

strictly material, though these matters can also be related to their economic status. 

While a majority of the sample does feel privileged at present, there is less consensus on their future 

prospects. Interviewees were asked about their immediate fears and worries and whether they feel 

optimistic or pessimistic about the future. Respondents generally take either one of two approaches 

to these questions. Individual-centred responses focus on what they imagine their own situation (or 

their family’s) will be in the foreseeable future. Society-centred responses focus on the societal impact 

of their predictions. Some only speak from a personal standpoint, while others prefer to also make a 

diagnosis of the societal or national situation. 

Those who mainly focus on their immediate surroundings generally appear to be the most optimistic. 

Some are worried about their employment prospects and personal economic circumstances, but, 

EPXLSYKL�XLIVI�MW�HMZIVWMX]�SJ�STMRMSR��QSWX�EVI�LETT]�[MXL�XLIMV�ǰRERGMEP�TSWMXMSR�ERH�TSWMXMZI�EFSYX�XLIMV�

JYXYVI��-S[IZIV��XLI]�FIGSQI�QSVI�TIWWMQMWXMG�[LIR�GSRWMHIVMRK�XLIMV�GLMPHVIRưW�JYXYVIW��Ʋ?.A�FIPMIZI�

XLEX�Q]�GLMPHVIR�EVI�KSMRK�XS�PMZI�E�[SVWI�PMJI�XLER�.�LEZI�PMZIH�Ƴ�WE]W�.WEFIP��E����]IEV�SPH�HSGXSV��Ʋ?XALI]�

are not going to be able to buy a house. There are no oposiciones ?GMZMP�WIVZMGI�I\EQMREXMSRWA�RSV�XLI�

possibility of obtaining a stable job. My generation did have these opportunities, but not our children’s. 

One of my children has a job and two degrees but a very low salary.” This protracted dependence of 

children on their parents (Spanish youth has one of the highest average ages for leaving their parental 

home, 29.5 years old, 4 years older than the EU-28 average)138 was a concern expressed by Amparo, a 

59-year-old woman, owner of a small translation company, who is in the top 1%:

.ưQ�RSX�HSMRK�FEHP]��.ưQ�LETT] �.ưZI�VIGSZIVIH�Q]�SPH�GYWXSQIVW�[LS��EJXIV�XLI�?�������ǰRERGMEPA 

GVMWMW��EVI�ǰREPP]�HSMRK�FIXXIV�� .XưW�RSX�EW�KSSH�EW�MX�[EW�FIJSVI�?ƸA�FYX�.ưQ�HSMRK�ǰRI��'YX�.�HS�

worry that if at any given moment I start doing worse, my children depend on me. I am 52 years 

SPH��.�ORS[�XLEX�MJ�.�HS�FEHP]�EW�E�FYWMRIWW[SQER�ERH�.�LEZI�XS�GPSWI�HS[R�?Q]�FYWMRIWWA��.�[SRưX�

be hired by another company, at this age, no matter how many languages I speak, no matter 

how much experience I have. 

138  ‘Estimated average age of young people leaving the parental household’ (Eurostat) 
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Society-centred responses tend to be more in line with this answer, with the majority being pessimistic 

EFSYX��TEMRưW�JYXYVI��8LI]�KMZI�HMZIVWI�VIEWSRW�JSV�XLMW�ZMI[�����]IEV�SPH�7EJEIP�EVKYIW��Ʋ?�ATEMR�LEW�E�

negative future ahead. It only thinks in the short term and that will not lead to anything good. Externally, 

we are not protecting our products, we are not taking advantage of belonging to the EU.” Similarly, 

Marta, a 41-year-old primary school teacher, blames political parties for bringing about this bleak 

TVSWTIGX� JSV� XLI� GSYRXV]�� Ʋ?.A� EQ� TIWWMQMWXMG� EFSYX� MRIUYEPMX]�� �SGMIX]� MW� MRHMZMHYEPMWXMG� ERH� XLIVI� EVI�

TEVXMIW�XLEX�JIIH�MRXS�XLEX�PEGO�SJ�WSPMHEVMX]�Ƴ�&RH�ǰREPP]��WSQI�IZIR�VIJIV�XS�XLI�VMWI�MR�MRIUYEPMX]��WYGL�EW�

María, the 39-year-old engineer:

I’m pessimistic about the future of Spain. I think we’ve followed the same route as before. 

(SQTERMIW�LEZI�WUYII^IH�XLSWI�JVSQ�FIPS[�XS�KEMR�XLI�WEQI�FIRIǰXW�EW�FIJSVI��FYX�XLIVI�

has been no attempt to address what went wrong. Perhaps Spain managed to get by with that, 

but with no measures taken to avoid the same mistakes happening again.

Overall, the respondents seem optimistic about themselves, less so about their children, and very 

pessimistic about the future of Spanish society (something they share with the rest of the Spanish 

population).139�8LI�ǰVWX�TIVGITXMSR�MW�GSRKVYIRX�[MXL�XLI�HEXE�SR�EFMPMX]�XS�QEOI�IRHW�QIIX�MR�ǰKYVI���

in the comparative chapter of this report. Though many also admit that they aspire to a higher income 

and tend to be upward looking. When speaking of their children, they know that they have been able to 

provide them with a good education and opportunities and that this will help their future professional 

development. However, they are not sure about their children’s long-term prospects and whether they 

will be able to guarantee them the same standard of living.

As several of the quotes indicated, there is widespread preoccupation with the future of younger 

generations. While the generations that this cohort belong to (the youngest respondent is 31 years old) 

have enjoyed good levels of upward social mobility, a weak and low-quality job market (even for those 

with a good level of education), raising rent prices and political instability (even before Covid-19) have 

all contributed to raising the alarm of many parents in the top 10%, who fear that their children do not 

have the same opportunities as they had. But while these concerns were on a personal level, the next 

WIGXMSR�I\TPSVIW�[LIXLIV�XLI�VIWTSRHIRXW�[IVI�EPWS�E[EVI�SJ�XLI�IǯIGX�SJ�XLIWI�XVIRHW�SR�XLI�PS[IV�

end of the income distribution: it discusses their perceptions and attitudes towards inequality and the 

role of public and private actors in redistribution. 

Attitudes towards inequality and redistribution
The causes and consequences of inequality

María’s concern with increased inequality since the Great Recession is not unfounded (as outlined at 

the beginning of the chapter) nor is it uncommon. Many respondents consider inequality to be one 

of the most important issues that the country is facing. This view is consistent with data on the rest of 

the population. The last Survey on Perception of Economic Inequalities in Spain found that 83.4% of 

�TERMEVHW� EKVII� SV� WXVSRKP]� EKVII� [MXL� XLI� WXEXIQIRX� Ʋ?MARGSQI� HMǯIVIRGIW� FIX[IIR� �TERMEVHW� EVI�

XSS�LMKL�Ƴ�.RHIIH������	�FIPMIZI�XLEX�MRGSQI�HMǯIVIRGIW�EVI�XSHE]�WSQI[LEX�SV�E�PSX�LMKLIV�XLER�XLI]�

were twenty years ago; and 55.2% believe that they will keep rising for the next twenty years (FUNCAS, 

2019:2-3).

139��Ů)ŷŝ°ł°×�ƙĸ�ŝ°Ĝŷ�ŝäŷěĴěŷƊ°�Ùä�ŝäŲŷńĸ°ŷ�ûäīěÎäŷÖ�äĸÎƙäŷƊ°��ěČĴ°�%ńŷŰ�ş:°īīƙŝ�FĸƊäŲĸ°Ɗěńĸ°īŠ�
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At the beginning of the interviews, respondents were asked outright their views on inequality. Although 

one might expect one of those views to be that inequality is a ‘necessary evil’, an overwhelming majority 

consider it a negative phenomenon that should be addressed. This seems to be one of the only issues 

SR�[LMGL�IZIV]SRI�EKVIIW��Ʋ?8ALI�[MHIV�XLI�KET�FIX[IIR�HMǯIVIRX�GPEWWIW��XLI�[SVWI�JSV�WSGMIX]Ƴ�GPEMQW�

Pedro, a 49-year-old businessman in the construction sector. This position is also maintained by Dolores, 

E����]IEV�SPH�XIEGLIV��[LS�TSMRXW�SYX�XLEX�Ʋ?[ALIR�WSGMIX]�[SVOW�[IPP��XLIVI�MW�E�PEVKIV�QMHHPI�GPEWW �

when there is more inequality, things are worse.” Nevertheless, most respondents doubt our capacity to 

HS�ER]XLMRK�EFSYX�MX��&W�2EVGSW��E����]IEV�SPH�PE[]IV�JVSQ�:EPIRGME��XIPPW�YW��Ʋ?.A�XLMRO�MRIUYEPMX]�MW�YRJEMV��

I am not in favour of it. It is an impossible struggle, but something can be done.”

But although respondents believe that inequality is negative, their views as to its causes, why it is 

negative, and how to tackle it, seem to become more nuanced as the interviews progress. Early in the 

HMWGYWWMSR��TEVXMGMTERXW�EVI�EWOIH�XS�GSQQIRX�SR�XLI�WXEXIQIRX�Ư?XALI�VMGLIV�XLI�VMGL��XLI�QSVI�EPP�SJ�

WSGMIX]�FIRIǰXW��MRGPYHMRK�XLI�TSSV�ư�4RI�WXVMOMRK�EWTIGX�SJ�XLIMV�VIWTSRWIW�MW�XLI�XIRHIRG]�XS�VIJIV�XS�

the rich in the third person, suggesting that nobody considers themselves to be rich. Another is that 

their responses are consistent with their political preference, a pattern that repeats itself in discussion 

of many other topics elsewhere in the interviews. More right-wing respondents, in line with a liberal 

YRHIVWXERHMRK�SJ�XLI�IGSRSQ]��EKVII�XLEX�WSGMIX]�FIRIǰXW�JVSQ�XLI�VMGL�MRGVIEWMRK�XLIMV�[IEPXL��EW�XLMW�

boosts consumption and job creation, contributing to a dynamic economy. 

By contrast, those with a tendency towards left-wing political views, hold the opposite opinion. Their 

perception of the rich is that their wealth does not help reduce inequality; it may even deepen social 

HMǯIVIRGIW��8LIMV�ZMI[W�SR�XLMW�XSTMG�EVI�SJXIR�WXVSRKP]�LIPH��[LMGL�TVSZIW�LS[�JEV�VIQSZIH�XLI]�WII�

themselves from ‘the rich’, even though many of them are well into the top 10%. Such is the case of 

&PMGME��[LSWI�MRGSQI�EGXYEPP]�TPEGIW�LIV�MR�XLI�XST��	��Ʋ?XALI�MRGVIEWI�MR�XLI�[IEPXL�SJ�XLI�VMGL�FIRIǰXW�

the same four families, an alienated group that has nothing to do with society.” Cristina, whose nurse’s 

WEPEV]�TYXW�LIV�MR�XLI�PS[IV�TEVX�SJ�XLI�XST���	��LSPHW�E�WMQMPEV�STMRMSR��Ʋ?XALI�VMGLIV�]SY�EVI��XLI�PIWW�

taxes you pay, the more corrupt you are and the easier it is for you to contribute less. When one thinks 

of inequalities, one tends to think of the problems of the poor, not of the rich.”

Some go even further, pointing to the rich as the main culprits of inequality. Such is the case of Marta, 

XLI� TVMQEV]� WGLSSP� XIEGLIV� JVSQ�:EPIRGME��[LSWI� MRGSQI� MW� NYWX� EFSZI� XLI� XST� ��	� XLVIWLSPH�� Ʋ?XALI�

VMGLIV�XLI�VMGL�EVI��XLI�QSVI�XLI]�FIRIǰX�SRP]�XLIQWIPZIW��8LMW�MW�XS�XLI�HIXVMQIRX�SJ�XLI�TSSV��3S[EHE]W��

there are people who work and are poor. This did not happen before. This situation is unjust.” Marcos, 

EPWS�MR�XLI�PS[IV�TEVX�SJ�XLI�XST���	��EKVIIW��Ʋ?XALI�VMGL�XEOI�EHZERXEKI�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]��8LI�JSVXYRI�SJ�XLI�

rich comes from the misfortune of the poor. It doesn’t always happen, but the chance is there. The more 

MRIUYEPMX]�XLIVI�MW��XLI�QSVI�XLI�VMGL�FIRIǰX�Ƴ�&RH�2EV´E��[MXL�E�WMQMPEV�MRGSQI��GPEMQW��Ʋ?MAX�MW�?MRIUYEPMX]A�

that makes them stand out and enables them to develop their wealth even more. It also makes them 

more powerful.”

8LIWI�HMǯIVMRK�ZMI[W�EVI�EPWS�WIIR�MR�XLIMV�EXXMXYHIW�XS[EVHW�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR��7IWTSRHIRXW�[IVI�EWOIH�

whether they believe that “those with more resources have a duty to care for those who have less.” 

.J� XLI]� EKVIIH�� XLI]�[IVI� XLIR� EWOIH�� Ʋ?MAW� MX� ER� MWWYI� SJ� WSGMEP� NYWXMGI� SV� WMQTP]� E�ZSPYRXEV]� EGXMSR� SJ�

benevolence and charity?” A majority believe that those with more resources should take care of those 

with fewer. Indeed, although with many caveats and nuances, most favour redistribution, a view that 

cuts across ideological boundaries. Such is the case for Pablo, who hesitates between voting for the 

GSRWIVZEXMZI�55�SV�XLI�JEV�VMKLX�:S\�ERH�JEPPW�[MXLMR�XLI�XST��	��Ʋ?]AIW��XLSWI�[LS�LEZI�XLI�QSWX�VIWSYVGIW�
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LEZI�XS�XEOI�GEVI�SJ�XLI�VIWX�SYX�SJ�WSPMHEVMX]�?���A �MX�MW�RSX�E�QEXXIV�SJ�GLEVMX]��MX�MW�E�QEXXIV�SJ�TVSKVIWWMZI�

XE\IW�Ƴ�2EV´E��[LS�ZSXIH�JSV�XLI�WSGMEPMWX�5�4*��EKVIIW��Ʋ?.A�XLMRO�XLI]�WLSYPH�XEOI�GEVI�SJ�XLSWI�[LS�LEZI�

fewer resources. It’s a question of social justice, because very few are benevolent voluntarily.”

Likewise, most agree that redistribution is a matter of social justice. The most common argument is that 

it should not be a question of whether the ‘rich’ want to collaborate or not, but rather it is an obligation 

that the state must force them to meet. This is what Juan, a supporter of the left-wing Unidas Podemos, 

claims: 

;I�LEZI�XS�VIHMWXVMFYXI��ERH�WMRGI�?XLI�ƯVMGLưA�EVI�RSX�KSMRK�XS�HS�MX�ZSPYRXEVMP]��[I�LEZI�XS�QEOI�

them do it. It is a matter of justice, not charity. We must redistribute and create a fairer and 

more egalitarian society.

However, those who a priori agree with redistribution nevertheless tend to focus their assessment on 

XLI�FIRIǰGMEVMIW�SJ�WSGMEP�FIRIǰXW�� .R�SXLIV�[SVHW��XLI]�EVI�MR�JEZSYV�SJ�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR��EW�PSRK�EW�XLI�

FIRIǰGMEVMIW�YWI�XLI�VIHMWXVMFYXIH�VIWSYVGIW�TVSTIVP]��(PEVE��[LS�TSWMXMSRW�LIVWIPJ�WPMKLXP]�XS�XLI�VMKLX�

of centre,  puts it this way:

I think disadvantaged people have to be cared for if they are not able to care for themselves. 

But I also think all cases should be investigated. What I see, at least in Spain, is that there are 

QER]�TISTPI�[LS�?���A�EVI�EFPI�XS�[SVO�SV�HIZIPST�TVSJIWWMSREPP]��FYX�HSRưX�[ERX�XS�HS�MX�ERH�

prefer living on subsidies and aid.

Alicia, in the top 1%, holds a similar view: 

No one has a ‘duty’ towards anyone, but there is a moral and ethical component that can 

be carried out through redistribution. Whoever wants to donate to charity already does so; 

perhaps it is necessary to reinforce the redistributive mechanisms through formulas within the 

economic system, because if it’s not imposed we already know how those who have more act. 

.X�WLSYPH�EPWS�FI�WEMH��LS[IZIV��XLEX�XLIVI�EVI�TISTPI�MR�XLI�PS[IV�TEVX�?SJ�XLI�HMWXVMFYXMSRA�[LS�

HS� RSX�[ERX� XS� MQTVSZI�� TISTPI� IRXVIRGLIH� MR� E� W]WXIQ� XLEX� KMZIW� XLIQ� FIRIǰXW��8LI]� PMZI�

WEXMWǰIH�[MXL�[LEX�XLI]�KIX�ERH�XLEXưW�YRJEMV�

Other respondents, fewer in number, are more explicitly opposed to redistribution, in what resembles a 

classic liberal economic discourse. For instance, Rafael, who intends to vote for Vox in the next election, 

QEMRXEMRW�XLEX�IQTPS]QIRX�MW�WXMPP�XLI�FIWX�JSVQ�SJ�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR��Ʋ?.A�FIPMIZI�XLEX�XLSWI�[LS�LEZI�XLI�

QSWX�LEZI�XS�KIRIVEXI�NSFW�WS�XLEX�TISTPI�[MXLSYX�NSFW�GER�LEZI�E�HMKRMǰIH�PMJI�Ƴ�(EVPSXE��E����]IEV�SPH�

businesswoman who votes for Ciudadanos, in turn, claims: 

People have a duty to take care of themselves. I believe in giving people possibilities so that 

they can take care of themselves. But it’s not just about giving them opportunities. Honestly, I 

don’t think just giving them money is of any use.

;LEX�QSWX�SJ� XLI�EGGSYRXW�LEZI� MR�GSQQSR��LS[IZIV�� MW� XLEX�VIWTSRHIRXW�HS�RSX�WTIEO� MR�XLI�ǰVWX�

person when speaking about ‘the rich’. They do not readily (or at least explicitly) identify themselves as 

ƯXLI�FIXXIV�Sǯư�ƭ�XLSWI�[LS�WLSYPH�FI�XE\IH�QSVI�ƭ�[LMGL�QE]�FI�WOI[MRK�XLIMV�WYTTSVX�JSV�MRGVIEWIH�

VIHMWXVMFYXMSR��8LIMV�STMRMSRW�QMKLX�FI�HMǯIVIRX�MJ�XLI]�LEH�FIIR�EWOIH�UYIWXMSRW�EFSYX�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR�

EJXIV�XLI]�LEH�PIEVRX�[LIVI�XLI]�XLIQWIPZIW�ǰXXIH�MRXS�XLI�MRGSQI�HMWXVMFYXMSR��8LI�GSRGPYWMSR�MW�XLEX�E�

majority of respondents are, in theory, in favour of redistribution, and they do so solely in terms of social 

justice. Others, however, seem to take a more personal standpoint, arguing, for instance, that inequality 
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is detrimental to their own security, and hence considering it a negative phenomenon. Lastly, there are 

a few respondents that, while considering that something should be done about inequality, place some 

SJ�XLI�FYVHIR�SR�XLI�VIGMTMIRXW�SJ�TSPMGMIW�XEGOPMRK�MRIUYEPMX]��GPEMQMRK�XLEX�XLI]�SZIVP]�FIRIǰX�JVSQ�XLMW�

help, and should instead respond by actively trying to get out of the situations they are in.

&RW[IVW�XS�XLIWI�UYIWXMSRW�EPWS�LMRX�EX�E�[MHIWTVIEH�PEGO�SJ�GSRǰHIRGI�MR�XLI�GETEGMX]�SJ�XLI�WXEXI�XS�

ETTVSTVMEXIP]�QEREKI�MXW�FYHKIX���SQI�MRXIVZMI[IIW�EVI�MR�JEZSYV�SJ�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR��FYX�ǱEK�XLIMV�HMWXVYWX�

of an appropriate management of public resources and point to political corruption as a disincentive 

JSV�WXEXI�HVMZIR�MRGSQI�XVERWJIV�FIX[IIR�HMǯIVIRX�WSGMS�IGSRSQMG�KVSYTW�MR�XLI�TSTYPEXMSR��&X�WIZIVEP�

points in the interview, respondents show negative attitudes towards politics and institutions, citing 

corruption, political cronyism and nepotism as their main concerns (although this did not translate into 

electoral abstention). Several also feel that politicians do not represent society’s interests but their own 

and are not able to reach consensus between themselves. These concerns, however, contrast with the 

LYKI�VIWTSRWMFMPMX]�XLI]�TYX�SR�TYFPMG�MRWXMXYXMSRW�[LIR�MX�GSQIW�XS�VIHYGMRK�MRGSQI�HMǯIVIRGIW�ERH�

promoting redistribution.

Addressing inequality: who should do something about it?

)IWTMXI�RSXEFPI�HMǯIVIRGIW�MR�XLIMV�ZMI[W�SR�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR��EPP�MRXIVZMI[IIW�XLMRO�XLI�WXEXI�WLSYPH�FI�

the main institution responsible for addressing inequality – an opinion widely shared among the rest 

of the population. 80.4% of respondents in FUNCAS’ survey on the perceptions of economic inequality 

FIPMIZI�SV�WXVSRKP]�FIPMIZI�XLEX�XLI�WXEXI�WLSYPH�XEOI�QIEWYVIW�XS�VIHYGI�MRGSQI�HMǯIVIRGIW�+93(&���

2019).140

When asked about the public sector’s role in addressing inequality, interviewees raise a number of 

HMǯIVIRX�ERH�SJXIR�GSRXVEHMGXMRK��MWWYIW��2ER]�EVI�VIPEXIH�XS�IGSRSQMG�ERH�ǰWGEP�TSPMG]��XE\�VIHYGXMSRW��

greater progressivity in taxes, less tax pressure on employers, increasing taxes for the richest, and 

tackling tax evasion by large corporations. Others are instead focused on broader public policy, such 

EW�MRZIWXMRK�QSVI�MR�IHYGEXMSR��VIMRJSVGMRK�PEFSYV�VMKLXW��MRGVIEWMRK�FIRIǰXW�SV�EWWMWXERGI�JSV�XLI�WIPJ�

employed, promoting state intervention in the housing market, guaranteeing basic public services, 

increasing the state budget through public investment, eradicating political corruption, and encouraging 

good-quality employment.

The responses to this question make clear again that interviewees believe that inequality must be 

VIHYGIH� ERH�� EKEMR�� ZMI[W� SJ� PIJX� ERH� VMKLX�[MRK� ZSXIVW� HMǯIV�� 1IJX�[MRK� ZSXIVW� FIPMIZI� XLEX� TYFPMG�

MRWXMXYXMSRW�WLSYPH�GSRGIRXVEXI�SR�WIGYVMRK�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�ERH�MRGVIEWMRK�ǰWGEP�TVIWWYVI�TVSKVIWWMZIP]��

2EV´E��[LS�ZSXIH� JSV� XLI� 5�4*�� EVKYIW�� Ʋ?.A� FIPMIZI� XLEX� XLI� KSZIVRQIRX� HSIW� LEZI� E� VSPI� XS� TPE]� MR�

economic inequality. It must harden the policy of taxing the richest.” Likewise, Marta, who also votes 

JSV�XLI�WSGMEPMWXW��GPEMQW��Ʋ?XLI�KSZIVRQIRXA�QYWX�TVSQSXI�XLI�TYFPMG�WIGXSV��5YFPMG�WIVZMGIW�HSRưX�LEZI�

XS�FI�TVSǰXEFPI��XLI]�LEZI�XS�FI�IǲGMIRX��8LI�TLMPSWSTL]�SJ�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�HSIWRưX�LEZI�XS�FI�XS�IEVR�

money but to be good services.” 

In contrast, such respondents claim that the private sector creates, perpetuates, and is even invested 

in maintaining inequality; a view that runs parallel to their opinion of the rich. These interviewees have 

a very negative image of big corporations. Alonso, a 51-year-old business owner who votes for PSOE, 

140  The next question in the FUNCAS survey is also interesting. It asks what reasons the state has in intervening to 
°ÙÙŲäŷŷ�ěĸäŦƙ°īěƊƺŢ�jû�Ɗėä�ûńƙŲ�ŝńŷŷěÅīä�Ųä°ŷńĸŷ�ČěƲäĸ�Ɗń�ŲäŷŝńĸÙäĸƊŷ×�Ɗėä�ńĸä�ĴńŷƊ�ÎńĴĴńĸīƺ�ÎńĸŷěÙäŲäÙ�Ɗėä�ĴńŷƊ�
ěĴŝńŲƊ°ĸƊ�ěŷÖ�ŭńƙƊ�ńû�ČäĸäŲ°ī�ěĸƊäŲäŷƊÖ�Ƴä�ƳńƙīÙ�°īī�ÅäĸäÿƊ�ûŲńĴ�ěƊ×ů�ƳěƊė�Ĉāš�ńû�Ɗėńŷä�ěĸƊäŲƲěäƳäÙ�ěÙäĸƊěûƺěĸČ�ěƊ�°ŷ�Ɗėä�
main reason and 24.9% as the second best. Behind those 19.5% choose “because we have to help those with the most 
ÙěýÎƙīƊěäŷ×ů�ōìŢƕš�Îėńńŷä�ŭńƙƊ�ńû�°�ŷäĸŷä�ńû�ĢƙŷƊěÎäů�°ĸÙ�ōſŢƏš�Îėńńŷä�ŭÅäÎ°ƙŷä�Ƴä�ŷėńƙīÙ�ŝƙƊ�īěĴěƊŷ�ńĸ�Ɗėä�ŝńƳäŲûƙī�ńû�
any type.”
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TYXW�MX�XLMW�[E]��Ʋ?XALI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV�MW�ZIV]�QYGL�XS�FPEQI�JSV�MRIUYEPMX]�FIGEYWI�MX�KIRIVEXIW�XLIWI�

HMǯIVIRGIW��8LI]� EVI� PEVKIP]� XS� FPEQI� FIGEYWI� XLI]� EVI� RSX� MRXIVIWXIH� MR� VIHYGMRK� MRIUYEPMX]�Ƴ�/YER��

E�9RMHEW�5SHIQSW�ZSXIV��WLEVIW�XLMW�ZMI[��Ʋ?XLI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSVA�HSIW�RSX�LEZI�ER�MRGIRXMZI�XS�VIHYGI�

inequality. Companies like Endesa or Inditex141�IEVR�WS�QYGL�QSRI]�FIGEYWI�XLI]�FIRIǰX�JVSQ�LEZMRK�

cheap wages and pay workers badly.” 

Those respondents who are more to the right on the ideological scale call for the state to prioritise 

HMǯIVIRX� QIEWYVIW�� EPFIMX� WLEVMRK� XLI� EMQ� SJ� VIHYGMRK� MRIUYEPMX]�� 8LI]� JIIP� XLEX� TYFPMG� MRWXMXYXMSRW�

WLSYPH�GSRGIRXVEXI�SR�JEGMPMXEXMRK�NSF�GVIEXMSR��XSKIXLIV�[MXL�IEWMRK�ǰWGEP�TVIWWYVI�SR�IQTPS]IVW�� .R�

the view of 41-year-old Clara: 

The state is supposed to ensure that there is no poverty, that there is as much equality among 

the population as possible. But always within limits and margins. It can’t get involved in 

everything that leads to that equality. It has to look after the most disadvantaged, but it can’t 

KIX�MRXS�WSQISRI�IPWIưW�LSYWI�?EPPYHMRK�XS�XE\�GSPPIGXMSRA�IMXLIV��

Pablo, hesitant about voting for PP or Vox, calls for tax reductions as an egalitarian mechanism: 

The government has the greatest responsibility. It is the government that manages the state’s 

economy and it is the government that has to move the economy forward. In this sense, the 

most important thing is to reduce taxes.

Unsurprisingly, these are also respondents with a more favourable opinion of the private sector. 

However, few portray it as an alternative provider of egalitarian policies. In fact, a minority exempt the 

private sector from any responsibility in reducing inequality, pointing out their already important role as 

NSF�GVIEXSVW��Ʋ?XALI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV�MW�E�ZIV]�MQTSVXERX�IRKMRI�MR�WSGMIX]�FIGEYWI�XLI�KIRIVEXMSR�SJ�[SVO�

and wealth depends on it. The private sector empowers countries and creates wealth for all,” claims 

5EFPS��1MOI[MWI��&PINERHVS��[LS�ZSXIW�JSV�(MYHEHERSW��GPEMQW��Ʋ?WASGMIX]�FIRIǰXW�[LIR�GSQTERMIW�EVI�

created. Although entrepreneurs take risks, if they do well they can make a lot of money. Businesses 

should be taxed less to create jobs.” Even from this position, however, many admit that creating jobs 

is not the private sector’s only role; it also has to guarantee decent working conditions. Amparo, who 

hesitates between voting for Ciudadanos or PP, raises this issue: 

I believe there has to be much more exhaustive control and much harsher penalties for 

businesses that abuse their workers, that make contracts for two hours or one or three days, 

[LS�LMVI�ERH�ǰVI�WSQISRI�X[MGI�SR�XLI�WEQI�HE]��IXG��8LEX�WLSYPHRưX�LETTIR��8LIVI�LEW�XS�FI�

much more exhaustive control. I believe that in Spain there is a great lack of control. And there 

is a clear abuse of workers by employers who do it without any hesitation. 

“What private companies must do is pay better salaries and guarantee better conditions for their 

workers,” sums up Javier, who, despite voting for the left-wing Catalanist party ERC, believes the private 

sector has a limited role in relation to inequality.

Lastly, the sample showed in-depth knowledge on most topics covered in the interview — with the 

exception of universal basic income. Most do not know what it is, which may be explained by it never 

141  These are two of Spain’s biggest multinational corporations.
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having occupied a prominent position on the Spanish political agenda until recently.142 Others, who 

responded more fully, showed little knowledge of it as a policy option. Notwithstanding, more than a 

third of the sample were well-informed about the subject. 

;LMPI� TSPMXMGEP� FIPMIJW� HS� MRǱYIRGI� VIWTSRWIW�� VIWTSRHIRXW� EPQSWX� YRERMQSYWP]� VINIGX� XLI� GSRGITX�

GMXMRK�XLEX�XLI�WXEXI�[SYPH�RSX�FI�EFPI�XS�ǰRERGI�MX �XLEX�MX�[EW�YRJEMV�ƭ�FIGEYWI�WSQI�SJ�MXW�VIGMTMIRXW�

would not need it; and, most commonly, because it would discourage paid employment. A minority 

would support some form of means-tested basic income. 

)IWTMXI�XLIWI�HMǯIVIRGIW�SJ�STMRMSR��XLIVI�MW�ERSXLIV�GSQQSR�XLVIEH�MR�LS[�VIWTSRHIRXW�ETTVSEGL�XLI�

MWWYI�SJ�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR��/YWX�EW�RSRI�SJ�XLI�MRXIVZMI[IIW�GSRWMHIV�XLIQWIPZIW�TEVX�SJ�ƯXLI�FIXXIV�Sǯư��XLI]�

EPWS�HS�RSX�MRGPYHI�XLIQWIPZIW��EX�PIEWX�I\TPMGMXP]��EW�FIRIǰGMEVMIW�SJ�VIHMWXVMFYXMZI�TSPMGMIW��8LMW��EW�[MPP�

be explored in the next section, may have to do with the use this group makes of public services, and 

is telling of their relationship with the welfare state.

Attitudes towards the welfare state
Use and evaluation of the welfare state

&X� HMǯIVIRX� TSMRXW� SJ� XLI� MRXIVZMI[�� VIWTSRHIRXW�[IVI� EWOIH� EFSYX� XLIMV� YWI� SJ� TYFPMG� WIVZMGIW��8LI�

Survey on Public Opinion and Fiscal Policy, published every year by the Centre for Sociological 

Research, has shown that the use of these services tends to decrease as an individual goes up the 

HMWXVMFYXMSR� PEHHIV�[LMPI�XLI�YWI�SJ�TVMZEXI�TVSZMHIVW� MRGVIEWIW� ����F�� ?ǰKYVI��A��;LIR�VIWTSRHIRXW�

were asked about their use of several basic services, almost all of them had used at least one private 

provider of healthcare, education and pensions at some point. Only three respondents have used the 

public sector for all three. Education is the one service in which most tend to opt for the private sector, 

as expected, given the widespread use of private and subsidised schools in Spain (Consejo Escolar del 

Estado, 2019:97). Of the 18 respondents who spoke about their children’s education, only four had opted 

to send their children to public schools for their entire education (including higher education). Their own 

education had also been predominantly private, with just one third having attended only state-funded 

institutions. With respect to healthcare, a majority have private health insurance (18 out of 30), either by 

choice or because it is linked to their employment. Finally, pension plans seem to be less widespread, 

as only seven interviewees told us they have one, though the proportion is still higher than that of the 

Spanish population on average (16.2%) (Observatorio Inverco, 2019). 

142  The Government approved a national minimum guaranteed income in May 2020, after concerns with the rising 
īäƲäī�ńû�ŝńŝƙī°Ɗěńĸ�°Ɗ�ŲěŷĨ�ńû�ŝńƲäŲƊƺ�°ŷ�°�ÎńĸŷäŦƙäĸÎä�ńû�Ɗėä�ŝ°ĸÙäĴěÎŰŷ�äüäÎƊŷ�ńĸ�Ɗėä�äÎńĸńĴƺŢ��ėěīä�ĸńƊ�°�ƙĸěƲäŲŷ°ī�
Å°ŷěÎ�ěĸÎńĴä×�ěƊ�ė°ŷ�ŷŝ°ŲĨäÙ�ČŲä°ƊäŲ�ěĸƊäŲäŷƊ�ěĸ�Ɗėä�Ĵä°ŷƙŲä�°ĸÙ�ŝƙÅīěÎ�°ĸÙ�ŝńīěƊěÎ°ī�ÎńĸƲäŲŷ°Ɗěńĸ�°ŲńƙĸÙ�ÙěüäŲäĸƊ�
designs of basic incomes has increased.
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Figure 5: Use of public or private education and healthcare services by monthly income bracket  $)�(*�%$�&����;B;��)��%��&+�" ��%(�&( ,�*����+��* %$��$�����"*���(��)�(, ��)��/� $�%#���(��!�*2�

Source: CIS, 2019.

Despite a lower use of public services by this population, the main takeaway from the interviews is 

that there is clear and almost unanimous support for the Spanish welfare state. Everyone interviewed 

is in favour of the existence of public services and a welfare system. No opinion contrary to public 

ownership of these services has been found, which, for a group that predominantly uses private 

services, is remarkable.

Take, for instance, conservative voter Pablo, who uses private healthcare, has a private pension plan, 

educates his children privately (and was privately educated himself): 

It’s a great privilege to have social security, we’re very lucky. I think social security should be for 

everyone. We all have to have good care. However, there also has to be freedom to choose the 

kind of education you want. There is quality in public, private, and subsidised education.

Even those respondents with liberal economic discourses who lean to the right are not in favour of 

cutting back or privatising the Spanish welfare state, such as David, a 53-year-old businessman who 

ZSXIW�JSV�(MYHEHERSW��Ʋ?TAYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�WLSYPH�FI�WXVIRKXLIRIH��8LI]�QYWX�FI�QEREKIH�FIXXIV��E�PSX�SJ�

QSRI]�MW�WXSPIR�?���A�FYX�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�QYWX�FI�JSV�IZIV]SRI�Ƴ��MQMPEVP]��&RXSRMS��E����]IEV�SPH�QEREKIV�

of a telecommunications company, feels that: 

We have better public services than we deserve, people perceive it and value it. Everything can 

be improved, as always. What happens is that, in order to be able to value them, we have to 

compare it with something else. So, I think that people are not aware that if you go to countries 

around us, many of the public services in those other countries are worse than the ones we 

criticise here. 

Several interviewees even point to public services in Spain, as compared to other countries, as 

something to be proud of and feel privileged to have, such as Amparo, who has voted for PP and for 

Ciudadanos: 
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I believe that in Spain we have a very good thing: the social security and care system. I think 

it’s something that many countries don’t enjoy. In the United States, for example, it’s horrible to 

KIX�WMGO�?���A�FIGEYWI�IZIV]�XMQI�]SY�KS�XS�XLI�HSGXSV�]SY�TE]�ǒ���JSV�E�GSRWYPXEXMSR��WS�TISTPI�

never get sick.

However, other accounts — generally from those on the left of the political spectrum — are less 

contented with the current state of public provision. Progressive interviewees also view public services 

as positive, but are much more critical of recent developments in the welfare state. In contrast with more 

conservative voters who imply that public services should be seen as a privilege (and even something 

for which Spanish citizens should feel gratitude), left-wing voters are more sensitive to the cuts that 

XLIWI�WIVZMGIW�LEZI�WYǯIVIH�WMRGI�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�ERH�HIWGVMFI�XLIQ�EW�WSQIXLMRK�JVEKMPI�

that must be defended. Cristina, the 39-year-old nurse from Barcelona, who voted for the Socialist 

Party, represents this view: 

Health and education are the fundamental pillars for the growth of a country. I believe public 

services should be universal, at least education and healthcare. But I see public services 

getting worse and worse, all the cuts have been made in public services. You can see it in 

LIEPXLGEVI�ERH�IHYGEXMSR��.�GER�WII�XLEX�XLIVI�EVI�WQEPP�GLERKIW�XLEX�EǯIGX�XLI�[SVOIVW�ERH�

you can see it in the quality of the services.

Seven out of 30 interviewees are concerned not only by the budget cuts but also by the growing 

privatisation of public services. They believe that basic universal public services should not be privatised 

and that, in cases where they have been, they have deteriorated. As Alejandro, a Ciudadanos voter, puts 

it: 

We used to have better healthcare, everyone used to be cared for, but today quality has 

dropped. Health has been corrupted. Everything is being privatised and I think it’s bad, I’m very 

much against privatisation.

Lastly, this drop in the quality of the services is also often associated with perceptions of mismanagement 

of public money and corruption. Many interviewees reiterate that the main problem with the public 

sector in Spain is political corruption and mismanagement of public money. 

These arguments are used by respondents to justify using private services and show that not all those 

opting out of public services do so solely out of preference. The inherent contradiction of defending 

public services but using private ones is partially explained as a matter of practicality rather than 

conviction.143 Javier, as mentioned in the beginning of the chapter, is an example of someone taking 

this position: 

I am in favour of public services, but there should be more investment, especially in healthcare, 

EW� MRZIWXQIRX� LEW� JEPPIR� E� KVIEX� HIEP�� &JXIV� XLI� ?������� IGSRSQMGA� GVMWMW�� XLI� TYFPMG� LIEPXL�

system worsened considerably. It was one of the best in the world, now it has huge waiting 

PMWXW��TISTPI�[LS�HSRưX�VIGIMZI�GEVI�[LIR�XLI]�RIIH�MX�?���A��8LSWI�SJ�YW�[LS�GER�EǯSVH�TVMZEXI�

insurance are very lucky because the public health system is in a very bad state. 

It is likely that opinions on all these issues have been shaken up since March 2020, when the Covid-19 

143  Many opt for private healthcare to avoid long waiting lists or to access certain services, but most use it as a 
complement to universal public healthcare. The latter being used predominantly in the case of serious illness and 
intervention. CIS (2019b) shows that, among the top 10%, over half make at least occasional use of private healthcare.
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pandemic hit Spain and put public services, particularly healthcare, in a critical condition. The country 

LEW� FIIR� SRI� SJ� XLI� QSWX� EǯIGXIH� MR� XLI�[SVPH�� ERH�[LEX�[EW� SJXIR� GSMRIH� ƯXLI� FIWX� LIEPXLGEVI� MR�

XLI�[SVPHư�LEW�TVSZIH�XS�FI��MR�JEGX��PIWW�XLER�I\IQTPEV]��IZMHIRGMRK�XLI�HMǯIVIRGI�FIX[IIR�ƯXLI�FIWXư�

ERH�ƯXLI�QSWX�IǲGMIRX�ư�'YX�[LMPI�TYFPMG�LIEPXLGEVI�LEW�FIIR�JIVZIRXP]�HIJIRHIH��TVSQTXMRK�VIRSZEXIH�

support for the extension of the welfare state in other areas of provision (basic or minimum income, 

IPHIVP]�GEVI�LSQIW��LSYWMRK��IXG����MX�MW�WXMPP�XSS�WSSR�XS�XIPP�[LIXLIV�XLIVI�[MPP�FI�WMKRMǰGERX�GLERKI��&W�

seen in our interviews, support for the existence of the welfare state is widespread even among those 

who make the least direct use of public services, but beyond that, there is likely to be little consensus 

over how to bring about better services. And with public expenditure already increasing in order to cope 

with the many demands of the pandemic and its consequences, the issue of how the need to raise 

TYFPMG�VIZIRYI�[MPP�EǯIGX�I\MWXMRK�ERH�RI[�X]TIW�SJ�XE\IW�MW�PMOIP]�XS�FIGSQI�TEVXMGYPEVP]�GSRXIRXMSYW�

Financing the welfare state: attitudes towards taxes

Interviewees were asked about their views on each of the following: personal income tax (Impuesto 

sobre la Renta de las Personas Físicas, IRPF); property tax (Impuesto sobre Bienes Inmuebles, IBI); value 

added tax (Impuesto sobre el Valor Añadido, IVA); corporate tax; inheritance tax and wealth tax. Some 

respondents claim not to hold strong views on certain taxes or to have never thought about them until 

asked, while a small minority admit they do not know how certain taxes work. 

A majority of interviewees believe personal income tax is fair and agree it should be maintained, 

although sometimes they demand greater progressivity and more taxation for higher incomes. 51-year-

SPH�FYWMRIWW[SQER�(EVPSXE��[LS�ZSXIH�JSV�(MYHEHERSW��LSPHW�XLMW�ZMI[��Ʋ?MARGSQI�XE\�MW�ER�ETTVSTVMEXI�

tax. That being said, of course the issue is to see what income brackets we are talking about. I think we 

WLSYPH�LEZI�E�PMXXPI�TVSTSVXMSREPMX]�?���A�ERH�.�VIMXIVEXI�XLEX�XLI�ZIV]�[IEPXL]�GPEWWIW�SV�XLSWI�[LS�LEZI�

KVIEXIV�MRGSQIW�LEZI�XS�TE]�E�PSX�Ƴ�/EZMIV�TVIWIRXW�E�WMQMPEV�STMRMSR��Ʋ?.A�EKVII�[MXL�TIVWSREP�MRGSQI�XE\��

even though I have to pay a little more for being self-employed. If I’m lucky enough to earn a little more 

than others, I’m not going to complain about contributing a little more.” The same goes for 41-year-

old Clara: “it is positive that part of your income is distributed appropriately according to the needs of 

society.”

This consensus over personal income tax, however, is not translated into attitudes towards other kinds of 

taxes. Some generate a more ‘partisan’ split. Such is the case for corporate income tax, which produces 

X[S� WXERHTSMRXW� GSRKVYIRX� [MXL� XLI� MHISPSK]� SJ� XLI� MRXIVZMI[IIW�� 8LI� ǰVWX�� QSVI� MRXIVZIRXMSRMWX�

one, demands that companies have to pay more taxes because they must contribute more to the 

WYWXEMREFMPMX]�SJ�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�ERH�WSGMEP�FIRIǰXW��8LI�SXLIV�QSVI�PMFIVEP�WXERGI�QEMRXEMRW�XLEX�XLMW�XE\�

penalises companies, burdening them economically and preventing them from creating more jobs or 

opting to take production to other countries.

Wealth tax also divides the sample along ideological lines. Respondents in favour of the tax demand 

that it be increased, because those with greater fortunes should contribute the most. Others consider 

it double taxation, and propose it be reduced or eliminated.

4TMRMSR�EFSYX�SXLIV�XE\IW�GYXW�EPSRK�HMǯIVIRX�PMRIW��SJXIR�VIPEXMRK�HMVIGXP]�XS�MRXIVZMI[IIWư�I\TIVMIRGIW�

or those of their acquaintances. For example, there is less widespread support when it comes to 

reforming the property tax, although some favour it in certain circumstances, as Ciudadanos voter David 

I\TPEMRW��Ʋ?XALI�.'.�HITIRHW�SR�QER]�JEGXSVW��.�GSRWMHIV�MX�VIEWSREFPI�MJ�]SY�PMZI�MR��IZMPPI �LS[IZIV��MR�

some smaller towns it is often excessive because municipalities need that income.” Others, in contrast, 
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think it is unfair in principle and consider it double taxation, such as Alonso, who voted for the socialists: 

Ʋ?MAXưW�YRJEMV�XLEX�]SY�LEZI�XS�TE]�E�XE\�JSV�E�LSYWI�]SY�LEZI�EPVIEH]�TEMH�XE\IW�SR�[LIR�FY]MRK�MX��ERH�

that you have to keep paying that tax forever.” 

Value-added tax is also viewed negatively for a variety of reasons. Some interviewees think that it is 

YRJEMV�HYI�XS�MXW�VIKVIWWMZI�REXYVI��(SRZIVWIP]��SXLIVW�GVMXMGMWI�MX�JSV�WXMǱMRK�GSQTER]�KVS[XL�ERH�PMQMXMRK�

XLIMV�EFMPMX]�XS�KIRIVEXI�TVSǰXW�ERH�GVIEXI�NSFW��4XLIVW�EPPYHI�XS�XLI�PMQMXIH�PMWX�SJ�KSSHW�GSRWMHIVIH�

essential144 and the subsequent need for VAT reforms, such as this manager in the car industry: “VAT 

should be reviewed and, in many cases, reduced. There are many basic necessities that should have a 

much lower tax.” 

No tax, however, is viewed as negatively as inheritance tax. There is almost unanimous consensus on 

its abolition. Almost all the interviewees, regardless of their political preferences, think that it is unfair to 

XE\�MRLIVMXERGI��.X�MW�TVSFEFPI�XLEX�XLIWI�STMRMSRW�LEZI�FIIR�MRǱYIRGIH�F]�XLI�LSWXMPMX]�GVIEXIH�MR�XLI�

Spanish media and the political arena about this issue. Parties on the right in Spain have often used 

the abolition of inheritance tax as a central electoral pledge, having managed to align their position 

with broad sectors of society, including many on the left. Furthermore, it has, in recent years, become 

IRXERKPIH� [MXL� XLI� MWWYI� SJ� XE\� GSQTIXMXMSR� FIX[IIR� HMǯIVIRX� EYXSRSQSYW� GSQQYRMXMIW�� QER]� SJ�

[LMGL�LEZI�IǯIGXMZIP]�IPMQMREXIH�MX�F]�JYPP]�WYFWMHMWMRK�MX�

Many critics consider inheritance tax to be double taxation. Even Javier, who has shown rather progressive 

ZMI[W�HYVMRK�XLI�MRXIVZMI[��Ʋ?MARLIVMXERGI�XE\�MW�SYX�SJ�TPEGI��;L]�HS�.�LEZI�XS�TE]�ER�MRLIVMXERGI�XE\�EJXIV�

Q]�JEXLIV�LEW�EPVIEH]�TEMH�LMW�XE\IW�XS�S[R�E�TVSTIVX]$Ƴ��SQI�IZIR�KS�JYVXLIV��WYGL�EW�)EZMH��Ʋ?XALIVI�

are taxes, such as the inheritance tax, that penalise savings and penalise people. I think [the inheritance 

XE\A� MW� ER� MPPIKEP� XE\�Ƴ� 1MOI[MWI�� WSGMEPMWX�ZSXIV�&PSRWS��[LS� EPWS� GSRWMHIVW� MX� YRJEMV� ERH� XLEX� MX� JYVXLIV�

accentuates inequality: 

Taxing the inheritance of a person without resources or of an average family, who suddenly 

receives an inheritance and has to pay to collect it, seems to me unfair to the poor. The rich can 

EWWYQI�XLMW�GSWX�FIGEYWI�XLI�FIRIǰX�MW�WS�KVIEX�XLEX�XLI]�HSRưX�GEVI��'YX�JSV�E�TSSV�TIVWSR��[LS�

has been poor all his life and suddenly his parents die and he inherits a house that belongs to 

him and for which he cannot pay the taxes because he has no money, it seems unfair to me.

&PP�MR�EPP��SYV�WEQTPIưW�ZMI[W�SR�XE\EXMSR�VIǱIGX�XLSWI�SJ�XLI�[MHIV�TSTYPEXMSR�MR�XLEX�MX�WLS[W�HMZIVWMX]�

of opinion on uncontroversial taxes and more homogeneous views on those taxes where there is a 

stronger social consensus. At the point in the interview when respondents are asked their views on 

taxes, they still do not know their relative position in the income distribution. Most agree with the 

existence of more traditional taxes, yet seem unwilling to have their own taxes increased. This is in line 

[MXL�WYVZI]W�SR�XLI�TIVGITXMSRW�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]�MR��TEMR�+93(&����������[LMGL�ǰRH�XLEX�E�PEVKI�QENSVMX]145 

believe that the state should increase social public spending in order to reduce income inequality but 

����	�HMWEKVII�XLEX�VEMWMRK�XE\IW�MW�ER�IǯIGXMZI�[E]�SJ�HSMRK�MX��&HHMXMSREPP]��MJ�XE\IW�LEH�XS�FI�MRGVIEWIH��

only 45.6% would be willing to have their own taxes raised.

Respondents are indeed more likely to agree on adequately implementing existing taxes than raising 

XLIQ�SV�HIWMKRMRK�RI[�JSVQW�SJ�XE\IW��8LMW�PEGO�SJ�IǲGMIRG]�MW�RSX�SRP]�EXXVMFYXIH�XS�FEH�QEREKIQIRX�

144��Fĸ��ŝ°ěĸ×�°ŷ�ěĸ�ńƊėäŲ�ÎńƙĸƊŲěäŷ×�ŷńĴä�Å°ŷěÎ�ČńńÙŷ�°ĸÙ�ŷäŲƲěÎäŷ�ė°Ʋä�°�ŲäÙƙÎäÙ��d�Ţ�
145  When asked about whether social public spending should be increased in order to reduce income inequality, 
18.3% answered it should be increased by ‘a lot’, 52.7% by ‘plenty’, 22% by ‘a little’ and only 6.9% answered ‘by nothing’ 
(FUNCAS, 2019).
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F]� ǰWGEP� EYXLSVMXMIW�� &W� XLI]� QIRXMSR� XLVSYKLSYX� XLI� MRXIVZMI[W�� WIZIVEP� EVI� GSRZMRGIH� XLEX� E� PEVKI�

portion of public revenue is lost through tax fraud and tax evasion, particularly by the richest individuals 

ERH�GSQTERMIW��/EZMIV�I\TVIWWIW�XLMW�JIIPMRK��Ʋ?VAEXLIV�XLER�MQTPIQIRXMRK�RI[�SV�HMǯIVIRX�XE\IW��XLIVI�

WLSYPH� FI� QSVI� GSRXVSP� SR� GSQTPMERGI� [MXL� I\MWXMRK� ǰWGEP� VYPIW�� FIGEYWI� E� QENSVMX]� SJ� XLSWI� [MXL�

KVIEXIV�VIWSYVGIW�HSRưX�JSPPS[�XLIQ��XLI]�EP[E]W�ǰRH�E�XVMGO�XS�TE]�PIWW�XE\IW�PIKEPP]��MR�QER]�GEWIW���

making use of the existing legal loopholes.” Again, this shows that they do not see themselves as part 

of the group of the highest income earners. This perception, however, is not quite right.

Self-perception and relationship with the rest of society 
7IWTSRHIRXW� WTSOI� SJ� ƯXLI� VMGLư�� XLI� ƯFIXXIV� Sǯư�� XLI� ƯEǳYIRXư� SV� ƯXLSWI� EX� XLI� XSTư� MR� XLI� XLMVH� TIVWSR��

;LMPI�XLI]�EPP�GSRWMHIV�XLIQWIPZIW�XS�FI�IGSRSQMGEPP]�WIGYVI��QER]�EHQMX�XS�FIMRK�EǯIGXIH�F]�GIVXEMR�

kinds of economic hardship, and they often mention others in a better position than themselves. When 

asked explicitly to position their income within a decile range on the income distribution, nobody places 

themselves as high as the top 10%. Rather, most consider themselves to be around the middle of the 

distribution or, in some cases, in the top third. For instance, the respondent who earns the most in our 

sample, 59-year-old business owner, Amparo, is in the top 1% of the income distribution, but believes 

herself to be in the top 25%. This misperception does not change even for those who acknowledge the 

decline in average living conditions for the middle class over the past few decades, as shown by this 

XIPIGSQQYRMGEXMSRW�IRKMRIIV��MR�XLI�XST��	��Ʋ?.A�XLMRO�.�EQ�MR�XLI�QMHHPI�GPEWW��ORS[MRK�XLI�MRGSQI�PIZIP�

SJ�Q]�WSGMEP�GMVGPI��?���A�?'YXA�]IEVW�EKS��XLSWI�SJ�YW�[LS�[IVI�QMHHPI�GPEWW�YWIH�XS�PMZI�FIXXIV�XLER�XLI�

QMHHPI�GPEWW�?HSIW�RS[A�Ƴ

Hence, when respondents are told their actual position,146 their general reaction is one of surprise, 

and, in many cases, a certain amount of frustration and disbelief. This is the response of 37-year-old 

WIRMSV�QEREKIV��/SVKI��[LS�MW�TEVX�SJ�XLI�XST��	��Ʋ?.A�EQ�WYVTVMWIH�ERH�WEHHIRIH�XS�FI�MR�XLI�XST��	��

.�ǰRH�MX�[SVV]MRK�XLEX�XLIVI�EVIRưX�QSVI�TISTPI�XLEX�EVI�IEVRMRK�XLI�WEPEV]�SJ�E�WIRMSV�QEREKIV��.�XLMRO�

it’s because there is not a strong enough industrial fabric.” Some attribute their higher than expected 

position to widespread tax evasion, which would lower the necessary threshold to belong to this group, 

such as Ángel, a high ranking manager in the banking sector who places himself in the ‘upper half’ of 

XLI�HMWXVMFYXMSR�ERH��[LIR�ǰRHMRK�SYX�LI�MW�MR�XLI�XST��	��VITPMIW��

?.A�HSRưX�FIPMIZI�MX��8LEX�[SYPH�FI�JVSQ�TISTPI�[LS�HIGPEVI����	�SJ�XLIMV�WEPEV]��[LMGL�MW�[LEX�

.�HS��.�HIGPEVI����	�SJ�EPP�Q]�TVSǰXW��.�XLMRO�MJ�IZIV]FSH]�HMH�XLEX��MJ�IZIV]FSH]�[LS�[EW�WIPJ�

IQTPS]IH�HIGPEVIH�XLIMV�MRGSQI�?���A�.�HSRưX�XLMRO�.�[SYPH�FI�MR�XLEX�VERKI��.�HSRưX�FIPMIZI�MX��MXưW�

like the unemployment rate, I don’t believe it either.

)IWTMXI� XLMW� WIPJ�TIVGITXMSR�� QSWX� FIPMIZI� XLI]� MRXIVEGX� WYǲGMIRXP]� [MXL� TISTPI� JVSQ� SXLIV� WSGMS�

economic levels, either at work or at a personal level. In fact several believe that there is enough 

MRXIVEGXMSR�EQSRK�HMǯIVIRX�GPEWWIW�MR��TEMR�EW�E�[LSPI��;LIR�VIWTSRHIRXW�EVI�EWOIH�[LEX�IǯIGX�XLI]�

think their work has on society at large, public sector workers see their roles most clearly as improving 

XLI�PMZIW�SJ�SXLIVW��&W�TVMQEV]�WGLSSP�XIEGLIV�2EVXE�I\TPEMRW��Ʋ?QA]�[SVO�LIPTW�WLETI�MRHMZMHYEPW�[LS�

can develop in this society, more so given that it is a school with students at risk of social exclusion. 

In my work, I contribute daily to improving society, and that’s gratifying.” However, not everyone feels 

XLEX�XLIMV�[SVO�LEW�ER�IǯIGX��WYGL�EW����]IEV�SPH�IRKMRIIV�2EV´E��Ʋ?.A�HS�RSX�WII�XLI�IǯIGX�SJ�Q]�[SVO�

146  Respondents are asked to verify where their income sits within the top 10%, 6%, 3% and 1% thresholds thereby 
revealing their actual position within the top 10%. 
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on society, I manage projects to improve the productivity of machines and increase sales capacity, this 

helps the company, not society.” 

Other employers and private sector employees feel that they contribute to society by paying taxes. 

)EZMH�� [LS� S[RW� E� KVETLMG� HIWMKR� GSQTER]�� TSMRXW� SYX� XLEX� XLI]� GVIEXI� IQTPS]QIRX�� Ʋ?.A� LEZI� E�

business and that brings jobs, which is very positive for society. In addition, I still pay taxes, when many 

companies in my sector have disappeared.” Another businessman from the creative industries, Alonso, 

TYXW�MX�XLYW��Ʋ?QA]�[SVO�LEW�E�ZIV]�TSWMXMZI�MQTEGX�FIGEYWI�ETEVX�JVSQ�TVSZMHMRK�NSFW��.�LEZI�TVSZMHIH�

services that perhaps other people would not have provided.” It seems this issue is more related to an 

interviewee’s occupation than to their economic position. 

When asked about their civic and political participation, most respondents refer to NGOs and charities 

rather than political activism. Only a third of the sample admits to having attended demonstrations in 

recent years, and those who do, generally tend to align the causes for which they protest with their 

political ideology. Those on the left are more likely to demonstrate about health and public education, 

feminism, or against public spending cuts. Right-wing protesters – a minority among those who vote 

right-wing in the sample – are mobilised to support the national integrity of Spain or protest against 

terrorism.

In contrast, the engagement of our sample with NGOs is very high (70%) though only three respondents 

dedicate their time to volunteering for social causes. Thus, the majority limit their participation to 

HSREXMSRW��&W����]IEV�SPH�(PEVE�WE]W��Ʋ?.A�LEZI�HSREXIH�XS�WIZIVEP�3,4W�EX�HMǯIVIRX�XMQIW��.ưQ�MR�E�KSSH�

ǰRERGMEP�WMXYEXMSR�ERH�MJ�.�GER�LIPT�WSQISRI�MR�RIIH��MXưW�EP[E]W�KSSH�Ƴ�7IWTSRHIRXW�HSREXI�SV�ZSPYRXIIV�

for a variety of causes. The main reason given is that they consider themselves privileged compared to 

SXLIVW�I\TIVMIRGMRK��JSV�I\EQTPI��LIEPXL�MWWYIW��I\XVIQI�TSZIVX]�SV�[LS�LEZI�FIIR�EǯIGXIH�F]�GSRǱMGX��

However, none attribute these situations to structural causes, to inequality or redistribution of income 

ERH�SV�[IEPXL��.R�SXLIV�[SVHW��PMOI�(PEVE�HSIW��XLI]�EWWYQI�XLEX�YRNYWX�WMXYEXMSRW�I\MWX�ERH�TEVXMGMTEXI�

to reduce them, but do not attribute a political dimension to these injustices:

.� FIPMIZI� XLEX� XLIVI� MW� E� GIVXEMR� KVSYT� SJ� TISTPI� [LS� LEZI� FIIR� EǯIGXIH� F]� TIVWSREP�

GMVGYQWXERGIW�ERH�XVEKIH]��8LI]�EVI�MR�E�WMXYEXMSR�MR�[LMGL�MXưW�ZIV]�HMǲGYPX�XS�KIX�SYX��.�XLMRO�

XLI]�RIIH�IZIV]SRIưW�?���A�GSPPEFSVEXMSR�XS�FI�EFPI�XS�KMZI�XLIQ�E�FSSWX�ERH�LIPT�XLIQ�KIX�SYX�

These words represent the charitable motives that have led members of the top 10% to collaborate 

economically with NGOs – a desire to address societal needs with philanthropy, rather than 

redistribution. This opens an important opportunity to politically engage a group that, while desiring 

to tackle inequality, seems to be widely unaware of its relative privilege in relation to the rest of the 

population. This, however, is also telling of the fact that, despite considerable economic stability and a 

relatively secure future, this population does not see itself as a powerful actor in enabling the conditions 

for societal and political change.

Conclusion: the top 10% favour redistribution but don’t see themselves as 
SDUWLFXODUO\�DIÀXHQW
Inequality is a serious problem in Spain. In comparison with the other countries included in this report, 

Spain shows the worst indices in terms of the Gini ratio, at-risk-of-poverty rate and AROPE. At the same 

time, its level of public services and revenues is lower than that of other European countries. Structural 
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factors in the Spanish welfare system have created a situation where the redistributive system, despite 

WSQI�ZEPMERX�IǯSVXW�� MW�YREFPI�XS�GSTI�[MXL�XLI�VMWMRK� PIZIPW�SJ�QEVOIX� MRIUYEPMX]�XLEX�LEZI�LMX��TEMR�

since the Great Recession. 

This chapter has shown that the members of the top 10% interviewed in the Spanish sample do think 

of inequality as a negative phenomenon (both as an abstract concept and in terms of its increase in 

recent years) that has to be addressed. This group, as both the analysis of secondary sources and 

the information gathered in the interview process has shown, is predominantly male, middle-aged, 

well-educated and tends to concentrate in urban areas; however, it is more heterogeneous than may 

be expected, not only in terms of profession and socio-economic background but also in relation to 

political preferences. 

8LIWI� HMǯIVIRGIW� EVI� EPWS� XVERWPEXIH� MRXS� XLI� [E]� XLI]� TIVGIMZI� WSQI� SJ� XLI� MWWYIW� XSYGLIH� SR� MR�

the interviews. While most consider themselves to be economically secure and even acknowledge 

their privilege, many declare they aspire to more, showing that there are cases of both upward and 

downward-oriented individuals among this group (Sherman, 2017). Nonetheless, most respondents 

feel that while their immediate needs and aspirations are met, there is greater uncertainty as to what 

future generations, including their own children, will face in the coming years. This uncertainty turns 

into widespread pessimism when discussing the future of Spain and its weakened labour market, the 

TIVWMWXIRGI�SJ�GSVVYTXMSR�ERH�RITSXMWQ��HMWXVYWX�SJ�TSPMXMGMERW��ERH�XLI�MRIǲGMIRG]�SJ�TYFPMG�MRWXMXYXMSRW��

all of which hinder the prospect of social mobility and prosperity. 

3IZIVXLIPIWW��XLI�RIIH�XS�MQTVSZI�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR�MW�WIIR�RSX�SRP]�MR�XIVQW�SJ�LS[�MX�EǯIGXW�VIWTSRHIRXW�

at a personal level. There appears to be a conviction that inequality is a pervasive problem (although 

there is less consensus on its causes) and that some form of redistribution is desirable in order to 

reduce its consequences. Public institutions are seen as the best means of doing this and as such, 

respondents place the main responsibility on the state to reduce income inequality. Progressive 

voters, however, are more likely to focus on measures such as securing public services and increasing 

ǰWGEP� TVIWWYVI� TVSKVIWWMZIP]�� [LMPI� WMQYPXERISYWP]� LEZMRK� PIWW� XVYWX� MR� TVMZEXI� MRWXMXYXMSRW� XS� MRMXMEXI�

progressive measures of their own accord. Alternatively, more conservative voters believe the state 

WLSYPH� FIXXIV� TVSQSXI� NSF� GVIEXMSR� MR� XLI� TVMZEXI� WIGXSV� ERH� IEWI� ǰWGEP� TVIWWYVI� SR� IQTPS]IVW� Ʈ�

FIRIǰXW�XLEX��RIZIVXLIPIWW��WLSYPH�FI�QEXGLIH�F]�KSSH�[SVOMRK�GSRHMXMSRW�JSV�XLIMV�IQTPS]IIW��

This support for redistribution is surprising in a group that does not make extensive use of public 

services. The use of private healthcare, education and pension plans increases as an individual goes 

up the Spanish income distribution, as is the case in our sample. Nevertheless, there is widespread 

support for the Spanish welfare state and many feel that elements of it, such as healthcare, are some of 

the country’s most positive features. Those who are more critical of the current state of public services, 

allude to recent budget cuts, privatisation or corruption scandals, and cite these factors in the need to 

HIJIRH�ERH�EGXMZIP]�GEPP�JSV�KVIEXIV�IǯSVXW�XS�IRWYVI�XLI�[IPJEVI�WXEXIưW�WYVZMZEP��

The connection of these demands with the need to increase public revenue through taxation, however, 

is less evident. While respondents agree, in principle, with the existence of the most progressive taxes, 

such as personal income tax, they are less unanimous on corporate or wealth taxes (divided along 

ideological lines) and strongly reject taxes that are considered unjust, predominantly inheritance tax 

(though some animosity is also expressed towards property and value-added tax). Furthermore, as is 

the case with the rest of the population (FUNCAS, 2019), they seem unwilling to have their own taxes 

raised. 
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This does not mean respondents do not want to contribute. In fact, they all state that they pay all their 

taxes and many consider that to be their main contribution to society, while others condemn those who 

YWI�XE\�IZEWMSR�SV�ǰWGEP�IRKMRIIVMRK�XS�EZSMH�TE]MRK�XLIMV�HYI��8LI]�EVI�EPWS�PMOIP]�XS�HSREXI�XS�WIZIVEP�

causes through NGOs and other third sector organisations, although their social participation is rarely 

channelled through voluntary work or political engagement. 

However, none believe they are part of the highest decile of the income distribution. This lack of 

knowledge of their relative position in comparison to the rest of the population is a striking result of 

the interview process, and one that came as a surprise even for those being interviewed. Our research 

WLS[W� XLEX� XLI� XST� ��	� EVI�� MR� QER]� EWTIGXW�� RSX� XLEX� HMǯIVIRX� XS� �TERMWL� WSGMIX]� SZIVEPP�� IMXLIV� MR�

terms of their socio-economic origin or their opinions and perceptions. Despite representing the top 

��	�SJ�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW��XLI]�HS�RSX�GSRRIGX�[MXL�XLI�MHIE�SJ�FIMRK�ƯEǳYIRX�ư�8LMW�MW�WMKRMǰGERX�MR�XLEX�MX�

implies that it is possible to gain their support for redistributive public policies. To that end, a series of 

recommendations have been developed in order to explore which policies may gain the most support 

among them (see ‘Policy recommendations. Inequality and the top 10% in Europe.’ (TASC, 2020)). 

The top 10% of income earners in Spain

147



148

Inequality and the top 10% in Europe



The top 10% 
in Ireland

149



 The top 10% in Ireland

I make €100,000 a year. At the end of the third week of every month, I have nothing left. I pay 

for my own house, I pay my parents’ mortgage; I have three kids, two step-kids, one of which 

is in university. And at the end of the month, there is nothing left. So, while people might look 

and say, ‘Wow! you’re on a great salary.’ Yes, I am on a good salary, but I’m exactly the same as 

everybody else; I have got nothing left at the third week of the month.

Siobhan, a company director

Introduction
Unlike the other three countries in this report, Ireland is much smaller, younger, and more exposed to 

external shocks. Formally independent of the UK since 1922, Ireland has become one of the most open 

economies in the world, the 6th on the Heritage Foundation’s Index of Economic Freedom (Heritage, 

2019). Deliberately simultaneous with the UK, Ireland joined the EU in 1973. Prior to joining, its economy 

was dominated by the agricultural sector and heavily dependent on trade with the UK. This trade is 

WXMPP�WMKRMǰGERX�ERH��GSRWIUYIRXP]��.VIPERH�[MPP�WYǯIV�F]�JEV�XLI�[SVWX�IǯIGXW�SJ�'VI\MX�EQSRKWX�XLI�*9�

27. Nevertheless, the investment of American IT, social media, and pharmaceutical multinationals has 

continued to contribute to Ireland’s economy, and its GDP growth in 2019, according to the Irish Central 

4ǲGI�SJ��XEXMWXMGW�(�4��147 was 5.5%, one of the highest in the EU. 

Despite the higher salaries of the top 10% in Ireland compared to the other three countries, the research 

suggests that this income group conveys the greatest sense of economic insecurity, primarily due to 

LSYWMRK�ERH�PMZMRK�GSWXW��8LI�MRXIVZMI[W�VIZIEPIH�E[EVIRIWW�SJ�WXVYGXYVEP�MRIUYEPMX]��HMǯIVIRXMEXMSR�JVSQ�

the wealthiest 1% of the population, and a desire for the government to ensure access to high quality 

public services, especially education and health. 

8LMW� GLETXIV� ǰVWX� IPEFSVEXIW� SR� XLI� IGSRSQMG� GSRXI\X� JSV� MRGSQI� HMWXVMFYXMSR� ERH� XLI� SGGYTEXMSREP�

structure in Ireland and then describes the characteristics of the top 10%. The next section describes the 

interviews conducted with this population, and examines their attitudes towards inequality, meritocracy, 

welfare provision, taxation, and the role of the private sector on these issues, as well as their political 

ERH�GMZMG�IRKEKIQIRX��8LI�GLETXIV�ǰRMWLIW�[MXL�ER�EREP]WMW�SJ�XLI�MRXIVZMI[�HEXE�ERH�E�HMWGYWWMSR�SJ�

policy implications. 

Setting the context: globalisation of the Irish economy 
The rise of foreign direct investment (FDI)

Before the crisis, Ireland had been dubbed the ‘Celtic Tiger’ (Ó’Riain, 2000; O’Higgins, 2002). The state, 

FIRIǰXXMRK� JVSQ� TSPMXMGEP� GSRWIRWYW�� IRGSYVEKIH� +).� ERH� MRHMKIRSYW� IRXIVTVMWI� KVS[XL� XLVSYKL�

tax incentives, regulation, subsidies, and access to the EU market and labour pool. Ireland’s rapid 

transformation from one of the poorest countries in the EU to one of the fastest growing has been 

147  Statistics

Inequality and the top 10% in Europe

150



a consequence of globalising its economy (see Jacobson, 2018; Murphy, 2006; Ó’Riain, 2014). Dublin 

hosts the European headquarters for hi-tech multinationals such as Facebook, Google, Dell, Apple, 

Intel, Microsoft, Paypal, and LinkedIn and pharmaceutical companies such as Johnson and Johnson 

ERH�5ǰ^IV��.R�������EGGSVHMRK�XS�XLI�.RHYWXVMEP�)IZIPSTQIRX�&KIRG]�.)&��148 multinational companies 

employed 245,096 people in Ireland. In a statement at the beginning of 2020, IDA Ireland CEO Martin 

�LERELER� VIQEVOIH�� Ʋ?IAQTPS]QIRX� KVS[XL� MR� ����� [EW� �TG� GSQTEVIH� XS� ���TG� REXMSREPP]� ERH� .)&�

Ireland clients now account directly for 10.5pc of national employment” (Silicon Republic, 2020). Data 

from IDA and the CSO have repeatedly shown that salaries for employees in multinational companies, 

whether Irish or foreign-owned, are higher than those in domestic companies or the average wage. For 

example, the IDA reported that the average salary for multinational company employees in 2017 was 

€66,000 versus the national average of that year, €46,402 (Business World, 2019). The IDA also noted 

that foreign multinationals are responsible for generating one third of total Income Tax, Universal Social 

Charge (USC) and Employers’ Pay Related Social Insurance (PRSI). 

8LI�VIPMERGI�SR�QYPXMREXMSREPW�ERH�MRXIVREXMSREP�ǰRERGMEP�ǱS[W�LEW�QIERX�XLEX�.VIPERH�MW�FSXL�TEVXMGYPEVP]�

ZYPRIVEFPI�XS�KPSFEP�IGSRSQMG�MRWXEFMPMX]�ERH�HITIRHIRX�SR�XLIWI�ǱS[W�JSV�IGSRSQMG�VIGSZIV]��.VIPERH�

[EW�XLI�ǰVWX�*YVS^SRI�GSYRXV]�XS�IRXIV�MRXS�VIGIWWMSR�EJXIV�XLI������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��FYX�XLI�WYFWIUYIRX�

growth in FDI contributed to restarting its economy. This investment came especially from the US 

(a 69% increase between 2012-2017) but also from Asia and other emerging economies.149 After the 

GVMWMW��XLI�YRIQTPS]QIRX�VEXI�MR�.VIPERH�IZIRXYEPP]�GPMQFIH�XS�����	�MR������ERH�XLI�RYQFIV�SJ�FIRIǰX�

claimants rose to the highest levels since the 1980s. Tridico (2013), using a crisis management index, 

MHIRXMǰIH�.VIPERH�EW�SRI�SJ�XLI�WIZIR�[SVWX�TIVJSVQIVW�MR�XIVQW�SJ�XLI�MQTEGX�SJ�XLI�GVMWMW�SR�MXW�PEFSYV�

market and its rate of economic recovery (Sweden ranked 11th, the UK 14th, Ireland 24th, and Spain last, 

at 28th). As a consequence of the recession and slow recovery after 2008, emigration from Ireland, as 

at other times in its history – most notably during the mid-19th century famine and, to a lesser extent, 

the late 1980s (O’Brien, 2014) – rose dramatically during the post-crash period. Between 2010-14, out-

migration exceeded inward migration, often by tens of thousands. This trend stopped in 2015 and by 

2017 immigration to Ireland was substantially greater than emigration (O’Connell, 2018).

Despite the reliance on FDI, the majority of jobs in Ireland are still within small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs), which contributes to the structural foundation of income inequality. According to 

�����HEXE��XLIVI�[IVI�ER�IWXMQEXIH����������2*W������	�SJ�XLI�RSR�ǰRERGMEP�FYWMRIWWIW�MR�XLI�GSYRXV]��

ERH���������IQTPS]IIW�MR��2*W������	�SJ�XLI�SZIVEPP�RSR�ǰRERGMEP�[SVOJSVGI��&PXLSYKL�XLI�WLEVI�SJ�

SMEs paralleled that of the EU-28 and the share of employees was larger by 4% than the EU average, 

XLI� ZEPYI� EHHIH� SJ� �2*W� MR� .VIPERH�� ����	�� [EW� WMKRMǰGERXP]� PS[IV� XLER� XLEX� SJ� XLI� *9����� SV� ����	�

*YVSTIER� (SQQMWWMSR�� ��������� .R� GSRXVEWX�� XLI� WLEVI� SJ� ZEPYI� EHHIH� JSV� PEVKI� ǰVQW� MR� .VIPERH� [EW�

58.3%, substantially higher than 43.2% in the EU.

Economic transformation and social mobility in Ireland 
As a relatively new country historically dependent upon agriculture, the transformation of Ireland’s 

IGSRSQ]�LEW�EǯIGXIH�MXW�WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]�ERH�SGGYTEXMSREP�WXVYGXYVI��.R�GSQTEVMWSR�XS�XLI�SXLIV�XLVII�

GSYRXVMIW��XLIWI�SGGYTEXMSREP�GLERKIW��ERH�F]�MQTPMGEXMSR��NSF�STTSVXYRMXMIW��SGGYVVIH�MR�E�WMKRMǰGERXP]�

148  IDA Ireland: Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) - Invest in Ireland
149  In a 2012 blog for the World Bank, Anderson (2012) notes that “[i]n 2009 and 2010, the two years immediately 
ûńīīńƳěĸČ�Ɗėä�Å°ĸĨěĸČ�Îńīī°ŝŷä×�FŲäī°ĸÙ�°ƊƊŲ°ÎƊäÙ�ƊėŲää�Ɗń�ûńƙŲ�ƊěĴäŷ�ĴńŲä�8%F�ŝŲńŝńŲƊěńĸ°Ɗäīƺ�Ɗė°ĸ�ńƊėäŲ�j)�%�
äÎńĸńĴěäŷŢ��ėäŷä�ěĸĀńƳŷ�ƳäŲä�ĸńƊ�ĢƙŷƊ�ī°ŲČä�ěĸ�Ųäī°ƊěƲä�ƊäŲĴŷ�ó�Ɗėäƺ�ƳäŲä�äŦƙěƲ°īäĸƊ�Ɗń�ōōŢſš�ńû�:%z�ěĸ�ƕǆǆľ�°ĸÙ�ōƕŢľš�
in 2010.”
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shorter time period. Tellingly, the proportion of parents and grandparents working in agriculture is 

larger compared to the other three countries. According to Eurofound’s (2017a: 12) report Social mobility 

in the EU,150 which uses data from the European Social Survey, 22% of parents of respondents were 

small employers or self-employed in agriculture, versus 9.9% in Sweden, 2.4% in the UK, and 13.8% in 

�TEMR��&X�XLI�WEQI�XMQI��.VIPERH�LEW�I\TIVMIRGIH�SRI�SJ�XLI�QSWX�WMKRMǰGERX�MRXIVKIRIVEXMSREP�HIGPMRIW�

of the proportion of farmers in the EU, or a 17% decrease (Ibid.). In contrast, in the Eurofound report, 

about a third of respondents’ parents in Sweden and the UK worked in skilled service occupations (34% 

and 36%, respectively). In Spain, the percentage of respondents’ parents who were small employers, 

self-employed (17.7%) or in low-skill technical occupations (16.8%) was higher than in the other three 

countries (Ibid.). 

Ireland’s condensed trajectory of structural change in occupations is, in fact, unique in the EU – 

and even in comparison to other countries (e.g., Eastern Europe) that have experienced a decline in 

agricultural employment – as younger workers in Ireland went directly to work in services rather than in 

QERYJEGXYVMRK��7ETMH�I\TERWMSR�SJ�XLI�LMKL�XIGL�ERH�ǰRERGMEP�WIVZMGIW�WIGXSVW��EW�[IPP�EW�MRZIWXQIRX�

in education, has meant that the percentage of high-skilled occupations has increased. 

The literature on social mobility in Ireland is not extensive and much of it dates to the period before 

XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��-SYX�������HSGYQIRXIH�E�TVMQEV]�WXVYGXYVEP�WLMJX�E[E]�JVSQ�EKVMGYPXYVI�'VIIR�ERH�

Whelan, 1999). Whelan and O’Connell examined the declining share of self-employed in the workforce 

– from 40% in 1961 to 22% in 1991 (Whelan, 1999:135) – and the rapid expansion of middle-class 

professions, which rose from under 10% of total employment to 22% (O’Connell, 1999). Women have 

entered the labour force predominantly in low-skill professions, especially in healthcare and education. 

At the same time, skilled manual work has increased among men, from 12% to 17%, while employment 

in unskilled manual work has decreased from 21% to 13%. 

Drawing on the 1994 Living in Ireland Survey, Whelan (1999) focused his analysis on opportunities for 

social mobility, which suggested that the heterogeneous origins of the ‘service class’, even professions 

and managers, showed substantial opportunities for upward social mobility, especially among men 

(Ibid.:156). Conversely, the working class and farmers remained, structurally, fairly stationary. Whelan 

GSRGPYHIH� XLEX� ƲFYǯIVW� EKEMRWX� HS[R[EVH� QSFMPMX]� EVI� WYFWXERXMEPP]� QSVI� IǯIGXMZI� XLER� FEVVMIVW� XS�

upward mobility” (Ibid.:156��� .R� SXLIV� [SVHW�� TYFPMG� FIRIǰXW� ERH� MRGSQI� HMWXVMFYXMSR� LEZI� TVIZIRXIH�

declining status, whereas new forms of higher paid, more skilled employment have created opportunities 

for younger workers to earn more than their parents.

Economic insecurity and social divisions in an era of prosperity
The absence of a welfare state 

.VIPERHưW�PIZIP�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]��EW�QIEWYVIH�F]�XLI�,MRM�GSIǲGMIRX��MW�EFSYX�EZIVEKI�JSV�XLI�*9��FYX�XLMW�MW�

largely due to state cash transfers (Sweeney and Wilson, 2019). The National Competitiveness Council 

stated that in 2016, “Ireland’s at-risk-of-poverty rate (16.6%) remained below the Euro area average 

����	��� �SGMEP� XVERWJIVW� TPE]� E� WMKRMǰGERX� VSPI� MR� VIHYGMRK� TSZIVX]� VMWO� MR� .VIPERH � I\GPYHMRK� WSGMEP�

150  Social mobility in the EU | Eurofound
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transfers, the at-risk-of-poverty rate was 34.7%” (2018:24).151 Despite the level of cash transfers, access to 

education and public and private healthcare perpetuates social divisions.

�MRGI�MRHITIRHIRGI��SRI�GVYGMEP�JEGXSV�MR�XLIWI�PMRKIVMRK�WSGMEP�HMZMWMSRW�LEW�FIIR�XLI�MRǱYIRGI�SJ�XLI�

Catholic church on much of the public health system, social services, and education (Fahey, 1998). Critics 

of the church’s role have focused on how religious authorities privileged doctrine and the responsibility 

SJ�XLI�JEQMP]�SZIV�VIHVIWWMRK�WSGMEP�MRNYWXMGIW��&GGSVHMRK�XS�+ELI]��Ʋ?XALI�QEMR�(EXLSPMG�EMQ�MR�XLI�WSGMEP�

services was to disseminate and safeguard the faith, not to combat social inequality or reform society. 

(EXLSPMG�WGLSSPW�ERH�LSWTMXEPW�VIǱIGXIH�I\MWXMRK�WSGMEP�LMIVEVGLMIW�ƭ�XLIVI�[IVI�IPMXI�WGLSSPW�EW�[IPP�

as poor schools and exclusive services for the wealthy as well as broadly provided services for the less 

[IPP�SǯƳ������������)SRSKLYI�������TVSZMHIW�E�WMQMPEV�EREP]WMW��HIWGVMFMRK�LS[��EJXIV�MRHITIRHIRGI��

the church pushed for family and community responsibility in its social teachings, which meant that the 

state became ‘the last resort’ for welfare and social service provision: 

+VSQ�������[MXL�XLI�IWXEFPMWLQIRX�SJ�XLI�TVIWIRX�WXEXI��XLI�MRǱYIRGI�SJ�XLI�(EXLSPMG�(LYVGL�

became even more pronounced in the provision of education, health and welfare services. 

The principle of subsidiarity found in Catholic social teaching held that the family had primary 

responsibility, followed by the local community, for providing welfare and social services. This 

subsidiary function, therefore, has been an important factor in voluntary activity in Ireland as, 

only when such avenues had been exhausted, was the state to step in and accept responsibility 

for such provision (1998:2-3). 

7IPMKMSYW� MRǱYIRGI� MR� LIEPXLGEVI� EJXIV� MRHITIRHIRGI� PIH� XS� WSGMEP� MRWYVERGI� WGLIQIW� HIPMFIVEXIP]�

excluding ‘non-working’ wives and lack of daycare and other family support services (Adshead and 

Millar, 2003). The state should ‘only intervene as an agent of last resort’ (Ibid.:8).

Inequality and healthcare 

8LMW� MRǱYIRGI� SR� LIEPXL� WIVZMGIW�� GSQFMRIH�[MXL� TSPMXMGMWEXMSR� SJ� XLI� QIHMGEP� TVSJIWWMSR� ;VIR� ERH�

Connolly, 2019), have contributed to making Ireland an outlier in the EU. It is the only European country 

RSX� SǯIVMRK� YRMZIVWEP� EGGIWW� XS� TVMQEV]� GEVI�� &W� ;VIR� ERH� (SRRSPP]� ������ I\TPEMR�� Ʋ?XALI� W]WXIQ� MW�

TVIHSQMRERXP]�XE\�ǰRERGIH����TIV�GIRX��[MXL�SYX�SJ�TSGOIX�445��TE]QIRXW�GSRXVMFYXMRK����TIV�GIRX�

XS�SZIVEPP�ǰRERGMRK�ERH�TVMZEXI�LIEPXL�MRWYVERGI�5-.��GSRXVMFYXMRK����TIV�GIRX�MR�����Ƴ�Ibid.:3-4). 

The consequence has been the creation of a two-tier health system. Approximately 30% of the population 

UYEPMǰIW�JSV�E�QIHMGEP�GEVH��[LMGL�KVERXW�JVII�EGGIWW�XS�QIHMGEP�WIVZMGIW�,5�ERH�SYX�TEXMIRX�GEVI��XS�

lower income households (Health Service Executive (HSE), 2018). According to the Health Insurance 

Authority152 (2019), as of December 2019, 46% of the population has private health insurance. This 

TIVGIRXEKI�KVI[�WXIEHMP]�XLVSYKLSYX�XLI�TSWX��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�TIVMSH��EJXIV�JEPPMRK�JVSQ�E�TIEO�

SJ�����	�MR�������)YVMRK�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��XLI�HIGPMRI�MR�LSYWILSPH�MRGSQI�F]�SZIV���	�MR�RSQMREP�

terms (Nolan et al., 2014:4) precluded paying for rising health costs. Increases in premiums led to a rise 

in cancellations for private insurance (Ibid.).

151  Transfers have not prevented increasing household debt to pay ordinary expenses such as utilities and rent 
(LaJoie, 2019). According to 2017 EU-SILC data, 41% of employed respondents claimed they were unable to save 
regularly, 47% of all respondents in arrears for any type of household payment in the last 12 months, were employed, 
and 76% of respondents who were employed and in debt stated that the burden of repayments was ‘heavy’ or 
‘somewhat heavy.’ Moreover, the average interest rate on consumer debt in Ireland is one of the highest in the EU, 
reaching nearly 12% as of July 2018 (Ibid.). 

152  Health Insurance Authority
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Inequality and education

Among the interviewees, education is widely cited as critical for life chances and correspondingly, they 

TIVGIMZI�WXEXI�MRZIWXQIRX�MR�IHYGEXMSR�EW�XLI�QSWX�IǯIGXMZI�ERH�JEMVIWX�QIEWYVI�XS�EHHVIWW�WSGMEP�ERH�

IGSRSQMG�HMWTEVMXMIW��.VIPERHưW�VETMH�IGSRSQMG�XVERWJSVQEXMSR�LEW�MRHIIH�FIRIǰXXIH�JVSQ�HIGEHIW�SJ�

investment in education. However, investment levels did not correspond with growth rates until the 

1990s, or after the policy decision to attract FDI through a competitive corporate tax rate and business-

friendly tax regime. State spending on education increased from 3.1% of GNP in 1962 to 6.4% in 1989, 

that is, the period preceding the ‘Celtic Tiger’ (Ó’Gráda and O’Rourke, 1993:25). Between 2005 and 

2010, before the crisis, expenditure per student rose by 33%, with a particular focus on primary and 

secondary level education, and an overall increase above the OECD average of 17% (OECD, 2013). This 

expenditure accounted for 6.1% of GNI in 2015, putting it above the EU average of 5.0% (CSO, 2017). The 

XVIRH��LS[IZIV��VIZIVWIH�EJXIV�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��[MXL�FSXL�HIGPMRMRK�TYFPMG�WTIRHMRK�SR�IHYGEXMSR�EW�

a percentage of GDP and higher enrolment of students in educational institutions (OECD, 2019d).

Despite this decline in investment, though, Ireland still has been one of the most successful OECD 

countries in reducing educational inequalities at secondary and tertiary levels. University and vocational 

completion rates for ages 25-34 year-olds are consistently amongst the highest in the OECD (2019d). 

8LI� 93.(*+� VITSVX� GEVH� ����� PMWXIH� .VIPERH� EW� VEROIH� WIGSRH� JSV� FEWMG� VIEHMRK� TVSǰGMIRG]� EX� EKI�

15 (UNICEF, 2018). Ireland also has comparatively low percentages of students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds performing poorly in reading.153 However, Ireland still lags behind with regards to pre-

school education, which is related to income. At the same time, disparities continue between income 

KVSYTW� JSV� YRMZIVWMX]� IRVSPQIRX� ERH� EGEHIQMG� TIVJSVQERGI�� .VIPERH� GSRXMRYIW� XS� LEZI� E� WMKRMǰGERX�

percentage of 20-34 year olds that are NEET (not in education, employment, or training), or 14.7% in 

2018, particularly in comparison to other small open economies like Sweden (8%), Denmark (10.9%), or 

Austria (10.6%) (Eurostat, 2018).154 

Although most of the interviewees attended state schools, more than 25,000 pupils were enrolled in 

JII�TE]MRK�WGLSSPW�MR�����������ERH��TVIHMGXEFP]��XLIWI�LEZI�WMKRMǰGERXP]�FIXXIV�SYXGSQIW�MR�XIVQW�SJ�

university enrolment (O’Brien, 2019). In 2019, half of the top twenty schools in the country for university 

placement rates were private (Ó Caollaí and Mooney, 2019).

153� �ėƊƊŝŷÖwwČŝŷäÙƙÎ°ƊěńĸŢńäÎÙŢńŲČw�ńƙĸƊŲƺzŲńÿīäŨŝŲěĴ°Ųƺ�ńƙĸƊŲƺöF~X»ƊŲäŷėńīÙöōǆ»ƊńŝěÎözF
154   https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Statistics_on_young_people_neither_in_
employment_nor_in_education_or_training
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Figure 1: Educational attainment per income decile���$�������)
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Source: EU-SILC, 2016.

Who are the top 10% in Ireland?
The occupations of the top 10%

+MKYVI���WLS[W�XLI�SGGYTEXMSREP�HMWXVMFYXMSR�SJ�.VIPERH�FEWIH�SR�*9��.1(�������8LI�ǰVWX�FPYI��GSPYQR�

relates to the whole population and the second (red) column relates to the top 10% of income earners. 

As shown, the majority of the top 10% work as managers, professionals, and associate professionals, to 

a much greater extent than the majority. 

Figure 2: Occupational category for total population and top 10%
�	��������
���
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The income of the top 10%

In comparison with other small open economies in the EU and the UK, Ireland is unique in the level of 

state transfers received by both the top 10% and the bottom 40% (Sweeney and Wilson, 2019). The table 

below illustrates the level of transfers (‘Paid’ rows) compared to other small open economies in the EU 

and the UK. 

Table 1: Components of household equivalised disposable income by income group

FI BE �* NL AT )0 IE 90

Income top 10%

1EFSYV 0.75 0.82 0.68 0.79 0.74 0.73 0.73 0.76

(ETMXEP 0.17 0.09 0.15 0.11 0.11 0.19 0.10 0.1

Transfers top 10%

7IGIMZIH 0.08 0.09 0.17 0.10 0.15 0.07 0.17 0.14

5EMH 0.35 0.30 0.34 0.39 0.35 0.40 0.29 0.32

Income bottom 40%

1EFSYV 0.40 0.37 0.38 0.52 0.50 0.50 0.24 0.33

(ETMXEP 0.12 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.05

Transfers bottom 40%

7IGIMZIH 0.48 0.60 0.59 0.45 0.46 0.49 0.74 0.62

5EMH 0.17 0.16 0.21 0.23 0.18 0.28 0.04 0.12

 Source: Sweeney and Wilson, 2019.

 

9RWYVTVMWMRKP]��EW�ǰKYVI���WLS[W��XLI�XST���	�SJ�MRGSQI�IEVRIVW�MW�GSRGIRXVEXIH�EQSRKWX�MRHMZMHYEPW�

aged between 41-60 years old, the prime working years. At the same time, among wealthy households, 

women’s incomes still lag substantially behind men’s. Figure 4 shows how income compares across 

income deciles by gender, namely how women are more prevalent in lower income households, and as 

income increases this pattern reverses – women are much fewer than men in the top 10%, 6%, and 1%. 
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Figure 3: Age distribution across income deciles 
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Figure 4: Gender distribution across income deciles and segments of top decile 
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Source: EU-SILC, 2016.

Consumption of the top 10%

According to the 2015-2016 Household Budget Survey in Ireland (CSO, 2019),155 households in the top 

��	�MRGSQI�FVEGOIX�#ǒ���������E�[IIO��WTIRX�ER�EZIVEKI�SJ�ǒ���������TIV�[IIO��8LMW�ǰKYVI�[EW�X[MGI�

the overall average expenditure of €837.47 for all households. It should be noted, however, that the 

average household size amongst the lowest income households (>€252.21) was much lower than that 

of the highest income decile, or 1.22 persons versus 3.73 – so that equivalised income must be kept 

in consideration. In addition, more than 97% of households in the highest income decile reported at 

PIEWX�SRI�TIVWSR�EX�[SVO�GSQTEVIH�[MXL�����	�JSV�XLSWI�MR�XLI�PS[IWX�MRGSQI�HIGMPI��c8LI�QENSVMX]�SJ�

members of the lowest income decile households were retired or not at work (CSO, 2019).

155  Household Budget Survey 2015-2016
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*\TIRHMXYVIW�FIX[IIR�XLI�LMKLIWX�ERH�PS[IWX�MRGSQI�LSYWILSPHW�HMǯIVIH��EW�XLI�PEXXIV�LEH�XS�WTIRH�

a greater percentage of their income on basic needs such as food, fuel, and lighting (about 27% versus 

less than 15% for the wealthiest households). In contrast, the highest income households spent 55%cof 

their income on transportation and other goods and services, while the lowest income households 

spent just over 38%. The wealthiest also spent more on medical services (€87.31 a week compared with 

ǒ��������TIRWMSR�GSRXVMFYXMSRW�ǒ�������TIV�[IIO�EW�STTSWIH�XS�ǒ�������LSPMHE]W�E�WXEVO�HMǯIVIRGI�SJ�

€85.02 versus €7.39), and childcare (€36.89 compared with €0.33) (Ibid.).

How the top 10% view inequality: What should be done and why

Table 2: Irish interview sample 

The Irish sample 

Total interviews 30 Income bracket

2IR�;SQIR ������ Top 10-6% 18 (4 women)

Age 12 above 35, 18 below Top 6-3% 9 (4 women)

Marital status 16 married Top 3-1% 2 (1 woman)

Has children 9 have children Top 1% 1

 

Education/Work Employment sector 

5YFPMG�5VMZEXI� 20 Public

���JYPP]�TEVXMEPP]��TVMZEXI

Public sector 9

Higher education 29 Private sector 21

Has child in private school 3

Assets

Owns at least one property 21  

Has inheritance 3

Interviews were conducted with 30 respondents. As with the other countries, the sample was not 

and was never intended to be statistically representative of the top 10% population in the income 

distribution. Interviews were arranged through a snowball method, with prior contacts referring 

GSPPIEKYIW�SV�QIQFIVW�SJ�XLIMV�WSGMEP�RIX[SVOW�[LSWI�MRGSQI�[EW�EFSZI�XLI�ǒ�������GYX�Sǯ�TSMRX��

Of the interviewees, 19 are men and 11 are women. The purposive sample included a cross section of 
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age groups and professions based roughly on their relative presence within the top 10% (as reported by 

*9��.1(���8LI�WEQTPI�EPWS�VIǱIGXIH�VSYKLP]�XLI�HMWTEVMX]�MR�MRGSQI�FIX[IIR�QIR�ERH�[SQIR��MR�XLEX�

there were 69% of men in the top 10% income bracket in 2015, at least according to individual monthly 

KVSWW� MRGSQI��8S� YRHIVWXERH� XLI� KIRIVEXMSREP� HMǯIVIRGIW� GEYWIH� F]� XLI� ǰRERGMEP� GVMWMW� MR� ���������

interviewees were largely split between those who were under 35 years old and those who were above, 

or 12 under 35 versus 18 over. 

:äĸÙäŲƈÙěüäŲäĸÎäŷ

Women in Ireland devote more time than their counterparts in most other EU countries to unpaid 

childcare, only behind Italy and Portugal, and tied with Poland (European Commission, 2016). However, 

the overall gender pay gap in Ireland is below average for the EU, or 13.9% versus approximately 16% 

(Eurostat, 2019). Employment rates among women in Ireland rose continuously after accession to the 

*9�FYX�HVSTTIH�EJXIV�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��JVSQ�QSVI�XLER���	�SJ�[SQIR�SJ�[SVOMRK�EKI�MR������

to 55.2% in 2012. 

The employment rate has recovered, though, with unemployment among women at 6.3% as of 2017 

(Eurostat, 2020). At the same time, the 2018 World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Report156 

showed that the rate of women in part-time work was more than double that of men and that despite 

being the top-ranked country in the world for educational parity, Ireland was ranked 68th for women’s 

participation in the labour force overall, 46th for wage equality, and 63rd for estimated earned income 

(WEF, 2018).

4RI�SJ�XLI�MRXIVZMI[IIW��(MEVE��[LS�MW�E�WIRMSV�GSRWYPXERX�JSV�E�LIEHLYRXMRK�ǰVQ��HIWGVMFIW�LS[�LEZMRK�

GLMPHVIR� QEOIW� TEVX�XMQI� [SVO� EPQSWX� YREZSMHEFPI� ERH� EǯIGXW� GEVIIV� EHZERGIQIRX�� �LI� VIQEVOW��

Ʋ?XALI�HMWNYRGXMSR�EX�[LMGL�TSMRX�]SY�LEZI�GLMPHVIR�MW�E�WMKRMǰGERX�GVSWWVSEHW�JSV�JIQEPIW�MR�I\IGYXMZI�

positions, because you have a choice to continue full-time in your career and outsource to childcare, 

or, what I decided was that I didn’t really want to do that, so I went part-time.” She worked part-time for 

ǰZI�XS�WM\�]IEVW�YRXMP�XLI�VIGIWWMSR��[LIR�WLI�IPIGXIH�XS�FIGSQI�WIPJ�IQTPS]IH��

;LIR� EWOIH� EFSYX� LIV� GEVIIV� TVSKVIWWMSR�� (MEVE� VIWTSRHW�� Ʋ?LAEZI� .� FIIR� WEXMWǰIH$� =IW�� [MXLMR� XLI�

circumstances, because we decided not to outsource our childcare, I was able to work from home 

remotely and was able to work around the providing of the childcare, particularly in the afternoons and 

XLI�IZIRMRKW�Ƴ�&�FEVVMWXIV�MR�LIV�QMH�XLMVXMIW���EVEL��MHIRXMǰIW�LEZMRK�GLMPHVIR�ERH�QEMRXEMRMRK�E�GEVIIV�

as a privilege and dependent on wealth. She contends: 

.�HSRưX�XLMRO�XLI�VMGL�ORS[c[LEX�MRIUYEPMX]�MW�c']�XLI�[E]��.�HSRưX�GPEWWMJ]�Q]WIPJ�EW�FIMRK�VMGL��

.�XLMROcXLI]ưVI�TVSFEFP]�XSXEPP]�YRE[EVI��ERH�XLMRO�XLEX�XLI�TSSV�TISTPI�MRcWSGMIX]�WLSYPH�KIX�

YT�ERH�KIX�E�NSF�[MXLSYX�VIEPMWMRK�XLEX�XLIVI�QMKLX�EGXYEPP]cFI�WSQIXLMRK�WXSTTMRK�XLIQ��PMOI�

GLMPHGEVI�?���A�E�WMRKPI�QYQ��LS[�GERcWLI�KS�SYX���LIưH�FI�MR�HIǰGMX�[MXL�LIV�ǰRERGMEP�WMXYEXMSR��

FIGEYWI�MX�[SYPHcGSWX�XSS�QYGL�

.R�SXLIV�[SVHW��[MXLSYX�EGGIWW�XS�EǯSVHEFPI�GLMPHGEVI��[LMGL�[SYPH�VIUYMVI��MR�.VIPERH��TYFPMG�MRZIWXQIRX��

WSGMEP�QSFMPMX]�JSV�WSQISRI�JVSQ�E�PS[�MRGSQI�SV�MR�E�ǰRERGMEPP]�MRWIGYVI�TSWMXMSR��[SYPH�FI�I\XVIQIP]�

HMǲGYPX��

156  The Global Gender Gap Report 2018
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Investigating economic opportunity and self-identity in Ireland 
Factors driving social mobility

Almost all interviewees identify the combination of luck, ambition and hard work as primary factors in 

XLIMV�GEVIIV�EHZERGIQIRX��XLSYKL�XLI]�EPWS�MQTP]�XLEX�IǯSVX�GVIEXIH�XLI�WTEGI�JSV�PYGO�XS�LETTIR��8LI�

HMVIGXSV�SJ�E�GSQTER]�[LS�PMZIW�MR�)SRIKEP���MSFLER��FIPMIZIW�XLEX�Ʋ?GAEVIIV�TVSKVIWWMSR�MW�EPQSWX�WIPJ�

directed, you make your own luck and you make your own career path.” A 42-year-old bank supervisor, 

=ZSRRI��VIǱIGXW�SR�LS[�E�GSQFMREXMSR�SJ�PYGO�ERH�[SVO�KIRIVEXIW�STTSVXYRMXMIW��

.� WII� Q]WIPJ� EW� TVMZMPIKIH� ?ƸA� .� EQ� RSX� JVSQ� )S[RXSR� &FFI]�� .� WE[� Q]� TEVIRXW� [SVO� LEVH�� .�

worked hard. Before the pharmacy, I was forking hay and shovelling. I have a good life so I 

consider myself privileged. But I have worked hard. My children are privileged and I remind 

XLIQ�SJ�XLEX��'YX�XLI]�[SVO�LEVH�?���A�.�LEZI�RS�WTEGI�MR�Q]�PMJI�JSV�KSSH�XMQI�(LEVPMIW�?���A��)MH�.�

have any more opportunities than anyone else? Yes and no. A boy had kicked a teacher and 

gotten into trouble. His father had just gotten out of prison. I am more privileged than him but 

not Downton Abbey.

1MOI[MWI��E�VIXMVIH�WIRMSV�RYVWI���ERHVE��WE]W��Ʋ?.A�LEZI�LEH�E�GSQJSVXEFPI�PMJI��.�LEZI�EP[E]W�[SVOIH��.�

have continued to work.”

)IWTMXI� XLI� EWWSGMEXMSR� FIX[IIR� IRHIEZSYV� ERH� GLERGI�� MRXIVZMI[IIW� VIGSKRMWI� XLI� WMKRMǰGERGI� SJ�

‘external’ factors such as upbringing and timing to social mobility. A civil servant, David, in his early 

XLMVXMIW�GSQQIRXW�XLEX�Ʋ?.A�NYWX�HIGMHIH�XS�HS�E�5L)�EJXIV�Q]�QEWXIVưW��ERH�XLI]�LETTIRIH�XS�VIGVYMX�MR�

XLI�GMZMP�WIVZMGI�ERH�.�LETTIRIH�XS�NSMR�EX�XLI�VMKLX�XMQI�?���A��&�PSX�SJ�MX�MW�NYWX�PYGO��.�HMHRưX�WMX�HS[R�ERH�

TPER�MX��.�NYWX�OMRH�SJ�KSX�PYGO]�Ƴ�&RSXLIV�GMZMP�WIVZERX��)SREP��EKVIIW��Ʋ?.A�JIIP�TVMZMPIKIH��2]�PYGO�MR�[LIVI�.�

[EW�FSVR�ERH�XLI�VIWSYVGIW�.�LEH�[LIR�.�[EW�KVS[MRK�YT�?ƸA�.�JIIP�UYMXI�[IPP�Sǯ�Ƴ�.R�JEGX��MRXIVZMI[IIW�EVI�

implicitly critical of those who wasted their resources and did not achieve success. The chief executive 

SJ� E� GLEVMX]�� 2MOI�� VIQEVOW� XLEX� Ʋ?WASQI� TISTPI� EVI� NYWX� FSVR� PYGO]� ERH� FSVR� MRXS� STTSVXYRMX]� ERH�

XLI]cWLSYPH�YWI�XLEX�STTSVXYRMX]�XS�LIPT�TISTPI�Ƴ�&RSXLIV�GMZMP�WIVZERX�MR�LMW�IEVP]�XLMVXMIW��7SRER��[LS�

had attended private school, makes a particular observation about luck, namely that some professions 

and occupations do better than others at sustaining an income. He explains: 

It depends what sector you’re in and Ireland’s economic prosperity is kind of dependent on 

XLI�OMRHRIWW�SJ�WXVERKIVW�SV�EX�PIEWX�HIGMWMSRW�QEHI�IPWI[LIVI�?PMOIA�GSVTSVEXI�LIEHUYEVXIVW�

MR�&QIVMGE��8LIVIưW�E�QEWWMZI�IPIQIRX�SJ�VERHSQRIWW�MR�.VIPERH�?���A�� .J�]SYưVI�E�LEVH�[SVOMRK�

lawyer, you’ll do well, but if you work hard in a factory making printers for a US company, or any 

kind of company, it’s kind of completely random in a way.

Across all professional categories, interviewees feel that their access to higher education has 

accounted for their competitiveness and success in the job market, more than hard work and luck. A 

35-year-old bank supervisor, Declan, credits overall social mobility in Ireland primarily to education, 

I\TPEMRMRK�� Ʋ?TAISTPI� LEZI� E� VIEPP]� WXVSRK� GYPXYVI� SJ� IHYGEXMSR� ?���A� WMRGI�[IưZI� LEH� JVII� IHYGEXMSR� MR�

Ireland it has been an incredible catalyst for social mobility, and that is very evident in the area that I’m 

from.” 

2SVI�WTIGMǰGEPP]��E�JI[�SJ�XLI�]SYRKIV�MRXIVZMI[IIW�[LS�LEH�LEH�HMǲGYPX]�ǰRHMRK�IQTPS]QIRX�MR�XLI�

]IEVW�MQQIHMEXIP]�EJXIV�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�EXXVMFYXI�XLIMV�EFMPMX]�XS�VI�XVEMR�EW�XLI�GVMXMGEP�JEGXSV�MR�ǰRHMRK�

FIXXIV�TE]MRK�ERH�TIVWSREPP]�QSVI�JYPǰPPMRK� NSFW��TVMQEVMP]� MR�LM�XIGL��8LI]�LEZI�PMOI[MWI�KSRI�SR�XS�
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work for one of the American multinational companies based in Dublin. One interviewee in his early 

thirties, Brendan, worked as a survey engineer in a coal mine in Australia and ‘didn’t feel any purpose, 

ER]�EǲRMX]�[MXL�XLI�WIGXSV�ư�-I�XLIR�[SVOIH�JSV�E�YXMPMX]�GSQTER]�MR�.VIPERH�ERH�LMW�YRGPI�MR�8MTTIVEV]��

neither of which he liked. He decided to re-train to join the hi-tech sector and ‘started at the bottom 

rung’ and now works as a salesperson for one of the American MNCs. He has ‘climbed steadily up the 

corporate ladder’ and claims to be ‘very happy with my job now.’

8LI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�ERH�XLI�MRGVIEWI�MR�IQMKVEXMSR�ƭ�TVMQEVMP]�XS�XLI�90�1SRHSR���XLI�9���ERH�&YWXVEPME�

ƭ�EǯIGXIH�XLI�GEVIIV�XVENIGXSVMIW�SJ�]SYRKIV�MRXIVZMI[IIW��[LIVIEW�SPHIV�MRXIVZMI[IIW�[IVI�QSVI�PMOIP]�

XS�LEZI�FIIR�MRǱYIRGIH�F]�JEQMP]�GSRWMHIVEXMSRW��&����]IEV�SPH�PE[]IV�[LS�UYEPMǰIH�MR�������7SFIVX��

recounts: 

It would have been the worst time to qualify in Ireland, because people were being let go. My 

salary when I was training was minimal, I had to come up with a lot of my own fees, get some 

WSVX�SJ�E�KVERX��FYX�.�RIIHIH�E�PSX�SJ�LIPT�JVSQ�Q]�TEVIRXW��&RH�EPWS��[LIR�.�UYEPMǰIH�XLI�WEPEVMIW�

that we were expecting to get were not what they were meant to be, which meant it’s taken me 

a lot of time to get where I should be now. 

A 31-year-old engineer, Tate, migrated to Australia for eight years after the crisis. He describes how the 

career narrative shifted while he was at university, because of the crisis: 

The reason for moving to Australia was I couldn’t get any work. When I started college, the 

ǰVWX�]IEV�MR�GSPPIKI�[I�[IVI�OMRH�SJ�KMZIR�E�PIGXYVI�?���A�LS[�IRKMRIIVMRK�[EW�TVSFEFP]�XLI�FIWX�

GEVIIV�]SY�GSYPH�FI�MR�MR�.VIPERH�FIGEYWI�[I�[IVI�MR�XLI�QMHHPI�SJ�E�FSSQ�?���A��'IJSVI�[I�IZIR�

ǰRMWLIH�GSPPIKI�[I�[SYPH�EPP�FI�LIEHLYRXIH��[I�[SYPHRưX�LEZI�XMQI�XS�WMX�HS[R�FYX�[IưH�LEZI�

E�NSF�XLI�QMRYXI�[I�PIJX��']�XLI�IRH�SJ�XLI�ǰJXL�]IEV�XLI�WEQI�JIPPE�KEZI�YW�E�PIGXYVI�ERH�WEMH��

ƲǰRMWL�XLMW��TEGO�]SYV�FEKW��ERH�KS�XS�(EREHE��KS�XS�1SRHSR��KS�XS�&YWXVEPME��FIGEYWI�]SY�[SRưX�

ǰRH�E�NSF�LIVI�Ƴ�'IGEYWI�XLI�]IEV�FIJSVI�XLEX�[EW�XLI�OMGO�Sǯ�SJ�XLI�KPSFEP�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�

.RXIVZMI[IIW�[LS� LEZI� VIXYVRIH� XS� .VIPERH� FIPMIZI� XLIMV� MRXIVREXMSREP� I\TIVMIRGI� FIRIǰXXIH� XLIQ� MR�

XLIMV�WIEVGL�JSV�[SVO��&RSXLIV����]IEV�SPH�IRKMRIIV��2EPGSPQ��HIWGVMFIW�LS[��EJXIV�ǰRMWLMRK�YRMZIVWMX]�

in Scotland in 2011, he went to London and then Australia, where he stayed for three years. For him, 

QMKVEXMRK�FIGEYWI�SJ�XLI�GVMWMW�QIERX�XLEX�Ʋ?.A�GEQI�FEGO�[MXL�WSQI�KVIEX�I\TIVMIRGI��WS�.�[SYPH�WE]�

XLEX�XLI�EGXYEP�IGSRSQMG�GVMWMW��FIGEYWI�.�[EWRưX�MQTPMGEXIH�MR�MX��?���A�MX�EGXYEPP]�FIRIǰXXIH�Q]�GEVIIV�JSV�

where I am right now.” 

In contrast, a 51-year-old company director, Susan, has faced few obstacles in her career progression, 

and has been able to advance with a vocational degree. Another company director, Siobhan, has ‘moved 

up the ranks in the past 15-16 years.’ In 2010, she moved from Dublin to Donegal to work remotely. The 

(*4�SJ�ER�EPP�.VIPERH�GLEVMX]��2MOI��RS[�MR�LMW�IEVP]�ǰJXMIW��WXEVXIH�SYX�EW�E�XIEGLIV�SJ�QSHIVR�PERKYEKIW��

XLIR� [SVOIH� MR� PSGEP� KSZIVRQIRX� JVSQ� [LIVI�� EJXIV� X[IRX]�ǰZI� ]IEVW�� LI� QSZIH� MRXS� XLI� ZSPYRXEV]�

GSQQYRMX]�WIGXSV�EHZERGMRK�JVSQ�WIVZMGI�QEREKIV�XS�GLMIJ�I\IGYXMZI��.PPYWXVEXMRK�XLI�GYX�Sǯ�FIX[IIR�

XLSWI�EǯIGXIH�QSWX�JVSQ�XLI�GVMWMW�]SYRKIV�KIRIVEXMSRW�MR�LMKLIV�IHYGEXMSR�MR�������ERH�XLSWI�[LS�

escaped the worst (as they were already in the job market), a 40-year-old civil engineer, Senan, has 

worked for the same company for 23 years. He ‘loves his job’, and has worked his way up to a senior 

position. His salary decreased between 2008-2016, but he stayed in his job while others were made 

VIHYRHERX�YT�YRXMP�������-I�VIQEVOW��Ʋ?Q]A�[MJI�MW�E�GLEVXIVIH�EGGSYRXERX���LI�LEH�WSQI�HMǲGYPXMIW�FYX�

we were very lucky. We both managed to stay employed.”
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+MREPP]�� MRXIVZMI[IIW� IQTLEWMWI� XLI� VIPIZERGI� SJ� WSGMEP� RIX[SVOW� XS� TVSQSXMSR� ERH� ǰRHMRK� E� NSF� MR�

E� WQEPP� GSYRXV]� WYGL� EW� .VIPERH�� 2MOI� RSXIW� XLEX� Ʋ?XALIVI� EVI� GEWIW� SJ� TISTPI�[LS� LEZI� GPMQFIH� XLI�

ranks and overcome barriers to become very successful and these people are great, but they are the 

I\GITXMSR� XS� XLI� VYPI�Ƴ�&RSXLIV�]SYRKIV� MRXIVZMI[II� QEOIW� E� QSVI� TSMRXIH� EVKYQIRX�� Ʋ?MJA�]SY�[SVO�

hard, you will be content. You will have nice things but you won’t succeed. In this country, you need 

LIPT�JVSQ�WSQISRI��.J�]SY�[SVO�LEVH��]SY�[MPP�FI�E�LETT]�QMHHPI�GPEWW�TIVWSR�?FYX�RSX�VIEPP]�WYGGIIHA�Ƴ

The importance of job satisfaction

Regardless of age and gender, the interviewees emphasise the importance of promotion and stimulation 

for their attitude towards work. Brendan, the salesperson in his early thirties at one of the American 

QYPXMREXMSREPW��WXEXIW�XLEX�Ʋ?JASV�Q]�EKI�.ưQ�TVSFEFP]�E�FMX�ELIEH�SJ�XLI�GYVZI�JSV�[LIVI�.ưQ�EX�?���A�� .XưW�

certainly where I wanted to be and there’s a lot more career progression to achieve and aim towards. 

I’m quite happy with the way my career is going at the moment.” A 35-year-old senior bank supervisor, 

)IGPER��[LS�WXEVXIH�[SVOMRK�XLIVI�MR�LMW�PEXI�X[IRXMIW��GPEMQW�XLEX�WMRGI�XLIR�Ʋ?.A�LEZI�FIIR�SR�E�TVIXX]�

KSSH�XVENIGXSV]�?���A�.ưZI�QSZIH�XS�E�RI[�VSPI�IRXMVIP]��SV�E�RI[�GSQTER]��SV�.ưZI�KSXXIR�E�TVSQSXMSR�IZIV]�

one and a half years, which has brought me up to this level now, which I’m happy with.” A 31-year-old 

legal manager, Gary, feels happiest: “when I’m challenged and I see enough possibilities - that matters 

JSV�?Q]A�TIVWSREP�HIZIPSTQIRX�Ƴ�(SRZIVWIP]��LI�LEW�FIIR�QSWX�HMWGSRXIRXIH��ƲMR�E�NSF�SV�TSWMXMSR�[LIVI�

I saw no possibilities to progress my personal development or career, in which I was not motivated by 

the work I was performing.”

Even if the interviewees have not been promoted, interest in their work remains critical to job satisfaction. 

Another bank employee in his early thirties, James, has followed ‘horizontal’ roles ‘because I get bored 

very easily.’ A lawyer in his early thirties, Shane, who had returned to Ireland after working in Australia, 

GSQQIRXW�XLEX�Ʋ?MAX�[EW�E�FMK�HIGMWMSR�XS�QSZI�LSQI��.�LEHRưX�FIIR�LSQI�MR�RMRI�]IEVW��?���A�.�NYWX�[ERXIH�

XS�KIX�FIXXIV��XS�FI�FIXXIV�EX�[LEX�.ưQ�HSMRK�?���A�[LEX�QSXMZEXIW�QI�MW�NYWX�[ERXMRK�XS�HS�E�KSSH�NSF�.�

suppose.” Malcolm, who had kept his job during the recession, noted that he had the option during that 

period to: “stay working for less money or stay at home. It’s very easy to keep motivated when you are 

busy.”

Other interviewees see work itself as a means to an end, quality of life. A supervisor at a bank, Yvonne, in 

LIV�IEVP]�JSVXMIW��TVMSVMXMWIW�[SVO�GYPXYVI��ERH�WXEXIW�XLEX�Ʋ?.AưH�WE]�.�WXE]IH�?EXA�XLI�WEQI�?PIZIPA�Ƴ�MR�XIVQW�

of her roles over time, but this hasn’t mattered, as the change has allowed her to maintain a work-life 

balance. Inversely, as will be discussed, the failure of income to ensure economic security undermines 

quality of life. More precisely, persistent economic insecurity amongst interviewees seems to heighten 

awareness of the obstacles to social mobility in Ireland. Lack of access to good education, in particular, 

and the high cost of living, including health services, are repeatedly cited as the primary causes of 

inequality in Ireland. 

The problem of economic security 

;LIR� EWOIH� EFSYX� XLIMV� GEVIIV� XVENIGXSVMIW�� MRXIVZMI[IIW� HMǯIVIRXMEXI� FIX[IIR� NSF� WEXMWJEGXMSR� ERH�

income. Whereas respondents are quick to claim they are happy with their career progression, they 

JVIUYIRXP]�GSQTPEMR�XLEX�XLI�MRGSQI�MW�MRWYǲGMIRX�XS�IRWYVI�IGSRSQMG�WIGYVMX]��IWTIGMEPP]�MR�)YFPMR��

but also elsewhere.

In fact, economic insecurity is a pervasive theme across all interviews and is common across generations 

ERH� KIRHIVW�� -EZMRK� GLMPHVIR� HMH� RSX� WIIQ� XS� MRǱYIRGI�� SV� I\EGIVFEXI�� TIVGITXMSRW� SJ� MRWIGYVMX]��
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.RWXIEH��EPP�VIWTSRHIRXW�MHIRXMJ]�XLIQWIPZIW��[MXL�SV�[MXLSYX�GLMPHVIR��EW�QSVI�[IPP�Sǯ�XLER�QSWX��FYX�

RSX�ǰRERGMEPP]�WXEFPI��&����]IEV�SPH�GMZMP�IRKMRIIV��.ER��[LS�IEVRW�FIX[IIR�ǒ����������VIPEXIW�LS[�LI�

MW�ƲWXYGO�MR�XLMW�RS�QERưW�PERH�MR�[LMGL�.�IEVR�XSS�PMXXPI�XS�FI�EFPI�XS�EǯSVH�E�LSYWI�ERH�XSS�QYGL�XS�

ETTP]�JSV�EǯSVHEFPI�LSYWMRK�Ƴ�-I�VIKEVHW�LMQWIPJ�EW�ƯGSQJSVXEFPI�ư�I\TPEMRMRK�XLEX�Ʋ?.A�HSRưX�PMZI�FI]SRH�

my means, but I certainly don’t have any assets to cover me if things start going wrong.” A younger 

FEROIV��/EQIW��HIGPEVIW�XLEX�Ʋ?.A�FIPMIZI�SYV�KIRIVEXMSR�MW�XLI�ǰVWX�KIRIVEXMSR�XS�FI�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ�XLER�

XLI�TVIZMSYW�Ƴ�&�QSVI�WIRMSV�FERO�WYTIVZMWSV��/SWITL��VIǱIGXW�XLEX�Ʋ?MAXưW�JYRR]�.�LEZI�TVSFEFP]�MRGVIEWIH�

?Q]�[EKIA�IZIV]�]IEV�WMRGI�.�GEQI�XS�)YFPMR��FYX�]SY�EP[E]W�WIIQ�XS�LEZI�NYWX�IRSYKL��8LIVIưW�EP[E]W�

QSVI�I\TIRWIW�XS�GSQI�EPSRK�Ƴ�/SWITL�EHHW��Ʋ?.A�QMKLX�FI�MR�E�LMKL�TIVGIRXEKI�SJ�IEVRIVW��FYX��PMZMRK�

in Dublin, I have a lot less disposable income than my friends at home who are working in factories.” 

Another respondent describes the middle class as ‘trapped’, where households: “have too much money 

to qualify for support, but not enough to pay for things such as post-secondary education, healthcare, 

GLMPHGEVIƳ�ERH�GVMXMGMWIW�XLI�GYX�Sǯ�TSMRXW�EW�ƯXSS�GVYHI�ư

.RXIVZMI[IIW�MR�XLI�GMZMP�WIVZMGI�SV�ǰRERGI��JEQMPMEV�[MXL�XLI�HEXE�SR�MRGSQI�FIGEYWI�SJ�XLI�REXYVI�SJ�XLIMV�

work, are more aware than other respondents of their relative position within the income distribution. 

However, even if they do know their position, this does not prevent them from wondering how anyone 

SR�E�PS[IV�WEPEV]�GSYPH�WYVZMZI�ǰRERGMEPP]��GSRWMHIVMRK�XLI�GSWX�SJ�PMZMRK��&W�)EZMH�TYXW�MX��Ʋ[LIR�]SY�PSSO�

at the top 10% versus the average wage in Ireland, it’s shocking. I don’t understand how people can live 

on a minimum wage in Ireland, with the cost of living here.” 

&R�MRXIVZMI[II�[LS�MW�YRE[EVI�SJ�LMW�ǰRERGMEP�TSWMXMSR�VIQEVOW��Ʋ?SAL�,SH��.�HMHRưX�ORS[�XLEX��,II^��XLEXưW�

PS[��MWRưX�MX$�8LEXưW�ZIV]�WYVTVMWMRK��.�XLSYKLX�.�[EW�?���A�,SWL��?���A�-S[�HS�TISTPI�PMZI$�?���A�8LMW�MW�LS[�XLI�

rich get richer and the poor get poorer. They rack up debts.” Upon learning his income bracket, another 

MRXIVZMI[II�I\GPEMQW��Ʋ?XALEXưW�RYXW��WS�MX�MW�Ƴ�-I�LEW�FSYKLX�E�LSYWI�[MXL�ER�LSYV�ERH�E�LEPJ�GSQQYXI�

ERH�XLYW�HSIWRưX�ƲVIEPP]�JIIP�PMOI�.ưQ�MR�XLI�XST���	�Ƴ�&����]IEV�SPH�FERO�QEREKIV��+MSRE��VIWTSRHW��Ʋ?SA

OE]�XLEXưW�MRXIVIWXMRK��MWRưX�MX$�.XưW�JYRR]�MWRưX�MX�Ƴ�ERH�XLIR�RSXIW�Ʋ?.A�EWWYQI�E�TIVWSR�PMZMRK�MR�)YFPMR�SR�

XLEX�[EKI��]SYưVI�HSMRK�KVERH�Ʈ�]SYưVI�KSMRK�SR�LSPMHE]W�Ʈ�?���A �FYX�]SYưVI�RSX��.ưQ�RSX�WEZMRK�E�LYKI�

amount of money.” �LI�EPWS�WE]W��Ʋ.�EQ�RSX�XSS�WYVTVMWIH��.�KYIWWIH�MX�?���A�.�IEVR���0��.�EQ�EQE^IH�.�EQ�MR�

XLI�XST��	�Ƴ�4RI�VIWTSRHIRX�WXEXIW��Ʋ?]AIW��.�[EW�?WYVTVMWIHA��.�XLSYKLX�.�[EW�PS[IV��TIVGIRXEKI�[MWI��E�PSX�

PS[IV�?���A�.�WYTTSWI���	�IEVR�PIWW�FYX�XLI�EZIVEKI�[SYPH�TVSFEFP]�FI�GPSWIV�XS�[LIVI�.�EQ�Ƴ�-I�VIQEVOW��

Ʋ?.A�KYIWW�MX�[EW�NYWX�XLI�KYX�JIIPMRK��XLI�[E]�.�WII�MX�.ưQ�RSX�F]�ER]�QIERW�EX�XLI�XST�SJ�Q]�GEVIIV��XLIVI�

EVI�E�PSX�SJ�TISTPI�E�PSX�LMKLIV�XLER�QI�?���A�.�EP[E]W�TMGXYVIH�MR�Q]�LIEH�XLEX�.�[SYPH�FI�MR�XLI�XST���	��

never in the top ten.”

If economic insecurity makes interviewees more sympathetic to those earning less, it also makes them 

QSVI�WIRWMXMZI�XS�GSRGIRXVEXMSR�SJ�[IEPXL��MRǱYIRGMRK��EW�HMWGYWWIH��XLIMV�ZMI[W�SR�TSPMG]��IWTIGMEPP]�

XE\��&����]IEV�SPH�FEVVMWXIV���EVEL��I\GPEMQW��Ʋ?MAJ�.�JIIP�PMOI�.�WXVYKKPI�XS�KIX�SR�XLI�TVSTIVX]�QEVOIX��XLIR�

I have to accept that there’s a huge social divide between the people at the top and the people at the 

FSXXSQ��ERH�.ưQ�RSX�IZIR�EX�XLI�XST�Ƴ�&����]IEV�SPH�GSQTYXIV�TVSKVEQQIV��(SRSV��WXEXIW�XLEX�Ʋ?.A�XLMRO�

Dublin has a very, very serious housing crisis, and Irish politicians are very apathetic.” He argues that: 

&W� E� VIWYPX�� MJ�]SYưVI� VIRXMRK�� MXưW� I\XVIQIP]� LEVH� XS� ǰRH� E� TPEGI��8LMW� MWRưX� ER� MRIUYEPMX]� XLMRK��

everyone is screwed. People who are earning more than 100,000 a year are worried about the 

situation. Some of my colleagues are moving out of the country to work for the same company 

because of the housing situation. 
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A management consultant in her early thirties, Laura, declares: 

We are in the top 10% bracket. But when we looked it up, we thought ‘this is ridiculous. How are 

[I�MR�XLI�XST���	$�.J�[I�PSWI�SYV�NSFW��?[IA�IEWMP]�VIZIVX�XS�FIMRK�TSSV��;LS�[SYPH�XEOI�GEVI�

SJ�YW$ư� .X�LEW�ER�MQTEGX�SR�YW��XS�WII�TISTPI�WYǯIVMRK�MW�E�WXVIWW�SR�WSGMIX]�?ƸA��4YV�LSYWI�MW�

overvalued, it’s not worth the cost. 

Another computer programmer, Thomas, also in his early thirties, working at one of the American 

multinationals, envisions his career trajectory as “a steep climb, and I’m climbing up it.” However, he 

WXVIWWIW��Ʋ?.A�HSRưX�XLMRO�.ưQ�RIEVP]�[IEPXL]�IRSYKL��.�HSRưX�LEZI�E�LYKI�EQSYRX�SJ�TEWWMZI�MRGSQI��.�XLMRO�

XLEXưW�ER�IRXMVIP]�HMǯIVIRX�[E]�SJ�PMZMRK�Ƴ

&�JI[�SJ�XLI�VIWTSRHIRXW�HMǯIVIRXMEXI�XLIQWIPZIW�JVSQ�XLI�XST��	�FIGEYWI�XLI]�FIPMIZI�XLEX�EGUYMVMRK�

wealth depends on contacts rather than merit, which is how they understand their own success. The civil 

IRKMRIIV��.ER��[LS�LEW�[IEXLIVIH�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW��GSQQIRXW��Ʋ?.A�[SYPH�XLMRO�MXưW�MQTSWWMFPI�XS�KIX�

ELIEHc?XS�FI�EQSRK�XLI�[IEPXLMIWX�TSVXMSR�SJ�WSGMIX]A�YRPIWW�]SY�ORS[�WSQIFSH]��.�[SYPH�TIVWSREPP]�

JIIP� ZIV]� WXVSRKP]� EFSYX� XLEX�Ƴc -I� XLIR� QIRXMSRW� XLI� LSYWMRK� GVMWMW� EW� ER� I\EQTPI� SJ� LS[� [IEPXL� MW�

EGGYQYPEXIH�XLVSYKL�I\TPSMXEXMSR�� ƲMX�WIIQW�XLEX� MRIUYEPMX]� MW�FIGSQMRK�FMKKIV�ERH�FMKKIVcFIGEYWI�

WSQIFSH]�GERưX�EGXYEPP]�TYVGLEWI�ER�ETEVXQIRX�MJ�XLI]ưVI�NYWX�FIMRKcFYMPX�JSV�VIRX��8LIWI�TISTPI�[LS�

S[R�XLIQ�?���A�EVI�NYWX�KIXXMRK�VMGLIV�ERH�VMGLIVcERH�VMGLIV�Ƴ�

How to respond to inequality 
The causes of inequality 

Interviewees attribute inequality to structural factors for the most part, though a minority refer to lack of 

motivation. Causes of inequality include lack of family resources and uneven quality of education, which 

circumscribes future opportunities. One of the younger engineers, Malcolm, explains that inequality in 

Ireland has: “a lot to do with where you come from. I think if you’re born in some of these impoverished 

traps it’s very hard to get out of them, which I suppose is common in a lot of countries.” Gary agrees, 

remarking:

8EOI�E�JEQMP]�PMZMRK�MR�E�GSYRGMP�ǱEX�MR�)YFPMR�GMX]�GIRXVI�EX�XLI�QSQIRX��.J�XLI]�LEZI�X[S�GLMPHVIR��

how will those children get ahead because they haven’t come from money? How are the kids 

going to get the money to get ahead? Are they going to set up their own business? 

The salesman at an American company, Brendan, feels that he does not “have that strong of an opinion 

SR�WSGMEP�MRIUYEPMX]�Ƴ�FYX�HSIW�RSXI�XLEX�Ʋ?.A�HMHRưX�LEZI�E�PSX�SJ�QSRI]�KVS[MRK�YT�FYX�.�[EW�EFPI�XS�KS�

to university. A lot of people can’t go. If I didn’t go to university, I wouldn’t be sitting here talking to you. 

.�[SVOIH�Q]�[E]�YT�FYX�.�[EW�KMZIR�STTSVXYRMXMIW�Ƴ�'VIRHER�EWOW��Ʋ?MAJ�]SY�WXEVX�SYX�WSGMEPP]�HITVMZIH��

what’s your ladder?” A retired senior nurse, Eileen, suggests that:

A lot of people fall out of society because they see themselves as undervalued. And I think 

that’s education. Inner city and small towns and rural areas. We need education and support at 

E�]SYRKIV�EKI�?���A��.J�.�[SYPH�ǰRH�SRI�WSPYXMSR��MX�[SYPH�FI�IHYGEXMSR��

Eileen also argues that the focus on degrees discourages people from disadvantaged backgrounds 

TYVWYMRK� RYVWMRK� EW� E� TVSJIWWMSR�� Ʋ?]AIEVW� EKS�� RYVWMRK� ERH� XLI� ETTVIRXMGIWLMT� QSHIP� SǯIVIH�
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STTSVXYRMXMIW�JSV�QSFMPMX]��3YVWMRK�MW�E�PSZIP]�GEVIIV�JSV�ER]SRI�?���A��3S[��RYVWMRK�VIUYMVIW�E�KSSH�WGSVI�

SR�XLI�PIEZMRK�GIVX?MǰGEXIA�ERH�XLEXưW�[LIVI�OMHW�JVSQ�PS[IV�WSGMS�IGSRSQMG�FEGOKVSYRHW�JEPP�SYX�Ƴ�&R�

IRKMRIIV�MR�LMW�IEVP]�XLMVXMIW��8EXI��MHIRXMǰIW�PS[IV�VEXIW�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]�[MXL�IHYGEXMSR��WE]MRK��Ʋ?IAHYGEXMSR�

MW�VIEPP]�MQTSVXERX��8LI�KSZIVRQIRXcRIIHW�XS�QEOI�WYVI�XLIVI�MW�KSSH�IHYGEXMSR�JSV�IZIV]SRI��&RH�XLIR�

?���A�MRIUYEPMX]�[SRưX�FI�WYGL�E�FMK�TVSFPIQ��FIGEYWI�QSVI�TISTPI�[MPP�LEZI�EcGLERGI�XS�FI�WYGGIWWJYP�MR�

life.” Interviewees cite opportunities for higher, as well as primary and secondary, education. A barrister, 

Sarah, relates how she thinks: 

The cost of education, it’s prohibitive. And then you’ve got accommodation costs. Costs of 

education, costs of housing, it’s all prohibitive. Say you’ve got two people and they’re bringing 

���KVERH�FIX[IIR�XLIQ�ERH�XLI]ưZI�KSX�X[S�OMHW��-S[�EVI�]SY�KSMRK�XS�EǯSVH�XS�WIRH�XLI�X[S�

of them to college?

A 38-year-old GP and lecturer, John, contends that the cost of living, particularly house prices and the 

rental market, is “extremely punitive for working persons and family and particularly younger people 

?���A� SYV� TYFPMG� WIVZMGIW� LEZIRưX� GEYKLX� YT�]IX�� 4YV� GSWX� SJ� PMZMRK� MW� I\XVIQIP]� HMǲGYPX�Ƴ� 4XLIVW� VITIEX�

XLMW� GVMXMGMWQ��&� ���]IEV�SPH� IGSRSQMWX��/SWITL��[SVOMRK� SR� *9� FEROMRK� TSPMG]� WYQW� YT� XLI� ǱE[W� MR�

TYFPMG� WIVZMGIW�� Ʋ?LASYWMRK�� IHYGEXMSR� ERH� LIEPXL� EVI� SFZMSYWP]� XLI� XLVII� FMK� SRIW�� TIVLETW� EPWS� ER�

entire reform of social welfare.” He thinks that policy regarding housing is ‘abysmal’ and education is 

ƯEFWSPYXIP]�YRHIVJYRHIH�ư�8LI�GMZMP�IRKMRIIV��.ER��WXEXIW��Ʋ?XALIVI�MW�HIǰRMXIP]�QSVI�TSZIVX]�MR�.VIPERH��8LI�

LSQIPIWWRIWW�MW�QSVI�ETTEVIRX�Ƴ�-I�EHHW��Ʋ?MAX�MW�E�FMX�HMWXVIWWMRK��.�VIQIQFIV�WTIEOMRK�XS�WSQISRI�MR�

a homeless charity, in 2012, who was trying to count people on the street. Back then, there were 70-80, 

now there are hundreds.”

Finally, evoking the status of certain private schools and echoing comments cited previously about the 

usefulness of networks for jobs and promotion, several interviewees note that education could provide 

social networks useful far beyond graduation. Management consultant, Laura, describes education as 

FIMRK�EFSYX��ƲWSGMEP�STTSVXYRMXMIW��;LIVI�]SY�[IRX�XS�WGLSSP��.X�QEOIW�E�FMK�HMǯIVIRGI��*ZIV]SRI�MR�E�

GIVXEMR�IGLIPSR�ORS[W�IEGL�SXLIV��8LI�XST�IGLIPSR�XLEX�QEOIW�HIGMWMSRW�PMZI�[MXLMR�ǰZI�QMPIW�SJ�IEGL�

other; they know each other. And it’s 99% Irish.”

/YWX� EW� PEGO� SJ� IHYGEXMSREP� STTSVXYRMXMIW� MRǱYIRGIW� MRIUYEPMX]�� RSX� XEOMRK� EHZERXEKI� SJ� XLSWI�

STTSVXYRMXMIW� Ʈ� MJ� ERH� [LIR� XLI]� EVI� SǯIVIH� Ʈ� MW� WIIR� F]� VIWTSRHIRXW� EW� E� JEMPYVI� SJ� TIVWSREP�

responsibility. As an interviewee puts it, the social welfare system creates “dependency; it’s not 

monitored regularly. I don’t think that there are necessarily proper support systems to lift these people 

out of those cycles, and some people just don’t want to be lifted out of it, that’s all they’ve known 

EPP� XLIMV� PMZIW�Ƴ�,EV]�WXVIWWIW�XLEX� ƲMJ�E�TIVWSR�HSIW�RSX�EWTMVI�XS�KS�XLVSYKL�E�JYPP�WGLSSPMRK�� ?XLIR� MXA�

cannot really be called inequality, rather a choice of lifestyle.” The director living in Donegal, Siobhan, 

GSQQIRXW�XLEX��Ʋ?.A�KS�XS�XLI�TSWX�SǲGI�ERH�XLIR�.�WII�XLI�WEQI�TISTPI�GSPPIGXMRK�[IPJEVI�EX�XLI�TYFƳ�

ERH�'VIRHER�FIPMIZIW�Ʋ?EA�PSX�SJ�TISTPI�HSRưX�[SVO�MR�.VIPERH��8LI]�GPEMQ�[IPJEVI��8LI]�HSRưX�XLMRO�XLIVIưW�

a point in me working if the government gives me 180 a week. Is there any incentive for people to get 

YT�XS�[SVO$Ƴ�7IWTSRHIRXW�EVI�GSRǱMGXIH�FIX[IIR�W]QTEXL]�JSV�XLI�PEGO�SJ�TYFPMG�JYRHMRK�ERH�GSWX�

of living and a belief in meritocracy and the inevitable reward of hard work. Senan, distressed at the 

PIZIP�SJ�LSQIPIWWRIWW�MR�)YFPMR��VIQEVOW�Ʋ?XALI�QSVI�]SY�KMZI�TISTPI��XLI�PIWW�XLI]�[MPP�FI�[MPPMRK�XS�HS�

something. People will expect to get more and not do anything.”
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&XXIQTXMRK� XS� PMRO� QIVMXSGVEG]� XS� WXEXI� VIWTSRWMFMPMX]�� ER� I\IGYXMZI�� �LEVSR�� WYKKIWXW� XLEX� FIRIǰXW�

should be connected to employment or education: 

There should be investment in social housing. But it shouldn’t exist in itself. You should have to 

earn to get on otherwise. They have no sense of purpose. Getting money in but no obligation. 

Housing should be an investment in your being in some form of education or a job. 

�LI�EHHW��Ʋ?]ASY�RIIH�XS�KMZI�OMHW�XLI�VMKLX�ZEPYIW�JVSQ�IEVP]�SR��'YX�WSQIXMQIW�TEVIRXW�HSRưX�ORS[�

better. Kids should know how to get a job.”

The role of the state in addressing inequality 

(SVVIWTSRHMRK� [MXL� XLI� I\TVIWWIH� GSRWIRWYW� SR� XLI� WMKRMǰGERGI� SJ� IHYGEXMSR� MR� KIRIVEXMRK� NSF�

opportunities and higher income, interviewees want government policy on inequality to go beyond 

[IPJEVI� TE]QIRXW�� 8LI]� VITIEXIHP]� EǲVQ� XLEX� XLI]� HS� RSX� JEZSYV� LMKLIV� PIZIPW� SJ� GEWL� XVERWJIVW� SV�

even a reduction of their own taxes; they want better investment in public services. As one interviewee, 

a solicitor in his early thirties named Darren, puts it, the state’s responsibility is “about actually giving 

TISTPI� XLI� STTSVXYRMXMIWc ERH� XLI� XSSPW� XS�[SVO� ?���A� MXưW� RSX� EFSYX� WSGMEP�[IPJEVI�� MXưW� EFSYX� TVSQSXMRK�

ERHc TVSZMHMRK� ZEPYEFPI� STTSVXYRMXMIW�� IHYGEXMSR�� ERH� WSGMEP� VIKIRIVEXMSR� [LIR� MXưWc RIIHIH�Ƴ� )EVVIR�

adds:

,SZIVRQIRX�LEW�E�LYKI�VSPI��8LI]ưVI�XLI�QIERW�F]�[LMGL�[I�VIHMWXVMFYXI�SYVc[IEPXL��XLI]�EVI�

XLI�FSH]�XLEX�MQTSWIW�XE\IW��ERH�EPWS�XLI]�EVI�XLI�FSH]�XLEXcMQTSWIW�PIKMWPEXMSR�XS�TVSZMHI�

IHYGEXMSR�ERH�SXLIV�WSGMEP�TSPMGMIW�XLEX�TVSQSXIcERH�TVSZMHI�STTSVXYRMXMIW�JSV�SXLIVW��

�MRKPI� ERH�[MXLSYX� GLMPHVIR�� LI� HSIW� RSX� JIIP� EǯIGXIH� F]� LMW� LMKL� XE\� FERH� ERH� WXEXIW�� Ʋ?.A�[SYPHRưX�

FIcEZIVWI�XS�TE]MRK�QSVI�MJ�.�ORI[�MX�[EW�FIMRK�TVSTIVP]cEPPSGEXIH�?���A�MJ�MX�[EW�GPIEVIV�XLEX�SYV�XE\cHSPPEVW�

[IVI�KSMRK�MRXS�OMRH�SJ�QSVI�WSGMEPP]�HIWMVEFPI�GEYWIW��TISTPI�[SYPH�FIcLETTMIV�XS�LIPT�Ƴ�-I�LEW�WTIRX�

time working in the UK and admires the NHS, declaring:

+SV�EPP�XLI�ǱE[W�XLI�3-��LEW��MXcTVSZMHIW�E�LYKIP]�JYRHEQIRXEP�WIVZMGI�XS�XLI�'VMXMWL�TISTPI��

8LI�QSVI�[I�GERcTYX� MRXS�TVSQSXMRK�JVII��FEWMG�LIEPXLGEVI�XS�TISTPI�ƭc.�XLMRO�[I�HS�MX�XS�E�

GIVXEMR�I\XIRX�LIVI�MR�.VIPERH��FYX�.�ORS[�MXưW�RSX�TVSZMHIH�XS�XLI�WEQI�I\XIRX�EW�XLI�90�?���A��.ưH�

FI�WYTTSVXMZI�SJ�TVSZMHMRK�E�W]WXIQ�GPSWIV�XS�XLI�3-��c

2MWQEREKIQIRX�SJ�MRZIWXQIRX�MR�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�ERH�FIRIǰXW�TIVZEHIW�GVMXMUYIW�SJ�TSPMG]�ERH�PMOI[MWI�

MRǱYIRGIW�TIVGITXMSRW�SJ�TSPMXMGW�ERH�TSPMXMGEP�TEVXMIW��4RI�SJ�XLI�]SYRK�GMZMP�WIVZERXW��)EZMH��EVKYIW�

that the state should stop subsidising private healthcare while another civil servant, Donal, argues that 

universal public services “should be a matter of right for everyone.” He mocks the state’s ‘obsession 

with cash transfers’ and posits that it should move towards universal public services that are free at the 

TSMRX�SJ�YWI��4RI�SJ�XLI�GMZMP�WIVZERXW��7SRER��WXEXIW�Ʋ?XALI�KSZIVRQIRX�LEW�E�VSPI�XS�TVSZMHI�WIVZMGIW�ERH�

make sure people have access to those services. They have the tool of taxation to deal with inequality.”

Interviewees never express any resentment regarding taxation to fund public services. Instead, they 

IQTLEWMWI� [ERXMRK� XS� WII� KVIEXIV� ERH� QSVI� IǲGMIRX� TYFPMG� MRZIWXQIRX� MR� YRMZIVWEP� WIVZMGIW�� 8LI�

director in Donegal, Siobhan, says that she is “happy to pay taxes if it’s helping the vulnerable in society, 

MJ� MXưW�GVIEXMRK�FIXXIV� MRJVEWXVYGXYVI��FIXXIV�WIVZMGIW��FIXXIV�LIEPXL�WIVZMGIW�Ƴ��LI�XLIR�EHHW�� Ʋ?]ASY�GER�

imagine my frustration when I pay over 30 thousand euros a year in tax and I see the same faces going 
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XS�XLI�TYF�SR�E�;IHRIWHE]�HVMROMRKƳ�FYX�IRHW�LIV�VIWTSRWI�F]�WE]MRK��Ʋ?.A�XLMRO�XLI�XE\IW�EVI�QSVI�XLER�

EHIUYEXI��FYX�XLI]ưVI�QMWQEREKIH��.�[IRX�XS��[IHIR�VIGIRXP]�?���A��8LI]�TE]�LMKL�XE\IW��FYX�XLI]�TE]�JSV�

nothing else. Services run smoothly. And you think, we’re a rich country, why can’t we do the same?” 

Summing up the approval respondents give to the provision of services relative to cash transfers, one 

SJ�XLI�]SYRK�FEROIVW��/EQIW��VIQEVOW��Ʋ?KAMZMRK�QSRI]�MWRưX�EP[E]W�XLI�FIWX�[E]�SJ�LIPTMRK�TISTPI�Ƴ

Resolving intergenerational inequality 

,IRIVEXMSREP� HMǯIVIRGIW� MR� EXXMXYHIW� EFSYX� XLI� MQTEGX� SJ� PMZMRK� GSWXW� SR� IGSRSQMG� WIGYVMX]� EVSWI�

several times during the interviews. For one interviewee in his early thirties, Ronan, housing is “probably 

XLI�WMRKPI�QSWX�SFZMSYW�JEGXSV�VIKEVHMRK�MRIUYEPMX]�Ƴ�-I�EHHW��Ʋ?XALI�ZEWX�QENSVMX]�SJ�[IEPXL�MR�.VIPERH�

?MWA�EPP�XMIH�YT�XS�XLIMV�LSQI��WS�MXưW�EPP�KIRIVEXMSREP�MRIUYEPMX]�Ƴ�8LI�,5�MR�LMW�PEXI�XLMVXMIW��/SLR��FIPMIZIW�

XLEX�XLI�IGSRSQMG�GSRXI\X�LEH�TVSZSOIH�MRXIVKIRIVEXMSREP�XIRWMSRW��RSXMRK�XLEX�Ʋ?XALIVIưW�EPWS�E�WIRWI�

of intergenerational inequality as well, relating both to wealth and also wealth from property. So, there’s 

E� TIVGITXMSR� XLEX� XLI� SPHIV� KIRIVEXMSR� HMH� FIXXIV� MR� E� KIRIVEP� WIRWI� ?���A�� ;LIVI� XLI]� LEZI� [IEPXL��

particularly both from pensions and other sources of saved income and also from the property they 

S[R�ERH�[LMGL�XLI]�QE]�?TEWW�SRA�XS�XLIMV�GLMPHVIR�Ƴ�-I�SFWIVZIW��ƲE�TIVGITXMSR�SJ�FMXXIVRIWW�MR�.VIPERH�

because all of those reserves of wealth will not be — and look like they will not be — redistributed in 

WSGMIX]�IǯIGXMZIP]�XS�QMXMKEXI�EKEMRWX�[MHIRMRK�MRIUYEPMX]�Ƴ�

8LI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�MR��������I\EGIVFEXIH�XLMW�MRXIVKIRIVEXMSREP�HMZMWMSR�ERH��TSXIRXMEPP]��XLI�VIWIRXQIRX��

The government was criticised for not overcoming the dissonance between the cost of living and salary 

VMWIW��&����]IEV�SPH�MRXIVZMI[II��(SRSV�VIQEVOW��Ʋ?XALI�[EKIW�NYWX�RIIH�XS�FI�PSSOIH�EX�ERH�VIǱIGXIH�SR��

So, a lot of people are just being underpaid and end up with top-ups whereas they should just be paid 

correctly.” Another respondent argues that the progressive tax system means tax levels themselves are 

adequate so for tax revenue to increase, salaries have to increase. 

8LI� )SRIKEP�FEWIH� HMVIGXSV�� �MSFLER�� [LS� MW� MR� LIV� JSVXMIW�� VIQEVOW�� Ʋ?XALMRO� EFSYX� XLEX� WUYII^IH�

middle, and the increase in taxes, the additional USC charges, there’s a whole generation there that 

have messed up credit, there’s a generation that’s living with negative equity.” She comments: 

You’ve got people in that squeezed middle that aren’t earning any more money, that are being 

hit by higher income taxes, so they have less liquidity at the end of the month; they’re growing 

SPHIV�� XLI]�[ERX�XS�FY]�LSYWIW�XLEX�XLI]�GERưX�EǯSVH � XLI]�GERưX�FSVVS[�QSRI]��8LI�TSPMGMIW�

are not there to support them. It’s more about protecting the bank, the government now is the 

bank. Where do you go? 

*GLSMRK�XLI�GSRGIVR�SJ�E�RYQFIV�SJ�GSQQIRXEXSVW�5IQFVSOI���������WLI�GSRGPYHIW��Ʋ?]ASYưZI�KSX����

ERH����]IEV�SPHW�WXMPP�PMZMRK�[MXL�XLIMV�TEVIRXW�?���A��.XưW�TEVX�SJ�XLI�VIEWSR�[L]�[I�QSZIH�FEGO�XS�)SRIKEP��

FIGEYWI�MXưW�NYWX�RSX�ǰRERGMEPP]�JIEWMFPI�XS�PMZI�XLI�PMJI�XLEX�[I�[ERX�MR�XLI�GMX]�Ƴ�

The role of the private sector in addressing inequality

In contrast to their views of the state, interviewees feel that the private sector should focus on their own 

IXLMGEP�GSHI�VEXLIV�XLER�LMKLIV�TE]�SV�TVSZMHMRK�FIRIǰXW�XS�EHHVIWW�MRIUYEPMX]��+SV�MRWXERGI��XLI�]SYRKIV�

civil engineer, Ian, describes a hypothetical case where a private contractor bidding for a public sector 

GSRXVEGX�[SYPH�RSX�EGORS[PIHKI�QMWXEOIW�MR�XLI�XIRHIV�XLEX�GSYPH�TSXIRXMEPP]�FIRIǰX�XLIQ�ǰRERGMEPP]�

after the contract was awarded. He describes how, from his own experience: 
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A private contractor would have tendered for the work and would have realised there were 

hundreds of mistakes in the tender document and they could put in a claim after the contract. 

.J�XLI]�[IVIRưX�WS�G]RMGEP�ERH�EGXYEPP]�[SVOIH�GPSWIP]�[MXL�KSZIVRQIRX�SǲGMEPW��XLI]�[SYPH�WXMPP�

QEOI�E�LERHWSQI�TVSǰX��8LI]�WLSYPH�LEZI�VEMWIH�XLI�MWWYIW�FIJSVI�ERH�XLIR�WSQIXLMRK�GSYPH�

be agreed. 

-I�OIITW�VITIEXMRK�LS[�G]RMGEP�XLI�I\IVGMWI�[SYPH�FI��Ʋ?XALI�[LSPI�XLMRK�[SYPH�LEZI�FIIR�ZIV]�G]RMGEP�

XS�QEOI������	�TVSǰX��8LEX�MW�UYMXI�G]RMGEP��.J�XLI]�GSYPH�NYWX�[SVO�[MXL�KSZIVRQIRX�EKIRGMIW��XLIR�XLEX�

money could be put back into society.” 

8E\EXMSR�EPWS�ǰKYVIW�MRXS�HMWGYWWMSRW�EFSYX�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV�VIWTSRWMFMPMX]��'MPPMSREMVI�TLMPERXLVSTMWXW�EVI�

called out several times in the interviews for evading tax and Ireland’s corporate tax policy is called into 

question. In general, interviewees agree with greater taxation on wealthy individuals. The 31-year-old 

IRKMRIIV��.ER��GMXIH�TVIZMSYWP]��WXEXIW��Ʋ?XALI�VMGL�OIIT�XLI�VMGL�ERH�XLI]�OIIT�JIIHMRK�IEGL�SXLIV��&RH�

there’s a big step to come from that middle class to get up to the hierarchy of the richer side, there 

WIIQW�XS�FI�E�FMK�WXIT�MR�FIX[IIR�MX��IWTIGMEPP]�[MXL�XLI�XE\�FERHW�MR�.VIPERH�Ƴ�-I�EHHW��Ʋ?MAJ�]SY�LEZI�

XLEX�WYVTPYW��]SY�WLSYPH�KMZI�FEGO�Ƴ�-I�XLIR�GSRGPYHIW��Ʋ?SAZIV�XLI�]IEVW��.�[SYPH�LEZI�FIIR�QSVI�SR�

XLI�WXVSRKIV�WMHI�SJcTVSQSXMSR�[LIVI�HYI�?EHZERGIQIRX�MW�FEWIH�SR�LEVH�[SVO�ERH�XLYW�QIVMXIHA��EW�

STTSWIH�XS�RS[�[LIVI�]SY�LEZI�XS�MQTPIQIRXcWERGXMSRW�?XE\A��&RH�.�EKVII�[MXL�WERGXMSRW�FIGEYWI�]SY�

have to balance the system.” Similarly, Shane remarks:

.�XLMRO�[I�WLSYPH�HS�IZIV]XLMRK�[I�GER�XS�QMRMQMWI�XLI�KET��.�YRHIVWXERH�XLEX�XLIVIưW�HMǯIVIRX�

XE\�FVEGOIXW�JSV�XLI�HMǯIVIRX�EQSYRX�SJ�QSRI]�XLEX�]SY�IEVR��.�JYPP]�WYTTSVX�XLEX��;LMPI�.�[SVO�

hard, I also realise that we’re lucky enough to be able to be in the position that we’re in, those 

of us who have a good job. I have no issues with reallocating wealth to those that have a hard 

time. 

-I�EPWS�WXEXIW��Ʋ?.AưH�RIEVP]�KS�EW�JEV�XS�WE]�XLEX�EW�E�WSGMIX]�[I�LEZI�E�HYX]�SJ�GEVI�Ƴ

The 10% and trust in politics 

Almost all the interviewees claim no party loyalty and doubt their motivation to decrease inequality. 

With perhaps the exception of housing, as one interviewee expresses: “economic inequality has not 

really had an impact on Irish politics.” The ambivalence and negativity about political parties permeate 

interviews across generations, occupations, and gender. The Donegal-based director, Siobhan, feels 

that: 

8LI�[LSPI�TSPMXMGEP�WMXYEXMSR�?QEOIW�QI�[SVVMIH�EFSYX�Q]�GSYRXV]A� ?���A��;I�LEZI�ER�IPIGXMSR�

GSQMRK�YT�?FIJSVI�XLI�+IFVYEV]������IPIGXMSRWA�ERH�.�EGXYEPP]�HSRưX�ORS[�[LS�.�EQ�KSMRK�XS�

ZSXI�JSV��.�ǰRH�Q]WIPJ�QSZMRK�XS[EVHW�MRHMZMHYEPW�ERH�YRJSVXYREXIP]��XLI]�EVI�[MXL�TEVXMIW�XLEX�

have made a mess of the country in the past.

One of the younger public servants, David, comments that no party represents his views. He has voted 

for Sinn Fein in the past, but stresses that “we need an idea of what Ireland would look like besides a 32 

county Ireland. But I do think the small leftist parties are very worthy but the problem is that they don’t 

have a governing project.” Another of the younger public servants, Donal, remarks: 

.�GERưX�VIQIQFIV�[LS�.�PEWX�ZSXIH�JSV��WSQISRI�SR�XLI�PIJX��.�HSRưX�JIIP�ER�EǲPMEXMSR�XS�E�TEVXMGYPEV�

TEVX]� EX� XLI� QSQIRX�Ƴ� *GLSMRK� XLI� GSQQIRXW� SJ� SXLIV� MRXIVZMI[IIW�� LI� WXEXIW�� Ʋ?MAR� XIVQW� SJ�

political landscape and political parties, it hasn’t changed much to show any new kind of 
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TSPMXMGEP�JSVGI�?���A��8LIVI�LEWRưX�FIIR�XLI�IQIVKIRGI�SJ�E�RI[�TSPMXMGEP�JSVGI�XLEX�LEW�GETMXEPM^IH�

on inequality in Ireland. There have been small fringe parties but they haven’t had a large 

political impact.

/EQIW��E�]SYRK�FEROIV��HIGPEVIW��Ʋ?.AưQ�RSX�E�ZIV]�FMK�JER�SJ�.VMWL�TSPMXMGW��.ưZI�RIZIV�ZSXIH�MR�.VIPERH��.ưQ�

RSX�WYVI�[LIXLIV�.ưQ�IQFEVVEWWIH�XS�WE]�XLEX�SV�RSX�?���A�Ʋ?MXưW�PMOIA�GYXXMRK�Sǯ�]SYV�VMKLX�ǰRKIV�SV�GYXXMRK�Sǯ�

]SYV�PIJX�ǰRKIV�ƭ�MXưW�RSX�VIEPP]�E�KVIEX�GLSMGI�Ƴc8LI�SPHIV�GMZMP�IRKMRIIV���IRER��LEW�ZSXIH�JSV�+MERRE�+§MP�

and the Greens, but is explicitly not loyal to any one party. Finally, the lawyer in his early thirties, Shane, 

who wants to ‘minimise the gap’, sees himself as closest to Fine Gael, but also thinks the two historically 

dominant parties “are too close to centre.” 

Alienation from political parties is attributed to focus on the election cycle, lack of distinctive policy 

EKIRHEW��[IEORIWW�SJ�WQEPPIV��PIJXMWX�TEVXMIW��QIQSV]�SJ�LS[�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�[EW�QEREKIH�ERH�MXW�

IRHYVMRK�MQTEGX�SR�WSGMEP�TSPMG]��8LI�.VMWL�TEVX]�W]WXIQ�MW�GSQTEVIH�XS�SXLIVW��PMOI�MR�XLI�9���Ʋ?[ALIVI�

]SY�EVI�SRI�[E]�SV�XLI�SXLIV��XLIVI�MW�RS�MR�FIX[IIR��=SY�HSRưX�LEZI�XLEX�LIVI�?���A�XLIVI�EVI�SRP]�WQEPP�

variations between their mandates for government.” Correspondingly, local, independent candidates 

VIGIMZI�XLI�QSWX�TVEMWI��&����]IEV�SPH�GMZMP�WIVZERX��7SRER��RSXIW��Ʋ?]ASY�GER�WII�XLI�[SVO�SJ�MRHITIRHIRX�

GERHMHEXIW�QSVI�ZMWMFP]�SR�XLI�KVSYRH�XLER�]SY�GER�XLI�REXMSREP�TEVX]�GERHMHEXIW�?���A�MJ�XLIVI�MW�E�PSGEP�

MWWYI�MR�XLI�GSYRXV]WMHI��]SY�WII�XLI�MRHITIRHIRX�GERHMHEXI�XLIVI�ǰVWX��8LI]�LEZI�XLI�TEWWMSR�ERH�XLI�

QSXMZEXMSR�Ƴ�-I�GSRXVEWXW�XLMW�TEWWMSR�[MXL�XLI�REXMSREP�TEVX]�GERHMHEXIW��Ʋ?.A�EP[E]W�KIX�XLI�JIIPMRK�XLEX�

the big party candidates are there for the photo opportunity and to be seeming to do something.”

Likewise, interviewees tend to concentrate on the issues and personalities of candidates. Their 

GSQQIRXW�MRGPYHI�Ʋ?.A�XIRH�XS�ZSXI�JSV�TISTPI�EW�STTSWIH�XS�TEVXMIW�Ƴ�ERH�ZSXIW�HITIRHIH�ƲSR�[LEX�

[EW�LETTIRMRK�EX�XLI�XMQI�Ƴ�&����]IEV�SPH�TYFPMG�WIGXSV�QEREKIV��1MWE��HIGPEVIW��Ʋ?.AưQ�RSX�EPMKRIH�XS�ER]�

TSPMXMGEP�TEVX]�.ưH�WE]�MR�.VIPERH��.ưQ�HIǰRMXIP]�RSX�EPMKRIH�XS�X[S�TEVXMIW��HIǰRMXIP]�RIZIV�[MPP�FI��VEXLIV�

XLER�XLI�SXLIV�[E]�Ƴ�8LI�GMZMP�IRKMRIIV���IRER��ǰRHW�TSPMXMGEP�TEVX]�EPPIKMERGI�ƲE�WXYTMH�[E]�XS�ZSXI��;LIR�

the election comes, I like to read what base the person runs on and what the overall party policies are, 

and decide on that on a case-by-case basis, not blindly voting for Fianna Fáil or Fine Gael.” A 54-year-old 

JVIIPERGI�GSRWYPXERX��&RR��WE]W�WLI�[SYPH�ZSXI�Ʋ?IAMXLIV�+MRI�,EIP�SV�+MERRE�+§MP��MX�HITIRHW�SR�[LSưW�

VYRRMRK�Ƴ�FYX�IQTLEWMWIW�Ʋ?MAX�[SYPH�FI�XLI�TIVWSR��RSX�XLI�TEVX]��8LI]ưVI�XSS�WMQMPEV��XLIVIưW�ZIV]�PMXXPI�XS�

split between them.” A few of the respondents say they have voted for Labour, Sinn Fein, or Fine Gael, 

FYX�XLI]�LEZI�RIZIV�ZSXIH�HYI�XS�TEVX]�EǲPMEXMSR��TVIJIVVMRK��EW�SXLIV�VIWTSRHIRXW�HS��XS�GSRGIRXVEXI��

on issues. One interviewee declares he is fond of referendums for that very reason. 

What lessons for policy? 
Most research has shown that the top 10% of income earners tend to prefer a less regulated, low 

taxation economy when compared to the rest of the population (Enns and Wlezien, 2011; Gilens, 2012). 

Ireland may be an outlier, which could be related to its relatively low levels of universal welfare state 

provision, especially when compared to countries of similar income. In fact, the interviewees do not 

mind tax levels, but want to see the revenue translated into greater investment in public services. To 

EHHVIWW�MRIUYEPMX]�WTIGMǰGEPP]��XLI]�GEPP�JSV�KVIEXIV�MRZIWXQIRX�MR�YRMZIVWEP�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�VEXLIV�XLER�

greater dependence on cash transfers. Few interviewees express any enthusiasm for universal basic 

MRGSQI�����]IEV�SPH�PIKEP�QEREKIV��,EV]��ZMI[W�9'.�EW�ƯHMǲGYPXư�GSQQIRXMRK�XLEX�Ʋ?.A�FIPMIZI�TISTPI��EVI�

given money and can choose not to work, I believe work in itself is a matter of contributing to society. I 

believe money should be used to give people options.” In contrast, even the respondents who question 

KSZIVRQIRX�IǲGMIRG]�WYTTSVX�YRMZIVWEP�EGGIWW�XS�WIVZMGIW�VITPEGMRK�XLI�QIERW�XIWXIH�W]WXIQ�RS[�
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in place, especially regarding health services. Healthcare is cited as the worst example of government 

MRIǲGMIRG]��4RI�VIWTSRHIRX�GEPPW�XLI�LIEPXL�W]WXIQ�ƯTSSV��ZIV]�TSSV�ư�VIQEVOMRK�XLEX��Ʋ?.A�LEZI�XS�TE]�

TVMZEXI�LIEPXL� MRWYVERGI�MR�.VIPERH��ERH�.�[SVOIH�MR�SXLIV�GSYRXVMIW�[LIVI�.�HMHRưX�LEZI�XS�TE]�?���A�� .XưW�

TVSFEFP]�SRI�SJ�XLI�[SVWX�XLMRKW�LIVIƳ�ERH�XLEX�Ʋ?.A�[MWL�XLI�TYFPMG�W]WXIQ�[EW�KSSH�IRSYKL�XLEX�.�HMHRưX�

have to go private.” Civil servant, Ronan calls the health system ‘probably our biggest failure.’

+SV�XLI�MRXIVZMI[IIW��FIXXIV��QSVI�GSWX�IǯIGXMZI�QEREKIQIRX�SJ�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�WLSYPH�MRGPYHI�FEGOMRK�

away from privatisation. As one interviewee puts it, taking as an example waste collection, privatisation 

ƲEGXYEPP]cMRXVSHYGIH�MRIǲGMIRG]�XS�XLI�GSYRXV]�VEXLIV�XLER�FIMRK�E�FIRIǰX�XS�MXWcGMXM^IRW�Ƴ�-I�EHHW��Ʋ?MAX�

[SYPH�FI�QYGL�QSVI�IǲGMIRX�XS�LEZI�E�LIEPXLGEVI�WIVZMGI�XLEXcGSQIW�JVSQ�KIRIVEP�XE\EXMSR�?���A�XLER�

XLI� OMRH� SJ� QMWQEXGL�[I� LEZI� RS[� SJc TYFPMG� ERH� TVMZEXI� ?ERHA� TVMZEXI� LIEPXL� MRWYVERGI�Ƴ� 7IKEVHMRK�

one of the American companies based in Dublin, Derek, a 51-year-old German-born engineer, says: 

Ʋ?XALIVIưW�XSS�QYGL�XE\�ERH�XSS�PMXXPI�VIXYVR��.�XLMRO�.VIPERH�MW�UYMXI�MRIǲGMIRX�MR�XLMW�VIKEVH��.�XLMRO�TYFPMG�

transport should be improved,” and “Ireland is not modern at all, it’s a bit behind in terms of infrastructure 

compared to other countries.” The barrister, Sarah, labels access to healthcare “not adequate. They 

RIIH�XS�TYQT�QSRI]�MRXS�XLEX��5ISTPI�WLSYPHRưX�FI�SR�XVSPPI]W�?EX�XLI�LSWTMXEPA��*PHIVP]�TISTPI�[LS�

TVSFEFP]�TEMH�XLIMV�HYIW�XS�WSGMIX]�JSV�LS[IZIV�QER]�]IEVW��MXưW�LSVVMǰG�[LIR�]SY�WII�MR�XLI�RI[WTETIVW�

and they’re just lying on chairs. So, it has to be sorted out.” Referring implicitly to the escalating costs for 

the children’s hospital and the subsequent scandal,157�WLI�RSXIW��Ʋ?EAKEMR��.�EQ�EPP�JSV�GLMPHVIRưW�LSWTMXEPW��

but how much money needs to be spent to build a children’s hospital? I think it needs to be managed 

properly.”

(SRXVSPPMRK� JSV� MRIǲGMIRGMIW� ERH� IGLSMRK� GSQQIRXW� HMWGYWWIH� IEVPMIV�� MRGVIEWIH� VIZIRYI� JSV� TYFPMG�

services could come in part from increasing taxes on the wealthiest segment of the population, or 

at least reducing tax evasion. Derek, working for one of the American MNCs, states that he does not 

believe the rate of income tax should increase, “because it’s already very high.” He does qualify his 

EVKYQIRX��XLSYKL��Ʋ?XALIVI�WLSYPH�FI�QSVI�IǯSVX�XS� MRGVIEWI�XLI�XE\�FEWI�ERH�XS�HMWGSYVEKI�TISTPI�

from shifting their income so that it’s not taxed. I think there’s lots of opportunities in Ireland for that.” 

Though not everyone agrees about inheritance tax, a few of the respondents feel that capital gains 

XE\�GSYPH�EPWS�MRGVIEWI��4RI�SJ�XLI�]SYRKIV�GMZMP�WIVZERXW��7SRER��EVKYIW�XLEX�Ʋ?MAJ�]SY�[ERX�XS�KIX�XLI�

wealthier, you need to look at other taxes than income to do it.” Another civil servant, Donal, concurs: 

Ʋ?XALIVI�MW�WGSTI�JSV�E�LMKLIV�QEVKMREP�XE\�VEXI�?���A�IWTIGMEPP]�MRGSQIW�EFSZI�E�GIVXEMR�EQSYRX�SZIV�XLI�

QIHMER�[EKI��8LIVI�MW�QSVI�WGSTI�JSV�XE\MRK�GETMXEP��HMZMHIRHW��XLMRKW�PMOI�XLEX�Ƴ�I\TPEMRMRK��Ʋ?XALI�FMK�

TVSFPIQ�MR�.VIPERH�MW�XLEX�XLI�GETMXEP�KEMRW�XE\�MW�UYMXI�PS[�?���A�FYWMRIWW�TISTPI�QSZI�MRGSQI�MRXS�GETMXEP�

gains.” 

The younger respondents tend to be more supportive of capital gains tax than the older interviewees. 

4RI� ���]IEV�SPH� VIWTSRHIRX�� 7SFIVX�� WXEXIW�� Ʋ?MARLIVMXIH� [IEPXL� MW� RSX� FIMRK� XE\IH� ETTVSTVMEXIP]�� WS�

MXcEPPS[W�JSV�GETMXEP�XS�FI�TEWWIH�HS[R�JVSQ�KIRIVEXMSR�XS�KIRIVEXMSR�ERHcEGGYQYPEXIH�?���A��&�XE\�W]WXIQ�

[LMGL�MW�WOI[IH�XS[EVHW�FIRIǰXXMRK�TISTPI�[MXLcLMKLIV�MRGSQIW�Ƴ�&RSXLIV��MR�LMW�IEVP]�XLMVXMIW��FIPMIZIW�

that policymakers “should look at the property tax – that’s a good way to tax. Inheritance and property 

EVI�XLI�FIXXIV�[E]W�XS�HS�MX�Ƴ�&�XLMVH�����]IEV�SPH�MRXIVZMI[II��8LSQEW��EKVIIW��Ʋ?[AI�LEZI�E�ZIV]��ZIV]�XMR]�

TVSTIVX]�XE\�MR�.VIPERH�Ƴ�ERH�ƲKMZIR�XLI�XVERWJIV�SJ�[IEPXL�FIX[IIR�KIRIVEXMSRW��MX�MWcXLI�FIWX�Ƴ�8LMW�ZMI[�

MW�RSX�YRMZIVWEPP]�WLEVIH��LS[IZIV��EW�XLI�XIGLRSPSK]�GSRWYPXERX�EVKYIW�XLEX� Ʋ?.A�HSRưX� XLMRO�ER]XLMRK�

should be done. Whoever you are inheriting from, probably worked very hard to give you that.” 

157  https://www.rte.ie/news/health/2019/0116/1023551-health-committee-childrens-hospital/
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A few of the interviewees mention reforming the corporate tax rate. Brendan contends that: 

Corporations need to pay more in taxes. It is the SMEs and the middle class that pay taxes. We 

need to ensure that everyone pays their fair share. My company is based here for tax purposes 

but none of the executive team lives here – they are dispersed across New York, Paris, and 

London. 

A company director, Derek, responds to the question about tax: 

(SVTSVEXMSR�XE\��EFWSPYXIP]��FYX�MX�RIIHW�XS�FI�TEMH�MR�XLI�GSYRXV]�[LIVIcXLI]ưVI�STIVEXMRK���S��

.�HSRưX�EKVII�[MXL�XLIWI�OMRHW�SJ�XE\�HSHKMRK�XLMRKW�SVc[LEXIZIV�� .� XLMRO� MJ�E�GSQTER]�MW� MR�E�

GSYRXV]��XLI]�RIIH�XS�GSRXVMFYXI�XScXLEX�GSYRXV]�c

Even those interviewees positive about the tax rate question how long it could endure as industrial 

policy and because of the income being lost to the state. One of the engineers, Tate, expounds on the 

HMPIQQE�JSV�TSPMG]QEOIVW��Ʋ?SAYV�GSVTSVEXI�XE\� MW�JEQSYW�FIGEYWI�IZIV]SRIcTIVGIMZIW�MX�EW�E�[E]�XS�

XVMGO�XLI�W]WXIQ�ERH�XS�KIX�XLIWI�GSQTERMIW�MRXS�.VIPERH�Ƴ�-I�XLIR�RSXIW��Ʋ?XALEX�FIMRK�WEMH��MXưW�TVSFEFP]�

[SVOMRK�[SRHIVW��FIGEYWI�LS[�QER]cQYPXMREXMSREPW�EVI�[SVOMRK�LIVI�EX�XLI�QMRYXI$Ƴ�8LSYKL�WGITXMGEP�

about inheritance tax, one of the bank supervisors, Declan, echoes his comments, calling the Irish 

GSVTSVEXMSR�XE\��ƲER�IǯIGXMZI�QEVOIXMRK�XSSP�JSV�[LEX�MW�E�VSGOcEX�XLI�TIVMTLIV]�SJ�*YVSTI��ERH�[IưH�LEZI�

ZIV]�PMXXPI�VIEWSR�JSV�GSQTERMIW�XScGSQI�LIVI�LEH�[I�RSX�LEH�XLEX�Ƴ�-I�XLIR�UYEPMǰIW�XLMW�WXEXIQIRX��

WE]MRK�Ʋ?FAYX�� XLEX�WEMH�� MX�RIIHW�XS�FI�ETTPMIH�?IRWYVI�XE\� MW�TEMHA��ERH�.c XLMRO�XLEXưW�WSQIXLMRK�[IưVI�

QSZMRK�XS[EVHW��EX�XLI�ZIV]�PIEWX��&RH�XLEX�WLSYPHcFI�XLI�RYQFIV�SRI�TVMSVMX]�JSV�XLI�GSQMRK�]IEVW��XS�

IRWYVI�XLEX�XLIVIưW�EcGSRWMWXIRX�ETTPMGEXMSR�SJ�XLEX�Ƴ

Conclusion - the top 10% feel neither secure about their futures or their 
society’s
The interviews in Ireland demonstrate that decisions about public investment must show that they 

will not punish disadvantaged households by cutting resources to services like education. These 

decisions should also not exacerbate economic insecurity, which increasingly touches the majority of 

the population, including members of the top 10%. The danger of ignoring the desire for fairer policies 

and stronger mechanisms to ensure security is that it risks alienating this population from a necessary 

means of participation for sustaining democracy.    

Ireland’s economy has been one of the fastest growing in the EU. American multinational corporations 

(MNCs), such as Facebook, Google, Apple, and Microsoft, have established European headquarters 

in the country attracted by its relatively low corporate tax rate and overall tax regime. These MNCs 

generate one third of total Income Tax, Universal Social Change and Employers’ Pay Related Insurance. 

However, this economic openness has also left Ireland more vulnerable to global economic instability 

ƭ�ERH�PIH�XS�MXW�WPS[�VIGSZIV]�JSPPS[MRK�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�

8LI��������ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�MRGVIEWIH�MRXIVKIRIVEXMSREP�[IEPXL�HMǯIVIRGIW�JSV�WSQI�SJ�XLI�MRXIVZMI[IIW��

Critically, out of the respondents interviewed across the four countries in this report, it is the Irish who 

feel the greatest sense of economic insecurity, primarily due to Ireland’s high housing and living costs.

One critical barrier to escaping economic insecurity is childcare. Women devote more time to unpaid 

childcare than their counterparts in most other EU countries. In Ireland, twice as many women are 
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in part-time work than men. Some interviewees explain that having children makes part-time work 

YREZSMHEFPI�ERH�EǯIGXW�GEVIIV�EHZERGIQIRX��8LI]�JIIP�XLEX�XLIMV�GLMPHGEVI�STXMSRW�EVI�XS�SYXWSYVGI�XS�

professional childcare, take up part-time work, or become self-employed. This decision is compounded 

F]�HMǲGYPX]�EGGIWWMRK�EǯSVHEFPI�GLMPHGEVI�

When talking about their own social mobility, interviewees feel that a combination of luck, ambition, 

ERH�LEVH�[SVO�EGXIH�EW�E�GEXEP]WX�JSV�XLIMV�GEVIIV�EHZERGIQIRX��.RXIVZMI[IIW�VIGSKRMWI�XLI�WMKRMǰGERGI�

of their upbringing and timing in achieving professional success, yet are critical of those who waste 

their resources and do not achieve success. Interviewees feel that the access they have had to higher 

education accounts for their competitiveness in the job market. Many were able to retrain in other high-

MRGSQI�ǰIPHW��WYGL�EW�LMKL�XIGL�� XS�ǰRH�FIXXIV�TE]MRK�ERH�QSVI�JYPǰPPMRK� NSFW�JSPPS[MRK�XLI��������

ǰRERGMEP� GVMWMW�� �SQI� IQMKVEXIH� XS� &YWXVEPME� ERH� 1SRHSR� XS� ǰRH� [SVO� ERH� PEXIV� VIXYVRIH�� 4ZIVEPP��

interviewees agree that working hard is necessary for career advancement but luck and help from 

someone successful is needed too.

The top 10% in Ireland generally express job satisfaction, which they achieved through promotion and 

being stimulated by their work. Interviewees feel that work itself is enjoyable and part of having a strong 

quality of life.

2SWX�MRXIVZMI[IIW�JIIP�LETT]�[MXL�XLIMV�GEVIIV�TVSKVIWWMSR��FYX�LEZI�MRWYǲGMIRX�MRGSQI�XS�PMZI�MR�)YFPMR��

8LI]�MHIRXMJ]�XLIQWIPZIW�EW�QSVI�[IPP�Sǯ�XLER�SXLIVW�FYX�RSX�ǰRERGMEPP]�WXEFPI��2ER]�VITSVX�LEZMRK�PMXXPI�

to no disposable income, especially those that live in Dublin. Interviewees feel stuck between having 

too much income to qualify for welfare support programmes but too little to pay for post-secondary 

education, healthcare, and childcare. In their interviews, respondents feel more sympathetic to those 

earning less because of their own insecurity and more sensitive to the recent trend of concentrating 

wealth.

.RXIVZMI[IIW�EVI�PMOI[MWI�E[EVI�SJ�WXVYGXYVEP�MRIUYEPMX]�FYX�HMǯIVIRXMEXI�XLIMV�PMJIWX]PIW�JVSQ�XLSWI�SJ�XLI�

wealthiest 1%. Most interviewees want the government to ensure access to high-quality public services 

EW�TVSSJ�XLIMV�XE\�GSRXVMFYXMSRW�EVI�FIMRK�YWIH�IǯIGXMZIP]��.RXIVZMI[IIW�KIRIVEPP]�EKVII�XLEX�MRIUYEPMX]�

is caused by structural factors, although a few attribute unemployment and low income to a lack of 

QSXMZEXMSR�ERH�HITIRHIRG]�SR�FIRIǰXW��8LI]�YRHIVWXERH�W]WXIQEXMG�MRIUYEPMXMIW�EW�FIMRK�GEYWIH�F]�

a lack of family resources, the uneven quality and cost of education, especially post-secondary, the 

MQTSVXERGI�SJ�HIKVIIW��XLI�GSWX�SJ�LSYWMRK��ERH�HMǲGYPX]�GPMQFMRK�XLI�WSGMS�IGSRSQMG�PEHHIV�

Respondents also generally agree that the state has a responsibility in addressing inequality. They 

claim that the state has a responsibility to give people opportunities rather than cash transfers. Many 

state that the government should do a better job in improving education and public services rather 

than relying on welfare payments to lower poverty rates. Some interviewees said they would be open 

to paying more in taxes if the state used its tax revenue for more socially desirable causes. Most agreed 

that taxes are adequate, but that the public sector is mismanaged.

In Ireland, wealth is mostly tied up in homes, so the generational wealth gap was particularly exacerbated 

by the housing crisis of 2008. A few interviewees are in favour of an inheritance tax, which is meant to 

redistribute the wealth held in homes of the top 1%.

Finally, although the top 10% are politically active, the Irish respondents feel little party loyalty. They 

tend to trust individual politicians rather than political parties. Political alienation in Ireland is related to 

lack of distinctive policy agendas between the two historically dominant parties as well as the relative 

weakness of smaller parties, especially those on the left. Though several interviewees have voted Sinn 
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Fein, Fine Gael, or Labour in the past, they reserve most praise for the independent candidates, who 

they believe are more engaged in local issues.

In sum, the top 10% sympathise with those earning less. They would like to see more equality, but are 

not sure how to achieve that politically. Political parties have yet to convince them they are capable of 

creating a fairer society.
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Conclusion

This report has shown that the top 10% of income earners are more likely than the rest to hold a university 

degree, work in professional and managerial occupations; pay for private education for their children; 

PMZI�MR�PEVKIV�GMXMIW�[MXL�LMKLIV�LSYWMRK�GSWXW �ERH�PIWW�PMOIP]�XS�YWI�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�SV�FIRIǰXW��

Given these advantages, why should public policy target them? There are at least two reasons. First, this 

group is especially likely to dominate senior positions in the professional and managerial classes, and to 

ǰRH�E�LIEVMRK�MR�XLI�TYFPMG�GSRZIVWEXMSR��&VKYEFP]�FIGEYWI�SJ�XLMW��EW�,MPIRW�������EVKYIH��XLIMV�TSPMG]�

preferences tend to coincide to a great degree with actual policy. Second, the economic and social 

distances within this group are growing substantially, and many within the top 10% feel less secure than 

would be expected. This conclusion expands on some of the political and policy implications of these 

developments.

�ėäƺƈė°ƲäƈĴńŷƊīƺƈû°ŲäÙƈƳäīīƈŷěĸÎäƈƊėäƈƕǆǆſwìƈÿĸ°ĸÎě°īƈÎŲěŷěŷ

8LI� VITSVX� WLS[W� XLEX� XLI� XST� ��	� LEW� EGGVYIH� QSWX� SJ� XLI� FIRIǰXW� SJ� IGSRSQMG� KVS[XL� WMRGI� XLI�

������� ǰRERGMEP� GVMWMW�� LEW� FIIR� EǯIGXIH� XS� E� QYGL� PIWWIV� HIKVII� F]� TYFPMG� WTIRHMRK� GYXW�� ERH� EX�

times has even seen their taxes reduced – for instance, Sweden instituted tax deductions for domestic 

service in 2007. What is more, while a majority of the population in Spain, Ireland, and the UK have seen 

their income stagnate, those of the top 10% have seen theirs grow, albeit after a brief period of instability 

MQQIHMEXIP]�EJXIV�������.R��[IHIR��[LIVI�XLI�IǯIGXW�SJ�XLI�ǰRERGMEP�GVMWMW�[IVI�QYGL�WLEPPS[IV��XLI�

XST���	�LEW�FIGSQI�RSXMGIEFP]�QSVI�EǳYIRX��ERH�EX�E�WXVMOMRKP]�LMKLIV�VEXI�XLER�XLI�VIWX��

They are optimistic about their own futures, but less so about their societies’

Similarly, a majority of interviewees across all four countries do not declare having faced serious 

IGSRSQMG�HMǲGYPXMIW�WMRGI�XLI��������GVMWMW��&�JI[��QSWX�SJ�[LSQ�[SVO�MR�ǰRERGI��QIRXMSR�LEZMRK�XS�

change jobs or move industries. A majority declare feeling ‘comfortable’ with their economic situation 

EPXLSYKL�PIWW�WS�MR�.VIPERH� �WEXMWǰIH�[MXL�XLI�PIZIP�SJ�XE\�XLI]�TE]�XLSYKL�RSX�[MWLMRK�XS�TE]�QSVI� �

happy with their own careers and with their standard of living; and having experienced a fair degree of 

career progression. 

Respondents are mostly optimistic about their own future, if pessimistic about the future of society. 

Many interviewees fear populisms from the left and the right, climate change, and the fact that 

GSQTIXMXMSR�JSV�NSFW�ERH�WXEXYW�LEW�FIGSQI�ǰIVGIV�ERH�KPSFEP�MR�WGEPI��8LI]�EWWSGMEXI�XLIWI�VMWOW�[MXL�

higher levels of inequality. In the UK, some interviewees (a majority of whom were opposed to Brexit), 

also say they are willing to leave the country if necessary - as many younger respondents in Ireland had 

MR�XLI�MQQIHMEXI�EJXIVQEXL�SJ�XLI�GVMWMW��.R�WYQ��XLMW�KVSYT�MW�RSX�SRP]�QSVI�EǳYIRX�XLER�QSWX��FYX�EPWS�

QSVI�QSFMPI��IHYGEXIH��TVSJIWWMSREPP]�JYPǰPPIH��IGSRSQMGEPP]�WIGYVI��ERH�STXMQMWXMG�

Distorted self-perception and ‘upward’ orientation

,MZIR� XLI� EFSZI�� MX� QMKLX� FI� I\TIGXIH� XLEX� XLI� XST� ��	� EVI� E[EVI� SJ� XLIMV� JSVXYRI� ERH� GSRǰHIRX� MR�

XLIMV�[SVPH� SYXPSSO�� -S[IZIV�� XLI]� HS� RSX� JIIP� TEVXMGYPEVP]� EǳYIRX� ERH� HS� RSX� GSRWMHIV� XLIQWIPZIW�
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ƯVMGLư�� 8S[EVHW� XLI� IRH� SJ� XLI� MRXIVZMI[� TVSGIWW�� VIWTSRHIRXW� [IVI� EWOIH� [LIVI� XLI]� XLMRO� XLI]� ǰX�

in the income distribution. Very few guessed their position in the top 10% correctly, most were quite 

surprised by the discovery. With the partial exception of Sweden (where a majority felt quite secure), 

some interviewees even expressed a level of economic anxiety, especially concerning the future of 

their children or their vulnerability to economic shocks.

;LEX� I\TPEMRW� VIWTSRHIRXWư� WYVTVMWI� EX� XLIMV� VIPEXMZI� EǳYIRGI$� 5EVX� SJ� XLI� ERW[IV� WIIQW� XS� FI�

HMǯIVIRGIW�MR�PMZMRK�WXERHEVHW��&W�WLS[R�MR�GLETXIV����XLI�HIGPEVIH�QMRMQYQ�RIGIWWEV]�XS�QEOI�IRHW�

meet rises starkly in tandem with income. As might be expected, with higher income comes higher 

expectations and costs. In addition, as Rachel Sherman (2017) pointed out, many in this population are 

‘upward-oriented’, more likely to compare themselves with those above, especially those occupying 

TSWMXMSRW�MR�XLI�SGGYTEXMSREP�ǰIPH�XLEX�XLI]�EWTMVI�XS�JSV�XLIQWIPZIW��&JXIV�EPP��MJ�]SYV�WEPEV]�FIRGLQEVO�

is that of your boss’s and senior colleagues, who often earn well within the top 1%, then even an income 

EX� XLI� XST� �	� QEVO� GER� WIIQ� QIHMSGVI�� 8LMW� E[EVIRIWW� SJ� WXIIT� MRGSQI� HMǯIVIRXMEPW� QEOIW� XLIMV�

HMWFIPMIJ�EFSYX�XLIMV�S[R�ƯEǳYIRGIư�IEWMIV�XS�I\TPEMR��EW�HSIW�XLI�VIPEXMZI�MWSPEXMSR�SJ�XLIMV�[SVOMRK�PMZIW��

8LSWI�[SVOMRK�MR�GSVTSVEXI�IRZMVSRQIRXW�MR�[LMGL�XLI]�VEVIP]�QIIX�TISTPI�WMKRMǰGERXP]�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ�

than themselves – either as clients (e.g., doctors) or as co-workers (e.g., engineers) – express a certain 

HMWXERGI�JVSQ�XLI�I\TIVMIRGIW�SJ�HITVMZEXMSR�XLEX�QER]�LEZI�LEH�XS�IRHYVI�WMRGI�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�

crisis. When asked about visible manifestations of inequality, many respondents comment on signs 

such as homelessness in the centre of cities, requests for donations to food banks in supermarkets, 

and political polarisation. Nobody mentions their own experiences or those of friends, family, or their 

local community.

Inequality and meritocracy

7IWTSRHIRXWư� EXXMXYHIW� XS[EVHW� VIHMWXVMFYXMSR� MQTPMGMXP]� VIǱIGX� XLIMV� HMW�GSRRIGXMSR� XS� XLI� VIWX� SJ�

society. They tend to focus on two groups without identifying themselves as part of either: those who 

taxation should target (the very wealthiest and corporations) and welfare recipients (the poor, whether 

ƯHIWIVZMRKư�SV�RSX���8LIVI�EVI�X[S�HMWXMRKYMWLEFPI�EXXMXYHIW�XS[EVHW�XLI�JSVQIV��&�WMKRMǰGERX�KVSYT�SJ�

respondents in all four countries think that the wealthy should be contributing more because they have 

taken advantage of lax tax enforcement and growing concentration of wealth. This distance between 

the top 10% of income earners and the owners of wealth speaks to Piketty’s (2014) insights on the 

KVS[MRK� WMKRMǰGERGI� SJ� GETMXEP� MR� QSHIVR� WSGMIXMIW�� [LMGL� XLVIEXIRW� IZIR� XLSWI� [MXL� LMKL� MRGSQIW��

However, there is also an important group of respondents, found in all countries, who believe that the 

private sector and the wealthy have only a minimal and indirect role in tackling inequality. Their mission 

should be instead to create jobs, pay a fair level of tax, and provide an engine for economic growth. In 

this view, they should not be penalised for succeeding and working hard.

.R�VIPEXMSR�XS�XLI�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ��[LSQ�VIWTSRHIRXW�MHIRXMJ]�EW�XLI�QEMR�FIRIǰGMEVMIW�SJ�VIHMWXVMFYXMSR��

EXXMXYHIW�GER�FI�HMZMHIH�MRXS�XLVII��&�ǰVWX��QIVMXSGVEXMG�ZMI[�ƭ�TEVXMGYPEVP]�TVIZEPIRX�MR�XLI�90�ƭ�WIIW�

the poor as participants in their own misfortune. Be it due to lack of drive, talent, education, or suitable 

role models and expectations, the poor, especially those perceived to be dependent on welfare, are 

considered undeserving of further transfers, which might disincentivise work. A second view – which 

was especially noticeable in Ireland and Spain – explains the position of the poorest in society in terms 

SJ�PEGO�SJ�STTSVXYRMX]�ERH�WXVYGXYVEP�GSRWXVEMRXW���YGL�VIWTSRHIRXW�HS�RSX�GSRWMHIV�XLI�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ�

responsible for their own misfortune, but trapped in an economic and social environment with few 

options available. A third attitude – found only in Sweden – tends to think of the poor as newly arrived 
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ƯSXLIVW�ư�5IVLETW�WYVTVMWMRKP]��WIZIVEP��[IHMWL�VIWTSRHIRXW�MQQIHMEXIP]�EWWSGMEXI�XLI�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ�[MXL�

migrant populations, much more frequently than in the other three countries (which themselves have 

sizeable immigrant communities). Rather than thinking of those with low incomes as part of the same 

society, these respondents see them as requiring help ‘integrating’ into a well-designed system.

Situated at an uncomfortable space between the very top (with whom they struggle to keep up) and 

those at the bottom (from which they seek to distance themselves), many among the top 10% seem 

to think of themselves as stuck between a rock and a hard place. They see themselves as neither 

[IEPXL]�RSV�EW�PMOIP]�FIRIǰGMEVMIW�SJ�[IPJEVI�ERH�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW��;LEX�MW�QSVI��QER]�IWTIGMEPP]�XLSWI�

espousing meritocratic views) tend to associate welfare with being undeserving and dependent. 

Though many in the top 10% are aware of inequalities at the level of gender and race, solidarity towards 

women and ethnic minorities does not always extend to inequalities of class. Some interviewees 

explicitly say that, unlike economic disparities, gender and race inequalities have little to do with the 

EGXMSRW�SJ�XLI�MRHMZMHYEP�GSRGIVRIH��ERH�EHHVIWWMRK�XLIQ�MW�QSVI�NYWXMǰIH�ERH�YVKIRX�

Anxieties and insecurities

Nevertheless, even if most members of the top 10% do see themselves as relatively secure at present, 

many express anxieties about the future. Some, for instance, worry that their children will struggle to 

compete in an environment with fewer entry-level positions and in which secure jobs have become 

scarcer. In addition, a number of potential incidents (e.g., health-related, divorces, economic downturns, 

SYXWSYVGMRK��GSYPH�XLVIEXIR�XLIMV�IGSRSQMG�WXEFMPMX]��[LMGL�GSYPH�EǯIGX�XLIMV�GETEGMX]�XS�TE]�JSV�SRIVSYW�

LSYWMRK�ERH�IHYGEXMSR�I\TIRWIW��*WTIGMEPP]�MR��TEMR�ERH�.VIPERH��XLI�I\TIVMIRGI�SJ�XLI��������ǰRERGMEP�

crisis looms large. It is not yet clear what Covid-19 may do to the sense of economic security of high-

income earners, but one clear possibility is that it will cast a light on the many factors beyond people’s 

immediate control that shape their economic situation. 

In addition, (and this is in interviews conducted before the emergence of the 2020 pandemic), many 

respondents voice concerns about inequality. Despite a work culture that promotes consumerism 

and values individualism and meritocracy, the overwhelming majority of the top 10% interviewed feel 

empathetic with those less privileged. They express concern and care for the health of society and want 

something to be done. Many associate inequality with political polarisation, populism, and ominous 

societal developments.

How should progressive policies address the top 10%?

This research shows that any progressive messaging seeking to appeal to the top 10% has to stress 

XLEX� KVIEXIV� IUYEPMX]� FIRIǰXW� IZIV]SRI�� IZIR� XLIQWIPZIW�� EW�;MPOMRWSR� ERH� 5MGOIXX� ������ EVKYIH� MR�

The Spirit Level. The security that higher incomes can provide is itself predicated on many other factors 

that depend on wider society, including quality of life, cost of living, and satisfactory public services. 

Interviewees’ frequent insistence on the importance of universal healthcare and access to education 

for social mobility (perhaps explainable by their high level of educational attainment) implies they 

recognise the role of public services in their own life trajectories.

A crucial element of this message is understanding the degree to which income and economic security 

EVI�RSX�SRP]�YT�XS�MRHMZMHYEPW��.X�MW�FIGSQMRK�QSVI�ETTEVIRX�XLEX�XLI�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ�GERRSX�EP[E]W�ƯWXYH]ư�

or ‘work’ their way out of deprivation, in the same way that no income earner can completely avoid 
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being vulnerable to economic shocks. Though interviewees rarely recognise the proportion of welfare 

recipients in work, this vulnerability and narrowing trajectories of social mobility connect them to those in 

a more disadvantaged position. The narrative of austerity after the economic crisis helped individualise 

economic insecurity but the perpetuation of this insecurity has ironically made it a collective condition. 

A crucial objective of any social democratic project that wants to engage with the top 10% should be to 

HIWXMKQEXMWI�XLI�VIGIMTX�SJ�[IPJEVI�FIRIǰXW�ERH�XLI�YWI�SJ�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW��5IVLETW�(SZMH����LEW�HSRI�

more than any other recent phenomenon in bringing to light that life trajectories and career progression 

often depend on many factors beyond individual control, and that public policy has a crucial role to play 

in everyone’s lives. It has also brought to the fore the need for systemic long-term planning, preventative 

TSPMGMIW��ERH�E�JSGYW�SR�IGSRSQMG�VIWMPMIRGI�ERH�RSX�NYWX�IǲGMIRG]��EW�[IPP�EW�XLI�MQTSVXERGI�SJ�XVYWX�

in institutions. The fact that many high-income earners have received direct state support as part of 

the economic response to the pandemic may make this population more receptive to the need for 

redistribution.

From that perspective, this population is at a crossroads; it could either support a common safety 

net and public services, in the understanding that economic insecurity is a shared experience; or 

conversely, they could hunker down and seek to accrue as many advantages for themselves and their 

children as possible. For the former to be more likely, it is crucial to make the point that they cannot 

isolate themselves forever from mounting inequality; as even they might be left behind. Greater public 

investment would address their anxieties and, at the same time, engender social solidarity, create 

stronger social ties across income groups and generations, reduce inequality, and underpin a clearer 

sense of public good. Public spending would thus become destigmatised and linked to notions of 

shared citizenship. Shared citizenship, in turn, challenges acceptance of inequality. In that context, 

Covid-19 provides an opportunity to showcase the limits of meritocratic ways of thinking.
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Appendix
Interview Schedule

.RXVSHYGXMSR�ERH�KYMHIPMRIW

• (SRǰVQ�XLEX�VIWTSRHIRX�LEW�WMKRIH�XLI�GSRWIRX�JSVQ�

• This is an international project (Ireland, Spain, Sweden, and the UK); all questions have been 

standardised and translated for all countries.

• This interview will be recorded, but any reference to individuals or organisations will be 

anonymised. After the project, all recordings will be deleted.

• Expected duration: 1 hour. Will you need to leave at a certain time?

• We will be asking you questions on your socio-economic background and views on politics: 

there are no right or wrong answers.

• You can pass on any of the questions if you feel uncomfortable.

'MSKVETL]

1. 5PIEWI�GSRǰVQ�]SYV�EKI�

2. Where were you born and where did you grow up?

3. ;LEX�MW�[EW�]SYV�TEVIRXWư�SGGYTEXMSR$

4. 5PIEWI� XIPP� YW� E� FMX� EFSYX� ]SYV� IHYGEXMSR� TVSQTX�� WXEXI�TVMZEXI�� ERH� ER]� JYVXLIV�LMKLIV�

education (prompt: highest degree).

5. Marital status and (when applicable) spouse’s occupation.

6. )S�]SY�LEZI�ER]�GLMPHVIR$�.J�WS��[LIVI�HS�HMH�XLI]�EXXIRH�WGLSSP�WXEXI�TVMZEXI�$�

7. Do you have any (other) dependents?

8. (ER�]SY�HIWGVMFI�FVMIǱ]���SV���WIRXIRGIW��]SYV�GYVVIRX�VSPI�ERH�[LEX�MX�MW�XLEX�]SY�HS$

9. What has been your career trajectory? How have you progressed in your career? Have you 

been happy with that progression? (Prompts: advancement points? Headhunted or applied 

directly for jobs? Salary increases? Promotions? Reasons for breaks or changes.

10. When have you been happiest at your job and when have you been the most discontent? 

;L]$c-S[�LEZI�]SY�OITX�QSXMZEXIH$c

11. -EW�XLI�PEWX�IGSRSQMG�GVMWMW�EǯIGXIH�XLMW�TVSKVIWWMSR�MR�ER]�[E]$

12. ;LEX�HS�]SY�XLMRO�MW�XLI�IǯIGX�SJ�]SYV�GYVVIRX�[SVO�SR�WSGMIX]�EX�PEVKI$

c5IVGITXMSRW�SR�MRIUYEPMX]�ERH�WSGMEP�HMWXERGI

1. )S�]SY�XLMRO�MRIUYEPMX]�LEW�VMWIR�MR�XLI�TEWX�JI[�]IEVW$�c.J�WS��MR�[LEX�[E]W�MW�MX�RSXMGIEFPI$

2. How do you feel about inequality? Is it something to be concerned about or is a level of 

inequality inevitable, or even necessary?
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3. ;LEX�HS�]SY�XLMRO�EVI�XLI�TVMQEV]�GEYWIW�SJ�MRIUYEPMX]$�;L]�HS�]SY�XLMRO�XLI�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ�EVI�

PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ�MR�XLI�ǰVWX�TPEGI$

4. Now I am going to read three statements: Please tell me whether you agree or not, and whether 

]SY�[SYPH�PMOI�XS�UYEPMJ]�GSQQIRX�SR�XLIQ�

E�� �XEXIQIRX�SRI��XLI�VMGLIV�XLI�VMGL��XLI�QSVI�EPP�SJ�WSGMIX]�FIRIǰXW��MRGPYHMRK�XLI�TSSV

b. Statement two: inequality is negative for the whole of society, even for the rich

G�� �XEXIQIRX�XLVII��FVSEHP]�WTIEOMRK��MJ�]SY�[SVO�LEVH�]SY�[MPP�WYGGIIH�MR�?GSYRXV]A$

5. )S�]SY�FIPMIZI�XLI�PEWX�IGSRSQMG�GVMWMW�EǯIGXIH�MRIUYEPMX]�MR�ER]�[E]$�.J�WS��LS[$

;LEX�WLSYPH�FI�HSRI$�c

1. Is a more equal society inherently desirable? If yes, why? If no, why not?

2. Do you think those with more resources have a duty of care for those with fewer? If so, is this 

E�QEXXIV�SJ�WSGMEP�NYWXMGI�GSQTIRWEXMRK�JSV�XLI�IǯIGXW�SJ�ER�YRJEMV�WSGMIX]�SV�KSSH�JSVXYRI��SV�

simply a moral thing to do (benevolence, charity)?

3. What role do you think the government has with regards to inequality?

4. ;LEX� MW�]SYV�ZMI[�SR�XE\MRK�XLI�VMGL�XS�WYTTSVX�XLI�PIWW�[IPP�Sǯ$� .W� MX�HSRI�EX�ER�EHIUYEXI�

level?

5. What type of taxes are preferable (income, inheritance, corporation, housing, VAT)?

6. ;LEX� MW� ]SYV� STMRMSR� SR� XLI� TVSZMWMSR� SJ� WSGMEP� [IPJEVI� MR� ?GSYRXV]A$� .W� XLI� TVSZMWMSR� EX� ER�

adequate level?

7. ;LEX�MW�]SYV�STMRMSR�SR�YRMZIVWEP�TYFPMG�WIVZMGIWcEW�STTSWIH�XS�QIERW�XIWXIH�$�ERH�YRMZIVWEP�

basic income? (Provide explanation if needed)

8. What role do you think the private sector has with regard to inequality, if any?

9. What role do you think wealthy individuals have with regard to inequality, if any?

10. )S�]SY�XLMRO�MRIUYEPMX]�LEW�LEH�ER�MQTEGX�SRc?GSYRXV]ưWAcTSPMXMGW�MR�VIGIRX�]IEVW$�.J�WS��[LEX�

impact?

11. Is there any current societal tendency that makes you worry about your country or your future 

in it, whether inequality or any other?

12. &VI�]SY�STXMQMWXMG�SV�TIWWMQMWXMG�EFSYX�?GSYRXV]ưWA�JYXYVI$

13. Has your view on any of these topics changed over the years? If so why?

14. ;LEX� EVI�]SYV� MRǱYIRGIW� MR� XIVQW� SJ� XLIWI� XSTMGW$� I�K�� NSYVREPW�RI[WTETIVW�VSPI� QSHIPW��

etc.)

�SGMEP�ERH�TSPMXMGEP�FILEZMSYV

1. Do you volunteer or donate to any charity? if yes, which, how often, and why?

2. )S�]SY�YWI�SV�LEZI�]SY�VIGIRXP]�YWIH�ER]�TYFPMG�WIVZMGI�SV�FIRIǰX$�I�K���IHYGEXMSR��LIEPXL��

TIRWMSR��FIRIǰXW���)S�]SY�IZIV�YWI�TVMZEXI�LIEPXLGEVI$
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3. Do you vote? If so, do you vote in every election you are eligible to? 

4. Do you feel there is a particular party which best represents your views? 

5. If you do vote, which party did you last vote for? And which party would you vote for in the 

future?

6. Are you a member of any political party or organisation? Do you donate or support them in any 

way? If so, why?

7. Have you participated in protests or signed petitions in the past? If so, which?

8. Are you a member of a trade union or professional association? How important is that for you?

�IPJ�TIVGITXMSR�ERH�EGXMSR

1. )S�]SY�WII�]SYVWIPJ�EW�TVMZMPIKIH�MR�ER]�[E]$�.J�]IW��LS[�WS$�.J�RS��[L]�RSX$c&RH�MR�GSQTEVMWSR�

to your parents when they were your age?

2. )S�]SY�JIIP�GSQJSVXEFPI�[MXL�]SYV�GYVVIRX�ǰRERGMEP�TSWMXMSR$

3. What role do you believe these three factors have had in determining your current status? 1. 

Hard work, 2. Good decision-making, 3. Good luck.

4. -S[�HS�]SY�WII�]SYVWIPJ�MR�XIVQW�SJ�MRGSQI$�;LIVI�HS�]SY�XLMRO�]SY�ǰX�EFSYX�EZIVEKI��XST�

��	���	��	��	�$

5. .R�XLMW�PMWX�SJ�MRGSQI�FVEGOIXW�KVSWW��GEWL�SRP]���[LIVI�[SYPH�]SY�ǰX$

6. ƭ�?GSYRXV]A��FIPS[�?MRWIVX�EQSYRXA�FSXXSQ���	����YT�XS�?MRWIVX�EQSYRXA�������	����YT�XS�?MRWIVX�

EQSYRXA�XST���	����YT�XS�?MRWIVX�EQSYRXA�XST��	����YT�XS�?MRWIVX�EQSYRXA�XST��	����YT�XS�?MRWIVX�

EQSYRXA�XST��	��

7. (SRXVEWX�VIWTSRWI�[MXL�HEXE��)S�]SY�ǰRH�XLMW�WYVTVMWMRK$�.J�WS��LS[$

8. In general, do you have any interaction with people whose socio-economic backgrounds are 

WYFWXERXMEPP]�HMǯIVIRX�JVSQ�]SYV�S[R$�.J�WS��[LIR�ERH�LS[$

9. It is said of some countries that they are very socially divided, that the rich and the poor live in 

ZIV]�HMǯIVIRX�[SVPHW��;SYPH�]SY�WE]�XLEX�MW�E�TVSFPIQ�MRc?GSYRXV]A$

10. .J�XLEX�MW�XLI�GEWI��LS[�HS�]SY�XLMRO�[I�GSYPH�EHHVIWW�WSGMEP�HMWXERGI�EQSRK�HMǯIVIRX�KVSYTW$

'MSKVETL]�EX�IRH�SJ�MRXIVZMI[�

1. )S�]SY�S[R�E�LSYWI��E�WIGSRH�LSQI��WXSGOW��WEZMRKW��ERH�SV�E�ZILMGPI$

2. Are there any other perks that you receive from your current job? (e.g. private medical care, 

QIQFIVWLMTW��TVI�XE\�HSREXMSRW�ZSYGLIVW�cTIRWMSR�TPER��

3. Does your spouse have any substantial wealth and income (if applicable)?

4. Do you have or expect to have a family inheritance?
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(PSWMRK�UYIWXMSRW

1. Is there anything that you would have liked us to ask you or to discuss that we didn’t?

2. (ER�]SY�XLMRO�SJcER]SRI�IPWI�[LS�[SYPH�FI�MRXIVIWXIH�ERH�SV�EZEMPEFPI�XS�WTIEO�XS�YW$

*RH�SJ�MRXIVZMI[�
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FEPS (Foundation for European Progressive Studies) works in close
collaboration with social democratic organisations, and in particular
national foundations and think tanks across Europe, to tackle the
challenges that Europe faces today.

TASC (Think tank for Action on Social Change) is an independent
progressive think-tank whose core focus is addressing inequality 
and sustaining democracy.

This report develops our understanding of 
what the top 10% think should be done, if 
anything, about inequality in general and to 
help themselves and their families. As such, 
it informs the debate on how to increase 
support for investment in public services and 
how to create stronger ties across income 
groups. Both of which should generate 
greater solidarity in a post-pandemic world.
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