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Critically reflect upon what constitutes inequality, consider examples to underpin your response.
‘Mind The Gap’ – wealth and how it informs inequality
Introduction
The focus of this study is to examine inequalities and group stratification in relationship to the distribution of income, wealth and the relationship this has to equality.  Specifically, how the scale of wealth difference within countries, societies and communities divides and impacts upon social, health and welfare issues.  The aim is to consider theoretic thinking about how aspects of disadvantage impact individuals and communities and what can be done about this. There is focus on the growing population who own the top 1% of wealth in the world alongside the relevance of wealth and poverty reproduction using relevant sociological theory. 

Definitions

Inequality within a society is described as a social position which is structurally, politically and socially informed and maintained (Alcock, 2006). It is largely impacted by social position (class) and lack of opportunity to socially mobilise from set positions (Atkinson, 2018).  Social inequality operates multidimensionally but is intrinsically linked to wealth and income distribution as well as class divisions (Piketty, 2014).  Platt (2011), expands this definition with the recognition that inequality is maintained by the lack of opportunities for individuals and communities to move to a more advantaged position within society (social mobility), and firmly places the resulting inequality as a societal issue rather than individual. Disadvantages resulting from inequality are closely linked to vulnerable groups, including, for example, those born into poverty, minorities, migrants and refugees, disabled people; these groups are impacted by resulting societal barriers and cycles of social exclusion that expose them to repeated patterns of inequality (Atkinson, 2015; OECD, 2018).  Whilst those from wealthy families or advantaged communities may benefit from the existing social structure, for example with social and professional links to schools and universities or financial benefits such as family trust funds (Braverman, 2006; Social Mobility Commission, 2020).  Inequality is also perpetuated across generations, with those blessed with access to opportunities from family or social links to those without, who face limited chances for upward social mobility (Platt, 2011; Crompton, 2008). 


The societal consequences of maintaining inequality between social groups are far-reaching, but impact all members of society (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010; Pickett, et at., 2024). One key impact is that social stability often relies on both advantaged and disadvantaged groups remaining in their respective positions (Crompton, 2008). Furthermore, individuals' perceptions of their own social status and whether they are seen as wealthy and influential or not; add an emotional and psychological dimension to the issue (Desmond, 2023). These dynamics illustrate that inequality is a complex and multidimensional problem. What is clear, however, is that the gap between the wealthy and the impoverished continues to grow. (Brewer, et al., 2012; Byrne, 2024).

Sociological theory.
Karl Marx theorised that global inequality and oppression was the result of capitalists who exploited their workers and as a result wealth was placed in the hands of the majority; leading to bourgeois domination (Marx, 1867, cited in Warwick-Booth, 2013).  His view was that there is an interplay between people who accumulate wealth which is always at the expense of those who are exploited. This hypotheses is later developed by Piketty (2014, cited in Llewellyn, 2014) who firmly indicates from his extensive research that wealth growth moves faster and exceeds that of the economy.   Max Weber (1978, cited in Macionis and Plummer, 2012) added the dimensions of wealth inequality, status and power is part of the interplay of class and systematic (in)equality (Weber 1970, cited in Gane, 2005).  To summarise using these theories, when wealth increases, the economically disadvantaged become poorer.

[bookmark: _Int_cx0gpuid]The role of social relationships within class, power dynamics and hierarchical structures has been studied by Bourdieu, who developed Marx’ (1867) idea of ‘capital’, which he described as social power from wealth and also social, cultural and symbolic exchanges that advantage some people or areas of society, but disadvantages others. He maintained that these four areas of ‘capital’ reproduce (in)equality across generations (Bourdieu 1984, cited in Macionis and Plummer, 2012).  This framework can be expanded and further understood by ‘Bourdieuconomics’ which emphasises a relationship between economic growth and the way institutions are operated; powered by the human exchange that takes place using social and financial capital to support investing and networking, these transactions can contribute to an uneven global wealth dynamic (Gunnar and Svendsen, 2003).

An example of Bourdieuconomic capital influence and exchange is demonstrated by Harrington (2016; 2024), a sociologist who conducted ethnographic research in offshore accounts and wealth management and discovered the scale of hidden assets and corruption of the people who are the wealthiest in the world. She states that if the wealthiest group paid the taxes due the amount would be enough to eliminate poverty for the entire impoverished American population. This is supported by the Global Wealth Report (UBS, 2025) that indicates millionaires own nearly half of the world’s personal wealth (Conte, 2025; Donovan, 2025). Harrington (2024) summarises offshore processes that use well established methods to hide wealth that benefit only the minority, while impeding fairness, political and social participation across the whole of society. This results in disadvantaging individuals, denigrating social infrastructure and undermining public services designed to meet the needs of the population.  She maintains that understanding inequality in any society means taking a closer look at what is going on within the top concentration of financial ownership stressing that this is a problem enabled by an elusive yet powerful system.  In summary, she paints a world dominated by a minority of Oligarchs who hoard wealth and are encouraged to evade paying taxes, benefitting from increasing riches whilst intensifying poverty and social inequality (Harrington, 2024; Byrne, 2024).  

Whilst Harrington (2016) has focussed on criticising legitimate tax avoidance practices rather than the illegal evasion of taxes (Olivier, Emmenegger and Inglis, 2019); Byrne (2024) extends this critique by arguing that economic activity committed by the super-rich are facilitated largely by an industry insulated from legal accountability. Wealth is laundered to offshore accounts and escapes tax making it untouchable to those that would benefit from it. He claims that this happens due to the ease of financial structures in cities such as London, where opportunities for tax evasion and offshore wealth management have become a major industry (Byrne, 2024).  Byrne states whist these systems are financially beneficial for the city, for example property price rises which bring capital to the area, they are not democratic because they encourage tax evasion. Coleman (1988) maintains that social norms develop within hierarchies, drawing on Bourdieu’s work (1984, cited in Macionis and Plummer, 2012), he indicates that social capital is built on norms, in this case the top 1% or the super-rich are enabled to act, and within that sector this  has become acceptable, going unchallenged and unpunished (Byrne, 2024; Harrington, 2024). 
Coleman (1988) claims that it may not be in the interest of the actor (laws or institutions) to bring this into the public eye, suggesting that if financial fraud benefits the city of London as well as the top 1%,  the wealthy will continue to invest   (Byrne, 2024). It is estimated that $1.3 trillion a year is smuggled through London alone and is then hidden from the taxman, which is used for personal gain rather than public growth and citizenship (Bullough, 2018a, Byrne, 2024).  This is considered one of the biggest reasons of the income gap in wealthy countries such as the UK undermining democracy and meritocracy (Byrne, 2024). Also worthy of attention is the growing division of fair wage increases that have featured with CEO’s in comparison to wages for lower paid workers, with the average CEO global pay has increasing by 50% since 2019, whereas the average manual and lower paid workers wages increasing by just 0.9% (Oxfam International, 2025).  The way the system is set up has resulted in a situation where the law enables the wealthy to rig the system whilst concentrating money in the hands of a minority (Byrne, 2024).

Byrne (2024) and Harrington (2024), claim that the wealth divide (the scale between rich and poor) has dramatically increased since the 1970’s. This is supported by the World Inequality Database (Bauluz, et al., 2025) that states global nequal distribution of wealth is increasing. More concerning, Byrne (2024) explains that the top 10% now hold approximately half of the wealth (which was 30% in the 1970’s), whilst the bottom 50% hold only 5% (as opposed to 20% in the 1970’s).  Atkinson (2015), demonstrates that the top 1% of the population of America in 2015 had one fifth share of the total income wealth. In the UK at that time there is a similar picture. These figures are reinforced by the inequality shown in Fig.1, (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). Harrington (2016) and Byrne (2024) are clear that key operators work within structures that both protect their client's wealth whilst reproducing inequality. They agree that global control of the movement of money needs to happen and for governments to reassert taxes on the minority 1%.  Byrne (2024) also recommends central government redirect control to local governments so that wealth can be shared in a more democratic arena. He calls for investments in all areas of society rather than areas that are succeeding.

Bourdieu (1986, cited in Macionis and Plummer (2012)) argues that ‘capital’ is part of a network of complex interactions that can develop and explain (in)equality (Claridge, 2015; Bourdieu,1980, cited in Eloire, 2015).  Using this theory ‘capital’ reproduction by using financial managers (social capital). As Harrington (2016) and Byrne (2024) have pointed out, there is a lack of financial restrictions imposed on the very wealthy, indicating the Bourdieu theory that patterns of influence are found integrated between financial and social capital. In essence, as Bullough (2018b; 2022) describes that by using systems to hide money for the super-rich, the wealthy and wealth managers themselves influence the laws and processes (social and political capital) and this dynamic allows more wealth to be hidden.  
Evidence and analysis.
Research undertaken by Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) and Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson (2024), using both quantitative and cross-national comparisons indicates that the issue is not how much of wealth concentration there is but the scale of socioeconomic divide. They suggest that the wider the income divide between the high earners and the lowest results in increased inequality, the countries with the largest income gaps between the two groups have the worst outcomes with issues including health, welfare, social and crime and that this pattern is consistent. They state that the scale of the income difference is the issue, rather than the amount of wealth or poverty (omitting countries that have very few resources who can benefit from capital injections). They suggest that outcomes for people are better when income is shared more equally throughout the population.  Poorer health, social and health issues are more prominent the wider the income gap between the highest and lowest earners, but the biggest share of social and health difficulties sit with the worse off.  This was thought to be an important finding because it removes the idea that wealthier countries do better; spotlighting increased income inequality as the problem.   To illustrate this, they measure the income inequality by the Gini coefficient or the top 20% compared with the bottom 20% incomes across the countries. The below graph indicates the income gap:

[image: ]

‘How much richer are the richest 20 per cent than the poorest 20 per cent in each country’ (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010, p.19.) Fig.1.

From this information, developed and wealthy countries such as the USA, the UK and Australia with the biggest economic gap between the richest and poorest group, at the same time Japan, Finland, Norway and Sweden have much less of a gap between the two groups.  Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) found that this indicates a measurement of the well-being of each population.  They argue that economic growth does not achieve happiness, health, nor improve life expectancy or crime rates or issues such as mental health problems. They go further to say that unequal societies increase violence, poor health, infant mortality, education homicides and social mobility. They found that all of these issues were better in countries that distributed resources more equally, furthermore, Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson (2024) maintains that levels of trust between citizens and stress levels are also better in more equitable societies, claiming that socioevaluative threats such as hierarchical competitiveness, inferiority and superiority issues increase in less equal countries and is at the core of increasing violence and homicide rates; it has also been found that insecurities and mental health issues rose with economic growth and widened income gaps in affluent countries (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010, Twenge, 2000). Below is a graph that indicates the social and health issues present in each country, the comparative data included level of trust, mental illness (including addictions), life expectancy and infant mortality, obesity, children‘s educational performance, teenage births, homicides, imprisonment rates, social mobility (not including USA):
[image: ]
‘Health and social problems are closely related to inequality among rich countries’, (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010, p.21). Fig.2.

From this research (there are several examples in all of the areas they have studied that demonstrate similar outcomes across the board), the graph shows that the countries that have less socioeconomic gap such as Norway, Finland and Sweden have less health and social issues than countries such as USA, Portugal and the UK who show a larger gap,  with a higher rates of social and health issues than the former group. ‘The Spirit Level at 15’ (Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson, (2024) provides an update of the original above study, its contents claim that the above findings have a very similar trajectory, and in some key areas are worsening, such as infant mortality rates in comparison to the 2010 study, they emphasise that in all areas of equality the lack is always worse at the poorest 20% of the population (Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson, 2024).  To combat high inequality the report suggest high investing to rebalance the economy. They propose raising the living wage, investing in sustainable labour market and reintroducing public free services. The call for strengthening local governance, reintegration of the education system by closing private and grammar schools and closing tax loopholes so wealth can be reinvested in the people who need it (Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson, 2024).
Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) and Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson (2024) highlight that levels of trust between individuals and communities lessened the larger (more unequal) the space between the top and the bottom of the economic wealth divide.  They argue that trust is lost through social conflict and dominance within unequal societies, whilst social cohesion (social integration) and trust being more present in equitable countries where they found less competition and more social empathy and engagement (Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson 2024; Schmitt, Branscombe and Kappen, 2003).  Byrne (2024) and Bullough (2018b) both imply that trust is damaged through inequality, for example, whilst it is well known within the population that large scale capital fraud takes place whilst ordinary people are struggling on minimum wages, this knowledge creates eroding trust and a sense of moral injustice and lack of faith in authorities. Whilst Uslander (2022) described countries with better social capital and trust showing as being more economically equal, less corrupt with improved government management, furthermore that socioeconomic inequality between citizens reinforces mistrust.  
A stark illustration of inequality and lack of trust in action, Knowles (BBC Radio 4, 2022), interviewed some of the top 1% wealthy ‘Plutocrats’ in London, she describes the lives of the privileged whom she gives them nicknames such as ‘Quant’ (a maths and algorithm risk assessor for banks), and ‘Palace’ (wife and aristocrat). She found through her interviews with these characters were conflicted by feelings of responsibility for contributing to inequality whilst believing they were not the solution. She demonstrates this with the Grenfell Tower disaster that she says highlighted the deep divide between wealthy and poor in Notting Hill, with ‘Palace’ donating second hand designer clothes to the victims which was met with resentment, impressing that although there was good-will on the part of ‘Palace’, she failed to grasp the insensitivity of gifting such expensive goods to someone who had just lost everything on the back of having relatively little in the first place.  This gifting of expensive designer goods is reminiscent of Veblen (1899) theory that conspicuous consumption drives division between people from different backgrounds, experience and class and also links to Bourdieu (1984, cited in Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010) who discussed symbols such as clothing, resources and the judgements that act as social separators, re-emphasising inequality. Knowles (BBC Radio 4, 2022) highlights the Grenfell Tower event as a powerful marker of the inequality of two communities on either end of the social scale living next to one another one in luxury, the other in neglected, impoverished environments. Beaumont (2022) goes further and connects capitalism and the ‘Plutocrats’ wealth described by Knowles directly to the Grenfell Tower housing disaster and the inequalities that it highlighted. 
Summary
To summarise the action needed to address the issue of socioeconomic inequality, Bullough (2018b) maintains that the world’s wealth is becoming increasingly more concentrated within a smaller portion of the population.  Whilst Byrne (2024) concludes that wealth of the few impacts greatly on the poorest population in societies, furthermore that attention should be paid to the very wealthy to understand what is happening at the bottom. Bullough (2018b) maintains that the concentration of wealth amongst the super wealthy is problematic and requires a need for greater transparency and accountability, arguing that large investment firms be open to public scrutiny and that legal systems be better equipped to pursue financial crimes. Bullough urges the closure of ‘safe havens’ such as the UK and USA, arguing that laws should follow money across borders. His stance frames inequality as a legal and political issue requiring reform.
Desmond (BBC Radio 4, 2023, 15:40; 2025), asks ‘why America is the one of the wealthiest country on earth but with poverty levels worse than any other democracy?’. He argues that this paradox stems partly from the reduction of public wealth through policies such as tax breaks benefiting the privileged, suggesting that the focus should shift from holding the poor responsible and instead, look at who is benefiting from poverty and inequality (Desmond, 2023; 2025). He calls for government action to close the gap on the wealth loopholes allowing tax breaks and urges individuals to confront inequality within their own lives and communities, reconsider their economic choices and investments and reject inequality with the same moral urgency as racism (Desmond, 2023; 2025).  Putman (2015) draws a similar conclusion of the polarisation of wealthy households in contrast to those from poor. He states that social issues are the result of structural and political problems, arguing that communities and individuals should not shoulder the blame, he supports investing in social security, less criminalisation of social issues, invest in rehabilitation, early education, training and mentoring of teachers and care givers and more workplace flexibility. He recommends that this action is needed and without it there is a risk of societal decline and polarisation, violence and an increase of more gated community arrangements which he claims would create further alienation (Putman, 2015).  Concentrated wealth, status and consumption, therefore, increases poverty levels whilst dividing and diminishing human bonds and communities. 
Discussion
To discuss, this research has found a great deal of evidence supporting that a disproportionate amount of the world’s wealth owned by a small minority of people, much of that wealth is protected from taxes. The funds are prevented from reaching the pockets of public services or those communities that need it (Harrington, 2024; Byrne, 2024). These systems are preserved and maintained by legal loopholes that are managed by financial organisations (Desmond, 2023; 2025; Olivier, Emmenegger and Inglis, 2019;).  Systematic inequality is recycled with the theory that as wealth increases, the poor become poorer (Picketty, cited in Llewellyn, 2014; Marx, 1867, cited in Warwick-Booth, 2013). Using Bourdioueconomics theory, the work of Harrington (2016; 2024) and Byrne (2024) surmises that the lack of Governmental reform of financial system in major cities such as London allows a continuation of asset hoarding and expansion.   
[bookmark: _Int_XlYJou3k]It has been noted however, that wealth or status in itself does not equal well-being or healthy communities, they appear to be a barrier to balanced and supportive societies.  Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) and Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson, 2024, claim that the more unequal the wealth, the more social, criminal, political tension and health problems, all of which increased in wealthy countries where wages were widely unequally distributed. Only with egalitarianism and balanced wealth does there seem to be evidence of well-being with less social and health problems. 
It was in the main, agreed by authors featured in this study that wealth distribution and outcomes disadvantage poorer sections of society, and is continually present due to structural, political and social decisions alongside allowances made by legal systems (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010; Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson, 2024; Desmond, 2023); Byrne, 2024; Bullough, 2018a; 2022; Harrington, 2016). Common approaches were to close the gap in the markets allowing financial managers to manipulate the system, then redirect the money to local management rather than central where it can be shared more evenly benefiting all (Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson, 2024; Byrne, 2024). Bullough (2018b) maintains that extending legal boundaries with a more international attempt to address the issue. Desmond (2023; 2024) urged for a more direct approach demanding that Governments be held accountable whilst readdressing personal and community values.
Conclusion.
In conclusion this work has raised themes of systematic division of wealth that benefit only a small minority of the world whilst poverty and disadvantage is perpetuated by this division. Inequality is reproduced in the same way as the wealth cycle repeats itself. Drawing on sociological research such as Bourdieu (cited in Macionis. and Plummer, 2012)) social capital is transferred, in this scenario, used for financial capital benefits and vice-versa, the cycle thus reproduces.  Whilst this inequality goes unchallenged, it is likely to continue.  An aspect that has been skirted around is the issue of ‘blame’; there is no intention to solely blame the top 1% for the ills of society, but whilst there are options to take advantage of offshore schemes, advantages will be taken.  The issue appears to be responsibility of Governments, of legal processes and loopholes, and the choices people make every day.
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Figure 13.1 Health and social problems are more common in more unequal counries.
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