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Abstract

There is increasing interest globally in making extreme wealth more
visible, governable, and accountable for the harms it generates. One
contribution to that agenda would be the development of a social indicator
of extreme wealth, based on an extreme wealth line. This paper considers
what lessons the last century of scholarship on poverty definition and
measurement - which has led to a powerful suite of analytical and
advocacy tools - holds for the development of extreme wealth as a social
indicator. Analogies and disanalogies between poverty and extreme
wealth are discussed, taking in turn each of the six steps required to
define a social indicator — purpose, concept, evaluative space, metric,
threshold and statistics. As social indicators, both poverty and extreme
wealth have as their purpose to provide the means to monitor and
evaluate social and economic arrangements. The underlying concept in
both cases is harm, although the nature, mechanisms and incidence of
harm are distinct. Poverty has been assessed uni- and multi-
dimensionally using inputs, outputs, outcomes and capabilities. Extreme
wealth could likewise, in principle, be captured in any of these ways. The
paper argues that an adjusted input measure (wealth, taking into account
contextual factors affecting its conversion into potential harms) as a proxy



of the capability for harm may be the most fruitful to pursue. Several of
the existing approaches to setting a poverty threshold are relevant to
methods for determining an extreme wealth line, including evidence on
when lack of, or excess, resources start to cause unacceptable harms of
different kinds. Finally, a total or average ‘excess wealth’ statistic could
be developed alongside a count of the number of people above an
extreme wealth line, just as poverty gap statistics have augmented the
information contained in poverty headcounts. The paper concludes that
poverty measurement provides a useful roadmap for the development of
a social indicator of extreme wealth and identifies two key priorities for
further research: the collation of evidence quantifying the relationship
between levels of wealth and different kinds of harm, and investigating
the contextual factors that influence this relationship.
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1. Motivation

Capitalism depends on the belief that the incentive provided by wealth
accumulation is an essential driver of economic activity. But there are
increasing concerns about the negative externalities caused by the
concentration of wealth in the hands of a few and by the sheer excess of
some wealth holdings. At the time of writing, the world’s first trillionaire is
a real possibility — meaning that one man would command more wealth
than the national GDP of all but 20 countries in the world.! Tech centi-
billionaires dominate the top of the Forbes list, alongside billionaires in
retail, fashion, finance, transport, manufacturing and extractive
industries. The harms generated by extreme wealth are of various kinds -
for example, democratic, environmental, economic and social - as

explored in Robeyns’ (2017, 2024) exposition of Limitarianism.

Evidence is growing, although still patchy in places, about the
mechanisms that create these harms, for example, democratic harms
through concentration of media ownership and the funding of political
parties; environmental harms through investments in the fossil fuel
industry and carbon-intensive consumption; economic stagnation and
wastefulness through speculation and unproductive investment; and
social harms through undermining social cohesion and impeding
intergenerational mobility. Moreover, these harms are interconnected. For
example, wealthy owners of stock in polluting companies have been
shown to exert influence over government environmental regulation
(Kenner, 2019).

However, it remains unclear whether, and if so, where, there are
thresholds at which wealth or wealth concentration starts to cause harm,

or above which the harm accelerates; and if there are such thresholds,

" IMF (2026) World Economic Outlook database
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how they compare across different types of harm. Wealth above such
thresholds could be termed ‘extreme wealth’ and the thresholds could be
thought of as ‘extreme wealth lines’. Discussions about the distribution of
wealth do not depend on the definition of an extreme wealth line, any
more than discussions about ‘low incomes’ depend on a specification of a
poverty line. But poverty lines have proved a valuable tool in advancing
academic and public understanding of low incomes and acted as a spur to
political action; we argue that equivalent social indicators for extreme
wealth have the potential to serve similar purposes in relation to policy
development on harmful wealth. The mantra, ‘what gets measured gets
managed’, is not a sophisticated representation of the policy process but
it contains a kernel of truth. Scholarly, political and popular debate about
a range of proposed thresholds to distinguish ‘ordinary’ from ‘extreme’
wealth would bring evidence about wealth-related harms to the fore and,

potentially, stimulate demand for policy responses.

A companion paper (Robeyns, Vaughan and Burchardt, 2026) sets out the
reasons for developing an extreme wealth line in greater detail. The
purpose of this paper is to consider whether the abundant literature on
the methodology for defining poverty, developed over more than a
century of scholarship (Rowntree, 1901; Townsend, 1979; Atkinson,
1987, 2019; Chen & Ravallion, 2010; Smeeding, 2016) provides a
roadmap for the development of indicators of extreme wealth. Intuitively,
there is a symmetry between the concepts - poverty is having too little
and extreme wealth is having too much (in a way yet to be precisely
defined). On the other hand, there are multiple reasons to think that they
might not be comparable, and thus that the methods used for poverty
lines will not be relevant to extreme wealth. Firstly, there is a public
consensus that poverty is undesirable whereas attitudes to extreme
wealth may be more ambivalent, combining admiration for material

success with concerns about injustice and harm. Secondly, poverty is



primarily a problem for the person who is poor whereas extreme wealth is
primarily a problem for people other than the wealth holder. Thirdly, the
harms created by having inadequate resources are typically experienced
by the poor all too immediately whereas extreme wealth may cause
harms in a more diffuse way including through the power over others that
wealth creates. Fourthly, income measurement - the foundation of many
poverty measures - proceeds according to established conventions
whereas the measurement of (extreme) wealth is operationally complex
and disputed. Fifthly, the harms caused by poverty (such as indignity,
hunger and ill health) are to some extent independent of context whereas
many of the harms caused by extreme wealth vary by the social context,
for example, the regulatory environment. And finally, a range of poverty
statistics are well-developed while even a headcount of extreme wealth is
currently elusive. This paper, then, considers analogies and disanalogies
in relation to six features of poverty and extreme wealth, with a view to
ascertaining in what respects, if any, the methodology for extreme wealth
as a social indicator can build on what we already know about how to
gauge poverty. It concludes that while there is much work to be done to
pursue the conceptualisation, definition and measurement of an extreme
wealth line, the challenges in so doing are not of a different kind to the
challenges that researchers have encountered and overcome in
developing, justifying and refining poverty measurement. The paper
systematises the methodological decisions to be made and indicates

priorities for this emerging research agenda.

2. Lines and measurement

Key insights from Tony Atkinson’s lifetime of work on poverty were
distilled in Measuring Poverty Around the World, published posthumously
in 2019. He began by observing that poverty measurement is important
because it motivates political action. Quantifying poverty is not only

providing information about the world we live in, it is also drawing



attention to a social problem. However, the type of political action that we
have in view has a bearing on the kind of poverty measurement that is
most appropriate. For example, if the objective is to provide the basis for
an international commitment on poverty eradication (as in Sustainable
Development Goal 1), the corresponding measurement has to be one that
is comparable across countries (as far as possible) and can be monitored
over time. The first step in defining a measurement of poverty, then, is to
specify the purpose of the exercise. The same applies to the
measurement of extreme wealth, and we address this issue in section 3

below.

A poverty line is an essential component of poverty measurement
because the concept of poverty delineates the poor from the non-poor.
Not all social indicators share this characteristic; many measures of
income inequality (for example, the Gini coefficient) summarise the whole
distribution without first making a division into ‘high’ and ‘low’ incomes.
Similarly, there are several ways to discuss and measure wealth
inequality that do not require or entail a binary classification. The idea of
extreme wealth, however, implies that we think there is something that
distinguishes extreme wealth from ‘ordinary’ wealth. This points to a
second step in the definition of a social indicator, which is the importance
of clarifying and making explicit the underlying concept. The similarities
and contrasts between extreme wealth and poverty in this respect are

discussed further in section 4 below.

Beyond justifying the purpose and the concept, four further steps can be
identified in defining a poverty indicator (see Box 1): defining dimensions
(or the ‘evaluative space’), a metric, the threshold and, finally, a
summary statistic (Atkinson, 2019; Haughton & Khandker, 2009). The
choice of dimensions depends on the concept, of course. For example, if
the concept of poverty has been defined as ‘resources inadequate to meet

basic needs’, the corresponding dimensions are indicators of resources,
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such as income, expenditure or consumption. However, if the evaluative
space is capabilities, indicators of outcomes (health, education, being
sheltered and safe, etc) or freedoms may be required. The question of
multidimensionality, and whether appropriate dimensions of extreme
wealth are inputs, outputs, outcomes or capabilities, is considered in

section 5 below.

Box 1: Steps to define a poverty as a social indicator
Define and justify...

a. Purpose
e.g. poverty monitoring over time/cross-nationally; or to evaluate
effectiveness of a policy intervention

b. Concept
e.g. resources inadequate to meet basic needs; or resources
inadequate to facilitate participation in society; or capability
deprivation

c. Evaluative space
e.g. consumption; or income; or functionings (health, education,
being sheltered and safe, etc.)

d. Metric
e.g. annual household consumption per capita in $PPP 2021; or
monthly net equivalised household income; or deprivation in
nutrition, years of schooling and housing quality

e. Threshold
e.g. $3.00/day; or 60% of median; or deprivation score >= 1/3

f. Statistic

e.g. headcount; or poverty gap; or Multidimensional Poverty
Index




Defining a metric means drilling down one step further, to identify what it
is about ‘consumption’ or ‘education’, or other dimensions, that is to be
assessed. For poverty, multiple issues unfold at this stage. Atkinson
(2019) lists the accounting period, price conversion, units of analysis,
inequalities within units, and equivalisation as considerations for
unidimensional measures of resources, and a whole host of further issues
arise for multidimensional metrics. Section 6 below offers an initial
comparison of the complexity of measurement for poverty and for

extreme wealth.

With a metric defined, we come to the specification of a poverty line, or
threshold, that matches the underlying concept. We might ask, for
example, what level of annual household consumption per capita in 2021
$PPPs (the metric) is minimally adequate to meet basic needs (the
concept)? There are three broad approaches to setting poverty
thresholds:

(i) Externally-determined: for example, based on an elaboration of

nutritional requirements or basic capabilities.

(ii) Distributionally dependent: determining the threshold relative to

prevailing norms, standards of living in the time and place, and/or

the distribution.

(iii) Subjective or participatory: asking people, individually or

collectively, either about their own status or about where they think

the threshold should be.

The first approach is sometimes referred to as ‘absolute’ and the second
as ‘relative’ but these labels can be misleading and in practice threshold-
setting often draws on more than one approach. For example, a threshold
might be absolute in terms of the capabilities that are defined as basic
needs but relative in terms of the resources required to meet them. A
threshold might be set based on a nutritional standard plus an allowance

6



for non-food items (commonly described as an absolute threshold) but
periodically updated to accommodate changes in diets and habits. Or an
initial exercise to gauge public opinion about a minimally adequate
standard of living may be undertaken and then mapped to the income
distribution to justify the setting of a threshold at a certain percentage of
the mean or median. At the heart of these decisions is the extent to which
the definition of the threshold should depend on the social and economic
context in which the measurement is taking place. Section 7 below
considers whether and how this issue of context-dependence also applies
to the definition of an extreme wealth line and the role of public

deliberation.

The final step shown in Box 1 for the definition of a poverty indicator is
the choice of a statistic to aggregate and summarise the information
generated by the application of the threshold to the metric. The most
familiar is the headcount ratio: the proportion of the population below the
poverty line. Other statistics can capture the average depth of poverty (a
poverty gap index) or even the distribution of resources among the poor
(the Atkinson index). Section 8 below considers the relevance of these to

the measurement of extreme wealth.

These six steps bring us to the definition of a social indicator. Once we
have a definition, we then need to engage with the messy business of
actual measurement - discovering what data already exist or can be
collected, worrying about coverage and sample design, data validity,
reliability, missingness, timeliness and so on. In practice, decisions about
definition are often made in conjunction with an assessment of data
quality and availability, and the justifications offered are a mix of
conceptual and practical reasons. These data challenges are daunting for
poverty and for wealth measurement, even more so for extreme wealth.
Yet despite the crucial importance of improving wealth data, this issue is

not considered further in this paper because it has been explored
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extensively by others (Cowell & Van Kerm, 2015; Davies et al., 2017;
Jenkins, 1990; Morelli, 2020; Pfeffer & Waitkus, 2021; Piketty et al.,
2022; Zucman, 2019), including the specific challenges of measuring the

very top of the distribution (Advani & Summers, 2024).

3. Purpose and normative consensus

Income or wealth inequality can be characterised without implying that
the degree of inequality described is problematic or unacceptable. The
same does not hold for poverty or extreme wealth: the naming of it
conveys a normative judgement. The purpose of a poverty line is to
delineate ordinarily low living standards from unacceptably low living
standards. The purpose of an extreme wealth line is to delineate ordinary
wealth from wealth deemed unacceptable because of the harms it causes
to others. Importantly, this purpose differentiates a social indicator of
extreme wealth from measures of richness more generally (e.g. Medeiros
& Ferreira de Souza, 2014; Peichl et al., 2010).

There is an apparent difference between poverty and extreme wealth in
the degree of normative consensus among policymakers and the public
about whether they constitute problems demanding intervention. At the
level of policy this can be seen perhaps most clearly at an international
level, where the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) include targets for poverty reduction but no
mention of extreme wealth concentration. (Even the SDG targets around
inequality reduction measure the incomes of the poorest 40 per cent of
each country against the national average, omitting the top half of the
distribution). This asymmetry is often replicated at the national level: for
example, the UK has an All Party Parliamentary Group on Poverty and
Inequality which does not specifically mention wealth or income

concentration at the top end. There are certainly exceptions to this trend:



for example, the German Poverty and Wealth Report (Armuts- und
Reichtumsbericht) reports on 7 indicators for wealth, including the share
of the population with net wealth over 500 000 euros in 2017 prices; and
Francois et al (2023) summarise historical cases and current policy
proposals from the academic literature which have problematised high

incomes and wealth.

Yet there is still a greater degree of consensus around poverty as a social
problem, in part relating to the different nature of the associated harms.
For poverty, harms accruing to the affected individual violate norms
embedded by a discourse of human rights possessed by the individualised
liberal subject (e.g. the Universal Declaration of Human Rights holding
that ‘Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the
health and well-being of himself and of his family’). There is no parallel
rights-based norm around harms caused by extreme wealth to others,
and in fact wealth holders are more naturally viewed within this discourse
as bearers of their own right that ‘no one shall be arbitrarily deprived of
[their] property’ (Article 17 of the UDHR).

Alongside policy-related norms we can also consider asymmetries in social
norms, although here it is important to differentiate between wealth in
general and extreme wealth in particular. Most people across the
distribution will think about wealth generally in terms of its capacity to
provide security and opportunity and so view it in relatively positive terms
(Beckert, 2023). Moreover, because wealth’s positive associations stem
from its promise to provide safety from economic precarity, it likely
acquires even more positive connotations in highly unequal or insecure
contexts (Hecht et al., 2022). Yet even though wealth in general may hold
these positive associations, there are well-established and widely-held
views which problematise wealth that exceeds a certain level (e.g.
Sachweh, 2012). Recent survey research has found this in fact to be the

majority position among the public when high wealth occurs alongside
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high inequality (Ferreira et al., 2026). Such objections could include, for
example, the individual morality of wealth holders and the judgment of
lavish excess (Trager & Atari, 2025), or the potential harms to others
such as through oligarchic power (Arlen, 2019), or domination (Segal,
2022).

When we consider public attitudes towards the fairness of others’ poverty
or wealth, two further similarities emerge, regarding deservingness
evaluations and sociotropic justifications. Considering firstly
deservingness evaluations, Charlotte Cavaillé (2023) argues that two
main fairness norms apply in shaping public attitudes towards
redistribution: a proportionality norm (where individual rewards are
perceived as fair according to merit and effort) and a reciprocity norm
(where individuals meet a test of contributing reciprocally to a social
collective, in particular by not free-riding). Although these norms certainly
apply differently when considering upwards and downwards redistribution,
in both cases they can support judgments about deservingness versus
undeservingness. For example: people experiencing poverty can be both
deserving (e.g. the “working poor” according to the effort principle) or
undeserving (“scroungers” who free-ride from the system). Similarly, the
rich can be deserving according to the proportionality norm (e.g.
meritocratic entrepreneurs) or undeserving according to the reciprocity
norm (e.g. the “greedy” rich - see Hansen, 2022). Analysis of media
coverage shows that the wealthy are more frequently represented as
deserving (Waitkus & Wallaschek, 2022) while the poor are more
frequently represented as undeserving (Redden, 2011), however the
underlying fairness evaluations share core similarities and the difference
here between attitudes towards poverty and wealth emerges as one of

degree rather than kind. Moreover, we should not assume that these
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differences are inevitable or constant: public attitudes change over time

both with regard to poverty and wealth.2

Turning to the second key similarity, the sociotropic justification of
inequality involves the reasoning that although poverty (or wealth
concentration) may be undesirable in itself, it is inextricably linked to
collective benefits through its role in aggregate economic functioning
which make those inequalities tolerable. This can be seen as relating to
people’s broad descriptive models for how the economy works, in
particular whether it is zero-sum or positive-sum (Barnes, 2021) - if
inequality is seen to ‘grow the pie’ then its negative manifestations at
both ends of the distribution become more legitimate and acceptable.?® In
this way both poverty and wealth concentration can be viewed as
expressions of inequality which are frequently supported by instrumental

justifications.

In sum, the differences in the normative consensus between poverty and
extreme wealth are more pronounced among policymakers (where
poverty reduction is an established policy goal without a corresponding
equivalent at the upper end) than the public (where ambivalent attitudes
prevail at both ends in fairness evaluations, and in relation to causes and
consequences). Defining an extreme wealth line could itself contribute to
debate about the virtues and harms of wealth and can be seen as an
intervention to explore the potential for greater normative consensus,

especially among policymakers.

The extent of consensus also depends on the purpose of the exercise.

Inherent in defining a measure of poverty or extreme wealth is a call to

2 For the growth of individualistic explanations of poverty in the UK in the 21st
century see (Clery et al., 2013, p. 13); for historical shifts in perceptions of the
sociality of the super-rich see (Alfani, 2023).

3 For examples of policy debates using such arguments to advantage the wealthy
see (Bell & Entman, 2011; Emmenegger & Marx, 2019).
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action but what action is being called for can vary widely, with
implications for the choice of measure. Global, regional, national and local
frames imply different requirements for the indicator, not just in terms of
geographical coverage but also in terms of the relative priority of
comparability and specificity. Purposes might include target-setting,
coordination, policy development, monitoring or evaluation. The lead
poverty indicator for SDG1 is the ‘Proportion of the population living
below the international poverty line’, currently defined as $3/day in 2021
PPPs. Although very low and limited in scope, one might argue that it is
appropriate for a global target; yet it would be hopeless as a guide for
calibrating tax-benefit policy in the UK - which would need a much higher
threshold - or as a starting point for a participatory action project in rural
Ethiopia — which would need a measure containing much richer and more
context-sensitive information. By the same logic, we should not expect
there to be a single all-purpose measure of extreme wealth. Global and
national monitoring of extreme wealth are both important functions,
almost certainly requiring different thresholds (although as we discuss
later, wealth also crosses national boundaries); definitions suitable for the
development of specific proposals to address extreme wealth such as
Pogge’s (2001) Global Resources Dividend are likely to require different
measures than those required for monitoring. Moreover, since policy on
extreme wealth is much more limited, globally and nationally, than is the
case for poverty, there are fewer reference points which can be identified
plausibly as representing a pre-existing consensus. Many countries
around the world have official poverty lines; none has an extreme wealth
line, so we might need to look for proxies such as a definition of extreme
wealth implicit in the tax treatment of certain assets or regulations about
majority holdings in news media, and so forth, in order to ground a claim
that there is a normative consensus that extreme wealth should be
monitored or regulated. It is likely that developing a social indicator of

extreme wealth will itself stimulate debate and could lead to new
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consensus-building exercises such as citizens’ panels, which could in turn

prompt revisions to the intended uses of the indicator.
4. Concepts and harms

Central to the consensus that poverty is undesirable is the intuition that it
is deeply and directly harmful to the people who experience it. This
encompasses a range of views about the nature of that harm and which
types of harm should constitute the concept of ‘poverty’, with some
commentators emphasising risks to life and health, while others
emphasise risks to dignity, participation or flourishing (Ruggles, 2008;
Narayan et al., 2000; Sen, 1999).

The proposal for an extreme wealth line can also be grounded in a harms-
based argument. This is articulated in full in Robeyns, Vaughan and
Burchardt (2026) and is the starting point for the methodological
exploration in this paper. There are a number of other valid grounds for
objecting to extreme wealth, for example, arguments based on its
immorality in the presence of urgent unmet basic needs, or other acts of
omission (such as the failure to take positive action on climate change);
arguments from diminishing marginal utility and opportunity costs; or
arguments deriving from violations committed in the process of wealth
acquisition. These other grounds imply different definitions of what
characterises ‘extreme’ wealth and are not considered further here;
instead we focus on the implications for a social indicator of extreme
wealth, where what makes it ‘extreme’ is the unacceptability of the direct

and indirect harms it produces.

Among those who hold the view that extreme wealth is undesirable
because it is harmful, what is the underlying rationale and what
implications does that have for the corresponding concept of extreme

wealth? There are similarities and differences with the concept of harms
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associated with poverty. In the first place, any degree of low income is
typically considered harmful, whereas (ordinary) wealth is often
considered desirable and indeed many of our social, economic and cultural
arrangements serve to reinforce the belief that wealth accumulation is a -
or perhaps even the most - laudable goal. If wealth is held to be harmful
at all, that only applies to extreme wealth. The question of when wealth
becomes extreme wealth is a crucial issue that will be explored in the

section on thresholds below.

Secondly, as for poverty, extreme wealth is seen as harmful, but in
contrast to poverty, the harms of extreme wealth accrue primarily to
people other than the wealthy themselves. Democratic harms as a result
of undue influence by the extremely wealthy on governments, political
parties and the media (for example) impact society as a whole but are
especially felt by those whose interests are no longer fairly represented in
decision-making. Environmental harms through the carbon-intensive and
polluting consumption that extreme wealth facilitates, and also through
investment in and promotion of ‘dirty’ industries by the wealthy, damage
not only human but also other species, while the extremely wealthy can
insulate themselves from these harms, at least in the short and medium
term. Economic and social harms, too, self-evidently harm the non-
wealthy to a much greater extent than the wealthy. When economic
growth stagnates because of over-concentration of wealth and
unproductive investment, and when government tax and spending policies
are tuned to the interests of the wealthy, it is ordinary people who suffer.
This contrast between the ‘internal’ harms of poverty and the ‘external’
harms of extreme wealth is not total, however. Poverty does not only
harm people who are poor; there are spillover effects in the form of lost
productivity to the economy (Hill & Sandfort, 1995), intergenerational
scarring (Behrman et al., 2017), loss of trust and social cohesion (Nolan &

Whelan, 2014, chapter 6) and distortions to the democratic process
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(Lotter, 2008). These negative externalities of poverty are of broadly

similar kinds to negative externalities of extreme wealth.

Conversely, sociologists, psychologists and philosophers have observed
that extreme wealth can be harmful to wealth holders themselves. It is
not just a case of diminishing marginal utility, but negative utility.
Wealthy adults are at heightened risk for developing depressive
symptoms or addictions (Korous et al., 2023; O’Neill, 1997). Of particular
relevance are the harmful effects of growing up in great wealth for
children. Studies show that children from the very rich are less happy
than children from the middle classes, are at heightened risk of substance
abuse, and more likely to suffer from mental health problems (Luthar,
2003; O’Neill, 1997). And becoming very wealthy changes the moral and
psychological character of that person for the worse (Engelhorn, 2022;
Piff et al., 2012).

One might argue that the wealthy have a relatively straightforward
remedy for the self-harm incurred, of course, namely to divest
themselves of their wealth. And indeed, a minority of individuals have
endeavoured to do so (whether to help themselves or for another
reason), by giving away most of their wealth. For example, the American
billionaire Chuck Feeney gave away all but $2 million of his $8 billion
fortune, and sought to live a middle-class life (McFadden, 2023; O'Clery,
2013). Yet in case of inherited wealth, this solution might be less
straightforward than it seems, as there is a strong social norm among
families with inherited wealth that heirs should never touch ‘the capital’,
and have an obligation to pass that down to the next generation
(Engelhorn, 2022; Sherman, 2021).

Without doubt, the main and direct harms of poverty are experienced by
the poor and the main harms of extreme wealth are not experienced by

the wealthy, but the difference is one of degree rather than categorical.
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And while it is important to keep this distinction in mind, it is not a
decisive objection to the concept of extreme wealth as a basis for a social
indicator. Some other well-established social indicators also reflect
phenomena in which the main concern is with negative impacts on other

people, for example, the violent crime rate.

A third difference, however, between the harms associated with poverty
and with extreme wealth is the extent to which they are avoidable given
the extant command over resources. A family with insufficient resources
and entitlements to meet their basic needs is almost certain to experience
harm. (This is not to deny the agency of people in poverty, who often
demonstrate extraordinary ingenuity and insight (Godinot et al., 2008).
By contrast a multi-millionaire has the potential to create democratic,
environmental, economic, social and other harms but whether they in fact
do so is contingent to a much greater extent on the regulatory
environment and on their own decisions. If they cannot or do not use
their wealth to buy political influence, monopolise the media, destroy the
planet and distort property markets but instead invest in fine wines and
modern art, many of the harms would not be actualised. Further still, if
they eschew all of these forms of consumption and instead invest in
research on global health priorities or climate change, or fund social
protection, the potential harms may be turned to benefits — at least as far

as these dimensions are concerned.

One response to this difference in the status of the harms caused by
poverty and by extreme wealth - the former inextricably bound up with
insufficient resources and the latter a mixture of actual and potential uses
of abundant resources - is to argue that while the underlying concept for
poverty measurement can be ‘insufficient resources’, without needing to
specify how those resources are used, the underlying concept for extreme
wealth measurement should be ‘excessive resources used for harmful

purposes’. However, this response is problematic in two respects. Firstly,
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the evidence, such as it is, indicates that the extremely wealthy in
practice use only a small fraction of their wealth for socially beneficial
purposes. One recent estimate for UK ‘*high net worth individuals’ was
0.4% of their £2 trillion ‘investable assets’ (CAF, 2025). This is even by a
generous definition that includes all philanthropy as socially beneficial -
an assumption that has been strongly critiqued (Vallely, 2020), and which
ignores the undemocratic nature of philanthropy (Reich 2018). Secondly,
as a population sub-group, the extremely wealthy have the power to
cause harm and it is that power that a social indicator should reflect, even
if there are exceptional cases where the general pattern of harm is not
realised. Indeed, having the potential to cause harm can itself lead to
distortions, for example, when policymakers limit their regulatory and
redistributive action in anticipation of what extreme wealth holders could
do, if they chose. We would therefore argue that it is necessary and
appropriate to retain the potential for harm inherent in extreme wealth as

the underlying concept for a measure of extreme wealth.

5. Evaluative space and multidimensionality

Poverty indicators can focus on inputs, outputs, outcomes or capabilities
(Hick, 2014; Ringen, 1988), and these alternatives are sometimes
referred to as the ‘evaluative space’ (Sen, 1995). Income is one form of
resources, and resources are an input to meeting basic needs, or to social
participation, or whatever the selected poverty concept is. Consumption is
a measure of how resources have been deployed and can be considered
an output measure. That too can be a proxy for meeting basic needs or
broader participation. Functionings, like material deprivation, are
outcomes: what has been achieved (or not achieved) through the
deployment of resources. Capabilities aim to capture what it is possible
for a person to be and do (for example to be well-nourished, sheltered,

and participate in society), given their resources and relevant individual,
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social and environmental conversion factors. Typically, income and
consumption measures are unidimensional while deprivation, functioning
and capability measures are multidimensional. For example, the global
Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), comprises 10 indicators of
functioning in health, education and living standards (Alkire & Santos,
2014). The choice between inputs, outputs, outcomes or capabilities
depends on the underlying concept and on the purpose of the exercise.
For example, low income may be a good indicator of ‘insufficient
resources to participate in society’ for a comparison of poverty between
high-income countries over time; whereas the global MPI is a good
indicator of poverty understood as deprivation of functionings for

comparing poverty across middle- and low-income countries.

Should extreme wealth be evaluated as an input, or through its outputs or
outcomes, or by the capabilities it generates? What does that imply about
whether the indicator should be uni- or multi-dimensional? In the
previous section we characterised the underlying concept for extreme
wealth as control over resources so excessive that they have the potential
to cause harm to others. These harms have elsewhere been described as
including democratic, environmental, economic and social harms
(Robeyns, 2024), whilst recognising that there are many interactions
between them. An input indicator would aim to capture the magnitude of
wealth, without attempting to assess how it has been used, or its effects,
and would be unidimensional. An output indicator would examine how a
person’s wealth had been deployed across different functions (for
example, investments in different types of business, donations to political
candidates, philanthropy, and so on) and would be multidimensional. An
outcome indicator would examine the actual harms resulting from a
particular wealth holding. If a consistent metric of *harm’ across
dimensions could be devised, different functions could be given different
weights and compiled into a multidimensional harms index. A capability

indicator would assess what wealth enables the wealth holder to be and
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do. Most of the capability literature focuses on valuable capabilities; for
an extreme wealth indicator, however, the relevant capabilities are the
potential harms it generates, based on the magnitude of the wealth and
the effects that deploying it in different ways would have given the
regulatory, economic and social context. These alternative ‘evaluative
spaces’ are summarised in Table 1, with a column for poverty indicators

as a comparison.

The input indicator — wealth itself - has the significant advantage of being
(comparatively) tractable but is, conversely, abstracted from evidence of
actual or potential harms, in the same way that an income-based poverty
indicator does not itself describe harm but relies on a separate argument
that low income results in an inability to meet basic needs and hence
causes harm. An extreme wealth indicator based solely on the magnitude
of wealth would rely on a separate argument that high levels of wealth
create actual and potential harms. This argument can certainly be made,
although an important caveat is that a given level of wealth does not
translate into the same potential for harm across all contexts. For
example, a given level of wealth might be less damaging in a society with
a more equal distribution of wealth overall, or in a country with well-
enforced regulations on separating economic and political power.

An output indicator for extreme wealth is challenging. Identifying how a
person’s wealth is being invested or spent is far from straightforward, not
least as a result of the highly complex ownership structures that many
wealth holders create to avoid tax and accountability. An output indicator
would also require an assumption that patterns of investment are

relatively static whereas we know they are highly dynamic.
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Table 1: Comparison of alternative evaluative spaces for poverty

and for a harms-based indicator of extreme wealth

Poverty Extreme Uni- Advant- Limitations or
wealth or ages challenges
multi-
dimen
sional
Evaluative
space
Input Income Wealth Uni Straightf Lacks sensitivity
orward to context (thus
to only
measure approximates
and harm)
commun-
icate
Output Consumption | How Multi Informationally
wealth is demanding.
invested Does not reflect
or spent dynamic wealth
investment.
Outcome Functionings | Harms Multi Informationally
(eg material | associated demanding.
deprivation) | with Does not reflect
observed dynamic wealth
uses of investment.
wealth Does not reflect
power to cause
other harms.
Capability | Capabilities Potential Uni or Closest Informationally
(resources harms Multi to the demanding,
plus arising under- unless
conversion from lying measured by
factors) different concept the proxy of an
ways in ‘adjusted input’:
which wealth plus
wealth analysis of how
could be context affects
used, in a translation of
given wealth into
context harm

An outcome indicator builds on an output indicator and takes the further
step of associating those specific investment patterns with identifiable

harms. This adds to the information requirements substantially. Moreover,
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both the output and outcome indicators miss the aspect of the underlying
concept that is the potential of extreme wealth to create harm, even
where that harm is not actualised. The capacity to redeploy their
resources or to threaten to do so in order to achieve leverage over other
decision-makers is a crucial mechanism of influence wielded by the

extremely wealthy.

This brings us to the possibility of evaluating extreme wealth in capability
space. Evaluating capabilities always requires a selection of which
capabilities are relevant; for extreme wealth we define these as the
capabilities to cause environmental, democratic, economic, social and
other harm. Wealth may also confer capabilities for social benefit, as
discussed in the previous section, but these are separate from the
capabilities for harm and it is the capabilities for harm that are relevant to

the identification of ‘extreme’ wealth.

Such capabilities depend on the magnitude of wealth but also on the
context in which it is held, for example, regulations on carbon emissions,
political party funding, media ownership, and, at least for some types of
harm, also on the rest of the wealth distribution. Within the capability
approach, income-based poverty indicators have been enhanced by taking
into account the personal and social conversion factors that influence the
rate at which the resources available to the individual can be translated
into valuable functionings (Chiappero-Martinetti et al., 2019; Kuklys,
2005). These enhanced input indicators are sometimes treated as proxies
for capabilities. For example, a disabled person generally needs a higher
level of income to achieve the same standard of living as a non-disabled
person; ‘disability’ (a combination of personal and social, economic and
environmental aspects) lowers the conversion rate of income into the
capability of standard of living. The input indicator can be ‘equivalised’ for
the effects of disability, to bring the final indicator closer to a

representation of potential achievable standard of living for disabled and
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non-disabled people on a comparable basis. An input indicator of extreme
wealth (i.e. wealth magnitude) could be adjusted in a corresponding way.
For example, a regulatory environment that restricts political party
funding by private interests reduces the ‘conversion’ of extreme wealth
into democratic harm; the same level of wealth creates less actual and
potential harm on that dimension than it does in an unregulated polity. An
adjusted input indicator of wealth, taking into account aspects of the
regulatory, economic and social context that, at a population level, affect
the conversion of wealth into harm, could provide a proxy for extreme
wealth capability for harm. While still informationally demanding, it is
more feasible than a pure capability measure which would require

evaluation of multiple individual-level counterfactuals.

This discussion underlines that there is a distinction between the harms,
which are undoubtedly multidimensional, and an indicator of extreme
wealth, which as an input measure or adjusted input (capability) measure
can be unidimensional. We will revisit this issue in the section on setting
the threshold, because the justification for the level at which the
threshold is set depends - for some approaches - on the relationship to

different kinds of harm.

6. Metrics and complexity

Following on from the choice of evaluative space and dimensionality, the
next methodological decision is the metric. For example, if low income is
the selected poverty indicator, income must be defined: which
components (earnings, taxes and benefits, imputed rent, value of home
production), over what period (weekly, annual, or long-term), for which
units (individual, household, etc), and with what adjustments for

differences in prices or needs (indexation and equivalisation) (Atkinson,
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2019). Multidimensional poverty indicators are more complex still,
requiring definitions for each dimension and constituent indicators.
Building on the discussion in the previous section, the most promising
indicator for extreme wealth is an adjusted input indicator (wealth
adjusted for contextual factors that affect the potential for it to cause
harms). This highlights the importance of defining wealth itself. Jenkins
(1990) defines wealth as “a monetary valuation at some point in time of
the total stock of [...] current and future claims over resources”
(pp.333/4) and discusses the challenge of identifying the types of
resources to be included, the nature of ownership and the method of

valuation.

In terms of types of resources, financial assets are the most obvious form
of wealth. There are decisions to be made about the inclusion of pension
entitlements (private, occupational or public) and insurance, and the
treatment of different kinds of stocks and shares; also whether liabilities
(debts) should be deducted. Flows of income (for example earnings) are
generally excluded but a case can be made for an integrated metric, such
as the one developed by OECD to examine the joint distribution of income
and wealth (Jantti et al., 2008). Physical capital, including properties, land
and productive assets, is another crucial component, and particularly so
at the top of the distribution. Business assets include tangible and
intangible assets such as intellectual property; often taxable and hence
(partially) included in corporate tax data but usually not in household

wealth data.

Bourdieu (1986) encourages us to think about less tangible forms of
capital more generally — human, social, cultural - and these certainly
provide “claims over resources”, as in Jenkins’ definition of wealth, but
are not typically included in survey measures. Likewise, the value of
access to public goods and entitlements such as clean air and water,

transport infrastructure or a judicial system is not usually incorporated in
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measures of individual wealth, although their presence or absence makes
a vast difference to what can be obtained from a person’s other
resources. The World Bank’s publication, The Changing Wealth of Nations,
is one attempt to quantify and include measures of renewable and non-
renewable natural assets alongside more traditional categories (World
Bank, n.d., 2024).

The ‘marketability’ of an asset is sometimes used as means to make the
distinction between what types of resources are included or excluded for
the purposes of wealth inequality measures. Whether that is appropriate
for a measure of extreme wealth depends on an understanding of the
extent to which it is marketable wealth, specifically, that creates harms.
The reference to “current and future claims” in Jenkins’ definition raises
the question of how far into the future those claims are to be evaluated.
The classical model characterises wealth accumulation occurring over a
lifecycle, with a period of indebtedness in early adulthood, followed by
wealth accumulation, and dis-saving in retirement (Modigliani, 1966). This
suggests that lifetime wealth would give a more accurate basis for
comparison than a snapshot, to avoid confounding lifecycle effects with
underlying differences in wealth. However, inheritance, inter-vivos gifts
and strategies of borrowing against assets to avoid capital gains and
inheritance taxes, mean that “lifetime” is itself not well-defined: in whose
lifetime should such assets be counted? And it is not clear that the
classical model applies to the dynamics of extreme wealth at all, given
that the top of the wealth distribution has average returns on wealth of
about 7.5% (Zucman, 2024) and without significant taxation or

redistribution, this wealth will grow exponentially.

One response would be a dynastic or intergenerational wealth metric,
taking the unit of ownership as ‘the family’, but the drawbacks of this
proposition are apparent: neither the membership of the family over time

nor the duration of the dynasty are well-defined, and different members
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of the family may enjoy different degrees of access to, and benefit from,
the assets. In fact, these difficulties apply to some extent even if we
switch to the more familiar units of households or couples. Household
membership changes over time, couples form and dissolve; sharing within
these units may be complete, partial or non-existent; legal ownership and
de facto access to, or control over, assets can diverge (Bennett et al.,
2024; Mann, 2023).

This challenge of identifying the right unit of analysis, and the hidden
nature of sharing within the unit, is well-known in poverty measurement
so there is knowledge to build on. ‘Equivalisation’ can account for access
to a wider unit’s resources (such as a household) while retaining
individuals as the unambiguous unit of analysis and adjusting for
economies of scale. Where resources are shared equally and there are no
economies of scale, a per capita measure of wealth within a household
may be appropriate. Rapp (2025) argues that this could be relevant if
wealth is held for the purpose of future consumption (for example, via a
pension) but not if wealth is held in order to achieve status: in the latter
case, all members of the household may benefit from the full value of the

wealth (perfect economies of scale).

Thus far we have discussed wealth as owned by individuals, families and
households. That could include business ownership (for example as a sole
trader or an entrepreneur) - although these assets are often excluded
from survey data - or shares in a public company (which are usually
included). But there is also wealth held by trusts, limited partnerships and
private limited companies. To what extent should these assets be included
in the wealth metric? Trusts have trustees who control, and beneficiaries
who stand to benefit from, the assets; although the distinction is
sometimes blurred. Limited partnerships have partners - private equity
firms often have this structure, for example - whose fortunes rise or fall

with the company, even though the partners’ personal assets are
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protected from any debts incurred by the partnership, and likewise for
private limited companies. On a yet larger scale, the sovereign wealth
funds of autocratic nations may be controlled by a single family. The
principle, then, is clear: that all wealth should be attributed to the owners
and beneficiaries, who are eventually people, but the practice is far from
straightforward, because business and trust ownership structures are
often highly complex and obscure, in part to minimise tax liabilities
(Cooper et al, 2016).

Having determined the types of resources to be included, the unit and
timeframe of analysis, and the nature of ownership, it is necessary to
select a method of valuation. The more marketable the asset, the more
straightforward the valuation, although there can be a divergence
between the value of an asset that is held and the value of an asset if it
were to be sold; the volatility of asset prices is a further complication.
Moreover the fact that many assets of the extremely wealthy are
multinational or can be moved across jurisdictions means it is not a
simple matter to determine in which currency or market they should be
valued, nor, for a national measure of extreme wealth, in which nation
they should be counted. The country (or countries) in which a wealth
holder is resident, the country/ies in which wealth is held, and the

country/ies in which harms occur may each be distinct.

The review in this section reveals multiple complexities in specifying a
metric for extreme wealth measurement. We do not wish to understate
these challenges. However their nature is not dissimilar to the challenges
encountered in specifying an income metric for poverty measurement and
that area of expertise, together with the extensive body of work on
wealth measurement, including wealth at the top of the distribution,

provides tools and insights that can be adapted to the new task.
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7. Thresholds and context dependence

Existing work on wealth inequality uses a range of measures, including
the Gini index, ratios of a top percentile wealth (eg 99t") to a middle
(50t") or bottom (10%) percentile, or wealth shares (what proportion of
total wealth is owned by the top 1%, and so forth). Some inequality
measures, such as the Theil index, embed parameters that can be tuned
to be sensitive to the top of the distribution. One could reasonably ask
why a social indicator of extreme wealth might not rely on these
measures, without needing to define a threshold. However, the purpose
and concept articulated in sections 3 and 4 above imply a distinction
between wealth that has the potential to cause unacceptable harms and
‘ordinary’ wealth, which in turn implies the specification of a threshold: an
extreme wealth line. Analogously, measures of income inequality, even
those tuned to be sensitive to the bottom of the distribution, are not a

substitute for measures of poverty.

Given that a threshold is necessary for the purpose and concept outlined,
how is it to be set? Three broad approaches to setting poverty lines were
mentioned in section 2 above: (i) externally justified, for example,
defined by a level of resources below which basic needs could not be met;
(ii) distributionally-dependent, for example, defined as a percentage of
the median income in a given time and place; and (iii) subjective or
participatory, for example based on a deliberated consensus like the

Minimum Income Standard.

Thresholds to identify ‘richness’ or ‘top incomes’ have been proposed
drawing on each of these approaches (for a detailed overview see
Medeiros & Souza, 2014). These are useful explorations but usually focus
on income as well as, or instead of, wealth, and they aim to describe
richness rather than delineate harmful wealth. For example, subjective

approaches have elicited public views on what constitutes richness, with
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Robeyns et al (2021) finding that Dutch survey respondents were able to
generally draw a line separating the rich and the extremely rich at

between 1 and 3 million euros.

A large body of work has focused on defining the population of interest as
a top percentage (1%, 0.1% and so on) of the population, by income or
wealth and examining levels of resources at these percentiles. Such
measures fix the size of the target population and count their wealth,
whereas we are interested in fixing a magnitude of wealth and counting
people, in order to analyse variations in the size of the population whose
levels of wealth enable them to create harms. This distinction between
‘people space’ and ‘income space’ is clearly drawn by (Atkinson &
Brandolini, 2013) in their discussion of approaches to delineating the
middle class. (As we shall see in the following section, fixing a wealth
threshold and counting people can be further elaborated by calculating
the volume of wealth commanded by people above the threshold).

Other relative definitions of riches lines have used multiples of median

income (e.g. 2 times - Peichl et al., 2010) or poverty lines (e.g. 9 times
Danziger et al., 1989); the arbitrariness of these multipliers has been
noted, however, as a weakness (even by the proposing authors, e.g.
Danziger et al., 1989, p. 312).

Alternative approaches relying on the overall composition of the
distribution include clustering and curve fitting methods to differentiate
between different subgroups in the population (Medeiros & Ferreira de
Souza 2014, pp.13-20); such approaches have the advantage of being
potentially able to distinguish not just the rich from the middle-class, but

the very rich from the rich.

Some riches lines are based on a fixed amount, for example ‘billionaires’,
although often no specific justification is given. Other fixed lines have

more fully elaborated external justifications: such justifications include
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the ceiling of the ‘consumption corridor’ required to maintain ecological
sustainability and address the climate crisis (Gough, 2020); the amount
of wealth an individual would need to invest to generate income above a
poverty line (Eisenhauer, 2011) or above country-level mean income
(Atkinson, 2008); or the point above which redistribution would
theoretically eliminate poverty in a given country (Medeiros, 2006), or
provide income above the Minimum Income Standard for the population
(Concialdi, 2018).

For an extreme wealth line motivated by the potential harms caused by
wealth an externally justified threshold seems the most promising starting
point. What levels of wealth are associated with what levels of harm in
different dimensions? This mirrors the work on poverty undertaken by
Orshansky, 1965; Rowntree, 1901; Townsend, 1979 and others,
calculating the levels of resources below which people’s physical and
social needs cannot be met. For environmental harms, riches lines based
on consumption corridors mentioned above could be further elaborated,
or the differences in per capita greenhouse gas emissions for individuals
with different levels of wealth on a consumption or ownership of
production basis could be calculated (Chancel, 2022; Chancel et al.,
2025). For this type of harm, what constitutes sufficient wealth to cause
unacceptable harm is likely to depend on the absolute level of wealth (and
on contextual factors such as environmental regulations and technology,

discussed further below).

For democratic, economic, social and other types of harm, the evidence is
less readily available and needs to be collated and evaluated as a key part
of the research agenda moving forward. For some types of harm, for
example segregation and threats to social cohesion, it seems likely that
what level of wealth is associated with unacceptable potential harm will
depend on the rest of the distribution. Similarly, the degree to which a

given level of wealth has the power to distort the democratic process
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probably depends on how much wealth others have as well. Being a
millionaire in a population replete with centi-millionaires is not going to
buy him or her as much influence as being a millionaire in an otherwise
impoverished country. Thus the setting of a threshold by an external
standard - evidence on what level of wealth causes unacceptable harm -
may itself draw on some relative or contextual features of the wealth

distribution.

There is no reason to expect that the harms associated with wealth will
manifest at the same level of wealth across the different dimensions of
harm. This is a familiar feature of setting poverty lines too; the harm of
being unable to participate in social activities is likely to start to occur at a
higher level of income than the harm of hunger. Responses have included
setting a poverty threshold at a level such that all of a person’s needs can
be met; or defining multiple thresholds. These strategies could also help
in relation to an extreme wealth line: setting a threshold at a level such
that no harms are created (or the harms and risk of harms are judged

acceptable); or setting multiple extreme wealth lines.

One complexity is that the relationship of wealth to harm may not be
consistent across different dimensions of harm: increasing wealth at a
certain level might produce benefits in one dimension (democratic
participation, for example) but already be producing harms in another
(ecologically, for example). To compute the marginal harm of increasing
wealth overall would therefore require combining information on harms in
different dimensions. This does not arise in relation to poverty because
having fewer resources is always likely to put someone at greater risk of
harm, whichever dimensions are under consideration. This implies that
some additional judgements about trade-offs may be necessary in setting

and justifying extreme wealth lines.
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A second complexity is that several aspects of context matter in
determining the relationship between wealth and (potential) harms. As
mentioned in section 5, a given level of wealth in a country with strict
regulation of media ownership translates into less potential democratic
harm than in a country with little or no regulation. A similar argument is
made in Segal (2022) in relation to income inequality and labour market
regulation. Many other institutions and policies will also affect the
conversion of wealth into potential harm, including, for example,
legislation governing political party funding, environmental regulations,
land ownership laws, wealth taxation - and the efficacy of enforcement of
all of these. In addition, as already mentioned, the shape of the rest of
the wealth distribution is likely to be important for some types of harm.

The distribution itself is a crucial conversion factor.

The significance of context, including the rest of the distribution, implies
that extreme wealth lines will need to be defined for wealth in a given
context (typically, in a country), or, if a comparison across countries is to
be made, wealth will heed to be adjusted to take account of the relevant

conversion factors for the context in which it is held or used.

Armed with evidence on the levels of wealth, in different contexts,
associated with different levels of environmental, democratic, economic,
social and other harm, a final step in setting an extreme wealth line would
be to determine at what point those harms become unacceptable. The
evidence might indicate inflection points or even tipping points where the
level of a particular harm accelerates as wealth increases, or it might not.
(Whether or not such a tipping point exists in the relationship between
income and the ability to participate in the customary activities of society
was hotly disputed between Townsend and Piachaud - Townsend, 1993).
In any event, the evidence is unlikely to identify a unique threshold,
especially when looking across dimensions, so some judgement will be

required. Here, the third approach to setting poverty lines seems
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pertinent: gauging expert and public opinion about how much harm can
be tolerated and how much is too much. There is a range of methods,
from surveys to expert panels, to intensive deliberation with a small
number of members of the general public, to full-scale citizens

assemblies.

Setting an extreme wealth line, then, could build on a combination of all
three approaches to setting poverty lines with which we are familiar:
external justification through evidence of the relationship between
resources and harms, including an assessment of contextual and
distributional sensitivity, and, finally, finding through informed expert and

public deliberation the /levels of harm deemed to be socially unacceptable.

8. Statistics, gaps and bulges

Having set a poverty line, the final step to complete the definition of a
poverty measure is to determine what statistics will be computed in
relation to the line. The most prominent for poverty is a headcount, or the
proportion of the population whose resources fall below the threshold; the
equivalent for extreme wealth is also straightforward. What proportion of
the population control wealth that has the potential to cause unacceptable
harm? Poverty analysis has taught us that using a range of statistics is
more informative than relying on a single figure and the same is likely to
hold for extreme wealth. One approach is to identify a range of plausible
thresholds and compute headcounts in relation to each of them. This may
be particularly relevant for extreme wealth thresholds based on different

dimensions of harm.

An important supplementary statistic is the poverty gap (the average
shortfall in resources for those in poverty, expressed as a percentage of

the poverty line), or more generally the FGT class of poverty indices
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which allow for additional weight to be given to the greatest depths of
poverty (Foster et al., 2010). A measure of the average or aggregate
wealth above the extreme wealth line (as a proportion of total wealth) -
not so much a wealth gap as a wealth bulge - could be an informative
accompaniment to the headcount, and for some purposes, weighting this
excess wealth to account for inequality among the extremely wealthy
could also be useful. Other statistics for the shape of the top of the wealth
distribution, such as a tail-index, could also be used to compare the

likelihood of extreme values, across countries or time periods.

9. Towards a social indicator of extreme wealth based

on an extreme wealth line

From economics (Piketty, 2013) and political philosophy (Robeyns, 2017)
the spotlight is shining on the harms caused by excessive levels of wealth
accumulation and its concentration in the hands of a few. These concerns
are shared by some politicians and some members of the general public,
but they have yet to translate into a more widespread discussion on the
harms of extreme wealth concentration, and, consequently, in effective
measures to curb the phenomenon, nationally or globally. Defining and
justifying an extreme wealth line could stimulate debate and contribute to
the development of policy responses, in much the same way that poverty
measurement has raised the profile of poverty as a social and economic
harm, enabling targets to be set and policies to be monitored and
evaluated. Measurement is definitely not a sufficient condition of progress

but it can be a significant motivator.

Critics of this endeavour could argue that an extreme wealth line is
unnecessary, incoherent or unfeasible. We have responded to the first line
of criticism in our companion paper (Robeyns, Vaughan and Burchardt
2026). In this paper, by delineating a series of steps through which a

social indicator of extreme wealth can be developed, including defining
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the purpose and concept, the evaluative space and the metric, the
threshold and the corresponding statistics, we hope to have gone some
way to demonstrating that it is possible and that it can be coherent.

The comparison with poverty measurement that has structured our
analysis is instructive in many respects. It has revealed two conceptual
dissimilarities; one, that the harms of poverty are experienced principally
by the poor themselves while the harms of extreme wealth are incurred
mainly by those other than the extremely wealthy, and two, that the
harms of poverty and having resources below a threshold are inextricably
linked , whereas extreme wealth is better understood as wealth above a
threshold that provides the potential to cause harm, if there is evidence at

population level that this harm does in fact occur.

The comparison has also identified that several of the challenges
confronting the development of a social indicator of extreme wealth have
been encountered and addressed by poverty scholars in the past. For
example, the need to distinguish between measures of inputs (income,
wealth) and what those inputs give people the power to achieve
(capabilities - for good or ill), is familiar territory in the poverty literature.
Similarly, the idea that a metric may need to be adjusted to take account
of different ‘conversion factors’ depending on household characteristics
and wider social context is well-established, and this provides a pointer
for how the corresponding issue for extreme wealth could be approached.
The solutions that have been devised for measuring poverty over the last
century have become so standard that the multiple compromises and
approximations inherent within them have been mostly lost from view.
Measurement of extreme wealth, by contrast, is in its infancy, so the
many decisions that have to be made are more starkly visible and the
outcomes more tentative. But the nature of the challenges is not

dissimilar.
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Considering each of the six steps towards the development of a social
indicator of extreme wealth in turn has not led us to a definitive extreme
wealth line but it has cleared some of the conceptual undergrowth and
indicated the most promising approach for further development, as

summarised in Box 2.

Lack of transparency and accountability in wealth data remains a huge
problem, not only for social statistics but also for governments.
Nevertheless, work is continuing on the technical aspects of wealth
measurement, especially at the top, with rapid improvements in access

to, and use of, tax data and other ‘big data’ sources.

The most pressing task specific to the development of an extreme wealth
line, is to review and synthesise the evidence on the relationship between
levels of wealth and the different dimensions of harm (environmental,
democratic, economic social and other). This review must consider
whether the relationship between wealth and a particular kind of harm is
monotonic or whether there are inflection or tipping points. It must also
consider whether the different dimensions of harm align or suggest very
different extreme wealth thresholds, and how harms on the various
dimensions are interrelated. Relevant evidence could include cross-
national and time series analysis correlating different levels of extreme
wealth with, for example, reducing valuable innovation, weakening of
democratic institutions, declining social cohesion and trust, concentration

of media ownership or proportion of investment in the fossil fuel industry.

A second crucial task is to examine in what ways the context in which
wealth is held affects the translation of wealth into potential harms. The
context is likely to include relevant legislation and regulation (and its
enforcement), the rest of the wealth distribution, and more nebulous

factors such as prevailing cultural norms.
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Box 2: Towards a social indicator of extreme wealth based on an

extreme wealth line

a. Purpose
To monitor extreme wealth, stimulate debate, and support the

development and evaluation of policy responses

b. Concept
Wealth that has the potential to cause unacceptable levels of

environmental, democratic, economic, social or other harms

c. Evaluative space
Wealth, adjusted for contextual conversion factors (such as
regulations, and overall wealth distribution), to provide an

indicator of the potential harms created by wealth in that context

d. Metric
Net marketable wealth including business assets; individual or

family units, unequivalised

e. Threshold: the extreme wealth line
Determined by expert and public deliberation on evidence on the
relationship between levels of wealth and different dimensions of
harm, taking into account relevant aspects of context (national or

global)

f. Statistics
Headcount of the extremely wealthy; Excess wealth (sum of
wealth above the threshold, inequality-weighted, or as a

proportion of total wealth).
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A synthesis of the evidence on the relationships between levels of wealth,
contexts and harms could then be used as the basis for country-specific
deliberative and participatory research with experts and members of the
general public to reach a reasoned consensus about where the threshold
- or thresholds - of ‘extreme wealth’ should be set: at what point do the
evidenced harms become unacceptable. A social indicator of extreme
wealth based on an extreme wealth line does not yet exist but we know

what we have to do to get there.
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