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Promoting Shared Prosperity in an Unequal World: Key Challenges and The role of the World 

Bank Group 

 

The World Bank Group’s shared prosperity goal, which we adopted at the 2013 Spring Development 

Committee meeting, has expanded the boundaries of this organization’s traditional mission. The need for 

this shift in paradigm is also emerging from the findings of the 2014 Global Monitoring Report that states 

that, to eradicate extreme poverty by 2030, promoting economic growth will not be sufficient. Growth 

will have to be sustainable, inclusive and complemented by redistributive policies.  Aside from alleviating 

poverty, we now also expect from the WBG that it will promote greater equity. Our development policy 

agenda is thus on the edge of a new frontier. 

 

This welcome change responds to our evolved thinking not only about what is morally right and wrong 

yet also about what is (counter)productive for development. In this day and age, it almost seems 

unimaginable that it took until the early seventies of the 20
th
 century (during President McNamara’s term 

at the World Bank) for a broad consensus to emerge that poverty must and can be fought. How far have 

we come since the mainstream views in the days of Oliver Twist and Les Misérables, when poverty was 

looked upon as the lot of man, and even as necessary, to ensure a country’s economic success. Today, 

many share the conviction that deprivation, not only in absolute terms, but also in relative terms, is unjust.  

 

This correction of our moral compass corresponds to present-day realities. Even as extreme poverty rates 

are falling, inequality in many countries across the GDP/capita spectrum remains high and in several 

cases is on the rise. Inequality at the global level also continues to be high. We witness how persistent 

high levels of inequality fuel violence and conflict. Extreme concentration of wealth leads to 

concentration of political power, economic capture and corruption, and can become an assault on 

democracy. We also have evidence that inequality impedes stable and sustainable growth. 

 

These changes in our mind, world and conscience call for a drastically changed policy agenda and way of 

operating. Poverty and inequality are often two sides of the same coin and attention for equity has been on 

the fringes of the World Bank Group’s agenda for a long time. Still, an overt concern about inequality on 

par with a commitment to eradicate poverty should raise the ambitions and the lifespan of this 

organization. Indeed, the new shared prosperity goal implies a –not self-evident- choice to target the very 

poorest and also a larger group of vulnerable, excluded or disadvantaged people, regardless of whether 

they live in a Low, Middle or High-Income Country.  
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We cannot satisfy ourselves with an organizational reshuffling that de facto legitimizes business as usual. 

The shared prosperity goal should lead to an overhaul of the World Bank Group’s strategies, products and 

partnerships. It should reshape its country engagement model and also its research agenda, its policy 

priorities, its staffing needs and its budgetary choices. The goal should also serve as an additional 

screening to ensure that the Bank Group’s Safeguards are not diluted but strengthened. 

 

 We welcome the insight and policy suggestions offered by the Development Committee Paper and this 

year’s Global Monitoring Report. We appreciate the GMR’s main message that growth-related policies 

need to be complemented with greater investments in human capital with a focus on the poor and with 

more robust support for safety nets and subsidies that are directly benefitting the poor and driven by 

appropriate re-distributional and taxation policies.  This also implies that countries should reduce aid 

reliance and fully embrace responsibility for their own development. 

 

Inspired by the GMR, we look forward to an ambitious revision of everything the World Bank Group 

does and stands for. Above all, this organization should come to terms with a much more targeted agenda. 

If one message should resonate far past and beyond this Development Committee meeting, it should be 

that economic growth, despite its importance for development and poverty reduction, is not a rising tide 

that automatically lifts all boats. Growth that is pro-poor, notably through good jobs for development, and 

that is accompanied with well-directed transfer policies, notably through social protection systems, is the 

most direct way to eradicate extreme poverty and promote shared prosperity. This is ever truer in 

countries higher up the income ladder where poverty is less a reflection of scarcity than a problem of 

targeting and distribution.  

 

A more targeted agenda focuses attention on the bottom two quintiles of the income distribution of a 

country, instead of passively relying on the benefits of growth of GDP per capita to “trickle down”. In this 

respect, we expect the World Bank Group to become better at identifying the poor and the bottom 40 

percent and at measuring distributional impacts and results of Bank Group support at the level of concrete 

beneficiaries, including through a gender-sensitive lens. We also advocate stronger awareness of political 

economy issues, accompanied by continued efforts to promote good governance and anti-corruption, 

voice and accountability to empower the poor, the vulnerable, and the excluded, including women and 

youth. The WBG’s new approach to country engagement holds some promises in this respect, which we 

hope to see fulfilled through a better delivery of operations based on evidence-based design and a more 

adaptive project approach.  As part of a more targeted agenda, we also look forward to enhanced 

implementation of the WBG’s gender equality agenda. 

 

In targeting the bottom 40 per cent, we should not disregard the most striking recent trend in the 

inequality debate: the increasing gap between the poorest and a small elite (the top 10 or even 1 percent). 

It is not acceptable -by any standard- that 85 people in today’s world own the same amount of wealth as 

the bottom half of the world’s population. This shows the magnitude of the problem and the difficulty of 

the task ahead of us. 

 

Finally, we expect the WBG to be a forerunner in the international debate on combating inequality, 

including in the discussions on Sustainable Development Goals post 2015. Our Institution and its 

leadership should test and push the boundaries of conventional thinking. In this respect, the WBG should 

not shy away from examining and proposing responses to forces pushing towards greater inequality, 

notably inequality of wealth. 

 


