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Has the European social model
withstood the rise in inequalities?
Inequalities and redistribution in Europe, 1980–2017
Thomas Blanchet, Lucas Chancel, Amory Gethin

Summary
Europe is one of the continents which has been more successful than most in
containing the rise in income inequality observed throughout the world since
the beginning of the 1980s. Nevertheless, growth in Europe has also been
unequal: between 1980 and 2017, the average income of the top 1% of the
richest Europeans has grown twice as fast as that of the bottom 50%. This rise
in inequality, visible in almost all the countries in Europe, has taken place in
a context of growing fiscal competition between European states which has
undermined the progressiveness of taxation.
To date, the European Union institutions have focused on the reduction of
inequalities between Member States. However, the differences in average income only explain a small proportion of inequalities in Europe which are mainly
the outcome of levels of inequality within countries. Consequently, European
Union policies have difficulty in promoting more inclusive forms of growth. The
rate of poverty in Europe which stands at 21% is the same today as it was in
the mid-2000s.
While inequalities in Europe are significantly lower than in the United States,
this is largely because the social and fiscal policies of the European States enable a more egalitarian distribution of income before taxation: in particular the
educational and health systems are more egalitarian than in the United States.
In future, if the European Union wishes to contain the rise in inequalities on
the continent, it will have to create conditions for the long-term and equitable
financing of the public services, in particular via more progressive taxation on
individuals and firms at European level.
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