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In one of many subplots, 

Chinese billionaire Xander 

Feng, is in a joint-venture, 

rare-earths mining 

operation with U.S. power 

plant billionaire Raymond 

Tusk.  
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The Global Middle Class Expands to the East 
 

Using assumptions on growth, the existing size of the middle class and the distribution of 
income, we can estimate the current size and future trajectory of the middle class for each 
country.

19
  Today, 1.8 billion people in the world are middle class, or 28 percent of the global 

population.  About half of these people live in developed economies, with another fifth found in 
Brazil, Russia, India, and China – the so-called emerging BRIC economies.  Less than 2 percent 
of the world’s population is rich by our definition; a significant majority, 70 percent, is poor.  

 
Our scenario shows that over the coming twenty years the world evolves from being 

mostly poor to mostly middle class.  2022 marks the first year more people in the world are 
middle class than poor.  By 2030, 5 billion people – nearly two thirds of global population – could 
be middle class.   

 
Figure 1: A Surge in the Global Middle Class 

 
 

This potential increase in the global middle class is associated with a significant 
geographical redistribution, as almost all of the new members of the global middle class reside in 
Asia (see Table 1).  Today there are only 500 million middle class consumers in Asia, with one-
quarter of these in Japan.  Within twenty years there could be a six-fold increase, to some 3.2 
billion people.  Asia’s share in the global middle class would rise from just over one-quarter today 
to two-thirds by 2030. Meanwhile North America and Europe could see their combined share drop 
from 54 percent to just 17 percent.  Partly this re flects slow population growth in these regions.  
But it also reflects the fact that many people could graduate out of the middle class and become 
rich by 2030.
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Table 1: Size of the Middle Class, Regions 

(millions of people and global share) 

North America 338 18% 333 10% 322 7%

Europe 664       36% 703       22% 680       14%

Central and South America 181       10% 251       8% 313       6%

Asia Pacific 525       28% 1,740    54% 3,228    66%

Sub-Saharan Africa 32        2% 57        2% 107       2%

Middle East and North Africa 105       6% 165       5% 234       5%

World 1,845    100% 3,249    100% 4,884    100%

2009 2020 2030

 
 

Source:  Wolfensohn Center for Development, at Brookings 
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