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Women at the Top of the Income 

Distribution: Are Transition 

Countries Different? 

This policy brief reviews recent research on women at the top of the income 

distribution. The overall trend across a number of countries is that, while 

women are still a minority (and more so the closer to the top one moves), 

their share in top income groups has steadily increased since the 1970s. 

Detailed data from Sweden suggests that most of this rise is due to women 

increasingly earning high labor incomes (rather than capital becoming more 

important). It also shows that there are important differences between top 

income men and women, especially with respect to family circumstances. 

Comparing preliminary results from former Soviet and Eastern European 

countries indicates that there are, on average, more women at the top of the 

income distribution in these countries. On the other hand, the average time 

trend indicates that the share of women in top groups is falling. The 

preliminary results also indicate considerable heterogeneity across countries. 

These preliminary results require more detailed study, as does the question 

to which extent the relatively strong representation of women at the top of 

the income distribution reflects the “economic power” of women in the 

region. 
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The Gender Aspect of Rising 

Top Shares 

Rising inequality has received a lot of attention in 

the policy debate as well as in the academic 

literature over the past decade. A particular feature 

of this discussion has been the increased 

concentration of both wealth and income in top 

groups. The summary of the World Inequality 

Report 2018 starts by stating that “The top 1% has 

captured twice as much of global income growth 

as the bottom 50% since 1980”. Such facts have, in 

turn, brought a lot of attention to the 

characteristics of top groups. What is driving their 

income growth? What is their income 

composition? Why have top shares increased so 

much in recent decades? (see, e.g., Roine and 

Waldenström, 2015, for an extensive overview, or 

Roine, 2016, for a brief summary).  

However, one aspect which has received relatively 

little attention is that of gender. This may seem a 

little surprising. In a time when gender dimensions 

are often acknowledged as being important, one 

would expect that questions about the gender 

composition of top groups would also be of 

interest. If we know that top income shares are 

increasing, what is the gender composition of 

these groups? How has this changed over time? 

This brief outlines some recent results on these 

questions and also points to some preliminary 

findings about a potential contrast between 

Western countries and (former) transition 

countries. 

Evidence from Sweden, 1971-2017  

Sweden is one of the few countries having had 

independent taxation of all taxpayers for a long 

period of time, allowing for a thorough analysis of 

the gender composition of top income groups. 

After having had joint taxation for married couples 

for most of the 20th century, and a short period of 

the option to be taxed independently even if 

married, Sweden switched to fully independent 

taxation in 1971. In a recent paper Boschini et al. 

(2020) study developments of men and women in 

top income groups in Sweden using detailed 

registry data on the full population for the almost 

50-year period since.  

The study finds a number of interesting results. 

First, it is evident that the share of women in top 

income groups has increased significantly, yet 

women remain clearly underrepresented, and 

more so the higher up in the distribution one 

moves. Figure 1 below shows the basic 

development over time for three top groups: the 

top 10 (P90-100), the top 1 (P99-100), and the top 

0.1 group (P99.9-100) in the total income 

distribution and the labor income distribution 

respectively. 

 

Figure 1. Share women in top groups in 

Sweden. 

Source: Boschini et al. (2020) 

Besides showing the general development 

comparing the two panels also reveals a subtler 
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point: especially in the earlier decades and in the 

very top group (the top 0.1 group), there were 

substantially more women at the top of the total 

income distribution than at the top of the labor 

earnings distribution. In the 1970s and 1980s, the 

share of women in the top 0.1 group of the total 

income distribution is about two to three times as 

large as in the labor earnings distribution. Put 

differently, this means that in the past, to the 

extent that there were any women at the very top, 

they were mainly there thanks to capital incomes. 

Over time this changes and detailed analysis in the 

paper shows that the growth of the share of 

women in top groups is driven by an increasing 

share of high-income women in the labor income 

distribution.  

While it seems that top income men and women 

have converged in terms of income composition 

and observable individual characteristics, the one 

area that still stands out as being markedly 

different is partner income. Figure 2 shows that top 

income women are much more likely to have 

partners who are also in the top of the income 

distribution. Even if the trend indicates 

convergence, large differences remain. Out of the 

top 1 women who are married, 70% have a partner 

who is at least in the top 10 (and about 30% are 

also in the top 1). For married top 1 men, only 30% 

have a partner who is in the top 10, and only a 

couple of percentage points are in the top 1. Part 

of this is, of course, a reflection of there being 

fewer women in top groups, but this is far from 

explaining all the difference (See Boschini et al., 

2020 for more details). 

 

Figure 2. Share of top income partners in 

Sweden. 

Source: Boschini et al. (2020) 

This is of course far from conclusive, but it points 

in the direction of family circumstances being a 

potential factor for explaining the relative absence 

of women in top income groups. Having a partner 

with a top (income) career is likely to be more 

demanding (for both parties) and such couples are 

much more common among top income women 

than men.  

Several strands of research connect to this: for 

example, Fisman et al. (2006) find, among other 

things, that men are significantly “less likely to 

accept a woman who is more ambitious than he”. 

Also, work by Bertrand et al. (2015), on the impact 

of gender identity suggest that there is a social 

norm prescribing that men should earn more than 

women, which creates a discontinuity in the 

distribution of women’s contribution to total 

household income at 50 % (although Hederos 

Eriksson and Stenberg (2015) and Zinovyeva and 

Tverdostup (2018) find alternative explanations for 

this observation). Folke and Rickne (2020) find that 

women who are elected to high political office in 

Sweden face a higher probability of divorce (while 

this is not the case for men). Furthermore, 



 

4 
Women at the Top of the Income Distribution 

according to the World Values Survey, close to 

40% of Americans as well as Europeans agree with 

the statement “(i)f a woman earns more money 

than her husband, it’s almost certain to cause 

problems”. Taken together, findings like these 

suggest that, even in relatively progressive 

countries, social norms may contribute to women 

shying away from entering career paths leading to 

top incomes. 

What About Other Countries? 

Even though the Swedish data is unusually 

detailed, it is certainly not the only country where 

individual tax data exist. Atkinson et al. (2018) 

calculate the share of women in top groups for 

eight countries over time periods when individual 

tax data exist. Figure 3 puts their results next to 

those from Sweden. The resulting picture shows a 

remarkably similar development across countries 

and over time. The share of women in the top 10 

has approximately tripled since the 1970s, from 

around 10% to around 30%. For the top 1 group, 

the level is slightly lower, but the relative increase 

is similarly large, from slightly above 5% to around 

20%. 

 
Figure 3. International comparison. 

Source: Atkinson et al. (2018) and Boschini et al (2020). 

Bobilev et al. (2019) explore the extent to which 

Luxemburg Income Study (LIS) data can be used to 

shed light on the presence of women at the top of 

the income distribution. Their findings point to a 

similar trend across a broader set of countries. 

Even though the main analysis has to be limited to 

the share of women at the top of the labor income 

distribution (since the possibilities to separate out 

individual capital incomes is limited), the picture in 

terms of the share of women in top groups is 

surprisingly similar across the 28 countries for 

which sufficient data exists from around 1980 until 

today. The overall finding is that the share of 

women in the top 10 group increases from about 

10% around 1980 to just below 30% today.  

To the extent that LIS data allows us to look at 

partners and family circumstances, the data shows 

a consistent pattern of asymmetries between top 

income men and women similar to that in Sweden 

found by Boschini et al. (2020). Having a partner 

and having children are positively associated with 

being in top income groups for men, but 

negatively associated for women (even though 

these differences have decreased over time). Also, 

top income men are likely to have partners who are 

not in the top of the income distribution, while this 

is not the case for top income women. 

Understanding patterns like these and the 

underlying channels is likely to contribute to our 

comprehension of the remaining differences in top 

income shares between men and women. 

Are There Differences 

Between “East and West”? 

A particularly interesting pattern in the LIS data is 

the difference that emerges when contrasting 

transition countries to Western countries.  
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As has often been pointed out, the Soviet Union 

and many of the countries in Eastern and Central 

Europe were, at least in some dimensions, 

forerunners in terms of promoting gender equality 

(e.g., Brainerd, 2000; Pollert, 2003; Campa and 

Serafinelli, 2019). This was mainly due to the high 

participation of women in the labor market as well 

as the (officially) universal access to basic health 

care and education. 

However, some scholars have suggested that not 

all aspects of gender equality were as advanced in 

the countries in the Soviet Union and in Central 

and Eastern Europe (Einhorn, 1993; Wolchik and 

Meyer, 1985). Even though women were highly 

integrated in the labor market, they were still 

expected to take care of child rearing and 

housework at the same time (UNICEF, 1999). The 

gender pay gap and gender segregation in the 

labor market was also similar to levels found in 

OECD countries. In addition, despite the high 

number of women in representative positions in 

communist party politics, women were rarely 

found in positions of real power in the political 

sphere (Pollert, 2003).  

Looking just at average values (in the labor income 

distributions), there are clear differences between 

East and West in top groups. The share of women 

among the top earning groups was considerably 

higher in some former Soviet countries during and 

after transition. However, the shares of women in 

top income groups have been converging in East 

and West.  

 

Figure 4. Share of women in the top 10 / top 1 

income groups, East vs. West. 

Data source: Own calculations based on LIS data. West: 

unweighted average for Australia, Canada, Denmark, Italy, 

Norway, New Zealand, Spain, Great Britain. East: unweighted 

average for the Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, 

Lithuania, Poland, Russia, Serbia, Slovenia and the Slovak 

Republic. 

An analysis of the situation at the country level, 

provides a more complex picture. Figure 5 clearly 

indicates that the total representation of women in 

the top 10 income group has been higher in 

Eastern European countries than in the West (the 

pattern is similar for the top 1). However, while the 

share of women in top income groups has 

consistently increased in Western countries, the 

developments for women are much less 

homogenous in Eastern Europe (being below the 

diagonal indicates a higher share of women in the 

top 10 in 2005-2020 as compared to 1990-2005). 

In Estonia, Slovakia and Poland, women are less 

likely to be part of the top income group in the 

period from 2005 to 2020 than they were in the 

years directly following transition. Considering that 

the most recent family policies in Poland have 

been shown to discourage female labor supply 

(Myck, Trzciński, 2019), this is maybe not so 

surprising.
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Figure 5: Share of women in top 10 income group by country. 

Data source: Own calculations based on LIS data. Eastern and Western countries defined as if Figure 4. 

The share of women in the top 10 income group in 

Estonia declined from an astonishingly high 53% in 

2000 to about 31% in 2013, which, admittedly, is 

still high compared to the corresponding average 

rate for Western countries (28%). Women in Russia, 

Hungary, Slovenia and the Czech Republic, by 

contrast, are more likely to be among the top 

earners in the period from 2005 to 2020 than they 

were between 1990 and 2005. Moreover, among 

all the countries in our sample, more recently, 

Slovenia is the country with the highest share of 

women in the top 10 of income earners (44% in 

2007); Slovenian women seem to have gained 

grounds even after transition. 

How come the representation of women in top 

income groups remains high (or even increases) in 

some transition countries but decreases in others? 

What is the role played by policy and regulation 

and what role can be attributed to social norms, 

family circumstances and institutions such as 

childcare? May economic growth have led to 

women dropping out of the labor force or never 

entering it to do care work, even when they had 

been or potentially could have been part of top 

income groups? What would be the impact of 

adding capital incomes to the picture? 

Conclusion 

Looking across a large number of countries, 

women seem to have increased their presence in 

top income groups since the 1970s. This has 

mostly been driven by women increasingly having 

high paying jobs. A preliminary look at LIS data 

indicates that former Soviet and Eastern European 

countries on average had higher shares of women 

in top groups around 1990, probably reflecting 

high labor market participation as well as relatively 

high education levels for women. But it also 

indicates that in some Eastern European countries, 

the share of women in top groups has dropped 

since the 1990s. As noted by Campa, Demirel, and 

Roine (2018) there seems to be an overall 

convergence in some dimensions of gender 

equality in transition countries, but there is also 
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considerable variation across countries. More 

detailed studies of how men and women fare in 

terms of reaching top positions in incomes – but 

also in other areas like politics – are much needed 

and likely to be an interesting research area for 

years to come. 
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