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Abstract. Globalized economy has changed the whole world both in good 

and in bad. The changes in economy have significant impact on the 

everyday life, which affect practically everyone. Because the economy, 

monetary systems and financial markets form the operational platform of 

the globalized world, it is necessary to understand their role. As the 

economy is one of the three main pillars of the sustainability, it is 

impossible to develop the global sustainability without stabile and 

sustainable economy. The inequality of the distribution of wealth and 

prosperity is the most critical factor of economic sustainability and the 

ever-increasing accumulation of wealth and money is one of the most 

crucial factors jeopardising the global sustainability. People and nations 

struggling economically are usually having the biggest challenges with 

both social and environmental sustainability. Wealth works dually: it 

enables rich people and nations to increase their consumption footprint and 

they hinder poor people and nations to make consumer decisions and 

investments needed to improve sustainability. The rich countries have 

outsourced their unsustainable industrial activities to poor countries having 

undeveloped legislation and maximized their profits by utilising these 

socially and ecologically unsustainable labour and production practises, 

which most are illegal in the rich countries.

1 GLOBAL ECONOMY AND MONEY 

Money and finance are the bloodstreams of global economy. Without those, the global 

economy as we understand it could not exist [1]. All the transactions between individuals, 

companies and countries are using some kind of unit of payment and the fluent and reliable 

flow of money is essential for the functionality of global economy [2]. Without a functional 

and reliable payment system would the global economy be difficult or even impossible [3]. 

1.1 Quantity of economy and money 

The global economic system requires a global monetary system, which enables all the 

needed transactions. As the barter economy is because of obvious reasons not feasible 

solution, an international monetary system is required. According to the latest World Bank 

statistics [4] the accumulated world GDP is 85 791 billion USD. According to the CIA 

World Factbook [5] the quantity of global M3 (broad money) was at the end of 2017 about 
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86 470 billion USD. Since that the M3 has definitely grown and an educated guess is that 

the global M3 is today about 100 000 billion USD, which equals to about 13 000 USD per 

person in the whole world. It is evident, that the quantity of money is not a problem in 

global economy – there is more than enough of it to everyone. 

1.2 Global sustainability 

In the Encyclopædia Britannica the concept sustainability das defined by James 

Meadowcroft as “the long-term viability of a community, set of social institutions, or 

societal practice” [6]. The concept sustainable development has been defined according to 

Cheever and Campbell-Mohn as “an approach to economic planning that attempts to foster 

economic growth while preserving the quality of the environment for future generations” 

[7].  

Classically the sustainability has been illustrated as a building with three supporting pillars: 

Fig. 1. Sustainability and its three pillars. 

Usually the focus has been on environmental sustainability, which of course is important 

pillar of sustainability, but it cannot be seen as the only or even as the most important pillar 

of sustainability. All the three pillars must be managed in order to achieve sustainability. If 

the challenges whose seem to be with environmental sustainability are inspected a bit 

deeper, usually the root causes can be found on social and/or economic sustainability. 
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 The foundation of holistic sustainability lies on the recognition, that there is no “us” or 

“them” - we are all living in a global homeland and only together we can improve it. We all 

must also be aware of the limits and functional mechanisms of our global homeland, which 

eventually can enable us to make the required responsible decisions in order to achieve 

holistically sustainability. 

Fig. 2. Holistic sustainability. 

The only way to achieve truly holistic sustainable global development is to recognize and 

include all the three pillars of sustainability. Of course, the globalization has brought lots of 

development and even prosperity in the world – but too often with the price of social and 

economic exploitation and inequality, and this has created severe sustainability problems in 

our globalized world. As holistic sustainability is all-inclusive and interactive concept the 

sustainability, problems cannot be solved without understanding and improving all the three 

dimensions of it. 

 For example, ecological sustainability problem like deforestation of the Amazonas is 

caused by social and especially economic problems of the local people. Of course, they 

understand the harmfulness of burning down the rain forest, but they are forced to do it 

because of low social and economic situation they experience. 

1.3 Global growth and prosperity 

The global growth during the last two centuries has been significant and simultaneously has 

the average wealth and life expectation increased. This development can be visualized by 

comparing global wealth and health statistics of years 1818, 1916, 1958 and 2018 provided 

by gapminder.org. 

The following Fig. 3. has been compiled by using the time-based statistics of PPPS 

inflation-adjusted GDP per capita levels and life expectancies of different countries at years 

1818, 1916, 1958 and 2018. The size of the bubbles describe the population of each 

country. 
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Fig. 3. Development of global life expectancy and wealth statistics of years 1818, 1918, 1948 and 

2018 by using the graphics available at the gapminder.org webpage [8]. Modification and compilation 

by the author. 

As the Fig. 3. clearly shows, has the development during the previous 200 years included 

significant growth of both GDP per capita and life expectation, but also the differences 

between the countries have been increased. Today the economic inequality between the 

countries of the world are bigger than ever. Why – despite of this really impressive global 

development of both average GDP per capita and life expectancy - the economic 

differences between the poorest and wealthiest nations had become so wide? 

It is evident, that the economic sustainability challenge has become only bigger, 

especially during the last 60 years. The average expected lifetime has increased globally but 

simultaneously a large share of countries have been stuck into relatively low GDP per 

capita. 

2 ACCUMULATION OF GLOBAL WEALTH 

When Italian economist Vilfredo Pareto noticed at 1906 that 20 richest percent of the 

Italian population owned 80 percent of Italian land [9]. This famous 20/80 ratio can be seen 

also as the first analysis of wealth distribution in the world. According to the latest 

statistics, things have changed quite much. 

2.1 Share of incomes 

As illustrated in Fig. 3. years 1980 – 2016 have been very good for the global top 1%, as 

they have increased their share of incomes from the level of 16% to the level of 21%. 
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Fig. 4. Development of global share of incomes between the top 1% and bottom 50%. [10]. 

Without the financial crisis, which started at 2008 the top 1% income increment might be 

even higher. Since 1985 the share of incomes development of the poorest 50% been 

relatively flat and there has been practically no increase.  

2.2 Distribution of wealth  

The current distribution of wealth can be clearly seen in so-called global wealth pyramid. 

 

Fig. 5. The global wealth pyramid 2018 [11]. Modification by the author. 

When compared with the classical discovery of Vilfredo Pareto at 1906 that the richest 20% 

owned 80% of the land, today the wealthiest 9,5% of world adults own 84,1% of the total 

wealth. Development during the previous 110 years has clearly made the wealth 

distribution inequality bigger. Can this be considered economically sustainable at all? 
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 Very clear image of the current situation can be seen at the following Fig. 6, which 

shows how the wealth of the richest 1% of the world population has been developed during 

the previous years. 

 
 

Fig. 6. Share of global wealth 2010 - 2015 [12] [13]. Modification by the author. 

Despite the financial crisis of 2008 the wealthiest individuals, companies and even 

countries seems just to become richer by the time. Globalization has improved the general 

wellbeing of the whole world, as was illustrated at Fig. 3, but the economically 

unsustainable inequality keeps on growing. Of course the economic situation of the poor 

countries and their citizens has improved, but the economic situation of rich countries and 

their citizens has improved relatively and absolutely much more. 

2.3 Outsourcing of substandard working conditions 

Since early 1990’s the industrial countries have outsourced and offshored a significant part 

of their industrial production activities to the developing countries. Of course the main 

motivation has been cheaper labour costs, but also stricter work safety and working hours 

legislation with tightening environmental and chemical legislation in the industrial 

countries has made it appealing to move labour intensive, more controlled or even 

forbidden activities to developing countries with less advanced legislation and almost non-

existing work safety and working hours legislation.  

 Currently the word “slavery” has been used, when talking about this phenomenon. 

Working conditions familiar from the books of Charles Dickens, which are long gone 

history in the western world, are unfortunately even today the reality in many 

underdeveloped countries. In the names of internalization, globalization, free capitalism and 

profit maximization many multinational companies are brutally utilizing this social and 

economic unsustainability. 
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Fig. 7. “Slavery map” of the world [14]. Modification by the author. 

Most of the things we the wealthy consumers buy and consume today in the rich countries 

are made in cheap labour countries having high vulnerability to modern slavery. Companies 

like to outsource their production into these cheap labour countries because the production 

costs (including logistics costs) are significantly lower than in developed world. The 

wealthy consumers in the developed world seem not to care the fact, that the working 

conditions are in many cases beyond all acceptable standards and the workers' salaries are 

barely covering the basic necessities. The cheap prices of many products imported from 

cheap labour countries are achieved by the brutal social and economic unsustainability. 

3 CONCLUSION 

Currently Sustainable global economy – is it achievable or just a myth? Today plenty of 

well-deserved attention has been paid into the environmental sustainability challenges like 

climate change, deforestation and overpopulation [15-19]. Sadly, much less attention has 

been paid into challenges of social and economic sustainability, whose can be identified as 

the root causes of many environmental sustainability problems [20]. The “usual suspect” for 

these problems is the lack of money, but in reality there exists plenty of money for fixing 

these problems. As the short-term profitability of these urgently needed sustainability 

investments is far less than for example profits, when investing on some financing 

derivatives or real estate speculation in big cities, the money cannot be found [21-22]. The 

wealthy people and organizations controlling the use of large quantities of money prefer 

short-term gain instead of helping to solve our long-term sustainability problems. 

 Before we blame the faceless financial operators for their unsustainable behaviour, we 

must also look the mirror and ask why we as the wealthy consumers of the developed world 

mostly prefer cheap retail prices over holistic sustainability? We have the possibility to 

choose, our relatively good economic situation (when compared with those people living in 

a cheap labour countries with substandard salaries) allow us to make holistic sustainable 

consumption choices without setting our standard of life any lower. 
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