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17. What other factors are shaping the role  
of the wealthy in society?

In the UK and USA, wealth was no longer regarded as a qualification for 
people to participate in public service and politics. Trump brandished his 
business credentials in the 2016 election, but simultaneously criticised elite 
wealthy business people as being out of touch with America and its issues.  
As far as our US experts were concerned, his campaign was more centred  
on hard right nationalism than promoting his business credentials. Indeed 
other US candidates have attempted to translate business success into 

political credibility, such as Howard Schultz, who subsequently floundered. In contrast in 
China, Thailand and India wealth made through business is successfully used to establish  
a public profile and demonstrate the credibility for a move into politics if so desired.

With the above as a proviso, in the UK the perception was that it is in wealthy 
people’s interests to encourage debate about inequality and social cohesion. 
The view was that there will inevitably be increasing pressure to tax the  
super-rich to pay for pressing social needs – and the super-rich can help 
influence the shape of this new tax regime.

There is also potential to get involved in more socially conscious philanthropy 
and campaigns, for example the opportunity to fund scholarships for working 
class children at private schools, where the prevailing view was that these  
are currently the preserve of the middle classes. Similarly in the USA, there 
was a perceived opportunity to encourage a much wider range of voices in  
the media, particularly from the left.

In the USA, even libertarians thought that the criminal justice system, 
education and public housing needed reforming, in order to enable the poor  
to participate more readily in economic growth. There was a perception 

‘Politics is about  
who and what you 

know in India. Wealth 
is an advantage but  

I’m not sure it’s a 
good thing’ (Asia)

‘Liberal democracy, which is  
a reason to come to the UK,  

is in danger because inequality 
is too wide… The next wave  

of change is automation  
and that means there will  
be increasing pressure to  

tax the super-rich. They can  
help decide the framework  

in which that regime can  
operate, to benefit their  

long term interests… or they  
can create a movement that  

means people in certain wealth 
brackets subscribe to certain 

philanthropic norms’ (Europe)



252525

among our wealthiest US sample that the poor can be empowered 
by venture capital (supporting jobs, ideas and dreams) and grants 
(eradicating disease, hunger and homelessness).

In Italy, the view was that the wealthy needed to become better role 
models when it came to sustainable investing and more socially 
conscious activities. There was a strong sense that new economic models 
will have to be on the country’s radar if it is to emerge from its current 
economic crisis intact and that the wealthiest in society can help to create 
a slipstream by example that others follow in the wake of.

In China, public service is expected of the wealthy and it was felt that  
this would continue to be embraced by them. Recently China has  
had a crackdown on oligarchs, so it’s a form of political insurance if  
a wealthy individual is perceived to be helping to fund something like 
rural education or healthcare. 

In Thailand, there has been a recent attempt to circumvent complex and bureaucratic charity 
laws and create organisations with high profile celebrities to tackle housing or eco projects. 
Anything like this which encourages the wealthy to give back more was perceived a good 
thing. Overall Millennials are keen on giving back in Thailand, but their older counterparts  
need further encouragement.

‘The poor are looking for 
empowerment over their  
lives and careers… their 
health… over happiness… 
they want more control…  
The wealthy, in their minds are  
fully empowered, while most 
of society is blown around by 
the winds of life, economics, 
politics and fate’ (USA)

‘It’s like China is saying,  
I’ve allowed you to make 
money in my backyard, now 
I’m calling on you’ (Asia)
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Conclusion

Our analysis of the range of comments received from our international respondent 
group leads us to believe that the premise of wealth creation, and the vital role played 
by wealth creators, is still acknowledged around the world. 

There’s no question that the wealthy have given generously and extensively to promote 
positive change in their communities and countries, but the form of giving can be contentious 
and any sense of tokenism was swiftly identifi ed and rejected.

Across Europe, Asia and the USA there was a recognition that wealth creators have a valuable 
role to play in society, not simply through leveraging their economic power but also by utilising 
their unique skills for the benefi t of the wider community. These skills can be brought to bear 
to help address a variety of challenges, from tackling poverty, raising educational standards 
and encouraging debate on social cohesion, to tackling climate change and addressing the 
perceived opportunity/threats associated with the growth of automation. 

All of our sample across the political spectrum were conscious of the rapid increase in wealth 
disparity between the very richest and poorest. Fear of reaching some future breaking point 
was a factor even in countries such as China, where government control and power is great 
and can often be fl exed arbitrarily without undue consequences, leading to enormous amounts 
of effort to address the divide. In 2010 China was the most unequal country in Asia but, on the 
back of government efforts to eliminate poverty, inequality has levelled off in recent years. 

Outside the far right in the USA, our US and UK sample thought that social cohesion would 
rupture if this widening gap is not engaged with in the short to medium term. The one country 
where the breaking point has been reached in Europe is Greece, but the danger of reactionary 
forces was lessened by the presence of a left wing government which balanced the case for 
austerity with considerable empathy with the population. 

‘There is no successful model for society that generates 
growth that doesn’t involve capitalism’ (USA)
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Our research uncovered a wide variety of views on the issue of taxation to pursue these 
various goals, ranging from the most effective in terms of raising revenues (income, wealth 
or inheritance) to the rates at which they should be set. However, there was widespread 
consensus that a sense of fairness in paying taxes was critical for both meeting the future 
needs of society as well as ensuring longer term social cohesion. Tax avoidance continued 
to encourage a sense of the system being manipulated in the West. As a result, closing tax 
loopholes that fuel this sense of unfairness was clearly near the top of political agendas for 
countries as disparate as China and the UK.

Our research also revealed a growing demand for philanthropy to be more socially conscious, 
aimed at enabling the poor to share in economic growth and less about bolstering one’s image 
or family name. We also identifi ed that the beliefs and priorities of younger generations are 
evolving to the point where in countries and regions from China, Hong Kong and Thailand, 
to the USA and UK, they were being motivated by socially and environmentally conscious 
issues. This in turn is informing and infl uencing their attitudes to wealth and how they wish 
their businesses to operate. For example, in Hong Kong businesses are experiencing 
problems hiring talented Millennials or Generation Z unless they are strongly committed 
to the environment, sustainability and diversity.

Ultimately, the key conclusion that emerged from these conversations with opinion formers 
around the world was the desire to see wealthy people engage more directly, openly and 
actively in the debate around the better uses of wealth in society. We believe that this open 
invitation should be welcomed and fi rmly grasped.

Research conducted by Murmur Research and Consultancy Ltd, UK
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Withersworldwide, the law firm for success

Since 1896 we have been trusted advisors to successful people and businesses with 
complex legal needs, in good times and bad. 

We champion our clients’ interests, locally and globally, from offi ces across the USA, 
Europe and Asia-Pacifi c. We are proud to help many of our clients use their success 
to make the world a better place.

For further information please see withersworldwide.com
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