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Poverty reduction comes about through individuals, families and communities taking advan-
tage of the opportunities available to them by working, investing and innovating to better their
lives. But we live in a world of extraordinary inequalities in opportunity, both within and across
countries. Even the basic opportunity for life itself is disparately distributed: whereas less than
half of one percent of children born in Sweden die before their first birthday, this is the case for
close to 15% of all children born in Mozambique. Within El Salvador, the infant mortality rate
is 2% for children of educated mothers, but 10% for those whose mothers have no schooling.
In Eritrea, immunization coverage is close to 100% for children in the richest fifth of the popu-
lation, but only 50% for the bottom fifth.

These children can not be blamed for the circumstances into which they are born, yet their
lives—and their ability to contribute to the development of their nations—are powerfully
shaped by them. That is why the World Development Report 2006, the twenty-eighth in this
annual series, looks at the role of equity in the process of development. Equity is defined in
terms of two basic principles. The first is equal opportunities: that a person’s life achievements
should be determined primarily by his or her talents and efforts, rather than by pre-determined
circumstances such as race, gender, social or family background. The second principle is the
avoidance of deprivation in outcomes, particularly in health, education and consumption levels.

For many if not most people, equity is of intrinsic importance as a development goal in its
own right. But this report goes further, by presenting persuasive evidence that a broad sharing
of economic and political opportunities is also instrumental for economic growth and devel-
opment. This is for economic reasons, because greater equity can lead to a fuller and more effi-
cient use of a nation’s resources. It is also for political and institutional reasons: excessive
inequalities in power and influence can lead to political, social and economic institutions that
are less conducive to long-term growth. Few today’s prosperous societies, if any, developed by
excluding the majority of their people from economic and political opportunities.

The implication of this message for the work of the World Bank and others in the develop-
ment community is that a focus on equity should be a central concern in the design and imple-
mentation of policy for development and growth. This insight needs to be integrated into both
analytical and operational work on core areas of development design, including the role and
functioning of markets. Public action should seek to expand the opportunity sets of those who,
in the absence of policy interventions, have the least resources, voice and capabilities. It should
do so in a manner that respects and enhances individual freedoms, as well as the role of markets
in allocating resources.

Equity in the international arena is also a central concern, and can play a powerful comple-
mentary role to domestic action. In a globally interconnected world, leveling the international
playing fields, both economically and politically, will help domestic efforts to combine equity
with efficiency and growth.

In my view, the evidence that equity and economic efficiency as well as growth are comple-
mentary in the long run helps to integrate the main two components of the World Bank’s
poverty reduction strategy. The focus on broadening opportunities strongly supports the first

Foreword

xi
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pillar of the Bank’s development strategy, namely enhancing the investment climate for every-
one. Together with the interdependence between the economic and political dimensions of
development it also reinforces the importance of empowerment. This report shows that the
two pillars are not independent from each other in supporting development, but instead are
intricately linked with one another. It is my hope that this report will have a real influence in the
way that we and our development partners understand, design and implement development
policies.

Paul D. Wolfowitz
President
The World Bank
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