
 

 

www.fauna-flora.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Wealth ranking is a method for exploring local perceptions of differences and inequalities in a 
community and for identifying and understanding local indicators and criteria of wealth and, if 
facilitated well, well-being and inequality. 
 

What is it useful for? 
 

 Understanding local perceptions of and criteria for wealth and inequality in a community.  

 Categorising a community (or households) into different locally perceived wealth categories 
and identifying target groups.  

 Exploring differences in different socio-economic groups’ access to resources, including 
biodiversity and ecosystem services.  

 Identifying which groups to work with or how to work with different groups in different ways, 
and identifying representatives of all groups present within a community with whom to work 
(for example during participatory assessment and planning).  

 Identifying marginalised groups and informing the development of equitable benefit sharing 
mechanisms. 

 Identifying what different groups of people within a community value (including non-material 
values relating to biodiversity and ecosystem services) and, from this, developing indicators to 
monitor changes in well-being during the course of a project.  This can include both subjective 
indicators (e.g. having a say in decisions, having people to rely on) and objective indicators 
(e.g. material assets). 

 Identifying who within a community is likely to be more vulnerable to changes brought about 
by project interventions (such as restricting access to natural resources) or by climate change, 
for example. 

 Providing insights into local perceptions of well-being.  Well-being is a complex and 
multidimensional concept, including subjective factors around what constitutes a ‘good life’, 
and a comprehensive well-being assessment is necessary to explore well-being in any depth. 
 

Suggested steps 
 
Allow approximately 2 hours for this exercise (although the time needed depends on the depth of 
data and analysis required).   
 
The approach outlined here does not involve categorising individual households because it is 
possible to gain an insight into local dynamics of wealth, well-being and poverty, and ensure that 
project interventions are not dominated by the local elite, without doing so.  Identifying and 
categorising households individually is not necessary for most project purposes, can be intrusive, 
and may raise concerns regarding privacy. 
 
1) Check that local participants feel comfortable with what will be discussed.  Explain that 

individuals or households do not need to be identified during the discussion.   
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2) Using objects (such as cards or stones) to represent the number of households within the 
community, ask local participants to divide the stones into different piles that represent the 
different socio-economic groups within the community.  The participants decide how many 
piles to make. In some cases, they may choose to distinguish only two or three different 
groupings (for example, rich, medium, and poor) but in other cases, they may divide the 
community into many more piles.   

 
3) When the process is complete, focusing on each pile in turn, ask participants to explain the 

broad characteristics held in common by the households within each pile. The differences in 
criteria between piles should be checked. Some further re-sorting might take place. 

 
Figure 1: Example of a wealth ranking from Punjab, Pakistan (World Bank, 2005) 

 
 

4) When the participants finish the card sorting, ask them to explain the differences between the 
piles.   

 What are the characteristics of this pile?   

 How do households in this pile differ from those in that pile?  

 What could lead to a household moving from one pile to another?  
 

5) If, for the purposes of the exercise, it is important to distinguish between different levels 
within the target group but the given categories do not fully meet these requirements, it might 
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be appropriate to ask for some more re-sorting at this stage, for example by asking if any 
piles could be further subdivided.  

 
6) If appropriate, discuss with participants how to sort the criteria under different headings, such 

as ‘social characteristics’, ‘assets’ and ‘main livelihood activities’.   
 

7) Ask participants to prepare a table and record the results of the categorisation in terms of the 
characteristics of households in each group. 
 

8) Discuss and analyse the results.  If the exercise is carried out simultaneously with several 
different groups, each group can be asked to present the criteria and categories they used to 
the others for their reactions and comments. Are there serious disagreements? If so, these 
should be noted and whether a consensus is reached.  

 
Figure 2: Example of two wealth rankings from Sindh, Pakistan, showing how participants from 
different social groups perceive and emphasise different wealth criteria (World Bank, 2005) 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

     

  www.fauna-flora.org 

 

Questions to guide discussion and analysis 
 
The following questions can be used to guide the discussion but should be adopted and adapted 
according to the focus of the exercise. 
 

 What are local perceptions of wealth, well-being and inequality?  

 What are the local terms for categorising different groups according to wealth or well-
being? How diverse or narrow are these categories?  

 What does one category have that others do not?  

 What options do households in one category have (for example in times of stress) that 
others do not? 

 How are households currently distributed between the different categories?  

 Do community decision makers all come from same category/strata?  

 How might a proposed intervention affect households in the different categories?  Would it 
affect the distribution of individuals, households, or social groups across those categories?  

 How might climate change affect households in different categories? 
 

Points to remember: 

 Wealth is a continuum with fuzzy boundaries between categories. Wealth ranking gives a 
static picture and does not easily convey the dynamics of poverty, including marginalised 
individuals and households and the mobility between categories over time. 

 This tool does not address the distribution of wealth within households (such as by gender or 
age). 

 It is important to try and avoid derogatory classifications, choosing terms that have broad 
social acceptability. 

 Local participants should be encouraged to complete as much of the table as possible 
without interruption and to suggest anything else that should be recorded.  

 Before using this tool read the accompanying document, A guide to using tools for 
participatory approaches. 
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For further information 
 
World Bank (2005) Poverty and Social Impact Analysis Sourcebook 
http://go.worldbank.org/ZGZHJEDBZ0 
 
IISD Wealth Ranking and Poverty Analysis 
http://www.iisd.org/casl/caslguide/wealthranking.htm 
 
 
This tool is adapted from Wealth ranking in the World Bank (2005) Poverty and Social Impact 
Analysis Sourcebook  
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