
The paper is divided broadly into two parts. First, I present the facts related to the

growth of the “frontier” over time: what are the growth patterns exhibited by the richest

countries in the world? Second, I focus on the spread of economic growth throughout

the world. To what extent are countries behind the frontier catching up, falling behind,

or staying in place? And what characteristics do countries in these various groups share?

1. GROWTH AT THE FRONTIER

We begin by discussing economic growth at the “frontier.” By this I mean growth

among the richest set of countries in any given time period. For much of the last century,

the United States has served as a stand in for the frontier, and we will follow this tradition.

1.1 Modern Economic Growth
Fig. 1 shows one of the key stylized facts of frontier growth: For nearly 150 years, GDP

per person in the US economy has grown at a remarkably steady average rate of around

2% per year. Starting at around $3,000 in 1870, per capita GDP rose to more than

$50,000 by 2014, a nearly 17-fold increase.

Beyond the large, sustained growth in living standards, several other features of this

graph stand out. One is the significant decline in income associated with the Great
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Fig. 1 GDP per person in the United States. Source: Data for 1929–2014 are from the U.S. Bureau
of Economic Analysis, NIPA table 7.1. Data before 1929 are spliced from Maddison, A. 2008. Statistics
on world population, GDP and per capita GDP, 1-2006 AD. Downloaded on December 4, 2008 from
http://www.ggdc.net/maddison/.
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