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–

 

COVID-19 hit a world woefully unprepared to fight it, because countries 

had failed to choose policies to fight inequality. Only one in six countries 

assessed for the CRI Index 2020 were spending enough on health, only a 

third of the global workforce had adequate social protection, and in more 

than 100 countries at least one in three workers had no labour protection 

such as sick pay. As a result, many have faced death and destitution, and 

inequality is increasing dramatically. Governments such as South Korea 

have shown the way forward in combining recovery from COVID-19 with 

fighting inequality.  

This third edition of the CRI Index report recommends that all 

governments adopt strong anti-inequality policies on public services, tax 

and labour rights, to radically reduce the gap between rich and poor. The 

international community must support them with Special Drawing Rights, 

debt relief and global solidarity taxes.  

See also the CRI Index website and methodology note at 

www.inequalityindex.org  
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SUMMARY 

CRI 2020: FAILURE TO TACKLE INEQUALITY LEAVES 
COUNTRIES WOEFULLY UNPREPARED FOR THE 
CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC 

The 2020 Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index shows clearly how the majority of the 

world’s countries were woefully unprepared for the coronavirus pandemic. With very low levels of 

spending on public healthcare and weak social protection systems and rights for workers, their 

populations were left brutally and unnecessarily vulnerable. The failure of governments to tackle 

inequality is now forcing ordinary people to bear the brunt of the crisis and pay a much higher price 

than they should.  

Just 26 of the 158 countries surveyed for this year’s CRI Index by Oxfam and Development Finance 

International (DFI) were spending the recommended 15% of their budgets on health1 going into the 

pandemic. India, for example, spent just 4%. In 103 countries, at least one in three of the workforce 

had no labour protection such as sick pay. Only 53 countries had social protection systems against 

unemployment and sickness, and they covered only 22% of the global workforce.2  

Conversely, those governments already committed to reducing inequality were the ones best placed to 

face the economic and health challenges posed by coronavirus. They were best placed to ensure that 

ordinary people were protected as much as possible, and that the impact of the virus was not dictated 

by whether you were rich or whether you were poor.  

THE COMMITMENT TO REDUCING INEQUALITY INDEX 2020 

This is the third edition of the CRI Index, which ranks 158 governments across the world on their 

commitment to reducing inequality. It measures government policies and actions in three areas that 

are proven to be directly related to reducing inequality:3  

1. Public services (health, education and social protection) 

2. Taxation 

3. Workers’ rights.4  

While these three thematic pillars remain unchanged, the 2020 CRI Index has seen significant 

changes in methodology from 2018 (see Figure 1).5 Each pillar now contains three levels of indicator:  

1. Policy commitment indicators: these measure the commitment of governments through their 

policies (which may not always be implemented in practice); 

2. Coverage or implementation indicators: these look at who is covered (or not) as a result of policy 

actions, or how well a government puts policies on paper into practice; 

3. Impact indicators: these measure the impact of policy actions on levels of inequality. 

These changes to the index’s methodology mean that a straight comparison between the scores of a 

country in the 2020 index and those for 2018 may not give an accurate picture of that country’s 

performance. For this reason, our analysis of change focuses on concrete policy changes since the 

2018 index. 
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Figure 1: The CRI Index 2020 – pillars and indicators 

 

OVERALL RESULTS 

The full CRI Index 2020 global and regional rankings can be found in Annex 1 of the full report. 

Those at the top 

Most of the countries near the top of the index are OECD countries. With higher gross domestic 

products (GDP), they have much more scope to raise progressive tax revenues because they have 

more citizens and corporations with higher incomes; likewise, they have greater scope to spend those 

revenues on public services and social protection. 

Norway tops the 2020 CRI Index, notably scoring top on labour rights. It has the sixth lowest income 

inequality in the world but since 2000, has cut its top personal income tax and corporate tax rates 

sharply, so that taxes now play a lower role in reducing inequality. Overall inequality and poverty have 

risen during the last decade,6 and 15 OECD countries perform better than Norway on wealth 

inequality. But even countries at the top of the listings could improve a lot – especially as many of them 

have been backtracking for decades on historical commitments to policies which reduce inequality.  

For example, for the past two decades, successive governments in Denmark have promoted taxation 

policies that have increased inequality, challenging the historically low levels of inequality within the 

population.7 Since 2010, income growth has stagnated for the 40% with the lowest incomes,8 while the 

richest 10% now own nearly half of the country’s total wealth.9 Furthermore, the decrease in spending on 

education as a redistributive measure to address widening inequality is alarming.10 The new Danish 

government elected in 2019 is, however, expected to reverse some of these negative trends, which is 

welcome news. Belgium, at number four in the CRI rankings, ranks only 37th on tax, partly due to recent 

cuts in corporate income taxes. While Germany ranks third in the overall index, its education spending is 

as low as that of South Sudan at 9.35% of government spending; one of the countries at the bottom of 

the public spending pillar. In other words, the top-performing countries could do much more.  



   

 

6 Fighting Inequality in the time of COVID-19: The Commitment to Reducing Inequality Index 2020 

Other low- and lower-middle-income countries may not score as highly on the overall index but are 

clearly taking steps to reduce inequality, despite their relatively low incomes. Sierra Leone has built on 

its commitment to make secondary education free by increasing education spending this year.11 The 

government has clamped down on tax evasion by mining companies and has introduced a property tax 

in the capital, Freetown.12 It has also increased its minimum wage, although this applies only to the 

small proportion of workers who are formally employed.13  

Since the 2018 CRI Index, Vietnam has increased its health spending, which is welcome, although it 

must do even more to reduce health inequalities and the significant amount ordinary people need to 

pay for the cost of healthcare. Vietnam’s tax collection is strong, especially compared with other 

countries in the region, but it could still do more to eliminate tax incentives for corporations. Its score 

on labour rights remains low, but if it implements the recent welcome agreement to allow workers to 

form their own independent labour unions, this score will improve in future CRI Indexes.14 Vietnam’s 

response to the coronavirus pandemic has been among the best in the world.15 The government is 

also considering making reducing inequality a core part of its upcoming ten-year plan, which would be 

a very important and positive step.16  

Table 1: CRI Index ranking of 158 countries – the top 10 

 

Table 2: Top three low-income (LIC) and lower-middle-income (LMIC) countries 

 

Those at the bottom 

At the bottom of the 2020 CRI Index is South Sudan, which is new to the index and comes close to last 

on all three pillars. This, at least in part, reflects the fact that just two years after independence in 2011, 

the country descended into a devastating civil war, which continues to have violent reverberations.17 

But this low ranking also reflects a failure of policy setting by the government for its citizens: for 

instance, South Sudan spends six times more on the military and on debt servicing than it does on vital 
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public services, and it collects only around 15% of the tax that it should. This leads to failure to deliver 

on even the most basic of services: less than one-third of the country’s people can access essential 

health services, and it is the only country in the index which does not have any pension scheme. South 

Sudan has three times as many generals as doctors.18 

India is ranked at number 129 in the index. Its health budget is the fourth lowest in the world. Just half 

of its population have access to even the most essential health services, and more than 70% of health 

spending is being met by people themselves, one of the highest levels in the world. Most workers earn 

less than half of the minimum wage; 71% do not have any written job contract and 54% do not get paid 

leave.19 Only about 10% of the workforce in India is formal, with safe working conditions and social 

security.20 In 2016, the government abolished a wealth tax introduced way back in 1957.21 So far 

India’s response to COVID-19 has been woeful, with huge numbers of deaths and millions of people 

forced into destitution.  

Nigeria is second to last in the index, just ahead of South Sudan. Nigeria continues to collect 

shockingly low levels of tax, and it therefore also ranks very low on public services; it is hardly 

surprising, then, that one in five out-of-school children in the world live in Nigeria.22 During the 

coronavirus crisis, hit by a collapse in oil revenues, the government has halved its health and 

education budgets.23  

Bahrain at third from the bottom of the index and Vanuatu at sixth from the bottom both also do very 

badly on tax, with neither having corporate or personal income tax. Bahrain and Oman also score 

poorly on labour rights, as four-fifths of their workforce are migrant workers governed by the Kafala 

system, which is often described as modern-day slavery.24 Singapore remains one of the lowest-

ranked high-income countries, largely because of its role as a tax haven.  

Table 3: CRI ranking of 158 countries – the bottom 10 

 

Table 4: Bottom three high-income countries 
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FIGHTING INEQUALITY IN THE TIME OF COVID-19 

The coronavirus pandemic has swept across a world that was already profoundly unequal. In country 

after country it has magnified and increased these inequalities. The poorest people are least able to 

isolate, to protect themselves. They are more likely to have pre-existing poor health, making them 

more likely to die. Economically, it is ordinary people who are losing their jobs in their tens of millions, 

facing huge levels of hunger and hardship. Women are among the hardest hit economically, as they 

are more likely to be in precarious work and are also 70% of the world’s health workers.25  

Economic and racial inequality are strongly linked across the world, so the crisis has also exacerbated 

racial inequality. Black people generally do more precarious jobs, have less access to healthcare and 

social protection and suffer from other health problems. Across the world, COVID-19 has killed people 

who were already suffering from racial discrimination. 

The failure to tackle inequality has left the majority of countries far more vulnerable to both the health 

and economic impacts of the disease; it has meant that most were unprepared. The response to the 

coronavirus crisis is a true test of whether a government is committed to reducing inequality. Some 

countries, like South Korea, which was already a high scorer in the CRI Index, have tackled the crisis 

head on, notably introducing universal emergency relief payments for 22 million households.26 Georgia 

has removed fees for any health expenses related to COVID-19.27 At the other end of the spectrum, 

Kenya,28 which had a relatively good CRI Index score on tax, has responded by cutting corporate tax 

and the top rate of personal income tax. Conversely, some countries like Myanmar, which to date have 

had a low CRI score, have found new impetus in response to the coronavirus crisis. Myanmar 

increased its social protection scheme to cover 21 million people, an increase of 8,684%, with a mix of 

one-off and ongoing supports. 

Across the world, there have been significant expansions in health and social protection spending. 

However, there has been little progress on cutting user fees or out-of-pocket expenses, which prevent 

those living in poverty from accessing healthcare; and social protection spending and coverage in most 

low- and lower-middle-income countries remains extremely low. Some countries have reduced 

regressive VAT rates, and a few have introduced progressive ‘solidarity’ taxes to ensure the wealthiest 

pay their fair share. Many countries have expanded worker rights and protections, particularly through 

short-time working, sick leave and unemployment benefit. But there have also been sharp rises in 

unemployment and underemployment, and increased attacks on workers' rights.  

What has been the role of the international financial institutions, charged by the G20 with leading the 

global financial response to the pandemic? The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has disbursed 

US$88bn in support to 80 countries and has saved 28 countries $251m in debt servicing payments. Its 

analysis is showing that the coronavirus pandemic will increase inequality and is suggesting anti-

inequality policy measures such as solidarity taxes. However, in its advice to countries it is already 

warning of the need for austerity post-coronavirus to reduce debt burdens, which will increase 

inequality unless a different path is taken. The World Bank has pledged US$160bn in emergency 

funding, mobilized US$6bn for its COVID-19 Fast Track Facility, and is funding health projects in 73 

countries as of June 2020. Yet Oxfam’s analysis shows that only eight of these projects attempt to 

reduce the cost to households of health expenditures, which each year bankrupt millions of people and 

exclude them from treatment. 
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CRI INDEX 2020: RESULTS FROM THE THREE PILLARS  

Public services pillar 

This pillar looks at actions taken by governments in the areas of education, health and social 

protection, which are widely understood to have enormous power to reduce inequality. In previous 

versions of the CRI Index, we have looked at spending as a percentage of the government budget, 

and at the impact this spending is having on inequality. For the CRI Index 2020 we have added a new 

set of indicators to measure the coverage and equity of services.29  

Overall public services results 

The top 10 countries in the index rankings all use their public services to fight inequality. The best-

performing country in the public services pillar, Poland, puts as much money into the pockets of the 

poorest people through public services as they earn in the market – so it comes top on impact. Other 

countries achieve a lot with less wealth. Ukraine comes top of the lower-middle-income group, at 

number 24. It invests in public services in a way that has been shown to double the disposable income 

of the poorest people, but it needs to do more on health. 

The bottom 10 countries show how low levels of spending lead to weak coverage and minimal impact 

on inequality.  

Spending levels and trends 

Many low- and lower-middle-income countries allocate a high proportion of their budgets to education: 

they spend nearly 16% of their budgets on education compared with 14% for middle- and high-income 

countries, reflecting their young populations. In the 2020 CRI Index, allocations across all three sectors 

are stagnant for higher-income countries, but most low- and lower-middle-income countries have 

increased spending, even with high debt levels constraining budgets. Ethiopia stands out for spending 

the second highest proportion on education and for having significant budgets for health and social 

protection, with a significant impact on poverty reduction. 

At the bottom of the public services pillar ranking, South Asian countries in particular are doing far too 

little to fight inequality. India, Nepal and Sri Lanka are all in the bottom 10, and Bangladesh is 16th 

from the bottom of the list.  

Coverage levels 

On education coverage, there is huge variation between countries in terms of secondary school 

completion by the poorest children. Nigeria has the biggest gap between rich and poor: 90% of the 

richest pupils complete secondary school, compared with only 15% from the poorest households. 

Health coverage includes two components: the ratio of the population who have access to ‘essential’ 

health services and the number of people spending more than 10% of their income on health costs. 

Most high-income countries have reached universal health coverage (UHC), but so have some upper-

middle-income countries, such as Costa Rica and Thailand. They also do it a lot more efficiently: 

Thailand achieves universal healthcare spending of $277 per capita, whereas the United States, where 

millions of people are still not insured, is spending $11,000 per capita.30  

The final coverage indicator uses pensions as a proxy for overall social protection coverage – due to a 

lack of data for other programmes. In total, 40 countries have achieved 100% coverage on this 

indicator. All but 10 are high-income countries. A few lower-income countries have shown that near-
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universal coverage can be achieved with less: for example, Bolivia has scaled up using higher taxes 

on oil and gas. But in more than 50 countries fewer than half of elderly people are covered, and in 34 

countries fewer than 10%. 

Impact of spending on inequality 

Evidence shows that public spending across the three sectors always reduces inequality. However, 

impact varies hugely across countries because the extent of redistribution depends on both size and 

progressivity: those which spend too little, or do not spend progressively, have less impact. For 

instance, in Latin America, Uruguay achieves more redistribution from spending less (but by spending 

progressively) than many other Latin America countries, which improves the country’s position on this 

sub-pillar; but Guatemala has both very low spending and low levels of progressivity, leading to 

virtually no impact on inequality, so it comes at the bottom of the sub-pillar for Latin American 

countries. 

Taxation pillar 

Progressive taxation is widely agreed to be a critical action that governments can take to reduce the 

gap between rich and poor.  

The tax pillar in the CRI Index measures a range of different ways in which taxes are or are not 

contributing to reducing inequality, looking at tax policies, tax implementation and the impact of tax on 

inequality. It also looks at so-called harmful tax practices i.e. the extent to which a country is behaving 

in ways characteristic of a tax haven.  

Overall tax pillar results 

South Africa comes top of the 2020 CRI Index tax pillar, reflecting a tax system that is relatively 

progressive on paper and a good record on tax collection, which combine to give it the tax system with 

the most impact on reducing inequality. However, there is much more that the country could do to 

make its system even more progressive, such as collect more tax and introduce a wealth tax. The 

best-performing low-income country is Togo, which has the world’s second most progressive tax 

system on paper but is let down by poor tax collection.  

At the bottom end of the tax pillar is Bahrain, which lacks income taxes, has introduced a regressive 

value added tax (VAT) and relies on oil royalties and customs duties to fund its budget. Among the 

other countries at the bottom of the tax pillar are Oman and Vanuatu, countries which lack income 

taxes, and three with very low or flat taxes: Moldova, North Macedonia and Serbia. 

Progressivity of tax policy 

Increasingly the countries that have the best tax policies are lower-income countries, as richer nations 

have systematically cut back on taxation of the richest individuals and corporates over the last few 

decades (see Box 4 in Section 3). 

Personal income tax 

The countries with the most progressive income taxes on paper are all low- or lower-middle-income 

countries, led by Togo, Central African Republic and Pakistan. At the other end of the scale, 14 

countries continue to have regressive ‘flat tax’ systems, charging the same percentage to all 

taxpayers, regardless of how rich they are. These are mostly in Eastern Europe and Central Asia. Five 

countries still had no personal income tax (PIT) in 2019, but the Maldives introduced one in 2020. 
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Overall in 2018–19, the average top PIT rate rose slightly, with Latvia, Lithuania and North Macedonia 

making deliberate and dramatic decisions to switch away from flat tax systems to progressive ones, 

and Chile, Costa Rica and Malaysia are planning increases in 2020. 

Corporate income tax 

The countries with the highest corporate income tax (CIT) rates are nearly all low-income or lower-

middle-income countries such as Guyana, Bangladesh, Chad, Guinea, Jordan and Zambia. On the 

other hand, the Bahamas, Bahrain and Vanuatu have no CIT.  

In recent trends, the United States stands out for cutting its corporate tax rate by a massive 13%. 

Indonesia, which was a star performer in fighting inequality in the 2018 CRI Index, is slashing CIT 

rates by 8 percentage points; and Belgium by 9 percentage points.31 However, almost as many 

countries have been increasing rates, with notable tax increasers being Trinidad and Tobago, 

Uzbekistan, Latvia, South Korea and Ecuador. So overall, the average CIT rate has fallen by only 

0.2% to 23.9%. 

Value added tax 

VAT is usually a regressive tax, so higher rates exacerbate inequality. However, around 40 countries 

take measures to make it neutral or progressive, for example by exempting basic food items. On the 

other hand, Denmark, Brazil, Hungary and Lithuania all have rates above 20%.  

Relatively few countries have changed their VAT rates since 2018, with only China making a 

significant cut of 4%, reflecting a wish to reduce its reliance on indirect taxes; and 10 countries have 

increased their rates, led by the Bahamas, in order to fill budget financing gaps. The average global 

VAT rate (including eight new countries with VAT) has risen by 0.2% to 15.7%. 

Harmful tax practices 

The CRI Index includes as a negative indicator the degree to which a country adopts and implements 

harmful tax practices (HTPs), attracting corporate profits from other countries and eroding their tax 

bases and their ability to fight inequality. 

Singapore comes bottom on this indicator. It has one of the highest foreign direct investment (FDI) to 

gross domestic product (GDP) ratios in the world, but a high proportion of this is ‘phantom’ investment, 

due to the country’s low tax rates and a broad range of tax incentives designed to attract investment or 

to base intellectual property, research or treasury activities there. Of the other countries at the bottom, 

six are EU members. At the top are 26 countries with no HTPs, of which 23 are lower-income and only 

Denmark and France are OECD members.  

Tax collection 

In the 2020 CRI Index we have changed the methodology slightly, so this indicator now looks only at 

‘productivity’ – the percentage of tax which each country is collecting compared with what it should 

collect, based on the tax rates it has set. On this basis, the best performers are countries like the 

Seychelles, New Zealand, Luxembourg, Barbados, Denmark and Algeria, all of which collect more 

than two-thirds of the tax their rates should produce. At the other end of the spectrum, countries like 

Nigeria and Oman continue to collect less than 15% of the tax they should. Average tax productivity 

has increased slightly (by 0.3%) since the 2018 CRI Index.  

Tax impact on the Gini coefficient 

Globally, the tax system remains slightly regressive, reflecting the high dependence of many countries 
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on VAT revenues and their very low collection of progressive taxes. On a more positive note, the tax 

system has become slightly less regressive since 2018, with tax systems in 86 countries estimated to 

have become more progressive because they are collecting higher shares of their taxes in income 

taxes, compared with 68 becoming less so. 

The countries with the tax systems most geared towards reducing inequality are Ireland, Tanzania, 

South Africa, Argentina and Georgia, according to the latest analyses by the Commitment to Equity 

(CEQ) Institute and the OECD. Their progressive tax systems, combined with strong collection of 

taxes, mean that they reduce their Gini coefficients32 by around four points using taxes alone. Those 

with the least progressive systems are mostly Eastern European countries like Bulgaria, which have 

flat PITs and low corporate tax rates, and are dependent on indirect taxes.  

Wealth taxes 

The 2020 CRI Index report examines different types of wealth taxes for their potential to mobilize much 

more revenue. Because wealth inequality has been rising much faster than income inequality, the 

potential for reducing inequality through taxation of wealth is very high. Based on existing country 

experience, the measures most likely to yield more revenue are introducing taxes on stocks of wealth 

and increasing efforts to collect capital gains taxes. There is smaller but still valuable potential from 

property and land taxes (especially in lower-income countries), inheritance taxes, financial income 

taxes and financial transaction taxes. Given the need for additional revenue to combat the COVID-19 

crisis and to fund progress on public services under the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

taxes on property and wealth could raise trillions of dollars extra. 

Labour pillar 

The CRI labour pillar measures respect for trade unions, legal protection for women workers and 

minimum wages. It measures levels of unemployment, vulnerable and informal employment. Finally, in 

2020 we have introduced a new impact indicator that looks at the impact of labour market inequalities.  

Overall labour pillar results 

The top 10 countries in the labour pillar are all high-income European countries, which reflects a long 

history of prioritizing labour rights and women’s rights. Among the highest-scoring low- and lower-middle-

income countries is Bolivia, which until 2019 was known for its progressive labour policies and a vibrant 

workers’ movement, though this represented only salaried workers, about one-third of the working 

population. At the other end of the scale, eight of the 10 lowest scorers are low- or lower-middle-income 

countries in Africa, which mostly reflects very low scores on women’s labour rights. India, which has 

weak labour rights and a high incidence of vulnerable employment, is eighth from the bottom. 

Labour rights 

In 2017 (the last year for which labour rights were assessed) there was a slight deterioration in the 

average respect for labour rights worldwide. Most of the top scorers were OECD countries, led by 

Finland, but Dominica and Palau also featured, as they respected virtually all International Labour 

Organization (ILO) conventions. Six countries (Belarus, China, Egypt Lao PDR, Uzbekistan and 

Vietnam) remain at the bottom of the index because they do not allow independent unions. On the 

other hand, Vietnam’s very low score is mitigated by its recent agreement to ratify the ILO Convention 

on Freedom of Association by 2023, which would allow independent unions from 2021 as part of the 

recently negotiated EU–Vietnam Free Trade Agreement.33 Furthermore, Egypt passed a law in 2017 

allowing the establishment of independent trade unions; nevertheless, significant administrative 

hurdles and restrictions are embedded in the legislation. 
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Bolivia and the Gambia were the countries which most improved respect for labour rights in 2017, 

together with Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini (formerly Swaziland). However, labour rights 

improvements benefit only salaried workers. On the other hand, the Maldives and Brazil slipped 

backwards dramatically, due to their governments’ anti-union attitudes. 

Women’s rights in the workplace 

Although the overall CRI score for respect for women’s rights has improved slightly, this masks 

changes within the specific rights measured. Some countries, including most recently South Sudan, 

have improved their laws on equal pay and against gender discrimination in the workplace. However, 

10 countries still have no legislation on either issue.  

Nearly half of the countries in the CRI Index do not have adequate rape legislation, and one in five 

does not have any laws criminalizing sexual harassment. There has been a lot of progress on sexual 

harassment laws since 2017, with 15 new national laws, but only four improvements on rape laws – 

and most of the ‘best’ anti-rape laws still require the victim to prove violence rather than defining rape 

as lack of consent (which the CRI Index will define as the standard in the future). 

On a brighter note, many countries have improved on parental leave. Countries like South Sudan, 

Ethiopia, Zambia, Fiji and Paraguay have all increased maternity leave; Nepal, Ethiopia, Jordan and 

Lebanon have increased paternity leave; and New Zealand has added 40 days to parental leave since 

2018. Yet disappointingly five countries (Lesotho, Papua New Guinea, Suriname, Tonga and the 

United States) continue to deny parents paid leave.  

Minimum wage 

Most of the best performers on minimum wages are low-income countries, setting more generous 

policies on paper. The biggest real increases in 2019 were by the Solomon Islands and Kazakhstan, 

while five EU governments also increased real minimum wages, moving towards a target of 60% of 

average wages. Overall, 96 countries increased their minimum wage, but many rates did not rise as 

fast as GDP, producing a slight overall average fall in scores. 

Two modifications to minimum wage calculations have been introduced to the index this year. Some 

countries, such as the UK, the Netherlands, Belgium and Greece, have a lower minimum wage for 

young people, so we have penalized them for this by between 2% and 10%, in line with ILO policy. In 

addition, we have been tougher on 12 countries which exclude some workers (in certain sectors, 

migrants, etc.), giving them all a zero score. Half of these countries are in the Middle East and North 

Africa, but since the 2018 CRI Index Djibouti has extended minimum wages to the private sector, and 

Egypt, Ethiopia and the Maldives intend to follow suit. 

Most minimum wages fall well short of wages that would allow workers to cover essential needs, 

known as ‘living wages’. Many initiatives have been launched around the world to bring minimum 

wages closer to living wages, but in most countries, progress has been slow: for example, Rwanda’s 

minimum wage is only 2% of a living wage and has not been changed since 1974. 

Vulnerable employment and unemployment 

Many low-income countries perform well on the 2020 CRI Index labour pillar, especially on minimum 

wages. But it is vital to remember that the progressive labour policies of countries like Mozambique 

and Niger apply to only a small fraction of the population, because 80–95% of the workforce are in 

vulnerable employment and do not have these rights. Women, in particular, are far more likely to be in 

vulnerable employment. This shows a key need for stronger policies to encourage formal employment, 

reduce unemployment and extend some rights to vulnerable employees. In the 2020 CRI Index, we 

have also widened the definition of ‘vulnerable’ employees to cover workers who are legally deprived 
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of rights by the formal dual labour system known as ‘Kafala’ in Bahrain and Oman. As a result, these 

countries rank 131st and 138th respectively in the labour pillar. While countries of the Middle East and 

North Africa (MENA) still adopt the Kafala system, Qatar has introduced a milestone labour reform in 

2020 to allow migrant workers to change jobs without the employers’ permission. This unprecedented 

move presents an effective end of the Kafala system as long as the law is implemented.34 It is hoped 

that other countries in the Middle East and North Africa will make similar progress to effectively abolish 

this system of modern-day slavery. 

Impact: wage inequality 

Labour policies and coverage are not enough to assess countries’ progress when it comes to inequality. 

Policies must have an impact on closing the wage gap between rich and poor. In this regard, wage 

inequality seems to be lowest in OECD countries such as Belgium, Denmark, Norway and others that 

have a low Gini coefficient for wages, ranging from 0.27 to 0.36. On the other hand, the countries faring 

worst are mostly in sub-Saharan Africa, with Niger, Liberia and Uganda exhibiting extreme wage 

inequality. This reflects two main factors: the poor enforcement of policies on women’s rights and 

minimum wages and the high levels of vulnerable and informal employment in these countries. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The coronavirus crisis has exposed the scale of inequality across the world and is likely to leave most 

countries even more unequal. The need for all governments to rapidly commit to reducing inequality 

has never been more urgent.  

1. Urgent government action to radically reduce inequality 

In response to the coronavirus pandemic, governments must dramatically improve their efforts on 

progressive spending, taxation and workers’ pay and protection as part of National Inequality 

Reduction Plans under SDG 10.  

These plans should include increases in taxation of the richest corporations and individuals, and an 

end to tax dodging and the harmful ‘race to the bottom’ on taxation. Spending on public services and 

social protection needs to be increased and its impact on coverage and inequality improved. The 

coronavirus pandemic has shown the particular urgency of reaching the SDG targets for universal 

healthcare and social protection. There also needs to be systematic tracking of public expenditures, 

involving citizens in budget oversight. Workers need to receive living wages and have their labour 

rights better protected. Women and girls especially need their rights to equal pay, non-discrimination, 

and protection against sexual harassment and rape to be enforced including for vulnerable workers, 

more generous parental leave, and a massive investment in paid care to reduce the burden of unpaid 

care on women.  

2. Inequality policy impact and analysis  

Governments, international institutions and other stakeholders should work together to radically and 

rapidly improve data on inequality and related policies, and to accurately and regularly monitor 

progress in reducing inequality. Governments and international institutions should then analyse the 

distributional impact of any proposed policies and base their choice of policy direction on the impact of 

those policies on reducing inequality. The top priorities emerging from this year’s CRI are to improve 

the data and analysis on: the impact of spending on education, health and social protection service 

coverage and on inequality; the prevalence of wealth taxes, amount of taxes that could be collected, 

the impact of taxes on inequality, and practices which harm tax collection from individuals; and the 

coverage and enforcement of labour rights, gender equality and minimum wages in all countries. 
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3. Coming together to fight inequality 

Governments and international institutions which are serious about the deeply harmful impacts of 

inequality and the need to rapidly reduce it should come together to make the case for urgent action, 

especially in light of the dramatic increases in inequality that are likely to occur as a result of the 

coronavirus pandemic. The most urgent policy measures include a global commitment and funding to 

ensure that COVID-19 vaccines will be free to all countries; and a much more dramatic expansion in 

social protection to protect workers in lower-income countries. However, for longer term recovery from 

the coronavirus pandemic, there is a strong possibility that the world will revert to austerity and 

spending cuts to bring down debt burdens, as it did after the global financial crisis. To prevent this, the 

international community must enhance its solidarity by approving a large new issue of IMF Special 

Drawing Rights, extending the current debt standstill through 2022 and providing comprehensive debt 

cancellation to stop debt service diverting funds from public services; and introducing solidarity taxes 

on wealth and income from which part of the proceeds go to lower-income countries.   
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1 THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON 
COMMITMENT TO FIGHT 
INEQUALITY 

THE INEQUALITY VIRUS 

Coronavirus has swept across a world that was already profoundly unequal. In country after country it 

has magnified and worsened these inequalities. While anyone can catch the virus, the equality ends 

there. Those living in poverty are least able to isolate, to protect themselves. They are more likely to 

have pre-existing poor health, making them more likely to die. Economically, it is ordinary people who 

are losing their jobs in their tens of millions, facing huge levels of hunger and hardship. Meanwhile, 

those at the top have the savings to protect themselves and are more likely to have secure jobs. 

Women, who are more likely to work in the informal sector, and who make up the majority of health 

workers, are particularly badly affected. In many countries, Black people and those from ethnic 

minorities are far more likely to die from COVID-19 than white people.  

Box 1: Race and inequality 

The CRI Index primarily measures progress on tackling economic inequality, i.e. the gap between 

rich and poor. However, there is a very strong and two-way relationship between economic 

inequality and racial inequality.  

For example, economic inequality in the United States is rooted in slavery. For 246 years, slave 

labour built the foundation of the country’s great wealth. It is estimated that US slave owners 

extracted nearly $14 trillion of labour from enslaved persons in today’s dollars.35 For most of the 

period since the end of slavery in 1865, ‘Jim Crow’ systems of segregation concentrated black 

workers into lower-wage jobs, deprived them of loans and mortgages and provided them with vastly 

inferior education and healthcare. The so-called ‘war on drugs’ has fed the private prison industry 

with a disproportionate Black population,36 robbing countless men and women of years of income, 

voting rights and, on their release, job and housing opportunities. This legacy of systemic racism 

and white supremacy persists. In 2015 the median wealth of white households was $139,300 

compared with $12,780 for Black households.37  

South Africa is one of the most economically unequal countries in the world, and this is closely 

linked to racial inequality. Over 25 years after the end of the racist system of apartheid, a Black 

person still earns five times less than a white person.38 During colonization, huge tracts of land 

were taken by white people from Black people and huge inequality in land ownership persists 

today, with the 9% of white citizens owning 72% of the land.39 In terms of social indicators, before 

the coronavirus pandemic, only one in 10 Black households had health insurance compared with 

seven in 10 white households, and unemployment was six times higher for Black women than for 

white men. 

In other countries, indigenous ethnic populations in Australasia and Latin America, and lower-

caste citizens in India, have long suffered from the same types of institutionalized racism, as have 

ethnic minorities in almost all wealthy countries.  

As a result of these inequalities, COVID-19 has hit those who were already subject to racial 

discrimination much harder. In the USA, for example, reflecting their lack of insurance, inability to 

work from home, lower incomes and more crowded housing, Black and Latinx people have been 

three times as likely to get infected as white people; four times as likely to be hospitalized and 
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twice as likely to die.40  

Government responses to the coronavirus pandemic 

Given that the data in the 2020 CRI Index predates the pandemic, in this section we review 

government policy responses to COVID-19 for their likely impact on inequality, to bring the analysis up 

to date. Governments have responded to the coronavirus and its impacts in very different ways.  

Health and social protection 

Oxfam estimates that at least 160 countries have increased health spending in response to the virus, 

based on IMF data.41 A significant number of countries are increasing the number of health workers 

they have, as well as providing them with increased salaries. Some 70% of the world’s health workers 

are women, on the frontline in tackling the virus. In Lithuania, health worker salaries have been 

increased by 15%, while Greece has increased its number of intensive care beds by more than 70%, 

has recruited more than 3,337 health workers and plans to add more.42 Unfortunately, very few 

countries appear to have taken steps to cut the user fees and out-of-pocket expenses that prevent the 

poorest people accessing healthcare. Some countries (e.g. Georgia) have removed fees for 

coronavirus-related expenses, but not for other medical needs.  

There has also been a significant expansion in social protection globally in response to the crisis. 

Between 1 February and 15 July 2020, 203 countries and territories announced at least 1,218 social 

protection measures.43 Many high-income countries with their more comprehensive welfare provision 

and automatic systems are more able to help anyone who faces destitution.44 However, some low- and 

lower-middle-income countries have also seen huge increases in the number of people receiving 

financial help: for example, Bolivia has scaled up cash transfers by 322% to cover 97% of the 

population.45 However, years of reforms supported by the international financial institutions (IFIs) have 

led many countries to focus on smaller-scale social protection schemes, supposedly designed to target 

those living in extreme poverty. This left 105 countries with no social protection against unemployment, 

and only 22% of the global workforce covered.46 Such countries are very poorly equipped to scale up 

in the face of the crisis. Many countries have made what look like large increases to their social 

protection schemes, but are starting from a very low base: Nigeria has scaled up cash transfers by 

1,054%, but is reaching only 4.8% of its population.47 Overall, social protection spending continues to 

be extremely low in the poorest countries – barely reaching $1 per capita.48  

Taxation 

Most countries have attempted to cut taxes to help relieve the pressure on people and businesses. 

There have been cuts in value added tax (VAT)49 which, given this is a regressive tax, are a good 

thing. Many other countries have sought to defer or postpone tax payments for small businesses to 

help them stay afloat. More positively, a group of high-income countries have made bailouts of 

corporations conditional on them no longer using tax havens.50 

Very few countries have as yet sought to increase taxes on the richest individuals or on companies 

profiteering from the crisis to help pay for the recovery, which is disappointing. However, in this respect 

publics are way ahead of governments, with polling showing large majorities in many countries calling 

for much greater taxation of the richest in response to the crisis.51  

On the other hand, a few countries, notably Kenya and Indonesia, have lowered their corporate 

income tax (CIT) rates, and Kenya also chose to lower its top rate of personal income tax.52 These 

measures are likely to exacerbate inequality, both directly and by reducing resources for spending. 
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Labour rights 

The coronavirus pandemic has laid bare the brutal lack of basic labour rights for the majority of 

workers, with tens of millions being laid off with no compensation. Women are hit hardest as they are 

more likely to work in the informal sector. It seems that high-income countries with existing stronger 

labour protection have generally been able to weather the storm better: so far they have proven much 

better able to protect workers and to transition them back from zero or lower hours to full-time where 

they already had short-time working arrangements in place; and New Zealand has provided $5.1bn in 

wage subsidies to all workers.53 But some low- and upper-middle-income countries have also taken 

major steps: countries like Togo54 and Namibia55 have introduced payments to support workers in the 

informal sector who have lost their jobs. Botswana has implemented a wage subsidy amounting to 

50% of salaries of affected businesses ($86–$216 per month for a period of three months).  

On the other hand, the ILO has underlined the massive loss of income for formal sector workers from a 

reduction in working hours equivalent to 555 million jobs during the first half of 2020; as well as the 

sharp rise in formal unemployment in many countries.56 The International Trade Union Confederation 

(ITUC) has also noted that unions are reporting an increase in the suppression of workers’ and human 

rights by more than half of the governments in the countries they have surveyed, using the coronavirus 

pandemic as an excuse.57  

Overall assessment 

Because the pandemic is still peaking in many countries, it is too early to draw firm conclusions on the 

relationship between country responses and their performance in the CRI Index. However, it is clear 

that most of the OECD countries at the top of the index have responded more comprehensively to the 

pandemic, with larger increases in health and social protection spending, and greater protection for 

workers and jobs than low-income countries. Within this group, some governments which have been 

rising up the CRI Index in recent years stand out. South Korea has instituted universal emergency 

relief payments to 22 million households,58 and Spain has introduced a permanent basic income for 

2.3 million people.59 Many countries have shown that their short-time working support systems have 

been much better able to protect workers and reduce layoffs. 

Some low- and lower-middle-income countries have also continued to reinforce anti-inequality policies, 

improving already strong CRI Index performances. Lawmakers in Ecuador had proposed increased 

taxes on the richest corporations and individuals to pay for the crisis, although the bill was defeated in 

parliament; other countries have dramatically enhanced anti-inequality policies even though their prior 

record in the CRI Index was poor. Countries, such as Myanmar, which had a low ranking in the 2018 

CRI Index, have found new impetus in response to the crisis, in this case increasing the population 

covered by social protection by 21 million people, an increase of 8,684%.60  

However, some governments have taken measures which will worsen inequality: notably Kenya and 

Indonesia, through their reductions in tax on the wealthy.61 And far more of the world’s lower-income 

countries have been unable to take significant measures (beyond immediate health spending and cash 

transfers) due to shortage of budget funds, which means that they are doing nothing to counteract the 

inequality-increasing impact of the coronavirus pandemic. 
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Figure 2: Comparing coronavirus responses with countries’ CRI performances62 

 

There is no doubt that the virus has shown publics around the world that their governments need to do 

– and in some cases have the will to do – far more to protect them. Many of these responses are 

temporary, but they give an indication of what is possible. History shows that many reforms, including 

the first ever income tax, which was created in the UK as a temporary measure to fund the Napoleonic 

wars, become permanent.63 

The role of the IMF and the World Bank in the coronavirus response 

In response to the economic impact of coronavirus, the IMF has made available US$1 trillion in 

emergency funding and has cancelled some payments on debt service owed to it; so far it has 

disbursed US$88bn to 80 countries and has saved 28 countries $251m in debt service. 

The IMF has also been at the forefront of speeches and analysis emphasizing how the pandemic is 

worsening inequality, especially for vulnerable workers and women, and suggesting policy responses 

such as expanded unemployment and health benefits, sick leave, cash transfers and public works 

programmes; potentially funded by increasing income and wealth taxes.64 

However, its emergency programmes have focused on closing the huge budget and balance of 

payments financing gaps produced by coronavirus-related revenue collapses, and on allowing more 

space for health and limited social protection spending to confront the crisis. There has been virtually 

no mention in national programmes of the impact of emergency policy measures on inequality.65  

In addition, the IMF’s global, regional and national reports are already warning of the need for ‘fiscal 

consolidation’ i.e. austerity, to reduce debt burdens once the pandemic has been contained. Virtually 

all of the national emergency loan documents emphasize the need for governments to make anti-

coronavirus spending temporary and to take fiscal adjustment measures to reduce deficits after the 

pandemic. For example, in June 2020, the IMF agreed a 12-month, $5.2bn loan programme with 

Egypt, which detailed a FY2020/21 primary budget surplus target of 0.5% to allow for spending related 

to the coronavirus pandemic, but demanded that it be restored to the pre-crisis primary surplus of 2% 

in FY 2021/22.66 The IMF has also been linked to large cuts in health spending, which have left 

countries ill-prepared for the crisis.67  

It will be essential that IMF advice on recovery programmes makes fighting inequality central, through 

progressive taxation, social spending and enhanced labour rights; and that the institution adopts 

clearer policies supporting universal healthcare and social protection to accelerate progress on the 

SDGs and prevent future pandemics from exacerbating inequality once again. 
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The World Bank has pledged $160bn in emergency funding over the next 15 months, and has 

advocated debt relief by other creditors, but has so far refused to cancel any debt owed to it, despite 

low-income countries repaying $3.5bn to the World Bank in 2020.68 Its emergency funding has centred 

on health and social protection. The speed and scale of the World Bank’s COVID-19 health support to-

date has been important for countries in their initial emergency response to this crisis. However, 

Oxfam's analysis shows that only 8 of 71 World Bank COVID-19 health projects69 included any 

measures to reduce financial barriers to accessing health services, even though a number of these 

projects acknowledge high out-of-pocket health expenditure as a major issue. Such expenditures 

bankrupt millions of people each year and exclude them from treatment. It is these kinds of gaps in 

project design that can seriously limit the World Bank's potential impact on inequality. In terms of social 

protection, the Bank continues to encourage narrowly targeted rather than universal social protection 

programmes.  

To make its response to the pandemic consistent with its poverty reduction and ‘shared prosperity’ 

goals, the Bank’s support needs to focus on ensuring free, universal healthcare and social protection, 

and to provide debt relief to countries to support this extra spending., The Bank also needs to ensure 

its programming to support domestic resource mobilization is supporting tax progressivity, and it 

should also eliminate its ‘Doing Business’ tax criterion which encourages cuts in corporate tax rates. 

The way forward 

It is currently unclear how the ultimate response to the coronavirus pandemic will unfold. On the 

positive side, the leaders of almost all the major global organizations (ILO, IMF, ITUC, OECD, United 

Nations, WHO) are suggesting that the pandemic’s disproportionate impact on the poor shows the 

need to accelerate measures to fight inequality, both globally and nationally. They have been making 

global proposals which include free access for all to COVID-19 vaccines, and a Global Social 

Protection fund to provide a permanent social protection floor in all countries, both of which are sorely 

needed. The UN and WHO have particularly emphasized the need to accelerate progress on the 

health and social protection Sustainable Development Goals, partly in order to offset the increases in 

inequality and poverty due to the pandemic, but also to ensure that there is greater social ‘resilience’ in 

countries for any future similar events.   

However, all of these institutions have also emphasized that funding sources for any permanent 

reinforcement of anti-inequality policies are falling woefully short. This is particularly true for most low- 

and lower-middle-income countries, which have not been able to borrow more money at a reasonable 

cost on international financial markets, especially given that their debt burdens have increased 

dramatically as a result of falls in budget revenue and GDP from the pandemic. In addition, there is so 

far no major overall increase in the flow of OECD government aid funds to lower-income countries: 

some countries are announcing increases, some stabilizing and some cutting in line with their falls in 

GDP due to the pandemic.70 These factors explain why, even with the extra support provided by the 

IFIs, the scale of average packages to fight COVID-19 in lower-income countries is low (1.4%) 

compared with emerging economies (3.4%) and high-income economies (7.9%).71 There is a major 

risk that once the pandemic subsides, if extra financing is not available, the emphasis will be on fiscal 

consolidation with a return to pre-pandemic levels of public services spending in order to help reduce 

country debt burdens.  

Where can this extra money be found? There is of course scope for many more countries to introduce 

solidarity income and wealth taxes to ensure that the wealthiest pay their fair share.72 There is also 

need for a dramatic strengthening and acceleration of global and national action to combat tax 

dodging, notably by introducing progressive digital services taxes and requiring all companies 

receiving coronavirus assistance to publish country-by-country accounts and avoid the use of tax 

havens.73  
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However, it will be impossible for low-income countries to recover sustainably – let alone adopt more 

ambitious policies on resilience through health and social protection – unless we maximize 

international solidarity. Three sets of measures will be vital to this effort:  

1. Issuing Special Drawing Rights (SDRs). The IMF has the ability (subject to approval by its 

member states) to issue global currency known as SDRs to its members, which can be fed 

through into their balance of payments and budgets and used to provide more fiscal space for 

spending on public services and to increase resilience. During the global financial crisis in 

2009, the IMF issued SDRs to help countries combat the global recession. Many have called 

for a much larger issuance of SDRs – up to $3 trillion – during 2020, and the principle of 

issuing SDRs generated a consensus among all but two of the IMF members at the 2020 

Spring Meetings in April. Since then the scale of the economic crisis has become even worse, 

strengthening the case.74  

2. Providing debt relief. Even before the coronavirus pandemic hit, 64 lower-income countries 

were paying more in external debt service than they were spending on health, with low-income 

countries and small islands particularly hard hit. High debt burdens were also reducing their 

space to spend on education and social protection. Debts have become even more 

burdensome as a result of the crisis, due to collapses in country revenues. So far, the global 

response has been limited to cancellation of debt service to the IMF for 25 countries during 

2020, and a standstill on payments to G20 governments during the same period (with extra 

interest adding to the debt in the meantime). It is now clear that the economic impact of the 

pandemic will be felt well into 2021 and 2022 in most low- and lower-middle-income countries, 

and that as a first step the debt standstill should be extended to the end of 2022 and should 

include multilateral and commercial creditors. However, this will not stop debt levels crowding 

out social spending and undermining progress to the SDGs over the longer term. Many 

countries will need comprehensive debt cancellation and reduction to ensure that they do not 

have unsustainable levels of debt stopping them from investing in greater resilience through 

universal health and social protection.75  

3. International solidarity taxes. As G20 countries design their own tax responses to fund 

recovery from the pandemic, they must bear in mind that low-and lower-middle-income 

countries need additional funds far more urgently: the pandemic has shown that extra 

borrowing by most G20 countries has not pushed up borrowing costs, and therefore they can 

bring down their own debt burdens much more slowly than those of lower-income countries. 

As a result, they should allocate 50% of any revenue raised from digital, financial transaction 

and other solidarity taxes in their own countries to increasing aid flows.   
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2 THE 2020 INDEX RESULTS: 
FIGHTING INEQUALITY THROUGH 
PUBLIC SERVICES  

WHAT IS THE PUBLIC SERVICES PILLAR MEASURING? 

The public services pillar focuses on three social spending areas which have a large impact on 

inequality: education, health and social protection. In each of these the following three areas are 

covered:  

1. Spending commitment indicator: this measures governments’ commitment to spending. It is 

underpinned by evidence76 that spending on public services fights inequality.77  

2. Coverage indicators: these measure the coverage of public services, with a focus on equity. They 

are new for the CRI Index in 2020 and measure how well commitments are leading to service 

coverage, especially for the poorest people.  

3. Impact indicator: this measures the impact on inequality through investment in public services. 

Using incidence studies,78 this indicator looks at the extent to which public investment in services 

reduces economic inequality in each country. 

Table 5: The CRI Index 2020 public services pillar: overall results  

 

The top 10 countries in this pillar all use their public services to fight inequality. Near the top of the 

rankings are a cluster of OECD countries in which publicly funded social investments have historically 

played a critical role in reducing inequality.  

Slightly further down the rankings are some countries which achieve a lot with less income. Ukraine, for 

instance, comes top of the lower-middle-income group at number 24 overall. It invests in public services 

in a way that has been shown to have a major impact on inequality, with incomes for the poorest people 

nearly doubling as a result of public service transfers;79 this is credited with helping to give the country 

one of the lowest rates of inequality in the world.80 Nevertheless, recent cuts in health spending and an 

increase in out-of-pocket expenditures are worrying and show that Ukraine could still do more.81 
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The bottom 10 countries show, conversely, that low and unequal levels of spending lead to weak 

coverage and minimal impact on inequality. South Sudan, at the very bottom of the rankings, spends 

just 12% of its budget on health, education and social protection combined; instead it spends huge 

sums on debt servicing (47%) and the military (18%).82 This is exacerbating a growing inequality 

problem in the country.83  

Some low-income countries such as Sierra Leone and Ethiopia are making good progress on public 

services, and their low scores in this pillar are largely a reflection of their very weak scores on the 

coverage sub-indicator. For some of these countries, we expect to see progress in the coming years in 

the CRI Index; for instance, the government of Sierra Leone has committed to a major expansion of 

free education, from pre-primary through to secondary, for all,84 and has made pledges on maternal 

health,85 which will improve its ranking in coming years.86  

Government spending on education, health and social protection 

The public spending indicators analyse the percentage of their budgets that governments spend on the 

three sectors – an expression of policy commitments to these services. The average budget as a 

percentage of governments’ expenditure on the three areas has increased marginally by 0.2% to 

14.8% since the 2018 CRI Index. In the same period, 79 countries cut their budgets and 72 increased 

them, while three countries spent the same. 

Table 6: Top and bottom spending countries on public services  

 

Low- and lower-income countries spend more on education but less on health and social protection 

than high-income countries. 
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Figure 3: Public services spending, by income group87 

 

Indicator PS1a: Education spending  

Overall, spending on education has remained stagnant at around 14.8% of government budgets since 

the 2018 CRI Index. While 73 countries cut their spending on education, 71 increased spending, and 

10 remained at the same level. Ethiopia comes second from the top for the highest spending on 

education; this is helping it to register the fastest progress on the education SDG targets in sub-

Saharan Africa.88 As with previous CRI Index reports, Nigeria is at the bottom of the rankings; it is 

home to the highest number of out-of-school children in the world,89 yet it still spends the least on 

education.  

A number of countries have also raised their spending on education – with significant increases 

registered by the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Congo, Panama, Barbados and the Gambia. 

DRC stands out: it has made huge progress since the 2018 CRI Index and has more than tripled the 

budget share since 2011,90 as part of a commitment to increase the education budget to 20%.91 This 

investment is vital in a country where half of all girls are out of primary or secondary school.92 The new 

government which came to power in 2019 has pledged to go further,93 making primary schools free; 

DRC is one of the last countries in the world to do so. As a result, an estimated additional 2.5 million 

children have been able to go to school.94  

At the other end of the scale, both Niger and Haiti have seen significant cuts to their education budgets 

and have fallen dramatically down the rankings;95 crucially, this has seen them backtracking on 

previous progress in expanding education budgets, despite the cuts having appalling outcomes for the 

poorest students. 96 For instance, a child from poor family in Haiti has a 1% chance of completing 

secondary schooling; in this context, cuts to education spending are unacceptable.97 

Table 7: Biggest education budget raisers and cutters as a percentage of total government 

budget 
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Indicator PS1b: Health spending  

Overall, spending on health has seen very small rises, going from 10.6% of budgets in the 2018 CRI 

Index to 10.9% in the 2020 index. Sixty countries cut their spending on health, while 91 increased it; 

three did not change the proportion of their budgets going to health.  

Egypt has dropped down the rankings on health spending. This is a move in decidedly the wrong 

direction, given that fewer than half of all Egyptians are covered by health insurance, which drives very 

high household spending (Egypt has the third-highest catastrophic out-of-pocket98 spending in the 

index), and there are very unequal health outcomes.99 

Towards the bottom of the overall health spending ranking is India, which has also made cuts to its 

health budget (albeit small) and has fallen to third-last position of this ranking. This is particularly 

damaging when just half of India’s population has access to even the most essential services, and 

more than 70% of health spending is being met from household budgets.100 This has left the country 

woefully ill-prepared to deal with the coronavirus pandemic.  

At the other end of the scale, there are some notable movements upwards in the health spending 

ranks – even if some of these are starting from a low base. Kenya has made universal health coverage 

(UHC) a high priority for government policy, with this becoming one of its ‘Big Four’ spending 

priorities.101 Following reforms of its healthcare system, Vietnam has been increasing its spending 

considerably over the last few years, although again this comes from a low base, and some very large 

health inequalities remain.102 Vietnam’s response to the coronavirus pandemic has been one of the 

best in the world.103  

Table 8: Biggest health budget raisers and cutters as a percentage of total government budget 

 

Note: The fact that Zimbabwe has increased health-related spending by 6.62% has not translated tangibly to better health 

services or access. Over the past year, public health services have further deteriorated, while doctors and nurses have been on 

strike to protest against extremely low wages. 

Indicator PS1c: Social protection spending  

Spending on social protection appears also to have seen some marginal gains, from an average of 

18.5% in the 2018 CRI Index to 18.7% in 2020. Many countries (68) have cut their spending on social 

protection, while 56 have increased it, and 30 countries have neither increased nor cut their budgets. 

At the top of the ranking, OECD countries dominate. Argentina comes at the very top and, moreover, 

has seen some of the biggest spending increases; this should add to a picture of high social protection 

spending that has been shown to significantly help in the fight against inequality.104 The increase has 

held in spite of an attempt by President Macri to pass an austerity budget that would have seen cuts to 

social protection; this was halted after it met resistance from citizens.105 
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Box 2: Measuring the gendered impact of public services – what the CRI Index cannot 

show 

When women are expected to care for sick and elderly family members at home, access to health 

services can reduce the burden. Social protection can target women to help empower them 

economically. But often the women who have the least, such as those living in poverty in rural 

areas or marginal urban areas, get the least help or bear the largest burden when public services 

are not available. Women are also more likely to increase the amount of unpaid care work that 

they do when measures to cut public spending are introduced. The coronavirus pandemic has led 

to a sharp increase in unpaid care work.  

Public services need to be more gender-responsive to meet the needs of women more 

effectively. Given the huge gender disparities, more and better targeted spending addressing 

gender inequality should be a touchstone for how governments make decisions on budgets. 

Gender-responsive budgeting can help to analyse the current impact of budgets and to target 

more spending directly to women, such as on maternal healthcare.  

SDG indicator 5.c.1 aims to measure the number of countries which have systems to track 

whether their budgets are gender-responsive. Monitoring by UN Women and the Global 

Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation has begun, but the last survey in 2018 

received only 70 country responses.106 The results of this latest survey were disappointing too, 

with only 13 countries107 having comprehensive tracking systems, meaning that inclusion of these 

data in the CRI Index is so far not possible.108 

Coverage of public services to reduce inequality 

It is not enough to spend more on public services; how public services and social protection schemes 

are designed, financed or delivered also has a massive impact on reducing inequality. The coverage 

indicators in the 2020 CRI Index aim – within the current data limitations109 – to look at how 

governments’ spending commitments are redressing known sources of inequality in service coverage.  

Figure 4: Public services coverage by income group 
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Indicator PS2a: Education completion for the poorest quintile110 

This indicator focuses on completion of secondary education for the poorest quintile. The index shows 

wide variation between countries, with some of the smallest gaps in coverage in countries known for 

equitable education, such as Finland (see Figure 5). Nigeria has the biggest gap: 90% of the richest 

young people complete secondary school, compared with only 15% of those from the poorest 

households.111 

Many of the world’s lowest-income countries come at the bottom of the ranking for this indicator; many 

have lower than a 1% completion rate for their poorest children: for example, Mozambique, Chad, 

Niger and Madagascar. Although many have made recent commitments to scaling up secondary 

education and have backed this with significant spending pledges, this is yet to show up in terms of 

young people making it all the way through schooling, e.g. Ethiopia.112  

Figure 5: Completion of upper secondary schooling – comparing gaps between the richest 

and poorest quintiles  

 

Source: data from UNESCO database.113 

Indicator PS2b: Universal healthcare  

This indicator includes two components; both are used to measure progress on SDG 3.8. The first 

component measures the ratio of the population who have access to essential health services;114 the 

second measures financial protection from catastrophic out-of-pocket health spending (defined as the 

percentage of the population spending more than 10% of household income on healthcare).115 Many of 

the top performers on this indicator are high-income countries which scaled up universal health 

coverage (UHC) decades ago, offering healthcare free at the point of delivery. But some also show 

what is possible in a short period of time, with the right investment; for example, Costa Rica, a top 

health spender in the index, scaled up access to near universal primary healthcare from a low of just 

25% in just a decade,116 which helped reduce inequality.117  

Towards the bottom of the ranking are Nigeria, India and Pakistan, which are spending too little to 

meet the needs of a majority of their populations; they are essentially abandoning their people to the 

vagaries of a hugely unequal system, characterized by crumbling and under-resourced public health 

services, or a highly commercialized and unregulated private healthcare sector (as can be seen in 

Table 9).  
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Table 9: Comparing coverage with spending – some of the lowest performers on both are 

lower-middle-income countries with huge health inequalities 

Country  % of population with 

access to essential 

basic health services 

(UHC) 

% of population who 

experience catastrophic out-

of-pocket spending (at 10% 

of household budgets) 

CRI Index 

health 

spending rank  

Nigeria 42% 10% (22.1 million) 2nd from bottom  

India 55% 17% (238.2 million) 4th from bottom 

Pakistan 45% 5% (9.8 million) 6th from bottom 

Indicator PS2c: Pension coverage as a measure of social protection coverage  

This indicator uses pension coverage as a proxy for overall social protection coverage (due to a lack of 

data across all programmes118). It measures the percentage of the population of pensionable age who 

are receiving a pension. In total, 40 countries have achieved 100% coverage on this indicator, 

reflecting the fact that 68% of older people are now covered around the world.119 All but 10120 are high-

income countries, which tend to spend the largest proportion of their budgets on social protection and 

have ageing populations.  

Only three lower-middle-income countries – Bolivia, the Kyrgyz Republic and Mongolia – have 

universal old-age pensions, all which have been shown to have an impact on inequality.121 In Bolivia, 

as far back as 2009, the Renta Dignidad (Dignity Pension) was scaled up to universal coverage 

through taxes on oil and gas, and this led to a major reduction in poverty122 and inequality.123 This 

shows the potential for other lower-income countries to follow suit.  

Sadly, however, in most countries pensions are doing too little to protect those who most need it. In 

more than 50 countries, on this indicator fewer than half of those of pensionable age are covered; the 

bottom 35 countries cover less than 10% of their elderly populations. 

We also know that social protection models must expand far beyond pensions – which alone are an 

inadequate way of covering the population and fighting inequality,124 and it is vital that all governments 

universalize social protection (see Box 3, which explains universal social protection coverage). 

Box 3: Universal social protection must be a priority in fighting inequality 

Social protection is a human right, and is defined as the set of policies and programmes designed 

to reduce and prevent poverty and vulnerability throughout the lifecycle. Social protection 

includes cash and in-kind benefits provided for children, mothers and families; support for those 

who are sick and without jobs; and pensions for older and disabled persons. These benefit 

schemes are not only for the poor, as anyone may fall sick, lose a job or have a child – and 

everyone inevitably gets old.  

Universal social protection systems with adequate benefits reduce not only poverty but also 

inequality. Public social protection systems are redistributive, transferring funds from employers 

and higher-income earners to those with lower incomes due to lack of jobs, sickness, disability, 

maternity or old age. They can also powerfully reduce gender inequalities. Countries that spend 

more on social protection have lower levels of inequality. In Georgia, cash transfers have reduced 

the Gini coefficient from 0.41 to 0.36, with 75% of the reduction attributed the country’s universal 

pension scheme. It is important to note that private insurance, such as private pensions, 

perpetuate inequality.  

Source: ILO World Social Protection Reports 2014-15 and 2017-19, author Isabel Ortiz. 
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Impact: how hard are public services working to fight inequality? 

The impact of spending on inequality indicator uses incidence studies from a number of countries125 

which show how well spending benefits the poorest or the richest groups in society. The importance of 

spending (along with tax) in fighting inequality has been recognized in 2020, with a new SDG 

inequality indicator goal adopted which looks at the redistributive impact of fiscal policies, with its 

spending analysis matching the indicator used here.126 

Evidence shows that public spending on social services is almost always progressive because it helps 

reduce existing levels of inequality;127 however, its impact varies hugely across countries and within 

different services. Poland, top of the ranking on this indicator, demonstrates the power of spending to 

fight inequality: its spending ‘substantially reduces inequality’.128 Some of the countries ranked at the 

bottom of this indicator, such as Turkey,129 have been pulled down from previous years, due to cuts in 

spending.130 

This is because the extent of redistribution depends both on the amount of spending and on its 

progressivity: those countries which spend too little, or do not spend progressively, do not have as 

large an impact. For instance, in Latin America, Uruguay achieves more redistribution from 

spending less than many other countries in the region by spending progressively, which pulls it up the 

ranking on this indicator; Guatemala, however, has both very low spending and low progressivity, 

leading to a close-to-neutral impact on inequality, so it comes at the bottom of the ranking of Latin 

American countries. 131 
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3 FIGHTING INEQUALITY THROUGH 
TAX POLICY 

HOW THE CRI INDEX ASSESSES TAX POLICY 

The CRI Index 2020 has not significantly changed the indicators used to assess tax policy, compared 

with previous versions.132 The indicators are used look at policy, implementation and impact.  

1. Policy: Are the main taxes (personal income tax, corporate income tax and value added tax or 

general sales tax) progressive? Does their burden fall more on those who can afford to pay? This 

indicator also includes an assessment of whether a country uses harmful tax practices, behaving like a 

tax haven for corporations. 

2. Implementation: How successfully does the country collect its main different types of taxes?  

3. Impact: What is the impact of the tax collected on income inequality (measured by the Gini 

coefficient)? 

THE CRI INDEX 2020 TAX POLICY RESULTS 

Overall tax progressivity on paper 

Table 8 shows the best and the worst tax performers in the CRI Index 2020. As with the other pillars, 

no country does uniformly well on all tax indicators. South Africa comes at the top of the rankings in 

2020, reflecting a tax system which is relatively progressive on paper and good tax collection, which 

combine to give it a tax system with high impact for reducing inequality.133 However, South Africa is 

also at the top because others are doing badly, and the country needs to take many more steps to 

make its tax system fit to fight its extremely high levels of market inequality more effectively. It could do 

this by exempting more products consumed by those on low incomes from VAT; by making its 

personal income tax (PIT) more progressive and reducing tax exemptions for private education, health 

and pensions; by increasing the ‘productivity’ (i.e. collection) of its income taxes; by raising its capital 

gains tax (CGT) rates to match income taxes; and by introducing a wealth tax. Among the other top 

performers, Togo has the world’s second most progressive tax system on paper, including the most 

progressive PIT, but it does less well on tax collection, so only reduces inequality moderately.134  

At the bottom of the tax rankings is Bahrain, reflecting its lack of any progressive income taxes.135 Of 

the other countries in the bottom 10, Vanuatu also lacks any income taxes, and Oman lacks a PIT. 

North Macedonia, Moldova, Serbia and Vanuatu also perform badly on the impact of their tax systems 

for progressivity because they are all very dependent on regressive indirect tax revenues and because 

they have very low, flat or non-existent income taxes.  
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Table 10: The best and worst tax performers in the 2020 CRI Index 

 

Indicator T1a: Progressivity of personal income tax 

The 2020 CRI Index has adopted a new method of calculating PIT progressivity, based on the rates 

and thresholds used by each country compared with per capita GDP.136 According to this formula, 

most of the countries with the most progressive PIT systems on paper are low-income, and are led by 

Togo, the Central African Republic (CAR), Pakistan, Ecuador and Cambodia. At the other end of the 

scale, 14 countries continue to have regressive ‘flat tax’ systems, charging the same percentage to all 

taxpayers. In addition, in 2019 five countries still had no PIT (the Bahamas, Bahrain, the Maldives, 

Oman and Vanuatu). However, in 2020 the Maldives introduced a progressive income tax with a top 

rate of 15%, partly to increase revenue collection but also to make its tax system more progressive.137 

During 2018–19, the same number of countries (14) raised PIT top rates as cut them. Chad cut its 

rates the most, reducing the top rate to 30% from a very high 60%. Some countries made deliberate 

and dramatic decisions to switch away from flat tax systems to progressive ones (Latvia, Lithuania, 

North Macedonia), or to make their systems overall much more progressive (Seychelles, Jordan).138 

Others went in the other direction, introducing flat tax systems (Moldova, Uzbekistan). 

Overall, the average top PIT rate increased very slightly, from 30.22% to 30.34%. In more recent 

moves, Chile, Costa Rica and Malaysia have increased their top rates in 2020, while Armenia is 

moving to a flat tax and Zimbabwe will cut its top rate further, to 40%. 
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Table 11: Personal income tax – the top and bottom countries on progressivity 

 

Indicator T1a: Progressivity of corporate income tax 

Corporate income tax (CIT) is generally a progressive tax in that it is charged on profits which would 

otherwise be paid out as dividends or profits to relatively wealthy company owners. The countries with 

the highest CIT rates continue to be Guyana (40%) and Bangladesh, Chad, Guinea, Jordan, Malta and 

Zambia (all 35%). At the other end of the scale, three countries (the Bahamas, Bahrain and Vanuatu) 

continue to have no CIT.139  

The trend in average corporate tax rates has been slightly downwards since the 2018 CRI Index, 

falling from 24.1% to 23.9%. However, over half of this fall is due to a massive cut in CIT of 13% by the 

United States and, overall, almost the same number of governments have raised rates as have cut 

them. In positive steps, Trinidad and Tobago and Uzbekistan have increased their corporate tax rates 

to make them equal to PIT and to reduce tax avoidance, while Latvia, South Korea and Ecuador have 

made deliberate decisions to make tax systems more progressive. On the other hand, most of the 

cutters are wealthier countries, including Belgium and Luxembourg. 

Several governments are also planning further cuts for 2020/21 (Argentina,140 Belgium, Greece and 

Sweden). In all of these countries, tax cuts reflect the arrival in power of less progressive governments 

(in Sweden’s case they were necessary to ensure the support of centrist parties for a Social 

Democratic/Green government141). Indonesia, which was a star anti-inequality performer in the 2018 

CRI Index, has unfortunately decided to slash corporate tax rates from 25% to 17% by 2022, 

accelerating this move during the coronavirus crisis.142  
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Table 12: Corporate income tax – top increasing and biggest cutting countries 

 

Box 4: OECD countries’ longer-term cuts in tax progressivity 

Over the past 20 years, many OECD countries have been reducing the progressivity of their 

income taxes, in a cycle of downward competition. Figure 6 shows OECD corporate tax rates. 

Every country except Chile (which started at a very low level) has cut its rate since 2000, with the 

biggest falls in Germany, Greece, Canada, Belgium, the United States and Italy. Hungary, Ireland 

and Lithuania have the lowest CIT rates. Other countries including France have also introduced 

lower rates for smaller companies. Since 2010, this trend has reversed in some countries, with 

Iceland, South Korea, Latvia, Portugal, Slovakia and Turkey143 increasing rates. Belgium, Greece 

and Sweden have also announced plans for further cuts. 

Figure 6: Corporate income tax rates, OECD (%) 
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Figure 7 shows more mixed trends in top PIT rates in OECD countries. Between 2000 and 2010, 

27 countries cut their top rates, while only six increased them; but since the global financial crisis, 

22 countries have increased their top rates and only nine have cut them. As a result, the average 

top PIT rate had fallen by 4.7% by 2010, but has risen by 2.2% in the last decade. Since 2000, 

Hungary, Czechia, Slovakia, Chile, Norway, the Netherlands, Poland, Belgium and Germany 

have cut their top rates by more than 6%, while Portugal, Austria, Greece and Latvia have 

increased them by more than 6%.  

Figure 7: Top personal income tax rates, OECD (%) 

 

Indicator T1a: Progressivity of VAT 

VAT is usually a regressive tax, so higher rates exacerbate inequality. However, around 40 countries 

(of which three-quarters are lower-income countries) have taken measures to make VAT neutral or 

progressive, notably by exempting basic foodstuffs and small traders. These adjusted rates are the 

ones used for the CRI Index VAT indicator. On the other hand, Denmark, Brazil, Hungary and 

Lithuania all have VAT rates above 20% with no mitigating anti-regressive measures.  

VAT is very effective in collecting revenue, which is why it has become very widespread in recent 

decades. Since 2018, eight more countries144 have introduced VAT or have announced an intention to 

do so, leaving only 16 (including a region) without VAT.145 While introducing VAT, São Tomé, Angola 

and Bahrain have increased rates. 

As shown in Table 13, relatively few countries have changed their VAT rates since 2018. Only China 

has cut its rate significantly, from 17% to 13% at the end of 2019, reflecting a wish to switch away from 

excessive reliance on indirect taxes. On the other hand, 10 countries have increased their rates, 

reflecting a need to fill fiscal financing gaps. As a result, the average global VAT rate tracked by the 
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CRI Index has risen from 15.5% to 15.7%.  

Table 13: Top VAT nominal rate increases and decreases 

 

Indicator T1b: Harmful tax practices  

The CRI Index includes as a negative indicator the degree to which a country adopts and implements 

harmful tax practices (HTPs), attracting corporate profits from other countries and eroding their tax 

bases and ability to fight inequality. 

Since the 2018 CRI Index, more than 40 countries have agreed to reforms moderating their harmful 

practices, largely as a response to the threat of being blacklisted by the EU through the EU list of non-

cooperative jurisdictions for tax purposes.146 Nevertheless, this process remains flawed and weak, 

because it focuses on whether countries give preferential treatment to foreign (as opposed to 

domestic) companies or profits and excludes most EU countries from any screening. The CRI Index 

indicator therefore adopts a wider definition of HTPs, notably the amount of ‘phantom’ foreign direct 

investment (FDI) a country attracts according to the IMF, and covers all EU countries.147 This year we 

have added 27 new countries to this assessment to match the broader CRI Index.  

Singapore comes bottom on this indicator. It has one of the highest ratios of FDI to gross domestic 

product (GDP) in the world,148 but a high proportion of this is ‘phantom’ due to the country’s low tax 

rates and a broad range of tax incentives designed to attract investment or to encourage companies to 

base intellectual property, research or treasury activities there.149 Of the others at the bottom, five are 

EU members. At the top are 26 countries with no signs of HTPs, of which 23 are lower-income and 

only Denmark and France are OECD members.  

Table 14: Top 10 countries and regions with harmful tax practices 

1 Singapore 
2 Hong Kong SAR, China 
3 Cyprus 
4 St. Vincent and the Grenadines 
5 Luxembourg 
6 Ireland 
7 Mauritius 
8 Switzerland 
9 Malta 

10 Liberia 
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Indicator T2: Tax collection 

This indicator has also been changed since the 2018 CRI Index, by removing the ‘tax effort compared 

with potential’ element, which was showing virtually perfect tax performance for some OECD countries 

(which is not the case, according to national sources). This means that the indicator now looks only at 

‘productivity’ – the percentage of tax which each country is collecting compared to what it should 

collect if its tax rate applies to all relevant components of GDP. It therefore reflects some elements of 

tax policy (such as exemptions) as well as administrative success in collecting taxes. However, it no 

longer takes account of other factors which might enhance a country’s potential collection of tax, such 

as its level of GDP, and therefore brings down the scores of lower-income countries sharply compared 

with the 2018 CRI Index. 

On this basis, the best performers in the 2020 CRI Index are the Seychelles, New Zealand, 

Luxembourg, Barbados, Algeria and Denmark, all of which collect more than two-thirds of the tax their 

rates should produce (assuming there are no tax exemptions). At the other end of the rankings, the 

Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT), Oman, South Sudan, CAR, Chad, DRC, Guinea-Bissau and 

Nigeria continue to collect less than 15% of the tax that they should – in the cases of OPT, South 

Sudan and CAR, due to major conflict. Comparing average productivity between the CRI Index in 2018 

and 2020, there has been a slight improvement, from 36.7% to 37%. 

Indicator T3: Tax impact on the Gini coefficient 

This indicator stays the same as in the previous CRI Index reports, measuring the degree to which 

countries’ tax policies and collection are reducing or increasing inequality. Countries which are 

collecting far more VAT and other indirect taxes than direct taxes, and are not modifying the indirect 

taxes to make them inequality-neutral (by exempting small traders and products consumed by those 

with low incomes), are likely to be increasing inequality. On the other hand, countries which are 

collecting mostly progressive income taxes will be reducing inequality.  

Overall, the global impact of the tax system continues to be very slightly regressive, reflecting the high 

dependence of many countries on VAT revenues and their very low collection of progressive taxes. 

However, it has become slightly less regressive in the last two years, with tax systems in 86 countries 

estimated to have become more progressive, compared with 68 becoming less so. The countries with 

tax systems reducing inequality the most are Ireland, Tanzania, Argentina, Georgia and South Africa; 

Those with the least progressive systems are Serbia, Moldova, North Macedonia, Morocco and 

Bulgaria. 

The next step: wealth taxes 

As discussed in the 2018 CRI Index, inequality is much higher for wealth than it is for income, largely 

because the value of financial and property assets held by the rich has been going up much faster 

than labour income, on which those living in poverty rely. As a result, and especially to finance 

expenditures relating to the coronavirus pandemic, many global experts are now arguing for the 

taxation of wealth as one of the best potential ways to reduce inequality.150  

So, the Index looks at the key gaps in types of taxes across OECD and G20 countries which have the 

most wealth available to tax. It has concentrated on two key taxes which could raise the most revenue: 

capital gains taxes and taxes on the stock of wealth.  

Capital gains taxes (CGTs) exist in 80% of countries covered by the 2020 CRI Index. However, in most 

countries these are much lower than personal income tax, which encourages wealthy people to 

reclassify income as capital gains to reduce their tax liability.  
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Figure 8 shows maximum PIT and CGT rates for 2019 for a sample of 41 OECD and G20 countries. 

All except South Korea have top PIT rates equal to or higher than their top CGT rates. Belgium151 and 

New Zealand stand out for having respectively almost no or no capital gains taxes. The average top 

PIT rate for this group is 14.5% higher than their CGT rate. In addition to this, many types of capital 

gains are exempted from tax in various countries, notably non-business property sales and sales of 

shares. Multinational companies are also increasingly avoiding CGT by using offshore indirect 

transfers; a recent Oxfam report has found that, for only seven cases, such avoidance exceeded 

$2.2bn.152 As a result, CGT collection remains low in OECD countries (0.3% of GDP). In many lower-

income countries the picture is even worse, with no CGT at all, and so collection averages 0.1% in 

Asia and 0.2% in Africa and Latin America.  

Figure 8: Top PIT and CGT rates 

 

As discussed in the 2018 CRI Index, taxation of wealth and property has the potential to mobilize large 

amounts of additional revenue for governments. Nine countries continue to tax stocks of wealth, 

raising revenues of between 0.5% and 5% of GDP; but since 2018 France has moved backwards by 

limiting the scope of its wealth tax, exempting all financial assets.  

Many other massive loopholes remain in the taxation of wealth. Virtually all countries have property 

taxes, but rates are often low and not progressive, and collection is poorly enforced. Three-quarters of 

countries have inheritance taxes, but these vary dramatically and often exclude all but the largest 

estates. Most countries have taxes on financial income (from shares, deposits, bonds and investment 

funds), but they are usually much lower than taxes on labour income, and rates do not rise with the 

scale of the income. Many countries also have taxes on financial transactions (of shares, stocks or 

other assets), but these are generally set at very low levels.  
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As a result, overall collection of wealth taxes averages only 2.2% of GDP in OECD countries, only 1% 

in Latin America and 0.5% in Asia and Africa.153 Proposals have been made in recent years that low 

rates of wealth taxes on just the highest earners in OECD countries could raise between 1% and 4% of 

GDP in additional tax revenues.154 It remains clear that for most countries there is huge potential for 

greater taxation of wealth. 
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4 FIGHTING INEQUALITY THROUGH 
LABOUR RIGHTS AND WAGES 

As with the other pillars, the CRI Index labour rights pillar looks at policy, coverage and impact 

indicators. It measures three areas of labour policy through which governments can fight inequality.  

1. Respect for labour and union rights: This indicator scores what governments are doing to support 

stronger labour and union rights through legislation, as well as how effectively this is being 

implemented, given that there is often a wide gap between law and practice. The data for this indicator 

are based on the Labour Rights Indicators designed for SDG 8.8 by the Center for Global Workers’ 

Rights (CGWR) at Penn State University. Worker organization has been shown to be the most 

powerful tool for workers to improve their rights and earnings and reduce inequality. 

2. Legal protection for women workers: This indicator scores countries according to whether they 

have legislation in place on equal pay for equal work, against discrimination in the workplace, and to 

protect workers against rape and sexual harassment. It also assesses the length and levels of 

statutory pay provided to encourage balanced parental leave for both parents. 

3. Fair minimum wages: This indicator measures the minimum wage set by each government as a 

proportion of per capita GDP. A minimum wage is the legal starting point for wage negotiations, 

protecting the most vulnerable employees from exploitation and poverty wages. We have chosen to 

compare it with per capita GDP in order also to reflect the labour earnings share of GDP, which has 

been falling in most countries for the past few decades. 

In terms of coverage, the CRI Index continues to track the proportion of the population that does not 

legally benefit from the labour rights we measure, using data on unemployment and vulnerable 

employment. We present these indicators separately, to show the legal maximum coverage of the 

rights (that is, excluding unemployed, informal and vulnerable workers); and then we discount the 

policy scores of the countries by the proportion of the workforce to which the rights do not apply. But of 

course, as emphasized in the 2018 CRI report, even if workers are legally entitled to rights, this does 

not mean that they receive them. There is strong global evidence of the failure to enforce women’s 

rights and minimum wages in the formal economy, and unless governments dramatically strengthen 

enforcement inequality will not fall. To take account of these shortfalls in implementation, we have also 

included an indicator measuring the impact of labour policies on reducing inequalities: the Gini 

coefficient of wages. 

CRI INDEX 2020 LABOUR RIGHTS AND WAGES RESULTS 

The top 10 countries in the work and wages pillar are all high-income European countries (see Table 

15). Among the highest-scoring lower-middle-income countries is Bolivia, known until 2019 for 

progressive labour policies and a vibrant domestic workers movement, though this represented only 

salaried workers, about one-third of the working population. At the other end of the scale, eight of the 

10 lowest scorers are low- or lower-middle-income countries in Africa: virtually all of them have very 

low scores on women’s labour rights (except Burundi and DRC, where low scores on broader labour 

rights drag them down). India, which has weak labour rights and a high incidence of vulnerable 

employment, is eighth from the bottom. 
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Table 15: Labour rights and wages – top and bottom countries in the CRI ranking 

 

Indicator L1a: Labour and union rights 

In terms of labour rights, on a scale of 0 to 10 (10 being worst) according to the Penn State University 

Labour Rights Indicators, there has been a slight deterioration in country scores, from an average of 

3.19 in 2016 to 3.29 in 2017 (the latest year for which country scores are available).155 This is an 

indication of growing labour rights violations as some countries turn towards right-wing populism. The 

list of top-performing countries is similar to the overall labour pillar ranking where OECD countries 

dominate, but some upper-middle-income countries (Dominica and Palau) also scored very well, 

respecting virtually all the International Labour Organization (ILO) labour rights agreements.156 

At the other end of the rankings, there were 14 countries in 2017 which continued to ban independent 

trade unions;157 seven of these are in the Middle East and North Africa. On the other hand, Vietnam’s 

abysmal score does not reflect its recent positive agreement to allow independent unions from 2021.158  

Table 16: Labour and union rights – top- and bottom-scoring countries 

 

Note: Several countries at the bottom of the rankings on this indicator have the same score, so share the bottom ranking. 

The major risers and fallers during 2017 are shown in Table 17. Bolivia and the Gambia stand out for 

reducing the oppression of labour movements, as do Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini in Southern 

Africa. At the other end of the scale, the Maldives and Brazil slipped backwards dramatically, reflecting 

clampdowns on labour rights under dictatorial Maldives governments, and a decline in labour rights in 

Brazil under the former President, Michel Temer. While the Maldives has since reversed these trends, 

the decline in Brazil has continued under President Bolsonaro.159  
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Table 17: Labour rights – major changes in the CGWR ranking in 2016–17 

 

Box 5: The ITUC Global Rights Index160 

The International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) compiles a labour rights index which ranks 

144 countries on their degree of respect for workers’ rights. The ITUC Global Rights Index rates 

countries on a scale from 1 (high) to 5+ (low) on their degree of respect for workers’ rights based 

on reported violations of ILO Conventions in law and in practice each year (April to March).161 The 

index therefore reports labour issues in a ‘bottom-up’ way that complements desk research based 

on available data. 

In 2020, the 10 worst countries for workers in the ITUC index are Bangladesh, Brazil, Colombia, 

Egypt, Honduras, India, Kazakhstan, the Philippines, Turkey and Zimbabwe. Jordan, Pakistan, 

South Africa, Togo and Venezuela have all seen declines in 2020, while eight countries have 

improved: Argentina, Canada, Ghana, Namibia, Qatar, Sierra Leone, Spain and Vietnam. The 

worst region is the Middle East and North Africa, followed by Asia-Pacific; the best region is 

Europe, followed by the Americas; Africa falls in between.  

The 2020 index shows that an increasing number of countries are impeding the registration of 

unions, denying workers both representation and rights. The number of countries which denied or 

constrained freedom of speech increased from 54 to 56 in 2020. 

Indicator L1b: Women’s labour rights 

The overall average score for women’s labour rights has improved slightly since the CRI Index 2018, 

from 0.7 to 0.73, reflecting better tracking of existing laws and changes by a few countries, notably 

South Sudan, which introduced anti-discrimination, equal pay and sexual harassment legislation in 

2019. On the other hand, 10 countries listed in Table 18 have no legislation on either equal pay or 

gender discrimination; and more than 20 countries lack at least one of these laws. In addition, across 

the world these non-discrimination and equal pay laws remain largely unenforced. Iceland’s 

introduction in 2018 of an Equal Pay Standard where companies are audited and certificated 

independently for their compliance provides a standard which other countries could follow.162 

Table 18: Countries without equal pay or anti-discrimination laws 

Barbados Singapore 

Belize Solomon Islands 

Brunei Darussalam* Sudan* 

Nigeria Suriname* 

Sierra Leone Tonga* 

* Not included in the CRI Index due to lack of data on other policies 

The situation is bleaker when it comes to laws against rape and against sexual harassment in the 
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workplace: 49% of countries in the CRI Index do not have adequate rape laws and 20% do not have 

laws criminalizing sexual harassment. There have been new harassment laws in no fewer than 15 

countries since 2017163 but much less progress on rape, with only Belize, Kosovo, Palestine and 

Eswatini improving laws. The results on rape laws would be even worse if we had adopted ‘consent-

based rape’ legislation as the standard (see Box 6). 

Box 6: The need for rape legislation based on consent 

The CRI Index assesses rape laws based on an agreed international definition that requires the 

accuser to prove the use or threat of violence or coercion, and then looks at the 

comprehensiveness of legislation, i.e. whether it covers marital rape and prevents a rapist from 

escaping prosecution by marrying the survivor.164 Yet the ‘coercion definition’ has led to 

widespread impunity, with little reduction of rape prevalence and falling levels of convictions.165  

Feminist activists all over the world have therefore been rallying around the fight for legislation 

which defines rape as the lack of freely given consent to sex, based on the international human 

rights standard in the Istanbul Convention. Only 12 countries (Belgium, Cyprus, Fiji, Germany, 

Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Luxembourg, Namibia, Sweden, Portugal and the UK) have laws that 

meet this standard (though Finland, Spain and Slovenia are changing theirs). This type of law is 

much more effective: in Sweden, the number of convictions rose by 75% after the introduction of 

consent-based legislation in 2017. It is not a panacea, however, and it needs to be accompanied 

by fundamental changes of attitude in law enforcement and judicial agencies, and of norms in 

wider society. But the consent-based definition must be the minimum that we all expect, so from 

2021 the CRI Index will track whether laws are consent-based, and urges the SDG monitors to do 

likewise.  

More encouragingly, there has been progress in many countries on parental leave. Many low-, lower-

middle and upper-middle-income countries have added to their maternity leave entitlement – led by 

South Sudan with an extra 34 days, Ethiopia with 30 and Fiji and Zambia with 10. Paraguay has also 

increased the proportion of prior salary paid during leave from 75% to 100%. Other countries have 

improved paternity leave, notably Nepal, which has added 15 days. New Zealand has added to its 

combined paid parental leave, building in an extra 20 days in 2018 and a further four weeks in 2020, in 

the middle of the coronavirus pandemic.166 However, in spite of the global trend, Lesotho, Papua New 

Guinea, Suriname, Tonga and the United States continue to deny parents paid leave – the same five 

countries that were noted in the 2018 CRI Index.  

Box 7: Transformative care policies are essential to reduce gender inequality 

Unpaid care work is largely invisible, undervalued and overlooked in government policies and 

statistics, and is overwhelmingly left to women to provide. A heavy burden of unpaid care work 

remains a key barrier to women’s social and economic rights, restricting them from moving out of 

precarious work and into decent work. Across high- and low-income countries, there is a negative 

correlation between the amount of time that women spend on unpaid care work and gender gaps 

in economic participation and earnings. 

Transformative care policies recognize the value of care, and of unpaid care work, as ‘work’. 

They centre the rights of carers; foster shared responsibility for care between women and men, 

and between households, the state and employers; and reduce the time and intensity of the most 

onerous care tasks, such as fetching water. Ultimately, transformative care policies seek to 

change entrenched gender norms and provide women with choice in how they spend their time, 

whether in paid dignified work, education, political life or leisure. Such policies have huge 

potential to reduce overall inequality and gender inequality.  
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Two examples: 

Subsidized childcare: Since introducing a low-fee, universal childcare programme in 1996, the 

Canadian province of Quebec has seen the proportion of women aged 26–44 in the paid 

workforce reach 85%, the highest in the world. The scheme has paid for itself and has increased 

government savings, generating income tax revenue to cover more than 100% of the cost. A 

higher number of young women in Quebec’s labour force have also reduced their dependence on 

social benefits, allowing benefits for others to be increased. 

Affordable, accessible and quality infrastructure: Since 1999 the publicly owned Phnom Penh 

Water Supply Authority (PPWSA) in Cambodia has been running a ‘Clean Water for Low-Income 

Families’ programme as part of the government’s poverty reduction policy. The programme has 

significantly reduced the cost of water for more than 30,000 poor households and has contributed 

to time savings for women and children. PPWSA has enabled low-income households in 

particular to benefit from the programme by raising awareness about the subsidies and 

proactively identifying beneficiaries. 

Future editions of the CRI Index will aim to quantify and rank transformative care policies.  

Sources: C. Coffey et al. (2020); World Economic Forum (2019); ILO (2018); P. Fortin (2017); V. Esquivel and A. 

Kaufmann (2017).167 

Indicator L1c: Fair minimum wage168 

Most of the best performers in the CRI Index rankings on minimum wages continue to be low-income 

countries such as Mozambique and Niger, which set very generous policies on paper; however, it Is 

above all in low-income countries that these policies fail to reach vulnerable workers and workers in 

the informal sector, and where the enforcement of minimum wages is weak. 

In 2019, 96 countries in the CRI Index increased their minimum wages and only 55 did not. The 

highest real increases were by the Solomon Islands, which merged its general and agricultural wages 

and doubled them,169 and Kazakhstan, which raised the minimum wage by 50%. One other clear 

upward regional trend was in the EU, where several governments170 have been increasing minimum 

wages to aim at 60% of average wages – a target which many have been advocating Europe-wide. 

Many other countries did not increase their minimum wages as fast as their per capita GDP rose, 

resulting in a slight decline in average country scores for minimum wage/per capita GDP compared 

with the CRI Index rankings in 2018.171  

At the other end of the rankings are 12 countries which have no comprehensive minimum wage;172 it is 

striking that half of these countries are in the Middle East and North Africa. Two key positive 

developments since the 2018 CRI Index have been Djibouti’s introduction of a private sector minimum 

wage and announcements of similar plans by Egypt, Ethiopia and the Maldives before the coronavirus 

pandemic (though they have delayed them during 2020).173 
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Box 9: Minimum wages and living wages 

For minimum wages to have a major impact on reducing inequality, they need to be based on an 

effective estimate of the cost of living. Working full-time needs to deliver a minimum wage where 

the take-home pay is sufficient ‘to afford a decent standard of living for the worker and their 

family’.174 This is the ‘living wage’ which covers essential needs for food, water, housing, 

education, healthcare, transportation, clothing and provision for unexpected events.  

There has been a range of initiatives in recent years to identify living wage benchmarks and to 

close the gap between current wages and a living wage. These include benchmarks (in-depth 

studies) and reference values (desk studies) commissioned by the Global Living Wage Coalition; 

data points researched by WageIndicator.org; the Living Wage employer accreditation scheme in 

the UK; the Equitable Food Initiative in the US; a living income ‘community of practice’ and 

sector-specific collaborative initiatives such as the World Banana Forum, Malawi Tea 2020 and 

Action, Collaboration, Transformation initiative ( ACT); and an investor-led initiative, Platform 

Living Wage Financials. All have set out with the aim of reaching a living wage over time, but 

several barriers have hindered measurable results on the ground for workers, including very low 

starting minimum wage levels, the absence of collective bargaining between unions and 

employers, companies’ purchasing practices and investor short-termism. 

Figures 9 and 10 show that, due to these problems, minimum wages still fall far short of living 

wages in five African and eight Asian countries. The most extreme disparity is in Rwanda, which 

has not revised its minimum wage since 1974, so it now represents only 2% of a living wage.  

Figures 9 and 10: Monthly minimum wages vs. cost of living, Africa and Asia 

 

Source: ITUC, March 2020.175 

Indicator L2: Vulnerable employment and unemployment 

In the CRI Index 2018, low-income countries performed much less well in the labour pillar overall, 

because most workers are vulnerably employed or unemployed, and we used data on vulnerable 

employment and unemployment to discount all policies, reducing their scores. 

Therefore, in interpreting the 2020 CRI Index labour pillar, it is vital to remember that countries which 

now score well, such as Mozambique and Niger, also have extremely high levels of vulnerable 

employment (respectively 83.1% and 93.6% of the workforce). This means that all the rights measured 
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in the L1 indicators (labour rights) are legally available only to a very small number of workers. This 

shows the need for stronger policies to encourage formalization of employment and to reduce 

unemployment, as well as policies to try to extend some or all of these rights to vulnerably employed 

workers. 

The levels of vulnerable employment and unemployment in countries have barely changed since the 

2018 CRI Index report, but in the 2020 edition we have added to these groups of workers without 

rights migrant workers, who represent four-fifths of the labour force in Bahrain and Oman, for 

example.176 Their work is governed by the Kafala system, which is often described as modern-day 

slavery because workers cannot quit their job or leave the country without prior authorization, and they 

face discrimination in wages and social security rights.177 

Indicator L3: Gini coefficient of wages 

The final indicator in this pillar has been included to measure the overall impact of policies, including 

their implementation and coverage, on inequality of labour income – as measured by the Gini 

coefficient of pre-tax wages. Labour policies and coverage alone are not enough to assess a country’s 

progress when it comes to inequality. They need to have an impact, particularly on closing the gap in 

pre-tax wages between the rich and the poor. In this regard, wages seem to be the least unequal in 

OECD countries such as Belgium, Denmark, Norway and others that have a low wage Gini coefficient, 

ranging from 0.27 to 0.36. At the other end of the scale, the poorer-performing countries are mostly in 

sub-Saharan Africa, such as Niger, Liberia and Uganda, which exhibit extreme inequalities in spite of 

some progressive policies on paper. This reflects two main factors: the poor enforcement of policies on 

women’s rights and minimum wages, and high levels of vulnerable and informal employment. 
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CONCLUSION AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
The coronavirus crisis has exposed the scale of inequality across the world and is likely to leave most 

countries even more unequal. The need for all governments to rapidly commit to reducing inequality 

has never been more urgent.  

1. Urgent government action to radically reduce inequality 

In response to the coronavirus pandemic, governments must dramatically improve their efforts on 

progressive spending, taxation and workers’ pay and protection as part of National Inequality 

Reduction Plans under SDG 10.  

These plans should include increases in taxation of the richest corporations and individuals, and an 

end to tax dodging and the harmful ‘race to the bottom’ on taxation. Spending on public services and 

social protection needs to be increased and its impact on coverage and inequality improved. COVID-

19 has shown the particular urgency of reaching the SDG targets for universal healthcare and social 

protection. There also needs to be systematic tracking of public expenditures, involving citizens in 

budget oversight. Workers need to receive living wages and have their labour rights better protected. 

Women and girls especially need their rights to equal pay, non-discrimination, and protection against 

sexual harassment and rape to be enforced including for vulnerable workers, more generous parental 

leave, and a massive investment in paid care to reduce the burden of unpaid care on women.  

2. Inequality policy impact and analysis  

Governments, international institutions and other stakeholders should work together to radically and 

rapidly improve data on inequality and related policies, and to accurately and regularly monitor 

progress in reducing inequality. Governments and international institutions should then analyse the 

distributional impact of any proposed policies and base their choice of policy direction on the impact of 

those policies on reducing inequality. The top priorities emerging from this year’s CRI Index are to 

improve the data and analysis on: the impact of spending on education, health and social protection 

service coverage and on inequality; the prevalence of wealth taxes; the amount of taxes that could be 

collected; the impact of taxes on inequality and practices which harm tax collection from individuals; 

and the coverage and enforcement of labour rights, gender equality and minimum wages in all 

countries. 

3. Coming together to fight inequality 

Governments and international institutions which are serious about the deeply harmful impacts of 

inequality and the need to rapidly reduce it should come together to make the case for urgent action, 

especially in light of the dramatic increases in inequality that are likely to occur as a result of the 

coronavirus pandemic. The most urgent policy measures include a global commitment and funding to 

ensure that COVID-19 vaccines will be free to all countries; and a much more dramatic expansion in 

social protection to protect workers in lower-income countries. However, for longer term recovery from 

the coronavirus pandemic, there is a strong possibility that the world will revert to austerity and 

spending cuts to bring down debt burdens, as it did after the global financial crisis. To prevent this, the 

international community must enhance its solidarity by approving a large new issue of IMF Special 

Drawing Rights, extending the current debt standstill through 2022 and providing comprehensive debt 

cancellation to stop debt service diverting funds from public services; and introducing solidarity taxes 

on wealth and income from which part of the proceeds go to lower-income countries.   
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ANNEX: CRI INDEX RANKINGS 

Table A1: CRI Index 2020 country/region rankings 

Country Public services ranking Tax ranking 
Labour 
ranking CRI ranking 

Norway 14 21 1 1 

Denmark 8 28 2 2 

Germany 5 17 11 3 

Belgium 7 37 8 4 

Finland 2 61 4 5 

Canada 26 8 20 6 

France 3 47 16 7 

New Zealand 21 11 34 8 

Austria 10 50 18 9 

Sweden 11 78 7 10 

Ireland 4 72 17 11 

Slovenia 6 97 5 12 

Poland 1 115 23 13 

Iceland 25 67 6 14 

Japan 9 52 32 15 

Australia 30 7 43 16 

Israel 33 41 13 17 

South Africa 44 1 53 18 

Luxembourg 23 82 10 19 

Malta 42 29 12 20 

Seychelles 45 15 29 21 

United Kingdom 13 80 33 22 

Netherlands 15 93 21 23 

Czech Republic 12 114 9 24 

Italy 18 81 31 25 

United States 16 76 37 26 

Portugal 28 77 30 27 

Ukraine 24 58 39 28 

Spain 22 66 36 29 

Croatia 19 111 14 30 

Estonia 27 103 22 31 

Slovak Republic 20 140 3 32 

Belarus 29 31 62 33 

Chile 37 36 47 34 

Argentina 31 53 48 35 

Russian Federation 49 45 41 36 

Kyrgyz Republic 46 14 61 37 

Hungary 32 129 15 38 

Switzerland 36 119 19 39 
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Country Public services ranking Tax ranking 
Labour 
ranking CRI ranking 

Costa Rica 41 46 51 40 

Guyana 71 38 42 41 

Bulgaria 39 125 26 42 

Latvia 38 136 27 43 

Greece 35 121 40 44 

Georgia 50 4 102 45 

Korea, Rep. 54 43 54 46 

Lithuania 17 153 25 47 

Tunisia 94 10 60 48 

Bolivia 43 57 79 49 

El Salvador 95 26 52 50 

Cyprus 52 142 24 51 

Namibia 34 59 104 52 

Belize 79 30 73 53 

Lesotho 84 20 76 54 

Mongolia 62 51 82 55 

Uzbekistan 40 35 117 56 

China 61 3 124 57 

Ecuador 81 24 87 58 

Hong Kong SAR, China 53 128 45 59 

Botswana 48 56 100 60 

Romania 51 147 28 61 

Honduras 107 22 65 62 

Colombia 55 60 94 63 

Uruguay 56 109 49 64 

Kazakhstan 47 122 55 65 

Jordan 80 70 64 66 

Barbados 58 92 75 67 

Thailand 70 40 103 68 

Armenia 72 75 80 69 

Algeria 91 18 99 70 

Brazil 64 102 71 71 

Maldives 86 84 59 72 

Mexico 68 83 89 73 

Azerbaijan 83 49 91 74 

Paraguay 75 104 63 75 

Kenya 110 9 105 76 

Vietnam 89 12 119 77 

Malaysia 93 85 69 78 

Mauritius 63 138 50 79 

Albania 59 124 78 80 

Trinidad and Tobago 60 135 66 81 

Togo 133 2 112 82 
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Country Public services ranking Tax ranking 
Labour 
ranking CRI ranking 

Tajikistan 69 101 93 83 

Serbia 74 151 35 84 

Bahamas, The 66 123 74 85 

Fiji 99 65 83 86 

Turkey 82 110 70 87 

Peru 77 62 107 88 

Samoa 104 96 68 89 

Antigua and Barbuda 88 143 44 90 

Cabo Verde 76 141 57 91 

Moldova 67 152 46 92 

Indonesia 111 34 111 93 

Sri Lanka 106 91 86 94 

Yemen, Rep. 131 13 110 95 

Eswatini 73 116 97 96 

Malawi 134 54 85 97 

Myanmar 140 63 77 98 

St. Vincent and the Grenadines 57 154 56 99 

St. Lucia 97 108 84 100 

Djibouti 123 5 127 101 

Afghanistan 153 6 113 102 

North Macedonia 65 157 38 103 

Solomon Islands 90 23 142 104 

Mauritania 92 90 108 105 

Sao Tome and Principe 101 112 90 106 

Singapore 87 145 67 107 

Panama 78 144 81 108 

Philippines 100 106 96 109 

Dominican Republic 96 139 72 110 

Cambodia 128 33 114 111 

Nepal 120 16 130 112 

Bangladesh 142 32 109 113 

Egypt, Arab Rep. 117 87 98 114 

Lebanon 105 117 95 115 

Mozambique 126 48 118 116 

Guatemala 109 131 88 117 

Occupied Palestinian Territory 98 149 58 118 

Angola 137 25 125 119 

Jamaica 85 146 92 120 

Morocco 103 137 101 121 

Ghana 114 68 128 122 

Zambia 118 44 139 123 

Timor-Leste 112 126 106 124 
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Country Public services ranking Tax ranking 
Labour 
ranking CRI ranking 

Mali 150 27 133 125 

Benin 119 42 147 126 

Senegal 125 88 120 127 

Pakistan 148 71 116 128 

India 141 19 151 129 

Tanzania 138 39 144 130 

Papua New Guinea 121 69 140 131 

Gambia, The 132 100 121 132 

Rwanda 136 74 136 133 

Burkina Faso 122 94 134 134 

Congo, Dem. Rep. 135 107 122 135 

Ethiopia 116 55 155 136 

Congo, Rep. 130 118 123 137 

Zimbabwe 113 133 135 138 

Cameroon 143 79 152 139 

Guinea 149 73 150 140 

Cote d'Ivoire 139 120 137 141 

Niger 154 89 146 142 

Uganda 144 86 153 143 

Lao PDR 152 98 143 144 

Sierra Leone 146 99 148 145 

Bhutan 124 130 141 146 

Burundi 127 95 156 147 

Madagascar 147 134 129 148 

Haiti 145 105 149 149 

Guinea-Bissau 151 132 126 150 

Central African Republic 155 64 157 151 

Oman 108 148 138 152 

Vanuatu 115 156 115 153 

Liberia 129 150 132 154 

Chad 157 113 145 155 

Bahrain 102 158 131 156 

Nigeria 156 127 158 157 

South Sudan 158 155 154 158 
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REGIONAL RANKINGS 

Asia 

Table A2: East Asia and the Pacific 

Country/region 

Public 

services 

score 

Public 

services 

ranking 

Tax 

score 

Tax 

ranking 

 

Labour 

score 

Labour 

ranking 

Overall 

score  

Regional 

CRI 

ranking 

New Zealand 0.77 21 0.81 11 0.81 34 0.93 1 

Japan 0.83 9 0.64 52 0.84 32 0.89 2 

Australia 0.73 30 0.82 7 0.75 43 0.89 3 

Korea, Rep. 0.54 54 0.68 43 0.65 54 0.70 4 

Mongolia 0.51 62 0.65 51 0.55 82 0.63 5 

China 0.51 61 0.89 3 0.30 124 0.63 6 

Hong Kong 

SAR, China 0.54 53 0.40 128 0.73 45 0.62 7 

Thailand 0.48 70 0.69 40 0.45 103 0.60 8 

Maldives 0.38 86 0.56 84 0.65 59 0.58 9 

Vietnam 0.37 89 0.80 12 0.36 119 0.56 10 

Malaysia 0.36 93 0.56 85 0.60 69 0.56 11 

Fiji 0.33 99 0.60 65 0.55 83 0.54 12 

Samoa 0.32 104 0.52 96 0.60 68 0.52 13 

Indonesia 0.28 111 0.71 34 0.40 111 0.50 14 

Sri Lanka 0.31 106 0.54 91 0.54 86 0.50 15 

Myanmar 0.16 140 0.61 63 0.59 77 0.48 16 

Afghanistan 0.11 153 0.83 6 0.38 113 0.47 17 

Solomon 

Islands 0.37 90 0.74 23 0.20 142 0.46 18 

Singapore 0.38 87 0.30 145 0.62 67 0.46 19 

Philippines 0.33 100 0.48 106 0.49 96 0.46 20 

Cambodia 0.20 128 0.71 33 0.38 114 0.46 21 

Nepal 0.24 120 0.78 16 0.27 130 0.45 22 

Bangladesh 0.16 142 0.71 32 0.40 109 0.45 23 

Timor-Leste 0.28 112 0.42 126 0.42 106 0.38 24 

Pakistan 0.12 148 0.59 71 0.37 116 0.37 25 

India 0.16 141 0.75 19 0.14 151 0.35 26 

Papua New 

Guinea 0.23 121 0.60 69 0.21 140 0.35 27 

Lao PDR 0.11 152 0.52 98 0.19 143 0.25 28 

Bhutan 0.21 124 0.38 130 0.20 141 0.25 29 

Vanuatu 0.25 115 0.11 156 0.38 115 0.22 30 
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Table A3: South Asia 

Country 

Public 

services 

score 

Public 

services 

ranking 

Tax 

score 

Tax 

ranking 

Labour 

score 

Labour 

ranking 

Overall 

score  

Sub-

regional 

CRI 

ranking 

Maldives 0.38 86 0.56 84 0.65 59 0.58 1 

Sri Lanka 0.31 106 0.54 91 0.54 86 0.50 2 

Afghanistan 0.11 153 0.83 6 0.38 113 0.47 3 

Nepal 0.24 120 0.78 16 0.27 130 0.45 4 

Bangladesh 0.16 142 0.71 32 0.40 109 0.45 5 

Pakistan 0.12 148 0.59 71 0.37 116 0.37 6 

India 0.16 141 0.75 19 0.14 151 0.35 7 

Bhutan 0.21 124 0.38 130 0.20 141 0.25 8 

Sub-Saharan Africa 

Table A4: Sub-Saharan Africa 

Country 

Public 

services 

score 

Public 

services 

ranking 

Tax 

score 

Tax 

ranking 

Labour 

score 

Labour 

ranking 

Overall 

score  

Regional 

CRI 

ranking 

South Africa 0.61 44 1.00 1 0.65 53 0.87 1 

Seychelles 0.60 45 0.78 15 0.86 29 0.86 2 

Namibia 0.68 34 0.63 59 0.44 104 0.65 3 

Lesotho 0.38 84 0.74 20 0.59 76 0.64 4 

Botswana 0.56 48 0.64 56 0.47 100 0.62 5 

Kenya 0.29 110 0.82 9 0.43 105 0.56 6 

Mauritius 0.51 63 0.35 138 0.66 50 0.56 7 

Togo 0.19 133 0.92 2 0.39 112 0.54 8 

Cabo Verde 0.44 76 0.34 141 0.65 57 0.51 9 

Eswatini 0.46 73 0.44 116 0.48 97 0.49 10 

Malawi 0.19 134 0.64 54 0.54 85 0.49 11 

Mauritania 0.36 92 0.54 90 0.40 108 0.46 12 

São Tomé 

and Principe 0.33 101 0.46 112 0.52 90 0.46 13 

Mozambique 0.21 126 0.66 48 0.36 118 0.43 14 

Angola 0.17 137 0.74 25 0.29 125 0.42 15 

Ghana 0.25 114 0.60 68 0.28 128 0.39 16 

Zambia 0.24 118 0.67 44 0.22 139 0.39 17 

Mali 0.12 150 0.72 27 0.26 133 0.38 18 

Benin 0.24 119 0.68 42 0.18 147 0.37 19 

Senegal 0.21 125 0.54 88 0.35 120 0.37 20 

Tanzania 0.17 138 0.69 39 0.18 144 0.35 21 

Gambia, 

The 0.19 132 0.51 100 0.33 121 0.34 22 

Rwanda 0.18 136 0.59 74 0.25 136 0.34 23 

Burkina 

Faso 0.22 122 0.52 94 0.26 134 0.33 24 
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Country 

Public 

services 

score 

Public 

services 

ranking 

Tax 

score 

Tax 

ranking 

Labour 

score 

Labour 

ranking 

Overall 

score  

Regional 

CRI 

ranking 

Congo, 

Dem. Rep. 0.18 135 0.47 107 0.32 122 0.32 25 

Ethiopia 0.25 116 0.64 55 0.07 155 0.31 26 

Congo, Rep. 0.19 130 0.43 118 0.31 123 0.30 27 

Zimbabwe 0.26 113 0.37 133 0.26 135 0.28 28 

Cameroon 0.15 143 0.58 79 0.13 152 0.27 29 

Guinea 0.12 149 0.59 73 0.15 150 0.27 30 

Cote d'Ivoire 0.17 139 0.43 120 0.24 137 0.26 31 

Niger 0.11 154 0.54 89 0.18 146 0.26 32 

Uganda 0.15 144 0.56 86 0.12 153 0.26 33 

Sierra Leone 0.14 146 0.51 99 0.17 148 0.25 34 

Burundi 0.20 127 0.52 95 0.07 156 0.24 35 

Madagascar 0.13 147 0.37 134 0.28 129 0.24 36 

Guinea-

Bissau 0.11 151 0.37 132 0.29 126 0.23 37 

Central 

African 

Republic 0.11 155 0.61 64 0.04 157 0.23 38 

Liberia 0.20 129 0.23 150 0.27 132 0.20 39 

Chad 0.05 157 0.46 113 0.18 145 0.20 40 

Nigeria 0.07 156 0.41 127 0.00 158 0.11 41 

South 

Sudan 0.00 158 0.14 155 0.09 154 0.00 42 

Middle East and North Africa 

Table A5: Middle East and North Africa 

Country 

Public 

services 

score 

Public 

services 

ranking 

Tax 

score 

TAX 

ranking 

Labour 

score 

Labour 

ranking 

Overall 

score  

Regional 

CRI 

ranking 

Tunisia 0.36 94 0.81 10 0.64 60 0.68 1 

Jordan 0.41 80 0.59 70 0.62 64 0.60 2 

Algeria 0.37 91 0.76 18 0.47 99 0.59 3 

Yemen, 

Rep. 0.19 131 0.79 13 0.40 110 0.50 4 

Djibouti 0.22 123 0.85 5 0.28 127 0.48 5 

Egypt, Arab 

Rep. 0.24 117 0.55 87 0.48 98 0.45 6 

Lebanon 0.31 105 0.44 117 0.49 95 0.43 7 

Occupied 

Palestinian 

Territory 0.33 98 0.23 149 0.65 58 0.42 8 

Morocco 0.33 103 0.36 137 0.47 101 0.40 9 

Oman 0.30 108 0.24 148 0.22 138 0.23 10 

Bahrain 0.33 102 0.00 158 0.27 131 0.16 11 
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Latin America and the Caribbean 

Table A6: Latin America and the Caribbean 

Country 

Public 

services 

score 

Public 

services 

ranking 

Tax 

score 

Tax 

ranking 

Labour 

score 

Labour 

ranking 

Overall 

score  

Regional 

CRI 

ranking 

Chile 0.66 37 0.71 36 0.68 47 0.78 1 

Argentina 0.71 31 0.64 53 0.68 48 0.77 2 

Costa Rica 0.62 41 0.67 46 0.66 51 0.74 3 

Guyana 0.47 71 0.70 38 0.77 42 0.73 4 

Bolivia 0.61 43 0.63 57 0.57 79 0.68 5 

El Salvador 0.36 95 0.74 26 0.66 52 0.65 6 

Belize 0.42 79 0.72 30 0.59 73 0.64 7 

Ecuador 0.41 81 0.74 24 0.54 87 0.62 8 

Honduras 0.30 107 0.74 22 0.62 65 0.62 9 

Colombia 0.53 55 0.63 60 0.50 94 0.61 10 

Uruguay 0.53 56 0.46 109 0.67 49 0.61 11 

Barbados 0.51 58 0.53 92 0.59 75 0.60 12 

Brazil 0.50 64 0.50 102 0.60 71 0.59 13 

Mexico 0.48 68 0.56 83 0.53 89 0.58 14 

Paraguay 0.44 75 0.49 104 0.62 63 0.57 15 

Trinidad 

and Tobago 0.51 60 0.37 135 0.62 66 0.55 16 

Bahamas, 

The 0.48 66 0.42 123 0.59 74 0.54 17 

Peru 0.42 77 0.62 62 0.42 107 0.53 18 

Antigua and 

Barbuda 0.38 88 0.33 143 0.74 44 0.52 19 

St. Vincent 

and the 

Grenadines 0.52 57 0.18 154 0.65 56 0.48 20 

St. Lucia 0.34 97 0.47 108 0.55 84 0.48 21 

Panama 0.42 78 0.32 144 0.56 81 0.46 22 

Dominican 

Republic 0.35 96 0.34 139 0.59 72 0.46 23 

Guatemala 0.30 109 0.38 131 0.54 88 0.42 24 

Jamaica 0.38 85 0.27 146 0.52 92 0.40 25 

Haiti 0.14 145 0.48 105 0.15 149 0.23 26 
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High-Income OECD countries 

Table A7: High Income OECD countries 

Country 

Public 

services 

score 

Public 

services 

ranking 

Tax 

score 

Tax 

ranking 

Labour 

score 

Labour 

ranking 

Overall 

score  

Regional 

CRI 

ranking 

Norway 0.82 14 0.74 21 1.00 1 1.00 1 

Denmark 0.83 8 0.72 28 0.99 2 0.99 2 

Germany 0.83 5 0.78 17 0.92 11 0.99 3 

Belgium 0.83 7 0.70 37 0.94 8 0.96 4 

Finland 0.87 2 0.63 61 0.97 4 0.96 5 

Canada 0.75 26 0.82 8 0.88 20 0.96 6 

France 0.86 3 0.66 47 0.91 16 0.95 7 

New Zealand 0.77 21 0.81 11 0.81 34 0.93 8 

Austria 0.83 10 0.65 50 0.90 18 0.92 9 

Sweden 0.83 11 0.58 78 0.95 7 0.91 10 

Ireland 0.84 4 0.59 72 0.90 17 0.90 11 

Slovenia 0.83 6 0.52 97 0.97 5 0.90 12 

Poland 1.00 1 0.45 115 0.87 23 0.90 13 

Iceland 0.76 25 0.60 67 0.96 6 0.90 14 

Japan 0.83 9 0.64 52 0.84 32 0.89 15 

Australia 0.73 30 0.82 7 0.75 43 0.89 16 

Israel 0.70 33 0.68 41 0.92 13 0.89 17 

Luxembourg 0.76 23 0.56 82 0.93 10 0.87 18 

United Kingdom 0.82 13 0.58 80 0.83 33 0.86 19 

Netherlands 0.81 15 0.53 93 0.88 21 0.85 20 

Czech Republic 0.82 12 0.45 114 0.93 9 0.85 21 

Italy 0.77 18 0.57 81 0.84 31 0.84 22 

United States 0.80 16 0.58 76 0.79 37 0.84 23 

Portugal 0.74 28 0.58 77 0.85 30 0.83 24 

Spain 0.77 22 0.60 66 0.80 36 0.83 25 

Estonia 0.74 27 0.49 103 0.87 22 0.80 26 

Slovak Republic 0.77 20 0.34 140 0.99 3 0.80 27 

Chile 0.66 37 0.71 36 0.68 47 0.78 28 

Hungary 0.70 32 0.39 129 0.91 15 0.76 29 

Switzerland 0.66 36 0.43 119 0.88 19 0.75 30 

Latvia 0.66 38 0.36 136 0.86 27 0.71 31 

Greece 0.68 35 0.43 121 0.77 40 0.71 32 

Korea, Rep. 0.54 54 0.68 43 0.65 54 0.70 33 

Mexico 0.48 68 0.56 83 0.53 89 0.58 34 

Turkey 0.40 82 0.46 110 0.60 70 0.53 35 
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NOTES 
 

1  In 2001, African governments made a pledge to allocate at least 15% of their budgets to the health sector, in what is known 
as the Abuja Declaration. No global target has been set but this is something that has been adopted as a benchmark beyond 
Africa. https://africanarguments.org/2020/04/27/19-years-africa-15-health-abuja-declaration/  

2  ILO. (2017). World Social Protection Report 2017-19. https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_604882/lang--
en/index.htm  

3  For a full discussion of the evidence that action in these three areas has a large bearing on inequality, see M. Martin and M. 
Lawson. (2018). The Commitment to Reducing Inequality Index 2018: A global ranking of governments based on what they 
are doing to tackle the gap between rich and poor. DFI and Oxfam. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.21201/2018.3415 and 
www.inequalityindex.org  

4  The full rankings can be found in the annex to the report and interactively at: http://www.inequalityindex.org 

5  For details of these methodology changes and the new methodology, see the methodology note at: www.inequalityindex.org  

6  OECD Income Distribution Database and Wealth Databases at https://stats.oecd.org. 
https://www.tnp.no/norway/economy/poverty-income-inequality-increase-norway 

7  Jonas Schytz Juul, Erik Bjørsted. (2017). 52 mia. kr. i skattelettelser er primæ rt gået til de rigeste. 
https://www.ae.dk/sites/www.ae.dk/files/dokumenter/analyse/ae_52-mia-kr-i-skattelettelser-er-primaert-gaaet-til-de-
rigeste.pdf 

8  Sune Caspersen. (2018). Siden 2010 er indkomsten stagneret for de 40 pct. Fattigste. 
https://www.ae.dk/sites/www.ae.dk/files/dokumenter/analyse/ae_siden-2010-er-indkomsten-stagneret-for-de-40-pct-
fattigste_0.pdf 

9  Stor ulighed i danskernes nettoformuer https://fho.dk/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/stor-ulighed-i-danskernes-formuer.pdf 

10  Mie Dalskov Pihl, Frederik Steiner. (2017). Danmark bruger fæ rre penge på uddannelse. 
https://www.ae.dk/sites/www.ae.dk/files/dokumenter/analyse/ae_danmark-bruger-faerre-penge-paa-uddannelse_0.pdf 

11  Afro Barometer. (2020). Majority of Sierra Leoneans like universal free education but call for greater investment. 
http://afrobarometer.org/sites/default/files/publications/D%C3%A9p%C3%AAches/ab_r8_dispatchno378_sierraleoneans_lik
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and-africa/2020/06/18/a-mayor-is-reforming-sierra-leones-rotten-property-tax  

13  Politico SL. (2020). Parliament passes Sierra Leones 2020 budget. https://politicosl.com/articles/parliament-passes-sierra-
leones-2020-budget  

14  European Commission. (2020). EU-Vietnam trade agreement enters into force. 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1412  

15  The Vietnam government released a financial relief package worth close to US$2.7bn for 20 million vulnerable people 
directly affected by the coronavirus pandemic. Workers having labour contracts temporarily suspended and taking unpaid 
leave for over 14 days are entitled to a subsidy of VND1.8m (US$76.74) a month during three months, starting from April 
2020. VOA. (2020). For Vietnam’s Poor, Access To Relief Aid Key To Joining Re-Opening Economy. 
https://www.voanews.com/covid-19-pandemic/vietnams-poor-access-relief-aid-key-joining-re-opening-economy. See also 
Hanoi Times. (2020). Vietnam kicks off financial relief package for 20 million vulnerable people. http://hanoitimes.vn/us27-
billion-financial-relief-package-for-vulnerable-people-becomes-effective-311695.html.  

Oxfam and a CSO partner network for migrant workers (M-NET) has successfully influenced Ministry of Labor Invalid and 
Social Affairs to introduce a national feedback mechanism using a hotline for the migrant workers.   

16  Oxfam in Vietnam staff: personal communication. 

17  Al Jazeera. (2020). Timeline: South Sudan since independence. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/02/timeline-south-
sudan-independence-200222173029619.html 

18  South Sudan has 700 military figures nationally with the rank of general, which is about three times as many generals as 
physicians. The country’s child and maternal mortality rate remains one of the worst in the world, with 99 children per 1,000 
live births dying before the age of five and 1,150 maternal deaths per 100,000 deliveries. 

19  S. Varma. (2019). Govt. Report Reveals Shocking Conditions of Workers in India. NewsClick. https://www.newsclick.in/govt-
report-reveals-shocking-condition-workers-
india#:~:text=A%20recently%20released%20government%20report,areas%20working%20much%20beyond%20the 

20  M. Kugler and S. Sinha. (2020). The impact of COVID-19 and the policy response in India. Brookings. 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2020/07/13/the-impact-of-covid-19-and-the-policy-response-in-india/ 

21  K. Singh. (2020). It’s Time for a Solidarity Tax. The Wire. https://thewire.in/government/coronavirus-solidarity-tax-wealthy 

22  See UNICEF in Nigeria. (n.d.). Education. https://www.unicef.org/nigeria/education 

23  E. Akinwotu. (2020). Nigeria to cut healthcare spending by 40% despite coronavirus cases climbing. The Guardian. 
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pay-
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Committee on the Status of Women (FEWO) of the House of Commons, Ottawa. 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/content/Committee/421/FEWO/Brief/BR8806290/br-external/FortinPierre-e.pdf; and V. Esquivel 
and A. Kaufmann. (2017). Innovations in Care: New Concepts, New Actors, New Policies. Berlin: Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung/UNRISD. http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/iez/13282.pdf 

168 One other change to scores this year is that ILO conventions and the 100 Years Declaration recommend the abolition of 
lower minimum wages for young people, because they increase young people’s precarity and discriminate between workers, 
with no evidence that they increase youth employment. We have therefore discounted scores for the few countries that have 
lower minimum wages for young people, based on the proportion of the labour force affected. This results in discounts of 2% 
for Belgium, 5% for Greece, 6% for the Netherlands and 10% for the UK.  

169 Solomon Times. (2018). Minimum Wage Expected to Increase in 2019. https://www.solomontimes.com/news/minimum-
wage-expected-to-increase-in-2019/8856 

170 Romania, Spain, Czechia, Lithuania, Bulgaria. 

171 One other change to scores this year is that ILO conventions and the 100 Years Declaration recommend the abolition of 
lower minimum wages for young people, because they increase young peoples’ precarity and discriminate between workers, 
with no evidence that they increase youth employment. We have therefore discounted scores for the few countries that have 
lower minimum wages for young people, based on the proportion of the labour force affected. This results in discounts 
respectively of 2% for Belgium, 5% for Greece, 6% for the Netherlands and 10% for the UK.  

172 This has increased from seven countries in 2018 as we have tightened our criteria to include in this group countries which 
set minimum wages only for citizens and exclude migrant workers (such as Bahrain and Oman), as well as those which have 
minimum wages only for specific sectors (Cambodia, Jordan, Lebanon, St. Lucia, Singapore, Tonga) or for the public sector 
(Egypt, Ethiopia, the Maldives), and those which have no minimum wage at all (South Sudan). 

173 Corporate Maldives. (2020). Finance Minister Suggests To Delay Minimum Wage Decision to 2022. 
https://corporatemaldives.com/finance-minister-suggests-to-delay-minimum-wage-decision-to-2022/ 

174 Global Living Wage Coalition. (n.d.). What is a Living Wage? https://www.globallivingwage.org/about/what-is-a-living-wage/ 

175 Minimum wages based on ITUC questionnaires, national ministries and WageIndicator.org database; minimum wage claims 
identified from regional minimum wage forums; where minimum wages vary by region or sector, the lowest was selected. 
For Cambodia, the minimum wage refers only to the garment sector. 

176 On Bahrain, see Labour Market Regulatory Authority. (2019). Bahrain Labour Market Indicators: Q 2 2019. 
http://lmra.bh/portal/files/cms/shared/file/Newsletter/Newsletter(Q2_2019)-%20English.pdf. On Oman, see National Centre 
for Statistics and Infprmation. (2018). 2018 Statistical Year Book. 
https://www.ncsi.gov.om/Elibrary/LibraryContentDoc/bar_Statistical%20Year%20Book%202018_a8b32d59-cdc9-4987-
ba29-1e7ce78d5cca.pdf 

177 See A. al-Ali. (2016). Informal Labor in Bahrain. http://www.annd.org/cd/arabwatch2016/pdf/english/10.pdf ; and Amnesty 
International (2019). Oman 2019. https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/middle-east-and-north-africa/oman/report-oman/  
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