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l  The pandemic has changed which products and services most employees would deem essential, 
with rent and the cost of home working among their biggest job-related expenses.

l  Among the top ten cities in The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Worldwide Cost of Living (WCOL) 
index this year, New York City has recorded the highest prices for rental accommodation. Hong Kong 
has reported the sharpest fall in rental costs, possibly owing to the exodus of expatriates after the 
National Security Law was introduced.

l  US cities have the highest utility prices among the top ten cities—power bills rose by an estimated 10-
15% from 2019 levels. This increase was driven by a hot summer, as well as the fact that more people 
are spending time at home during the pandemic.

l  The cost of travel has become less important to many employees. Prices for public transport rose 
by 0.5 points on average in this year’s survey, with Singapore, Copenhagen (Denmark) and Tel Aviv 
(Israel) recording the highest prices.

The WCOL index, which reports the prices of 138 goods and services in about 130 major cities as of 
September 2020, has risen by just 0.3 points on average over the past year. However, the details of the 
latest survey show how the cost of living has changed as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, owing to 
currency volatility, supply-chain problems, ultra-low interest rates, the impact of taxes and subsidies, 
and shifts in the types of goods that people want to buy. 

In this paper we identify expenses that have become more significant for employees, as well as costs 
that have become irrelevant amid widespread travel restrictions. Depending on how long they think 
that these trends will last, human resources managers may need to change the way that they calculate 
salaries or cost-of-living allowances to take lifestyle shifts into account.

How is Covid-19 affecting employee expense 
trends?

The ten most expensive cities in the world
Country City WCOL index (New York=100) Rank Rank movement

Switzerland Zurich 103 1 4

France Paris 103 1 4

China Hong Kong* 103 1 0

Singapore Singapore 102 4 -3

Israel Tel Aviv 101 5 2

Japan Osaka 101 5 -4

Switzerland Geneva 100 7 3

US New York 100 7 -3

Denmark Copenhagen 96 9 2

US Los Angeles 96 9 -1
*Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Key employee expenses during the pandemic
Working from home became normal during the pandemic amid nationwide lockdowns and restrictions 
on movement. According to a survey by the Global Workplace Analytics, a research and consultancy 
firm, the proportion of people working from home on a regular basis surged from 31% prior to the 
pandemic to 88% by May 2020. Even when restrictions are lifted, employees often continue to prefer 
working from home for reasons of safety and convenience.

This shift means that some of the cost-of-living indicators highlighted in the WCOL survey have 
become more important to employees, while others have become less relevant. We have analysed how 
these trends have impacted the top ten most expensive cities in the index. 

The five costs that have gained in importance are:
1.       Accommodation prices
Working from home has highlighted the importance of home for employees, while the reduced need to 
commute has also opened up alternative options in terms of location, prompting an exodus from some 
major cities. However, given uncertainty over the future path of the pandemic, some employees face a 
dilemma over how long to keep existing home rental agreements in place, particularly when they have 
rented accommodation in their workplace city or are incurring double costs with their families residing 
elsewhere. 

On average, the rental cost for a three-room furnished apartment has fallen by 5.8% compared with 
last year. Among the top ten most expensive cities in the WCOL survey, monthly rent for a three-room 
furnished apartment is highest in New York City and lowest in Copenhagen. Zurich (Switzerland) 
marked the highest increase among the top ten, with its rental prices rising by 20% in US-dollar terms. 
In Hong Kong, on the other hand, rental prices have dropped by nearly 13%. This may reflect an 
exodus of expatriates after China’s decision to pass the National Security Law, which restricts personal 
freedoms. 

Accommodation prices in the top ten cities
Average rent; US$ per month

Product
Time 

period
Zurich Paris

Hong 
Kong*

Singapore Tel Aviv Osaka Geneva New York Copenhagen
Los 

Angeles

3-room 
furnished

2020 4,620 2,846 3,716 3,601 3,894 2,228 3,877 5,978 2,221 5,767

2019 3,838 2,777 4,252 3,434 3,340 2,319 3,391 6,700 2,060 5,454

2015 4,218 2,185 3,828 3,533 2,409 2,839 3,942 6,000 2,054 4,812

2010 2,791 2,991 4,547 3,284 1,702 5,138 3,235 5,000 2,936 3,200

4-room 
unfurnished

2020 4,855 3,898 4,204 4,221 4,081 2,465 5,000 8,280 2,615 7,417

2019 4,269 3,484 4,507 4,240 3,783 2,807 4,368 8,667 2,467 7,643

2015 4,787 3,778 4,215 4,108 2,969 3,063 3,613 8,667 2,050 6,210

2010 4,036 4,124 5,706 3,669 2,006 6,205 4,216 5,333 2,245 4,083

*Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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2.       Workplace setup at home
Employees working from home are likely to incur additional expenses for technology and office 
equipment where these are not already provided by employers. There could be additional costs 
related to a new or upgraded broadband internet connection or office furniture. According to the 
WCOL survey, the cost of a personal computer has risen by 15% since last year in Tel Aviv and by 12% 
in Los Angeles (US). The latter is also among the most expensive of the top ten cities for PCs, along 
with Osaka ( Japan). Google made headlines in May 2020 when it offered its employees US$1,000 each 
towards their work-from-home set-up costs.

3.       Utility bills
With employees spending most of their office hours at home, there will be an increase in expenses 
related to phone and electricity bills. Five US cities—Los Angeles, Houston, Seattle, Honolulu and New 
York City—are among the top ten cities with the most expensive utility prices in our survey. This is in 
line with a forecast by Arcadia, a US-based clean energy firm, which said that power bills in the US 
would rise by 10-15% on account of a hotter summer and more people spending more time at home. 

Several other cities across the world have also seen significant increases in utility bills during the 
pandemic. Utility prices in the Thai capital, Bangkok, rose the most, driving the city to rise 38 places in 
our ranking for utility costs; Mexico City and Rio de Janeiro were second and third in terms of upward 
movement in the ranking.
4.       Healthcare expenses
Many employees have been forced to delay non-urgent medical procedures such as minor operations 
and even screenings. Even so, employees are likely to be more concerned than ever about their health 
insurance coverage and the cost of treatments. They may also face additional costs, such as those for 
Covid-19 tests and treatment.

The EIU’s WCOL survey suggests that the costs of a routine medical check-up have risen in dollar 
terms in the world’s most expensive cities, notably in Paris (France), Zurich and Osaka. However, Hong 

Most expensive cities for the internet
Average monthly subscription fee for fixed-line broadband; US$

Country City Price

Norway Oslo 128.09

Sweden Stockholm 113.78

Bahrain Bahrain 110.53

UAE Abu Dhabi 108.72

Canada Vancouver 106.87

Saudi Arabia Jeddah 106.67

Saudi Arabia Riyadh 106.67

China Hong Kong* 90.06

UAE Dubai 81.47

US Panama City 79.95
*Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Kong, Singapore and Geneva (Switzerland) have seen prices dip marginally or remain flat compared 
with last year. 
5.       Education fees
While schools have closed in some countries, most nations have tried to keep them open. The children 
of expatriate executives may continue to be enrolled at private schools despite following a remote-
learning curriculum. 

According to our 2020 survey, New York City and Zurich are the most expensive cities for US or UK-
style education for 5-12-year-olds. In New York’s case, prices have been rising rapidly in the past year, as 
they also have in Singapore and Osaka. However, it is Lusaka (Zambia) that has registered the highest 
increase in school costs since last year, at nearly 33% in US dollar terms, followed by Ho Chi Minh 
(Vietnam; 28%). Among European cities, the Spanish capital, Madrid, saw a 16% rise in annual school 
tuition bills. The cost of English-language education fell across all of the Latin American cities listed in 
the survey, with São Paulo registering the highest decline, of 21%, compared with last year.

Possible areas for cost-saving
Two costs that have become less important during the pandemic are:
1. Transport
With working from home becoming the norm, the use of public transport for leisure and work 
purposes has reduced significantly. This trend will persist well into 2021, given that most companies 
have extended their remote-working policies and a vaccine is unlikely to be available widely until mid-

School fees in the top ten cities
Average fee for English/American schools; US$ per year

Product
Time 

period
Zurich Paris Hong Kong* Singapore Tel Aviv Osaka Geneva

New 
York

Copenhagen Los Angeles

Kindergarten

2020 35,326 35,061 18,511 16,324 17,626 14,615 25,092 44,173 15,127 30,550

2019 32,778 34,066 18,244 15,924 16,875 14,553 23,318 43,306 13,919 30,018

2015 30,510 33,056 16,562 10,987 15,496 12,590 23,282 36,200 14,083 25,300

2010 27,059 30,128 14,885 11,157 16,442 14,584 19,412 24,350 15,544 20,100

5-12 years

2020 38,268 32,348 23,676 26,840 22,916 18,852 30,163 40,279 13,788 33,650

2019 35,409 33,487 22,614 25,641 21,336 18,772 28,007 39,315 12,667 32,300

2015 33,878 39,500 19,998 20,252 16,590 17,142 26,868 33,100 12,027 27,500

2010 27,353 33,846 13,707 18,284 18,188 18,467 22,331 24,800 14,249 21,900

13-17 years

2020 38,370 38,058 25,733 26,134 31,825 23,319 34,022 42,801 14,422 38,250

2019 35,808 37,080 25,212 25,099 29,830 23,221 31,575 41,778 13,778 36,800

2015 36,327 42,611 22,528 22,786 22,646 17,981 29,731 34,950 15,359 31,600

2010 31,005 36,667 17,252 19,459 20,040 20,245 24,816 26,175 16,149 22,413
*Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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year at the earliest. This may allow HR executives to review allowances for transport costs. However, 
many employees will still need a car for work purposes, and will see these as relatively safe amid the 
pandemic. Traffic levels, which fell dramatically during the first wave of lockdowns, are now back to 
normal in most cities. 

The transport index included in the WCOL survey takes into account prices related to different car 
models used by executives, alongside those for annual car insurance, fuel and upkeep costs, as well as 
mobility services such as cab and bike rental services. The transport index for 2020 has inched up by 
0.5 points on average compared with last year. Singapore, Copenhagen and Tel Aviv are among the top 
three cities with the highest transport prices. Three Nordic cities, Helsinki (Finland), Oslo (Norway) and 
Copenhagen, remain among the top ten most expensive cities for transport. 
2. Business travel
Although some parts of the world have resumed international flights (albeit under stringent 
conditions), business travel continues to see a severe impact from the pandemic, allowing for corporate 
cost-savings. The emergence of several enterprise video conference platforms has enabled the switch 
from real to virtual business meetings. Even annual general meetings and conferences are being held 
online to eliminate the need for executives to travel and gather at a particular place.

Business trip costs in the top ten cities
Average prices for hotel stay, meal and car rental; US$

Product Time period Zurich Paris Hong Kong* Singapore Tel Aviv Osaka Geneva
New 
York

Copenhagen Los Angeles

Moderate 
hotel; single 
room with 
breakfast; per 
night

2020 213 236 273 190 160 146 317 299 177 311

2019 206 221 261 195 199 163 300 331 166 342

2015 235 160 376 190 241 109 398 465 163 163

2010 319 272 269 193 239 119 431 385 147 192

Hilton 
hotel; single 
room with 
breakfast; per 
night

2020 512 326 604 270 415 640 697 500 198 628

2019 495 352 575 317 506 637 651 549 197 564

2015 500 344 773 335 361 328 827 560 312 404

2010 387 487 524 354 329 251 667 495 389 398

Two-course 
meal

2020 245 308 307 252 205 154 217 358 161 213

2019 227 279 384 250 187 156 192 358 156 213

2015 224 150 252 234 142 138 179 313 184 160

2010 191 208 167 224 130 237 176 300 276 133

Car rental; 
moderate 
classification; 
per week

2020 561 384 846 693 404 691 750 644 898 566

2019 493 370 829 633 423 664 544 570 833 580

2015 537 400 723 717 384 788 626 597 565 517

2010 699 577 566 1,157 381 1,083 699 576 967 415
*Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Methodology

The Worldwide Cost of Living is a twice-yearly 
survey conducted by The Economist Intelligence 
Unit that compares more than 400 individual 
prices across 138 products and services in about 
130 cities. The survey can be accessed via The EIU’s 
data tool or our purpose-built website; these allow 
for city-to-city comparisons.

To gather price data, our researchers survey 
a range of stores and service producers—from 
discount to luxury—in order to determine the 
range of prices being charged. Our economists 
then convert the 50,000 reported prices into a 
central currency (the US dollar) using the prevailing 
exchange rate and weighting in order to achieve 
comparative indices. All cities are compared with a 
base city, New York City, which has an index score 
of 100.

Among the top ten cities in our survey, Geneva charges the highest daily tariff for a room at a luxury 
hotel, with prices having risen by 7% in dollar terms since last year. The biggest price rise, however, 
came in Los Angeles (11%), while the biggest declines were seen in Tel Aviv (18%) and Singapore (15%). 
For a simple business meeting over lunch, the cost of a two-course meal is highest in New York City, 
although prices remained flat year on year. Meanwhile, meal prices fell by nearly 20% in Hong Kong. 

What to expect in 2021
The uncertainty surrounding the Covid-19 pandemic is likely to continue well into the first half of 2021. 
Companies will be keen to mitigate risk and minimise costs when reviewing salaries and compensation 
packages. 

First, they will need to decide if the company’s remote-working strategy is likely to be short-term 
or permanent (or a hybrid of the two). This will give a better base from which to work out which costs 
are no longer as relevant for employees. Several companies in the US have already announced plans 
for permanent remote-working and a simultaneous reduction in compensation packages for those 
residing in cities with a low cost-of-living.

The shift to remote working may also influence management strategy, in particular the question of 
whether expatriate managers need to remain in-country in order to supervise their teams. Even if they 
do, their families may not want to remain while travelling is difficult, leading to additional expenses as 
they relocate. 
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Worldwide Cost of Living products 
Comprehensive cost of living data and analysis

Worldwide Cost of Living - the full report
Purchase the entire ranking and access deeper analysis
The full Worldwide Cost of Living report allows you to compare the cost of living in over 130 cities 
around the world. The ranking draws upon a comprehensive underlying data set including over 400 
individual price points across 138 products and services in about 130 cities.

What’s included?

l View the entire ranking of over 130 cities around the world based on their relative cost of living.

l  400 individual prices across 138 products and services. This includes food, drink, clothing, household 
supplies and personal care items, home rents, transport, utility bills, private schools, domestic help 
and recreational costs. 

l Relate each city’s rank to that of last year, 5 years ago and 10 years ago.

l  Assessment of the current and past trends impacting the cost of living, including key factors such as 
currency swings, local inflation and commodity shocks.

l  Regional analysis comparing the key trends taking place in the Americas, Africa, Asia, Europe, and the 
Middle East.

You can purchase this year’s report by visiting The EIU Store: 
https://store.eiu.com/products/special-reports

Worldwide Cost of Living – the complete data set
The city-to-city data solution for assessing living costs around the world
The full Worldwide Cost of Living data set allows you to compare more than 400 individual prices 
across 138 products and services in over 130 cities around the world. This includes food, drink, clothing, 
household supplies and personal care items, home rents, transport, utility bills, private schools, 
domestic help and recreational costs. 

The Worldwide Cost of Living data set provides you with:

l  Easy-to-understand comparative cost of living indices between a base and host city as well as 
individual category indices for different sub-baskets.

l A comparison of cost of living differences across all cities. 

l Detailed access for all data on a particular city including price levels and business costs.

l Data for all individual prices and underlying scores. 

l Indices which can be tailored in a variety of user-friendly ways.

For more information on this product, speak to a member of our team by emailing  
eiu_enquiries@eiu.com. 

https://store.eiu.com/products/special-reports
https://store.eiu.com/products/special-reports
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CityData
Detailed global product and service price data
CityData is a database containing pricing information on more than 180 products and services in 140 
cities worldwide. CityData is an aggregation of the underlying price data behind Worldwide Cost of 
Living. 

The tool gives you the raw data to use in any way which suits your business. Users are able to check on 
the price patterns on a diverse array of prices in both local currency and US dollars to ascertain price 
levels and volatility over time as well as compare cities within countries and internationally.

What’s included?

l Detailed historical price data going back as far as 1990.

l Semi-annual ( June and December) updates on prices in 120 cities.

l Data supplied from two stores (supermarket and mid-priced) to supply retail channel intelligence.

For more information on this product, speak to a member of our team by emailing  
eiu_enquiries@eiu.com.

Worldwide Cost of Living products 
Comprehensive cost of living data and analysis
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