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Osaka joins Hong Kong and Singapore in an all-Asian joint top spot
As with last year’s Worldwide Cost of Living Survey, and for only the second time in the survey’s 
history, three cities share the top spot as the world’s most expensive to live in. Like last year, Hong 
Kong and Singapore continue to occupy two of those places. However, this year also marks change, 
with a Japanese city, Osaka, climbing three places to join Hong Kong and Singapore at the top of The 
Economist Intelligence Unit’s rankings. Osaka replaces Paris, which drops down to 5th place, equal with 
another European city, Switzerland’s Zurich. 

Elsewhere, as with Osaka, a strengthening of the yen led Japan’s capital, Tokyo, to rise from 13th to 
joint 8th. Higher prices in two US cities, New York (ranked 4th) and Los Angeles (8th), were influenced 
by a combination of strong local currency and firm domestic demand, which drove up prices for 
clothing and domestic help. Tel Aviv (Israel), the only Middle Eastern city in the top ten, rises from 10th 
to 7th, with transport costs such as the price of owning a car also continuing to rise.

In previous years, eurozone cities have typically moved up and down the index in tandem, and often 
in contrast to non-euro area European cities. However, this time there is a much clearer trend across 
all European cities. Modest domestic demand and weak global energy prices have kept inflationary 
pressures subdued across Europe in the past year. Of the 37 European cities surveyed, the index 
scores in all but four—Moscow, St Petersburg, Kiev and Istanbul—have fallen, with 31 experiencing a 
fall in overall rank. In addition to Paris and Zurich becoming comparatively less expensive, Geneva, 
another Swiss city and long-standing member of the top ten, falls from 5th to 10th, while Denmark’s 
Copenhagen (the joint 7th most expensive city in the previous year’s report) drops out of the top ten 
altogether. 

In contrast to the slide in the rankings by European cities, higher living costs associated with the 
strength of the US dollar have produced another stark trend in this years’ report, with 15 of the 16 US 
cities rising in the rankings. Indeed, many of the movements in this year’s index was driven by currency 
shifts. The South Korean capital, Seoul, drops out of the top ten on the back of currency depreciation, 
while some of the biggest ranking falls outside of the top ten, such as Reykjavik (Iceland; from 15th in 
2018 to 29th in 2019), Casablanca (Morocco; from 92nd to 106th) and Lusaka (Zambia; from 114th to 
127th), also came as a result of local-currency depreciation.

At the lower end of the rankings, high inflation partly as a result of depreciations and devaluations 
of local currencies in previous years conversely led to some biggest rises in prices. Venezuela’s capital, 
Caracas, saw its cost of living rise by 140% in 2019, while the cost of living in both the Iranian capital, 
Tehran, and Turkey’s Istanbul rose by more than 13%, owing to currency-driven inflation.

Taking an average of the indices for all cities surveyed, and using New York as the base city, the cost 
of living has fallen by around 4% on average across the 133 cities surveyed. This mainly reflects the 
impact on global currencies of easing monetary policy, uncertainty around the US-China trade war 
(which has put pressure on some emerging-market currencies) and the strength of the US economy.

The findings of the latest Worldwide Cost of 
Living survey
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US and European cities head in opposite directions
Unlike in the previous year, the Federal Reserve (the US central bank) loosened monetary policy in 
2019, enacting three rate cuts. However, the US dollar appreciated against most other currencies 
as a result of the strength of the US economy and relative weakness elsewhere, particularly in 
Europe, where growth slowed in the eurozone and interest rates returned to negative territory. This 
combination drove a stark trend, with all but one of the 16 US cities climbing in the rankings. 

The highest climbers are Boston (rising from 51st to 33rd), where fast-paced population growth 
continues to push up demand; Atlanta (76th to 63rd), where a strong jobs market and rising house 
prices are having a similar effect; and San Francisco (25th to 15th), where a high concentration of 
wealthy individuals means that prices continue to rise quickly for more luxurious goods and services in 
categories such as personal care, clothing and domestic help (for which it is the most expensive city in 
the world). Meanwhile, New York (4th) and Los Angeles (8th) both moved further into the top ten. As 
with previous years, the broad trend shows that US cities continue to prove particularly expensive for 
domestic help and utilities, with seven cities in the top ten for the former category, and six in the top 
ten for the latter.

The rise in cost of living in Asian cities has been a feature of many of our reports over the past ten 
years, a trend continued in 2019 as three Asian cities (Singapore, Hong Kong and Osaka) share top spot 
for the first time. Key Asian business centres continue to be the most expensive places for grocery 
shopping. However, the survey results for 2019 highlight that, on average, the fastest overall risers in 
recent years have been North American cities.

In contrast, the euro weakened against the dollar in 2019, owing partly to sluggish growth in the 
eurozone as external headwinds such as the US-China trade war negatively impacted export-led 
economies such as Germany. As such, all eurozone countries recorded lower index scores and rankings 
in 2019. 

However, this pattern extended beyond the euro area, with the cost of living in most other European 
cities also falling relative to New York. This is a trend that follows on from similar falls in European 
cities’ rankings in 2018 and over the past ten years. With Copenhagen dropping to 11th (Denmark pegs 

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

Singapore Singapore 102 1 0

China Hong Kong* 102 1 0

Japan Osaka 102 1 4

US New York 100 4 3

France Paris 99 5 -4

Switzerland Zurich 99 5 -1

Israel Tel Aviv 97 7 3

US Los Angeles 96 8 2

Japan Tokyo 96 8 5

Switzerland Geneva 95 10 -5
*Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China
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its currency, the krone, to the euro), only three European cities remain in the top ten, compared with 
seven cities ten years ago. That said, European cities continue to dominate the top spots in individual 
category costs for personal care, household goods and recreation, reflecting high wages and household 
spending.

Currency shifts drive the biggest movers 
There was not the same volatility in emerging-market currencies in 2019 as seen the previous year, 
partly because looser US monetary policy eased investor fears. Yet, the relative appreciation of the US 
dollar, combined with slow growth elsewhere and specific domestic policies, continues to play a major 
part in driving the biggest movements of cities across the index.

Istanbul, the sharpest climber in the rankings, was deeply affected in 2018 by a currency crisis, 
leading to a 48-place fall last year as the Turkish lira lost considerable value. Although the lira remains 
weak, it has strengthened in comparison with its nadir in the third quarter of 2018. This, combined with 
double-digit inflation, led to a 24-place rise in our rankings, to 96th. 

Ukraine’s capital, Kiev, rises by 22 places in the overall rankings, to 86th, partly owing to the country’s 
record grain harvest in 2019, which boosted export earnings, leading to a strengthening of the Ukrainian 
hryvnya against the US dollar. In addition, prices in Kiev are being boosted by rising demand following 
a string of increases to the minimum wage in recent years and stronger real wage growth more 
generally—albeit from a very low base. The Russian capital, Moscow, also climbs up the rankings, from 
102nd to 86th, partly as a result of the Russian government’s decision to increase value-added tax (VAT) 
from 18% to 20%, pushing up consumer prices.

Contrasting downward movements in the rankings were also heavily influenced by local currency 
weakness. Geographically, many of the biggest fallers in the rankings are European cities, including 

Prices now and then for top ten cities 
City Singapore Hong Kong Osaka New York Paris Zurich Tel Aviv Los Angeles Tokyo Geneva

Average US$ 
price 1kg loaf 
of bread

Current $3.35 $3.60 $5.63 $8.62 $5.20 $4.69 $4.70 $6.82 $7.41 $5.62

Last year $3.40 $3.91 $5.20 $8.33 $5.66 $4.78 $5.09 $6.26 $7.12 $6.06

5 years $3.54 $4.31 $5.77 $8.62 $8.83 $5.96 $4.94 $6.02 $6.88 $7.48

10 years $2.88 $4.48 $6.78 $6.85 $9.23 $5.48 $3.49 $5.57 $8.75 $5.22

Average 
US$ price 1 
beer bottle 
(330ml)

Current $2.25 $1.57 $2.49 $3.50 $1.86 $2.55 $3.27 $1.91 $2.47 $1.37

Last year $2.37 $1.77 $2.30 $3.33 $2.10 $3.25 $2.94 $1.91 $2.45 $1.54

5 years $2.53 $1.91 $2.22 $3.18 $2.75 $2.78 $3.06 $1.80 $2.63 $2.06

10 years $2.14 $1.46 $2.51 $2.87 $2.07 $2.04 $2.50 $1.63 $3.02 $1.51

Average US$ 
price men’s 
two-piece 
business suit

Current $1,167.14 $1,639.41 $1,483.82 $3,073.09 $1,724.23 $689.12 $1,979.17 $1,607.67 $960.85 $506.69

Last year $1,161.14 $1,874.65 $1,359.85 $2,729.77 $2,000.65 $651.89 $1,940.58 $1,463.78 $946.00 $573.20

5 years $1,266.88 $1,599.91 $995.26 $1,770.21 $2,056.28 $615.41 $1,962.96 $1,323.41 $949.62 $654.84

10 years $1,087.50 $861.94 $1,118.82 $1,051.16 $1,761.90 $700.00 $1,325.33 $1,288.25 $1,193.78 $750.16

Average US$ 
price women’s 
haircut

Current $96.01 $112.88 $55.63 $210.00 $124.03 $72.47 $102.55 $199.88 $65.74 $93.30

Last year $96.01 $112.10 $53.46 $210.00 $119.04 $73.97 $93.59 $197.50 $63.17 $90.21

5 years $105.16 $58.06 $57.86 $198.00 $98.70 $73.12 $86.11 $185.00 $66.61 $83.33

10 years $81.94 $64.52 $53.80 $155.00 $96.43 $79.44 $80.00 $97.50 $73.70 $70.09
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the Bulgarian capital, Sofia (90th to 106th), Reykjavik (15th to 29th), Rome and Dusseldorf (both fall 
from joint 32nd to joint 43rd). This was largely a result of the euro and currencies pegged to it, such as 
the Bulgarian lev, losing ground to the dollar in 2019. In similar fashion, Iceland’s currency, the krona, 
has continued to depreciate on average since the 2018 Worldwide Cost of Living Survey, with investor 
sentiment damaged by the collapse of the domestic airline industry—albeit Reykjavik remains among 
the top ten most expensive cities worldwide for alcoholic beverages and recreational activities.

Beyond Europe, Lusaka, the Zambian capital, posts one of the biggest falls in the rankings (from 
114th to 127th), as a tumbling currency, caused by investors fleeing the country over fears of a sovereign 
default, has driven down the cost of living, more than outweighing a drought-related rise in inflation.

Limited change but clear trends at the bottom of the rankings
The cheapest cities in the world have seen only limited change in the rankings, but they do also 
demonstrate two key trends. First, South Asian cities still make up the largest geographical grouping 
in the bottom ten places, with Pakistan’s Karachi ( joint 129th) and three Indian cities, Chennai 
(126th), Bangalore (125th) and New Delhi ( joint 122nd), all ranked among the cheapest. Despite rapid 

Biggest movers down the ranking in the past 12 months
Country City Index (New York=100) Rank Index move Rank move

Bulgaria Sofia 52 106 -6 -16

Morocco Casablanca 52 106 -5 -14

Iceland Reykjavik 78 29 -12 -14

Zambia Lusaka 38 127 -11 -13

Italy Rome 73 43 -8 -11

Germany Dusseldorf 73 43 -8 -11

Oman Muscat 53 102 -4 -10

Serbia Belgrade 53 102 -4 -10

Senegal Dakar 51 112 -4 -10

Australia Perth 64 74 -5 -10

Biggest movers up the ranking in the past 12 months
Country City Index (New York=100) Rank Index move Rank move

Turkey Istanbul 54 96 8 24

Ukraine Kiev 58 86 6 22

US Boston 76 33 1 18

Russia Moscow 58 86 3 16

Thailand Bangkok 79 26 1 15

Iran Tehran 52 106 6 14

US Atlanta 66 63 0 13

Peru Lima 66 63 0 13

Brazil Rio de Janeiro 54 96 2 12

Brazil Sao Paulo 54 96 1 11
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population growth and fast-growing economies in the region, South Asia remains structurally cheap 
as a result of low wages and high levels of income inequality, which limit household spending, as well 
as strong retail competition, suppressing potential price rises. Nevertheless, this year continues the 
gradual rise up the rankings of the cheapest Indian cities. Five years ago, South Asian cities made up 
four of the five cheapest cities in our index, whereas Karachi is now the only such city, with Bangalore 
climbing out of that bracket this year. 

The second (related) trend is the increasing prevalence among the lowest-ranked cities of major 
domestic political and economic instability. Caracas, which moves up from 133rd to 128th, has the 
highest rise in its index score of any of the cities in the survey, as years of disastrous policy-making, 
economic sanctions and recent political unrest have led to soaring inflation following the devaluation 
of the currency. 

Similarly, the Syrian capital, Damascus, which has experienced soaring inflation and goods shortages 
in recent years owing to the ongoing civil war, returns to the bottom of the index (replacing Caracas) 
owing to renewed pressure on the local currency. Elsewhere, Uzbekistan’s Tashkent moved down 
one place, to 132nd, owing to the continuing impact of a 2017 currency devaluation, while Argentina’s 
capital, Buenos Aires (from 125th to 129th), also became less expensive as a result of a contracting 
economy and the consequent hit to demand. The broader trends of rising political instability and 
ongoing currency risks observed by The Economist Intelligence Unit are likely to continue to play an 
increasingly important role at the bottom of the index in 2020, over and above traditional structural 
factors such as those seen in South Asia. 

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

Syria Damascus 25 133 -1

Uzbekistan Tashkent 30 132 -1

Kazakhstan Almaty 34 131 -1

Argentina Buenos Aires 35 129 -4

Pakistan Karachi 35 129 -2

Venezuela Caracas 36 128 5

Zambia Lusaka 38 127 -13

India Chennai 39 126 -1

India Bangalore 40 125 4

India New Delhi 42 122 1
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Prices now and then for bottom ten cities 
City Damascus Tashkent Almaty Buenos Aires Karachi Caracas Lusaka Chennai Bangalore New Delhi

Average US$ 
price 1kg loaf 
of bread

Current $0.61 $1.05 $0.96 $3.32 $1.17 $3.16 $0.87 $1.14 $1.24 $1.15

Last year $0.60 $1.24 $0.95 $3.91 $1.46 $0.77 $1.10 $1.08 $1.21 $1.15

5 years $1.66 $2.66 $1.34 $6.80 $1.72 $3.36 $1.23 $0.93 $1.04 $1.07

10 years $1.99 $1.39 $1.28 $2.79 $1.51 $7.63 $1.00 #N/A #N/A $0.77

Average 
US$ price 1 
beer bottle 
(330ml)

Current $0.87 $1.75 $0.94 $0.89 $3.56 $2.46 $1.13 $2.13 $4.50 $2.40

Last year $0.87 $2.03 $0.92 $0.89 $3.97 $1.42 $1.45 $2.05 $4.15 $2.23

5 years $2.60 $4.37 $1.55 $1.52 $3.39 $1.05 $1.75 $2.18 $3.83 $2.60

10 years $2.21 $2.65 $1.34 $0.49 $2.41 $3.11 $1.64 #N/A #N/A $2.39

Average US$ 
price men’s 
two-piece 
business suit

Current #DIV/0! $304.61 $268.13 $722.14 $439.47 $1,273.75 $215.01 $148.01 $145.94 $136.76

Last year #DIV/0! $350.28 $270.03 $750.55 $515.51 $469.60 $278.05 $173.91 $139.97 $151.13

5 years $156.00 $668.57 $467.01 $1,084.72 $554.58 $1,420.00 $409.12 $188.04 $154.86 $157.62

10 years $362.32 $589.47 $498.94 $1,002.68 $353.84 $1,348.84 $387.51 #N/A #N/A $128.18

Average 
US$ price 
women’s 
haircut

Current $7.77 $11.45 $48.34 $25.21 $25.75 $6.39 $12.89 $11.41 $15.00 $16.87

Last year $7.77 $12.43 $48.55 $30.18 $29.40 $1.77 $16.10 $10.46 $14.65 $16.88

5 years $12.35 $32.45 $84.34 $41.98 $36.70 $17.90 $14.83 $10.78 $16.59 $18.67

10 years $15.22 $24.98 $69.62 $33.38 $27.14 $61.63 $13.46 #N/A #N/A $10.33
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Background: about the survey 
The Worldwide Cost of Living is a bi-annual (twice yearly) Economist Intelligence Unit survey that 
compares more than 400 individual prices across 160 products and services. These include food, 
drink, clothing, household supplies and personal care items, home rents, transport, utility bills, 
private schools, domestic help and recreational costs. The survey itself is a purpose-built Internet 
tool designed to help human resources and finance managers calculate cost-of-living allowances and 
build compensation packages for expatriates and business travellers. The survey incorporates easy-
to-understand comparative cost-of-living indices between cities. The survey allows for city-to-city 
comparisons, but for the purpose of this report all cities are compared with a base city of New York, 
which has an index set at 100. The survey has been carried out for more than 30 years. 

Methodology
More than 50,000 individual prices are collected in each survey, conducted each March and September 
and published in June and December. Economist Intelligence Unit researchers survey a range of stores: 
supermarkets, mid-priced stores and higher-priced speciality outlets. Prices reflect costs for more 
than 160 items in each city. These are not recommended retail prices or manufacturers’ costs; they are 
what the paying customer is charged. Prices gathered are then converted into a central currency (US 
dollars) using the prevailing exchange rate and weighted in order to achieve comparative indices. The 
cost-of-living index uses an identical set of weights that is internationally based and not geared toward 
the spending pattern of any specific nationality. Items are individually weighted across a range of 
categories and a comparative index is produced using the relative difference by weighted item.
For more information on the Worldwide Cost of Living Survey visit
http://www.worldwidecostofliving.com 

http://www.worldwidecostofliving.com
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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 160 goods and services in 90 countries.

What’s included?

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

  400 individual prices across 160 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: 
store.eiu.com/product/worldwide-cost-of-living-2020

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 160 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. 

http://store.eiu.com/product/worldwide-cost-of-living-2020


© The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 20209

CityData
Detailed global product and service price data
CityData is a database containing pricing information on more than 160 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 over 130 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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