
implies that 85 per cent of the variation in the miser index is unrelated to the Sen
measure. Hence, it is clear that the miser index captures something else than Sen’s
measure. Consider for instance a situation where inequality and poverty go up for a
given Y. While Sen offers a simple formula to assess how welfare declines in this case,
we offer a simple formula to assess how rich–poor polarisation has risen under these
circumstances. In fact, a measure that is increasing in inequality – as YGI – would be
more in line with our reasoning. But again, the correlation between our miser index
and YGI is only 0.43.

Ranking Developing Countries

Table 2 shows the 20 most miserly countries. In Online Appendix D we report the
full ranking of all developing (and emerging) countries.

As seen from Table 2, Swaziland and South Africa top the list of the most miserly
countries by a large margin according to our data. South Africa is rich by African
standards, but has a poverty rate of more than 40 per cent. Swaziland has almost a
twice as high poverty rate, but is much poorer per capita. The two countries end up
with almost the same score on the miser index basically because the product of the
poverty rate and the income per capita is the same.

The inequalities in South Africa are inherited from apartheid. Since the African
National Congress (ANC) took over in the early 1990s it could have ‘eliminated’ all
the extreme poverty in the country by a rather small tax on the non-poor of less than
2 per cent in year 2000. Having not done so can be interpreted as a sign that the
process of social and political conciliation after the war has led to continued miserly
behaviour towards the poor – as our index indicates.

Figure 3. The relationship between the miser index and national income. Notes: Countries with
head count rates below 2 per cent are depicted in grey; countries with gross national income

(GNI) per capita above USD15000 are not depicted.
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Moving through the list we see that eight of the 20 countries are Latin American:
Colombia, Panama, Bolivia, Argentina, Brazil, Peru, Venezuela and El Salvador.
The four richest of these have a somewhat divergent development as can be seen
from the complete table in Online Appendix D. Miserliness in Colombia is on the
rise, while it is stagnating in Argentina after a sharp rise in the end of the 1990s. In
contrast, miserliness has been on the decline in Brazil since 1990 and in Venezuela
since 1996.
Since the China versus India comparison is often emphasised (see for instance

Drèze and Sen 1989: Ch. 11) it should be noted that Table 2 ranks India slightly
above China. The head count measure of poverty in India is more than twice as high
as the Chinese level. The reason why China is considered almost equally miserly as
India is basically that China is more affluent and has more potential contributors to
alleviate poverty than potential receivers of poverty support. This is in contrast to
the poorer India that has more than 80 per cent potential receivers of poverty relief
and only 20 per cent contributors.
The list of the top 20 most miserly countries in the world contains both

large and small countries. Nine of the 20 have a population of 40 million or
more, but the list also include very small countries like Swaziland, Gabon and
Armenia.

Table 2. The 20 most miserly countries

Country
Survey
year

Production
tax (%)

Income tax
(%)

Head count
ratio (%) GNI/cap

Miser
index

Swaziland 2001 7.69 8.18 81 4348 8.95
South Africa 2000 1.83 1.87 43 7312 8.10
Gabon 2005 0.32 0.32 20 11590 5.92
Colombia 2006 1.18 1.20 28 7358 5.30
Congo, Republic of 2005 10.94 12.15 74 2590 4.57
Panama 2006 0.57 0.57 18 9055 4.21
India 2005 9.69 11.42 76 2220 3.68
China 2005 2.17 2.27 36 4100 3.59
Bhutan 2003 4.51 4.86 49 3048 3.52
Philippines 2006 3.64 3.89 45 3277 3.47
Angola 2000 14.78 16.37 70 2091 3.46
Armenia 2003 2.44 2.62 43 3366 3.36
Bolivia 2005 2.61 2.68 30 4320 3.29
Argentina 2005 0.25 0.25 11 10420 3.07
Kazakhstan 2003 0.41 0.42 17 6935 2.99
Brazil 2007 0.34 0.34 13 8981 2.95
Peru 2006 0.70 0.71 18 6175 2.88
Venezuela, RB 2006 0.22 0.22 10 10703 2.86
El Salvador 2005 1.18 1.19 20 5500 2.85
Pakistan 2005 6.13 7.09 60 2230 2.85

Notes: For each country, the most recent data are used. Only countries with a poverty survey
after 1999 are reported in the table. An earlier version of this paper contained a slightly
different ranking. The difference between the two stems from two changes: (i) we now focus on
countries with surveys after 1999, and (ii) revisions of the World Development Indicators,
particularly the August 2008 update to incorporate new purchasing power parity (PPP)
estimates.

1342 J.T. Lind and K. Moene

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
O

sl
o]

 a
t 0

6:
38

 1
7 

A
pr

il 
20

15
 



Let us then move to the other end of the ranking. Table 3 ranks the least miserly
countries according to our measure. As seen on the top of this list the least miserly
country is Burundi. In spite of an extremely high poverty rate of 93 per cent, the
country has a low score on the miser index because it is so poor. It is evident from the
table that some of the least miserly countries should be classified as extremely poor –
eight of them have a GNI per capita less than 1000 USD per year. The richer
countries included, like Latvia, typically have rather low poverty rates, and hence do
not reveal strong miser attitudes.

Poverty and Hypothetical Tax Rates

Table 4 shows what the hypothetical tax rate is like for countries of different levels of
poverty as measured by the head count ratio. We concentrate on the income tax rate
tI – the tax rate that measures the magnitude of the poverty problem relative to total
affluence.

As the table demonstrates, there are 22 countries with poverty in the range
between 0 and 5 per cent, all of which could eliminate their poverty with a tax rate of
less than 0.1 per cent. Of the 13 observations of poverty rates in the range between 20
to 40 per cent, all could eliminate their poverty by a tax rate of less than 10 per cent.
Similarly, of the 20 observations of poverty rates between 40 and 60 per cent, 80 per

Table 3. The 20 least miserly countries

Country
Survey
year

Production
tax (%)

Income
tax (%)

Head count
ratio (%) GNI/cap

Miser
index

Burundi 2006 120.57 617.16 93 339 0.12
Azerbaijan 2005 0.09 0.09 2 3940 0.19
Ukraine 2005 0.07 0.07 2 5520 0.27
Guinea-Bissau 2002 46.86 111.54 78 542 0.30
Bosnia and
Herzegovina

2004 0.06 0.06 2 6225 0.31

Ethiopia 2005 33.41 76.69 78 630 0.36
Jordan 2006 0.09 0.09 3 4808 0.40
Sierra Leone 2003 47.75 93.76 76 573 0.42
Belarus 2005 0.04 0.04 2 8560 0.44
Bulgaria 2003 0.08 0.08 2 8190 0.50
Macedonia, FYR 2003 0.07 0.07 3 7008 0.56
Latvia 2004 0.03 0.03 2 11478 0.60
Russian Federation 2005 0.03 0.03 2 11570 0.60
Togo 2006 26.59 43.92 69 766 0.63
Niger 2005 56.73 107.79 86 600 0.63
Lithuania 2004 0.03 0.03 2 12728 0.67
Chile 2006 0.03 0.03 2 11042 0.68
Central African Republic 2003 51.88 89.33 82 637 0.70
Poland 2005 0.03 0.03 2 13480 0.71
Mozambique 2003 66.91 122.99 90 584 0.71

Notes: For each country, the most recent data are used. Only countries with a poverty survey
after 1999 are reported in the table. The table only reports countries with a head count ratio
above 2 per cent as the World Development Indicators do not distinguish between 2 per cent
and below.
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cent of the countries could eliminate their poverty by a tax rate in the range between
1 and 10 per cent. Finally, only six observations of the 112 could not eliminate their
poverty by a tax rate of less than 100 per cent.

The Correlates

To see some of the characteristics of miserly countries, Table 4 shows the results
from regressions of a number of indicators of policies and social outcomes on the
miser index, both with and without controlling for log of income (GNI) per capita.
For countries with more than one observation of the miser index, all observations
are included. However, standard error are clustered to account for the possible
dependency between these observations. There is no clear direction of causality in
these estimates, so they should be seen more as descriptive correlations than
structural relationships.

Size, Heterogeneity, and Trade

The first thing to notice from Table 5 is that larger countries in terms of population
size tend to be more miserly. This could be because larger countries are more
heterogeneous, but also because social cohesion may be lower and hence that
redistributive schemes may be more difficult to implement.
To see whether more miserly countries are more heterogeneous, we first include in

these regressions the measure of ethno-linguistic fractionalisation (ELF) derived from
Bruk and Apenchenko (1964), and popularised by among others Easterly and Levine
(1997). More miserly countries are actually less fractionalised, but this is largely driven
by more fractionalised countries being very poor – when controlling for income there is
no significant relationship. If we instead consider economic heterogeneity, measured by
the Gini coefficient, more heterogeneous countries are clearly more miserly.
Next, the association between miserliness and openness to trade seems to indicate

that more open countries, measured by both the export share of GDP and the import
share, tend to be less miserly. This fits the general pattern that open economies

Table 4. Income tax by level of poverty

Tax rate

0–0.1% 0.1%–1% 1%–10% 10%–20%
20%–
50%

50%–
100%

Above
100% Total

0–5% 22 0 0 0 0 0 0 22
5–10% 1 5 0 0 0 0 0 6
10–20% 0 15 1 0 0 0 0 16
20–40% 0 1 12 0 0 0 0 13
40–60% 0 0 16 3 1 0 0 20
60–80% 0 0 2 5 9 3 1 20
80–100% 0 0 1 0 5 4 5 15
Total 23 21 32 8 15 7 6 112

Notes: The table shows the number of countries within each interval of the head count
measure which fall into the interval of the tax rate on excess income. For each country, the
most recent data are used.
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normally have better social insurance than less open economies. In our data,
however, the negative correlation between openness and miserliness is to some extent
driven by the positive correlation between country size and miserliness as smaller
countries are more open.

As Table 5 also demonstrates, we find no relationship between military
expenditures and miserliness. Thus there is no support for our initial speculations
that miserliness goes together with ‘canons for butter’ policies.

Table 5. The correlation of the miser index with some outcome measures

No controls Controlling for GNI

Size, heterogeneity and trade
Log population 0.188*** (4.19) 0.207*** (4.45)
Ethno-linguistic fractionalisation 74.368*** (73.97) 1.226 (1.12)
Gini coefficient 3.491*** (13.78) 3.738*** (14.36)
Exports of goods and services (% of GDP) 70.344 (70.58) 71.445** (72.46)
Imports of goods and services (% of GDP) 72.647*** (74.19) 73.067*** (74.67)
Military expenditure (% of GDP) 70.100** (72.12) 70.0906* (71.85)
Aid (% of GNI) 71.461*** (76.19) 70.453** (72.32)

Health and education
Health expenditure, public (% of GDP) 70.159 (71.63) 70.277*** (73.19)
Fertility rate, total (births per woman) 0.0418 (0.66) 0.184*** (4.22)
Life expectancy at birth, total (years) 0.525* (1.78) 70.178 (71.00)
Literacy rate, adult total
(% of people ages 15 and above)

3.340 (1.31) 70.962 (70.50)

Labour force with primary
education (% of total)

3.759*** (3.23) 3.638*** (3.13)

Labour force with secondary
education (% of total)

77.446*** (76.79) 76.950*** (76.82)

Labour force with tertiary
education (% of total)

72.164*** (72.74) 72.113*** (72.66)

School enrolment, primary (% gross) 4.067*** (5.57) 3.212*** (4.54)
School enrolment, secondary (% gross) 0.695 (0.59) 72.140*** (72.67)
School enrolment, tertiary (% gross) 72.293** (72.25) 74.008*** (76.03)

Political regime
Institutionalised democracy score 0.356*** (2.78) 70.183 (71.51)
Institutionalised autocracy score 70.235** (72.35) 0.0799 (0.78)
Democracy–autocracy 0.591*** (2.66) 70.262 (71.21)

Institutions
Voice and accountability 0.0279 (1.20) 70.0504** (72.45)
Political stability and absence
of violence

70.00360 (70.16) 70.0682*** (73.17)

Government effectiveness 0.0207 (1.10) 70.0525*** (73.42)
Regulatory quality 0.0129 (0.65) 70.0607*** (73.61)
Rule of law 70.0179 (71.03) 70.0752*** (74.84)
Control of corruption 0.00350 (0.21) 70.0566*** (73.90)
Quality of institutions 0.103* (1.94) 70.0784 (71.43)

Notes: The table shows the estimates from regressions of the outcome on the miser index alone
and controlling for log gross national income (GNI) per capita. Numbers in parentheses are t-
values clustered at the country level. *significant at 10 per cent level; **significant at 5 per cent
level; ***significant at 1 per cent level.
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countries without data on poverty, we treated poverty as zero if the country had
a GNI above 10,000 PPP$, otherwise as missing. Adding up, we get the results
shown in Figure 4.

Our results portray a rather pessimistic view. Global miserliness has been rising
almost monotonically over the whole period 1980-2008. According to Table 6 the
world’s miserliness in 1980 was 5.59, around the level of Colombia today. In 2008 the
world’s miserliness had risen to 7.17, approaching the high level of today’s South
Africa. Over the whole period the head count ratio has declined somewhat, from
about 63 per cent to about 44 per cent, but this is out of proportion to the global
GNI per capita, which has almost doubled over the same period. Only a very small
fraction of global growth over the last 20 years has gone to alleviate poverty, hence
the dramatic rise in global miserliness.

Figure 4. The evolution of the miser index globally.

Table 6. Global tax rates to alleviate poverty

Year
Production
tax (%)

Income
tax (%)

Head count
ratio (%) GNI/cap

Miser
index

1980 5.01 5.42 63 3662 5.59
1985 4.31 4.66 61 3764 5.52
1990 3.75 4.01 59 4175 5.97
1995 3.16 3.36 55 4328 5.79
2000 2.60 2.74 52 4890 6.25
2005 1.81 1.88 44 5724 6.29
2008 1.62 1.68 44 6429 7.17

Note: All tax rates in percentages.
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