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Abstract 

This paper presents the Sustainable, Shared-prosperity Policy Index (SSPI)2, which scores 
and ranks forty-nine countries on their economic policies that provide wellbeing for their 
residents. The SSPI compares and ranks countries by their national policies across a broad range 
of government functions that affect national wellbeing. National policies directly affect 
production and distribution; hence policy choices determine the well-being of a country, now and 
in the future. 

The SSPI divides national policies into three pillars—Sustainability, Market Structure, and 
Public Goods—that represent the government functions of protecting the environment, 
structuring markets, and delivering products and services. The three pillars are further divided 
into sixteen categories, which together contain over sixty policy indicators. The indicators are 
normalized to range from 0 to 100 with higher scores indicating better policies. The SSPI 
provides data across countries that compares policies in 2018. The policy observed point out 
where a country is relatively strong or relatively weak, and help lawmakers explore how 
countries can improve specific policies. 

This paper focuses on policies that affect workers, employers, and the labor market, 
including those that regulate wages and hours; occupational health; collective bargaining; paid 
time off; retirement income; and income distribution. We compare countries that have strong 
labor market policies to the United States, and point out how specific policies can be improved. 
Overall, nations vary widely in their national policies, and the SSPI provides a road map of 
policies that create the socio-economic system that supports universal well-being. 

 

  

 
1 This paper draws from the work done by my SSPI research teams. I am grateful to all those involved 
with creating the 2018 SSPI, which include Tristan Misko, Max Strongman, Ruotong Xu, Divya 
Venkataraman, Aadil Jamari, Frederick Dehmel, and Dalya Deuss, who also created the tables for this 
paper. Earlier teams included Ekaterina Fedorova, Tai Lohrer, Sangcheol Moon, Uma Krishnaswamy, 
Simon Saellstroem, Ryusuke Kondo, Jeff Suzuki, McCoy Cantwell, Michelle Tan, and Minh Nguyen. 
The paper benefitted from comments from Steve Vogel, Matthew Potts, Steve Raphael, Kurt Bayer, 
Wayne Chen, Brent Dixon, Ed Dolan, Teresa Ghilarducci, Jonathan Hall, Marlene Kim, Milorad 
Kovacevic, Eli Lazarus, Gordon McCord, Dan Nixon, Zachary Wendling, and Laszlo Zolnai. The 
Institute for Labor and Employment and the Undergraduate Research Apprenticeship Program at UC 
Berkeley provided administrative and financial support for this research project.  
2 SSPI 2018 data are available to the public here: https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1gI-
8oqrsAELaEZzlq_OMsYYtZq7H581YGEHWFuuGRb4/edit?gid=0#gid=0 
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I. Introduction 

 The Sustainable, Shared-Prosperity Policy Index (SSPI) integrates three Pillars 

(Sustainability, Market Structure, and Public Goods) that measure the system of national policies 

that represent the government functions of protecting the environment, structuring markets, and 

delivering public goods and services, respectively. Nations vary widely in their national policies 

to provide for the common good and support the well-being of people and the environment. 

Although we can point out social goals and compare country outcomes using a variety of indices, 

to our knowledge no policy index exists that aggregates the policies set up to guide and support 

these outcomes. We created the SSPI to compare national policies in a way that provides a road 

map of how to create the social and economy system that generates these desired goals or 

outcomes. 

 The Sustainable, Shared-Prosperity Policy Index (SSPI) structures and measures national 

policies across three Pillars, which are composed of 16 categories :  

● Market Structure: worker engagement, worker wellbeing, inequality, taxes, financial 

system.  

● Public Goods: education, healthcare, infrastructure, rights, public safety, and global 

role. 

● Sustainability:  ecosystem, land, energy, greenhouse gases, waste.  

The 16 categories are composed of 57 policy indicators. Each indicator measures how well a 

national policy supports a specific social goal relative to a benchmark policy. The policy 

indicators, which are measured using publicly available data, are normalized (between 0 and 

100) and then aggregated into the categories, which are aggregated into the three Pillars, which 

are aggregated into the SSPI. We present the SSPI ranking of forty-nine countries (Table 1), and 

then their ranking for each of the three Pillars (Table 2) for 2018. 

 This paper focuses on eight policies that affect how the labor market operates and 

impacts workers and their wellbeing, with the comparison of United States policies to the 

policies of five other industrialized countries (France, Germany, Japan, United Kingdom, 

Sweden). For description of these policies and the data source, see the Labor Market Indicator 

Table (Table 3).  
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II. Background 

The goal of the SSPI is to document the policies adopted by countries to create an economy 

that focuses on the well-being of people and the environment. National policies (laws, 

regulations, provision of public goods and services) along with culture and norms structure 

economic and social life. (Polanyi 1957; Brown 2016)  

Who is in charge of the policies that structure markets and deliver basic goods and services is 

simultaneously determining socioeconomic outcomes. (Vogel 1996, 2018; Fligstein 2021; Coyle 

2021; Hall and Soskice 2001; Sachs 2017) A major difference across countries is the role played 

by the government versus the role played by the private sector, especially big business and its 

allies. Market rules can be set by the government for the common good (social democracy), or 

they can be handed off to Big Business under the guise of “free markets” (neoliberalism). When 

markets are not competitive and are dominated by large companies, deregulation does not 

increase competition. Instead deregulation replaces government rules with company policies, and 

power shifts from the government to the large companies. (Vogel 2019, 2020; Stiglitz 2024, 

Coyle 2020) 

Building on the foundation provided by this prior work, SSPI policy variables can be 

interpreted as indicating the extent to which national markets are structured and government 

programs are created to support specific outcomes that improve the well-being of the people or 

protect the environment. High scores indicate that national policies tend to support the desired 

goals, while low scores indicate weak versions of these policies. Unsurprisingly, socioeconomic 

policies vary significantly across countries.   

Widely used economic indices, such as the UN Human Development Index, SDG Index, and 

Social Progress Index are used to measure economic performance or outcomes. A policy index, 

such as the SSPI, differs from a performance or well-being index. To our knowledge, no other 

policy index that brings together a broad range of economic policies exists across countries. 

Some indices may exist for a specific type of policy, such as the Competition Law Index, which 

measures the competition laws from 1889 to 2010 across 123 countries in order to examine 

competition regulations.3 In another study, the OECD funded four surveys on how regulations 

 
3Anu Bradford and Adam S. Chilton,  The Competitive Law Index. www.comparativecompetitionlaw.org, 
2018. 

http://www.comparativecompetitionlaw.org/
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are made by countries in order to examine if the management of making regulations follows 

good regulatory practices.4 

III. The Data 

 The SSPI is calculated for forty-nine countries, which include the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the Group of Twenty (G20), plus another five 

countries classified as ‘High income’ (2018) by the World Bank 2018.5 These countries include 

the largest and the most industrialized economics, for which much of the policy data are 

available and reliable. Collectively these countries account for 90% of world GDP and 

approximately two-thirds of the world population.6  

 The policy indicators were selected based on data that are well-defined and reliable, plus 

made publicly available over time. We only used data from credible organizations with extensive 

data covering many countries. Objective administrative data is selected over subjective 

individual survey data. In order to evaluate if two policy variables represented the same 

information, and were thus interchangeable, correlations of the variables were compared. When 

indicators are highly correlated and thought to represent the same information, then the indicator 

with more country observations or higher quality data is used. We also used sensitivity testing to 

evaluate how much an indicator, or the relevant category, varied when measured by different 

variables. 

 The Market Structure pillar brings together a wide array of policies that regulate and 

structure how markets function. The supply side is regulated through employment policies, 

income security and distribution, and taxation. The demand side is supported by the financial 

system supporting the effective operation of markets. The five Market Structure categories are 

Employment, Taxation, Financial System, and Inequality.  

 
4 http://www.oecd.org/gov/regulatory-policy/indicators-regulatory-policy-and-governance.htm 
5 The 37 OECD countries do not include Costa Rica (joined OECD in 2021). The World Bank High 
Income Countries (2018) have per person incomes above $12,055. 
6 World Development Indicators, “GDP (current $)” 2019. 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD. Accessed 2 Aug. 2019. "Population, total" 
2019, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL. Accessed 2 Aug. 2019. In order to include 
more developing countries, we also collected data for an additional eighteen countries. However their data 
availability and reliability were spotty, which constrained their comparability with the original forty-nine 
countries. 

http://www.oecd.org/gov/regulatory-policy/indicators-regulatory-policy-and-governance.htm
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL
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Public Goods is the broadest pillar and includes government programs of the goods and 

services that are typically supplied by the government. What unifies the Public Goods policies is 

that they are largely under direct control of the national or regional government. The Public 

Goods pillar includes six categories: Education, Health Care, Infrastructure, Rights, Public 

Safety, and Global Role.   

 The policies in the Public Goods and Market Structure pillars do not capture the 

responsibility that governments have to protect the environment for people today and for future 

generations, which explains the role of the Sustainability pillar. The Sustainability policies relate 

to the regulating the use of natural resources and the externalities resulting from degradation of 

our ecosystems. A company’s production decisions are based on its costs, which typically do not 

include external costs related to public health or environmental deterioration. The public ends up 

paying the external costs of production through health problems, air and water pollution, and 

extreme weather. Sustainability policies measure the extent to which governments have policies 

in place to protect the environment. The pillar includes four categories: Ecosystems, Land, 

Energy, Greenhouse Gases, and Waste.  

 Pillars and the categories should be thought of as policies that operate within a system, 

rather than as individual policies that can be analyzed separately. For example, many types of 

policies affect how markets operate, or the health of the environment, or the quality of life. The 

question is to what degree a specific policy influences quality of life or the environment within 

the overall socioeconomic system. For example, the Worker Wellbeing and Worker Engagement 

categories bring together a wide range of policies that together create the quality of jobs, 

including benefits, worker protection, and earnings security. 

 All indicators are set up so that a higher score represents a superior outcome. This is 

important to remember is reading the scores and rankings. Each policy indicator is normalized to 

a value between 0 and 100, so that the widely varying data are expressed in comparable units. 

Indicators are normalized based upon minimum and maximum goalposts, which represent the 

hypothetical minimum and maximum for the policy variable, using the following formula: 

  

𝑁𝑜𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑧𝑒𝑑	𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑜𝑟	𝑣𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 = ("#$%&'%(	'*+,%-./01"*+2"$3)
(.561"*+2"$3-./01"*+2"$3)

  

  

When possible, we used internationally established norms as goalposts for policies. For policy 

indicators without an established norm, the historical values observed across countries are used 
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as a guide for what is possible by desirable policies, while allowing for continued improvement 

in future years, and also by observed undesirable policies to benchmark low performance. 

The SSPI, Category and Pillar scores are aggregated using the arithmetic mean with equal 

weighting. Our starting position was to use equal weights to calculate the mean because it is 

widely used and because it attenuates bias and arbitrariness. However using equal weights 

implies all policies are equally important. We conducted sensitivity tests on the weights used at 

the two levels of aggregation—pillars and categories. For alternative weighting schemes, 

including unequal weights or geometric average, the rankings of countries were compared to the 

rankings achieved under equal weighting. Our decision to use standard arithmetic means is based 

on the low level of sensitivity of the rankings to the aggregation method used. 

 

IV. Comparison of Policies Across Countries 

 Before analyzing national labor market policies, let us summarize how the six countries 

compare more broadly in the overall SSPI, and in their rankings in the three Pillars. 

SSPI Country Rankings  

 Although the U.S. is the largest economy of the six countries, their ranking in the SSPI is 

the lowest. The United States doesn’t fare much better when the countries are compared by 

pillars.  

 SSPI:  U.S. (#38 ), Sweden (#3), France (#9), Germany (#10), Japan (#17), and United 

Kingdom (#22) 

  Market Structure:  U.S. (#40 ) Sweden (#3), France (#4), Germany (#13), Japan 

(#23), and United Kingdom (#19) 

  Public Goods: U.S. (#37) Sweden (#3), France (#26), Germany (#12), Japan 

(#10), and United Kingdom (#25) 

  Sustainability:  U.S. (#37) Sweden (#10), France (#20), Germany (#9), Japan 

(#23), and United Kingdom (#18) 

Countries display variation in their rankings across the three Pillars. Sweden’s weakest 

policies are in Sustainability; France has strong policies in Market Structure; and Japan’s 

strongest policies are on Public Goods. Germany, U.K., and U.S. rankings don’t display much 

variation across the three pillars, with German policies stronger than the U.K. policies, which are 

stronger than the U.S. policies. 

Labor Market Policies Across Countries 
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Here we look in greater detail at eight labor market policies, which are part of the Market 

Structure Pillar, to understand how these six countries vary in policies that affect workers and 

their wellbeing. (See Table 4.) 

Collective Bargaining. We set the stage by looking at the proportion of workers whose 

terms and conditions at work are determined by collective bargaining coverage [as opposed to 

individual contracts]. The United States stands out with its very low collective bargaining 

coverage rate of only 12% of workers. Japan follows with a bargaining coverage rate of 17%, 

followed by the United Kingdom rate of 26%. French workers have almost complete coverage, 

and Sweden has 90% of workers whose wages and conditions are covered by collective 

bargaining. Germany falls in the middle with 56% of workers covered by collective bargaining. 

Unemployment Insurance. The U.S. has the weakest scores for six of the seven other 

policies, with Unemployment Insurance the exception. Japan has weaker Unemployment 

Insurance with only 22% of unemployed workers receiving benefits compared to 28% for U.S. 

unemployed. Unemployment Insurance provides important earnings security, and France and 

Germany provide all unemployed workers with some benefits. Sweden and the U.K. fall in the 

middle with 60% and 56% UI coverage. 

Paid Maternity Leave. The United States is known by other countries for having no paid 

maternity leave mandated by national policy. In 2018, thirteen states provided some paid 

maternity paid, with all but one linked to the UI system with its relatively low benefits.7 For the 

eight countries, the average benefit of full-rate paid equivalent weeks provided to new mothers 

was a low 3.2 weeks in the U.S., compared to 38.7 weeks in Germany, 32.5 weeks in Sweden, 

and 32 weeks in Japan. France’s 18 weeks and U.K.’s 11.4 weeks are comparatively lower, yet 

considerably higher than the U.S. average.8 

Child Labor. The U.S. also stands out as having a children labor rate that is statistically 

not zero, although it is small. The other five countries have child labor rates that are statistically 

 
7 The U.S, 2018 data were calculated from a web site that is now updated to 2024:  
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/explainer/state-paid-family-leave-laws-across-the-u-
s/#:~:text=Thirteen%20states%20and%20the%20District,cover%20paid%20personal%20medical%20lea
ve. For 2018, the percent of workers with maternity benefits is here 
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2019/access-to-paid-and-unpaid-family-leave-in-2018.htm, and actual 
benefits paid in 2018 is found in U.S. BLS report National Compensation Survey—Benefits. Most 
workers have access to unpaid family leave. 
8 The weeks of paid maternity leave are converted to the number of full-time weeks at full pay, so the 
benefit is comparable across countries. The normalized score is shown, based on goal posts of minimum 0 
and maximum 52 weeks, with only the paid leave provided for the first year. 

https://bipartisanpolicy.org/explainer/state-paid-family-leave-laws-across-the-u-s/#:~:text=Thirteen%20states%20and%20the%20District,cover%20paid%20personal%20medical%20leave
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/explainer/state-paid-family-leave-laws-across-the-u-s/#:~:text=Thirteen%20states%20and%20the%20District,cover%20paid%20personal%20medical%20leave
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/explainer/state-paid-family-leave-laws-across-the-u-s/#:~:text=Thirteen%20states%20and%20the%20District,cover%20paid%20personal%20medical%20leave
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2019/access-to-paid-and-unpaid-family-leave-in-2018.htm
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zero; then their national policy is based on the years of compulsory education, which indicates 

the age at which young people can legally work full time. The goal posts for child labor rates [if 

nonzero] are minimum 0% and maximum 10% (inverted in rankings to make a higher number 

indicate a stronger policy); and the goal posts are minimum 5 and maximum 12 for the years of 

compulsory education if child labor rate is zero. 

Fatal Workplace Injuries. Workplace health and safety policies cover a wide range of 

important rules that cannot be described with a specific variable that is reliable and consistent 

across countries. In this case we use a proxy indicator that represents workplace safety. Although 

this proxy does not cover the full range of health and safety policies required to protect workers, 

fatalities represent lack of a safe workplace in its most egregious state. Unfortunately the U.S. 

stands out again with five reported fatal injuries per 100,000 workers, compared to 2.6 in France, 

and 2 in Japan, which are also relatively high compared to 1.0 in Sweden and Germany, 0.8 in 

U.K. The normalized values shown are based on goalposts of minimum 0 and maximum 25, 

which is based on observed fatalities across the forty-nine countries. 

Participation in Paid Work. Access to paid labor presents the opportunities made 

available in a country. This reflects a wide array of policies, including discrimination and 

culture, which are hard to represent with a specific policy, as well as education, which is a 

category in the Public Goods pillar. Here the percent of prime-aged people (25 to 54 years old) 

who are employed is used as a proxy for national policies governing employment opportunities. 

All six countries score well on this policy indicator, with the U.S. of 81.7% being the lowest, and 

Sweden’s 91.2% being the highest. The other four countries, Japan 86.6%, U.K. 86.7%, 

Germany 87.3%, France 87.7%, have similar rates.  

Income Share Ratio [bottom 50% as proportion of top 10%].  The comparison of pay of 

executives to worker pay and of pay across industries is important because it represents the 

inequality caused by the labor market, which is a primary determinant of a country’s inequality. 

Here national income share of the bottom 50% divided by the national income share of the top 

10% of households provides a proxy for the inequality of pay. Here the ratios show a wide range 

of inequality across the six countries, with the U.S. again at the bottom with the bottom 50% 

having only 0.29 of the income going to the top 10%. Sweden has the highest ratio of 0.83, 

followed by France’s 0.67, the U.K.’s 0.57, Germany’s 0.50, and Japan 0.41. If the national goal 

were equity, the bottom 50% would have closer to five times the income of the top 10%. 

However, the country data show this isn’t possible. Therefore the goal posts used to normalize  
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this indicator have a minimum 0.2 and maximum of 1.25. This assumes the best to be expected is 

the bottom 50% have total incomes that are only 25% more that the total incomes of the top 

10%. 

Retirement Wellbeing. Employment benefits include retirement benefits, which are based 

on the years of retirement and retirement income. The age of retirement reflect national policy, 

and the actual retirement income includes primarily what the worker receives from employment 

plans and from national social security plans. Here the expected years of retirement are 

calculated as expected years of longevity minus the national age of retirement. The actual 

retirement income by country is not available. As a proxy for adequate retirement income by 

country is the percentage of seniors (age 65 years plus) living in relative income poverty, which 

is converted to represent the percentage of seniors with nonpoor income. The normalization of 

the aggregation of these two variables provides the score for Retirement Wellbeing. Again the 

U.S. has the lowest score of 0.495, closely followed by Japan’s 0.545. France has the highest 

score of 0.882, followed by Germany’s 0.713, Sweden’s 0.654, and the U.K. 0.638. 

 

V. Conclusion 

 The Sustainable Shared-Prosperity Policy Index provides an index of the national 

economic policies of forty-nine countries and ranks them by the extent to which the policies 

support the residents’ quality of life and protect the environment. This systematic policy map 

divides policies into three pillars (Market Structure, Public Goods, and Sustainability) that 

represent the government functions of structuring markets, delivering programs and services, and 

protecting the environment. The SSPI allows a direct comparison of countries by their scores 

across policies. 

This paper compares the United States to five other highly developed countries (France, 

Germany, Japan, Sweden, United Kingdom) in eight labor market policies from the Market 

Structure Pillar (Collective Bargaining Coverage, Unemployment Benefits Coverage, Paid 

Maternity Leave, Fatal Workplace Injuries, Child labor Rate, Participation in Paid Work, 

Retirement Wellbeing, and Income Share Ratio). The eight labor market policies account for 

fifteen of the policies in the Market Structure pillar, and the six countries display a wide 

variation in their Market Structure rankings: Sweden ranks #3 and France #4, Germany ranks 

#13, the U.K. ranks #19, and Japan ranks #23. The United States ranks a low #40 (out of the 

forty-nine countries). In comparison of the six countries on eight labor market policies, the 
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United States stands out with weak scores for all eight labor market policies. The U.S. also ranks 

in the bottom half of the forty-nine countries for each of the eight labor market policies.  

 Comparison of the labor market polices shows that the inequality of earnings, which feed 

into the income share of the bottom 50% compared to the top 10%, is weak for all six countries. 

The highest ratio is Sweden’s 0.83, with the bottom 50% of the households receiving even less 

(83%) than the income share going to the top 10%. The U.S. ratio (0.29) indicates that the share 

going to the bottom 50% is only 35% of Sweden’s share.  

We can use the policy scores to understand the weak and strong policies for each country, 

and how a country might improve a weak policy by learning from other countries. A comparison 

of France and Germany policies shows that France can increase paid maternity leave and reduce 

workplace fatalities, and Germany can increase collective bargaining coverage and improve 

retirement benefits [income and years of retirement]. Compared to France and Germany, Sweden 

can improve unemployment benefit coverage, the years of compulsory education, and the 

retirement benefits. Compared to these three countries, Japan and the U.K. can increase their 

collective bargaining coverage; Japan can also increase the unemployment benefit coverage, and 

the U.K. can increase the weeks of paid maternity leave. 

In summary, the SSPI shows how you can measure and compare policies across 

countries, and how countries might design policies to improve the nation’s quality of life. The 

U.S. can improve its labor market policies to improve the lives of workers, as the policies of the 

selected six countries demonstrate. The low ranking policies of the U.S. indicate that this reflects 

politics rather than market constraints, and also that employers do not voluntarily adopt specific 

workplace policies that improve the quality of jobs unless the policy is mandated. 
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