NEW INDEXES FOR MEASURING SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

(Sep 12)  This year’s annual progress report on poverty eradication and gender equity from the international citizens’ watchdog coalition Social Watch, features two new indexes for measuring these dimensions of development, designed to allow a fuller analysis of the situation facing the poor and women around the world.

The Basic Capabilities Index and the Gender Equity Index, developed by a team of social scientists based in Montevideo, constitute new methodologies that complement the human development indexes most commonly used until now in numerous respects.

“These indexes, which are still in the early stages of development, offer a complementary perspective for evaluating the progress made by countries in fulfilling their commitments to eradicate poverty and ensure the human rights of all their citizens,” said Karina Batthyány, the Social Watch research team coordinator.
Social Watch is an international network of over 400 non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in more than 50 countries, devoted to monitoring the fulfilment of national, regional and international commitments for eradicating poverty. Its annual report is the world’s most highly recognised independent study on social development.

This year’s report, “Roars and Whispers. Gender and Poverty: Promises vs. Action”, concludes that unless fundamental changes occur, it will be impossible to meet the minimum development targets established by the U.N. in 2000 as part of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

To measure the progress made towards these goals, the Basic Capabilities Index (BCI) is aimed at moving beyond the single dimension of income and evaluating indicators of the population’s capabilities in the areas of health, education and nutrition, essential components of social development for which international targets have been established.

Since it is not based on income, it does not require data from household surveys to be provided by national governments, and can be used by independent institutions to evaluate the situation at the national, regional or municipal level. The BCI was originally developed by Social Watch Philippines to monitor local governments.

“Social Watch has demonstrated that an index of capabilities which does not include income can reflect country situations in a way that is consistent with the Human Development Index by the United Nations Development Programme and has the advantage of allowing for provincial and municipal monitoring. Yet indexes reflect averages and do not allow the poor to be counted”, said Social Watch coordinator Roberto Bissio.

The ICB is based on three indicators: the percentage of births attended by skilled health professionals, the under-five mortality rate, and the percentage of children in the first grade of primary education who reach the fifth grade.

By creating a single index combining three indicators that are readily available for all countries, the ICB makes it possible to compare situations and reach global conclusions. It is also compatible with national and international statistical systems and can be easily calculated.

The United Nations has identified 48 indicators for evaluating progress towards the fulfilment of the MDGs, and while these are useful for examining details within each goal, they do not provide an overall picture. Moreover, for many of these indicators, statistical data can only be obtained from a limited number of countries, and no times series are available.

In accordance with the BCI, the 10 countries that least satisfy their populations’ minimum needs are Chad, the nation facing the worst conditions of all, followed by Ethiopia, Rwanda, Guinea-Bissau, Niger, Madagascar, Bangladesh, Burundi, Laos and Pakistan.

At the other end of the scale, the 10 countries where the population enjoys the greatest possibilities of social development are Switzerland, Sweden, Portugal, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Luxembourg, Japan, Iceland and Greece, in that order.

The Gender Equity Index (GEI) was designed to measure the degree of gender equity in different countries independently of the population’s average socioeconomic development.
For its part, the Gender-related Development Index (GDI) created by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) uses the same dimensions as the Human Development Index (HDI) while incorporating the differences between men and women in each of the variables and dimensions it encompasses: health, education and income.

The differences between the IEG and IDG mean that some countries can obtain widely varying scores according to one index or the other. For example, Social Watch’s GEI classification places Moldova among the 25 countries with the least gender inequity, while Ireland is one category lower, in the third group of countries. On the other hand, according to the UNPD’s GDI, Ireland is in 10th place and Moldavia ranks 113th.

What is the reason behind these highly disparate results? On the GDI, there are no significant differences between Moldova and Ireland with regard to indicators such as life expectancy at birth, the adult literacy rate and the combined school enrolment rate (primary, secondary and tertiary). However, major differences emerge between men and women when it comes to the index of estimated income (purchasing power parity in dollars).

In Moldova, the average income is USD 1,168 for women and USD 1,788 for men, but the figures for Ireland are USD 21,056 and USD 52,008, respectively. Men’s estimated income is therefore more than double that of women’s in Ireland, while the gap is considerably narrower in Moldova.

In addition, the GEI also includes the dimension of empowerment – measured by women’s participation in political and economic decision-making – while the UNDP evaluates this variable through a separate, specific index, the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM).

The World Economic Forum recently developed another index to measure gender inequity around the world, the Gender Gap Index (GGI), which expands the number of dimensions considered to include economic participation, economic opportunities, political empowerment, educational achievement, health and well-being.

Up until now, however, this greater descriptive capacity has meant that fewer countries can be assessed using the indicator. The GEI developed by Social Watch can be applied to around 130 countries, whereas the GGI only provides information on 58.
